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The Real Facts 

To the amusement of spectators in a packed courtroom on June 28, Robert Charney, lead 
counsel for the Ministry of the Attorney General, stated quite emphatically that 

 “There is no such thing as a 'pit bull'!” 

 Cross‐bred dogs have 
“locking jaws” 

X   Scientific studies show cross‐bred dog jaws are 
physiologically no different than any other 
dog.  Lehr Brisbane's scientific paper proved 
there is no difference between the jaw 
structure of the APBT and other dogs.  

 Cross‐bred dogs have 
been bred to be 
“aggressive” 

X   One cannot breed for aggressiveness. It is a 
behaviour and you cannot breed for 
behaviour. Behaviour is learned and 
environmental. The fact that there was success 
with the Vick dogs is the resiliency of dogs 
period. All dogs are alike in that manner.  

 

 In the Province of Ontario, the number of three purebreds combined are fewer 
than  500  dogs  in  a  provincial  population  of  over  2,000,000  dogs  .  These 
numbers  are  easily  referenced  since purebreds  are  recorded with  registries.  
There has not been a reported bite by any of those breeds in the history of the 
province.   

 NOT ONE  child has ever been killed by one of  the  three banned dogs,  since 
records kept since 1964, NOW 45 children have been KILLED and out of  that 
number 22 of those deaths related to one specific breed YET THAT BREED (not 
those  identified  as  “pit  bull”  dogs  at  all)  (and  rightly  so,  still  miniscule 
percentage  of  the  actual  breed)  was  not  banned?  So  how  is  public  safety 
served? 

 FACT,  only  40 minutes  of  education  to  children  from  Kindergarten  to  grade 
three prevented DOG BITES by ALMOST 80%, NOW that results in public safety 
but you ignore this?1 

                                                            
1 Note the THS is currently involved in out‐reach to schools to teach children how to read, approach and interact 
with dogs. 





Dispelling the Myths2 

The pit bull myths... we've all heard them. 

Unfortunately,  anyone dedicated  to  fighting BSL will be  forced  to deal with officials  and others who 
believe some or all of the below false beliefs about cross‐bred dogs.   This page was created to help you 
combat those myths with the best ammunition...facts!   

Cross‐bred dogs are "inherently dangerous" or they are "born mean." 

No one breed as a whole  is bad, the same as no one race of humans  is bad. Much has to do with the 
individual, it's genes, upbringing, and training. In the case of Cross‐bred dogs, a breed that was created 
to be especially gentle with people, all of the human aggressive dogs are victims of one or more of the 
following: poor breeding, bad training, or irresponsible upbringing. There are thousands upon thousands 
of cross‐bred dogs  that are  loving,  loyal, safe pets, who will  live and die without ever having bitten a 
human. They are the proof that this "born bad" idea is fiction, pure and simple.  

In the event you are asked to provide "fact based" and undisputed proof to this effect, in August 2002, 
the Supreme Court of Alabama affirmed the decision of the lower state court that pit bull dogs are not 
inherently dangerous.  City of Huntsville v. Tack, et al., Alabama Supreme Court(2002). 

Again, in the case of Zuniga v. County of San Mateo Department of Health Services, the California Court 
of Appeals held that Pit bull dogs are not inherently dangerous.  (1990)  

Cross‐bred dogs have massive  jaw  strength  that  can be measured  in  terms of 
pounds per square inch (PSI).   

According to Dr. I. Lehr Brisbin of the University of Georgia:     

In regard to claims of massive 1200 P.S.I., 1500 P.S.I., 1800 P.S.I. jaw strength he 
says,  "To  the best of our knowledge,  there are no published  scientific  studies 
that would allow any meaningful comparision to be made of the biting power of 
various breeds of dogs.  There are, moreover, compelling technical reasons why 
such data describing biting power in terms of 'pounds per square inch' can never 
be  collected  in  a meaningful way. All  figures  describing  biting  power  in  such 
terms can be traced to either unfounded rumor or, in some cases, to newspaper 
articles with no foundation in factual data. 

Cross‐bred dogs have locking jaws. 

Dr. Brisbin has also conducted studies with respect to the myth that a Cross‐bred dog's jaws lock.  With 
respect to this, he states,  

The  few  studies  which  have  been  conducted  of  the  structure  of  the  skulls, 
mandibles and teeth of Cross‐bred dogs show that,  in proportion to their size, 
their  jaw structure and thus  its  inferred  functional morphology,  is no different 
than that of any breed of dog. There is absolutely no evidence for the existence 

                                                            
2 http://www.defendingdog.com/id5.html 



of any kind of  'locking mechanism' unique  to  the  structure of  the  jaw and/or 
teeth of the American Pit Bull Terrier.  

Cross‐bred dogs bite or attack more than any other breed of dogs.   

Despite  all  the  studies on dog bites,  the American Veterinary Medical Association has  found  that no 
single breed  is more dangerous  than  another. Rather,  studies  show  the most popular breeds  at  any 
given  time  tend  to  top  the  list  because,  of  course,  there  are  more  of  those  dogs  in  the  general 
population.  It may seem to the general public, who is constantly bombarded with disturbing reports on 
cross‐bred  dog  attacks,  that  this  is  the  only  breed  that  harms  humans  with  any  great  regularity. 
However, the fact remains that cross‐bred dogs are hot news  items. Dogs of all breeds and mixes bite 
and attack people all the time, but it is mainly the cross‐bred dog bites that get sensationalized. 

If the breed of dog was the primary determining factor in all dog attacks, it would stand to reason that 
since  there  are  literally  hundreds  of  thousands  of  cross‐bred  dogs  in  the United  States  alone,  there 
would be countless more statistics on cross‐bred dog bites. The truth is, there simply are not. Any dog, 
regardless of its breed, is only as dangerous as his/her owner allows it to be.  

Further,  in  the  case  of  Tellings  v.  City  of  Toledo  (2004),  the  Court  found  that  there  is  no  statistical 
evidence which indicates that the pit bull dog bites more frequently than some other breeds of dogs.   
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DO PIT BULLS INFLICT INJURIES UNLIKE OTHER
BREEDS OF DOGS?
Karen Delise

A National Canine Research Council Perspective Report

Graphic depiction of fatal injuries that dogs have inflicted on their few unfortunate
victims is a topic that NCRC has been hesitant to address. Fatal dog attacks are
vanishingly rare occurrences; a person is five times more likely to be struck and killed
by lightning than to be killed by a dog. There seemed no useful purpose in addressing
the nature and type of injuries a victim sustained during such a rare event, nor would we
ever wish to compromise the privacy of victims or sensationalize their tragedies.

Unfortunately, certain groups and individuals seek to capitalize on the already
disproportionate dread that some people feel toward dogs. They persist in making false
claims about the severity and nature of pit bull attacks versus those of other
breeds/types of dogs. They expose the victims' identities and traffic in descriptions of
the victims' injuries in order to forward their personal theories and agenda.

Claims about the "unique damage that pit bulls inflict" are made by individuals or special
interest groups with no knowledge or experience in analyzing fatal dog bite injuries. In
the interest of accuracy and fairness, the NCRC feels compelled to address these
tactics and claims.

For nearly two decades, the
NCRC has investigated and
analyzed injuries from every
fatal dog attack for which
data is available and has
found that no breed of dog
has a particular method of
attack or inflicts an exclusive
type of injury; claims that
one breed of dog inflicts
injuries unlike other breeds
have no merit.

NOBREEDOF DOGHAS APARTICULAR
METHODOF ATTACKOR INFLICTS AN

EXCLUSIVE TYPEOF INJURY; CLAIMS THAT
ONE BREEDOFDOG INFLICTS INJURIES
UNLIKEOTHERBREEDS HAVENOMERIT.

���������
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Below is a list of 15 victims of dog attacks (table 1), along with descriptions of the fatal
wounds listed on the autopsy reports. Each victim was attacked and killed by a single
dog. There are 15 different breeds represented in these incidentsi (table 2).

Not only is it impossible to match the incidents listed in table 1 with the breeds of dogs
listed in table 2, it is impossible to determine which breed of dog is responsible for any
injury based solely upon examination of injuries, autopsy reports or photos.

Table 1, fatal wound descriptions

Victim 1: Multiple penetrating wounds to the
abdomen

Victim 2: Collapsed lungs, multiple wounds to
the chest, partial devourment

Victim 3: Massive head and neck injuries

Victim 4: Multiple bite wounds,
dismemberment

Victim 5: Extensive scalp and neck injuries

Victim 6: Multiple lacerations of scalp and
neck, depressed skull fracture

Victim 7: Exsanguination from multiple bite
wounds

Victim 8: Skull fracture and severe bites to
upper back and face

Victim 9: Multiple penetrating wounds to back
and chest

Victim 10: Severe bite wounds to the head

Victim 11: Severe bites, massive bleeding,
broken facial & neck bones

Victim 12: Massive head injuries

Victim 13: Severe, multiple penetrating
injuries to head and neck

Victim 14: Massive bite injuries to lower
extremities, dismemberment

Victim 15: Severe scalp, facial wounds,
laceration of jugular

Table 2, breeds of dogs involved

Siberian husky

Coonhound

Dachshund

Chow chow

Pit bull

Sheepdog-type dog

Malamute

Labrador Retriever

Chesapeake Bay Retriever

St. Bernard

German Shepherd dog

Wolfdog

Golden Retriever

Mixed breed (no discernable breed
visible)

Rottweiler

Note: Breeds were chosen for this sample only if dogs of that breed have been involved in more than one
human fatality (i.e., Airedale Terrier, Pomeranian, Jack Russell Terrier, et.al, were not used as only one
human fatality has been attributed to each of these breeds in the United States).

i A list of fatal wounds/breed matches may be obtained by request.





BSL Studies – World wide3 

The available  studies on breed  specific  legislation all  lead  to  the  same conclusion.... dog bites do not 
decrease in communities where breed bans and/or regulations have been passed.  In fact, the statistics 
related  to dog bites  remain at  relatively  the  same  rate  year after  year.    If  the goal of breed  specific 
legislation is to reduce and prevent injury from dog bites ‐ yet dog bites continue to occur at comparable 
rates year after year, even in communities with BSL ‐ it is quite clear that breed specific legislation does 
little  to protect  the public  from dog  bites.    The below  studies do  an  excellent  job  at  illustrating  the 
ineffectiveness of breed specific laws.  

 In 1996, a Scottish  study entitled  "Does  the Dangerous Dogs Act Protect Against Animal Attacks" 
looked at  the  three month period before  the  implementation of BSL and  the  three month period 
after  said  implementation.   The  study  found  that  the banned or  regulated breeds  contributed  to 
only a small percentage of attacks.   The study further revealed that Alsatians and mongrels (Cross‐
bred dogs) were the most common breed involved (in 24.2% and 18.2% attacks, respectively), while 
the restricted breeds accounted for only 6.1% of the attacks.   

 In September 2002, the Administrative Court of Berlin ruled null and void the government of Lower 
Saxony, Germany's breed specific law related to 14 breeds of dogs.  This ruling was based, in part, by 
a  study  by  Esther  Schalke,  PhD,  DVM,  which  demonstrated  that  breed  specific  legislation  was 
ineffective.  

 In June 2008, the Netherlands repealed a 15 year ban on pit bulls after research proved that it did 
not improve public safety and dog bite incidents did not decrease.   

 In March 2009, Italy repealed  its  long‐standing breed specific  law  in which 17 dogs were  identified 
as "dangerous breeds."  The breed ban was replaced with a law making owners more responsible for 
their pet's training and behavior.  

 In  June  2008,  a  report  regarding  the United Kingdom's Dangerous Dog Act  of  1991 was  issued.   
According to the report commissioned by pet insurer LV, the number of people hospitalised for dog 
attacks  has  increased  by  almost  50%  in  the  past  decade  ‐‐  this  is  despite  having  breed  specific 
legislation in place since 1991.   

 In 2007, a Spanish study compared dog bites reported to the health department of Aragon, Spain 
for 5 years before and 5 years after the implementation of breed specific legislation in the form of a 
Dangerous Dog Act.  The Spanish study concluded, among other things, that there was no change in 
the number of dog bites reported, and that the restricted breeds, were responsible for less than 4% 
of the reported bites both before and after the BSL took effect. 

 A 2006 Australian  study entitiled Breed‐specific  legislation and  the pit bull  terrier:   Are  the  laws 
justified? concluded that  the data collected  in the United States  to support the theory that Cross‐
bred dogs posed a unique danger to the public is flawed by methodological shortcomings.  The study 
also  concluded  that  the  evidence does not  sustain  the  view  that Cross‐bred dogs  are  a uniquely 
dangerous  breed,  and  breed‐specific  laws  aimed  to  control  it  have  not  been  demonstrated  by 
authorities to be justified by its attack record.   

 In addition to the above countries that have repealed breed specific  legislation, many cities  in the 
United States have repealed BSL, as well.   A detailed  listing of communities that have repealed or 
decided against implementing BSL can be found at www.understand‐a‐bull.com.  

                                                            
3 http://www.defendingdog.com/id39.html 
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Dog Bites – Toronto4 

                                                            
4 http://caveat.typepad.com/blog/ 



Reading the Numbers 

Star columnist Yvette Van Veen illustrates in an article dated November 25, 20115 the inarguble reality 
that condemning a huge number of dogs based entirely on their appearance has made NO difference to 
the bite ratio in Ontario. 

Combining the data of these three regions offers a glimpse of the whole 
of Ontario. The number of reported dog bites  in 2010 was higher than 
2006 by  just eight  incidents. The overall trend becomes a flat  line with 
small  variations  that  could  very  well  be  explained  by  weather,  not 
legislation. 

Caveat 6ALSO shows incontrovertible truth (borne out by countless studies and boosted by the reality of 
the vast number of provinces, states, towns and COUNTRIES repealing these pointless bans) that BREED 
SPECIFIC LEGISLATION does NOT work (particarly when you have created a “breed” based only on vague 
universal maxums like “short haired”, “musular” and “broad”. 

Points made by Caveat include the following: 

1. They don't  know how many dogs  there  are due  to poor  licensing 
compliance.  Toronto  is publicly  admitting  to  around 30%  compliance; 
an  article  came out  the  same week  saying  just  that.    Therefore,  they 
can't calculate population comparisons of any kind.  

... 

2.  Their  'stats'  are  NOT  from  Public  Health  as  they  state,  they  are 
Toronto Animal Services bite numbers.  I have both. Global sent me the 
numbers  they  used,  they match  the  TAS  numbers.    I  admit  I  haven't 
cross‐checked every single 'breed' but the main ones are the same. 

... 

3.  The  'breed'  designations  are  meaningless,  since  most  'german 
shepherds' aren't, most  'labrador retrievers' aren't and obviously,  'pit 
bull'  isn't  even  a  breed.  I  note  that  the  stats  they  used  show more 
AmStaffs licensed  in Toronto  than live in Ontario.   

There aren't four breeds banned as they say on their website, there are 
three. 

... 

4. At  first,  I  couldn't  figure  out why  their  table  lumped  10  years  of 
bites together but only showed licensed dogs for 2011, then I realized 
it was the only way they could do their risk by breed calculation and 
have 3 breeds and  'pit bulls' show up  in the  top 20.   This  is pointless 
because  they  don't  have  an  accurate  number  of  how many  of  each 
breed  or  perceived  breed  there  are  AND  they  don't  have  accurate 
overall bite numbers, let alone bites by 'breed'. 

                                                            
5 http://www.thestar.com/living/article/1092644‐‐van‐veen‐where‐s‐the‐data‐that‐shows‐pit‐bull‐ban‐is‐working 
6 http://caveat.typepad.com/blog/2011/11/global‐tv‐spreads‐mythology‐toronto‐star‐gets‐it‐right.html 



5.    Their  line  graph    stops  at  January  1,  2010,  so  it's  not  up  to  and 
including 2010,  it's ten years, 2000‐2009.   So they are doing  five years 
prior to and four years after the ban. They should have gone to the end 
of 2010. 

... 

6.   Had  they done  1995  to  2009,  for  example,  all  types of    'pit bulls' 
wouldn't have been in the top 20. 

Their report is a crock. 
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Abstract

Panic Policy Making: Canine Breed Bans in Canada and the United States

Although dogs have bitten humans for millennia, in recent years state, provincial, and local governments

have responded to incidents of dog bites with legislation or administrative rules that ban the ownership of

dog breeds such as American Staffordshire Terriers, Rottweilers, and American Pit Bulls.  In this paper

we examine if a framework of “panic policymaking” can explain the passage of breed bans.  The paper

first develops a framework to explain panic policymaking that builds upon and modifies psychological

theories of decision making, the sociological literature on moral panics, the analytical and case study

literature about critical junctures in policy paths, behavioral economic studies of responses to risks, and

the empirical studies of punctuated policy equilibria.  Using data from a survey of the Canadian and U.S.

public and interviews with interest group activists and public officials in locales that considered and

defeated or passed breed bans, we then assess the predictive value of the concept of panic policymaking. 

Finally, we consider how breed bans indicate the scope and limits of the concept of animal rights.
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Panic Policy Making: Canine Breed Bans in Canada and the United States

Dog bites man, man kicks dog is a story repeated through the ages.  Although dogs and humans have

lived together for more than twelve millennia, only in the past two centuries have canine attacks on

humans and human abuse of animals–along with animal husbandry practices, hunting, and the

management of the welfare of wildlife--became a political issue.  Until the 19  century belief in theth

hierarchical role of humans in the Great Chain of Being permitted persons to respond at will to dog

attacks.  With the reconception of domestic animals as property, which became the dominant intellectual

paradigm in the 19  century, victims of dog attacks had to prove the negligent control or nuisanceth

behavior of a dog by its owner to secure compensation for injuries.  The state also could control some

behaviors of dogs through its police power or general power to protect the public health, safety, and

welfare.  Such powers, for example, could be used to seize, quarantine, and destroy rabid dogs that

attacked or threatened to attack persons.

However, beginning in the late 1980s, a new twist appeared in the policing of dogs.  Instead of

controlling dogs that might attack through confinement or muzzling regulations, criminal or civil

penalization of the owners of dogs that bite, and requirements that owners of some breeds of dogs

purchase liability insurance, some provincial and local governments in Canada and the United States

have banned certain breeds of dogs.  The bans prohibit the ownership, possession, and breeding of

American Pit Bulls, American Staffordshire Terriers, Rottweilers, cross-breed dogs physically similar to

these dogs, and other dogs thought to pose the risk of attacking humans.  What is paradoxical is that the

development of breed bans in a period marked by the emergence of the idea of animal rights and more

extensive legal protection of animals (see Finsen & Finsen 1994; Hauser, Cushman, & Kamen 2006;

Jasper & Nelkin 1992; Singer 1975; Sunstein & Nussbaum 1994).

Despite the advance of animal rights and animal welfare in law and ideology, there are three

political preconditions that influence the adoption of breed bans.  First, the supporters of the legislation

adopt the traditional legal definition of animals as property.  Second, the breed ban is a form of

policymaking that is often more a symbolic reaction–a palliative rather than a cure–for an emotional fear

or anxiety (Edelman 1964: 22-29).  It deals with the potential of catastrophic injuries and promises to

provide reassurance of safety and security (Haggerty 2003).  However, despite the symbolism of breed

bans, they add a new element to animal law.  They shift the costs of injury from the owner to the dog. 

Traditional cruelty laws result in fines or incarceration of owners.  Breed bans cause the owner’s loss of

the dog, but the dog or dog breed faces extermination.
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Finally, and central to this paper, the adoption of breed bans occurs in a relatively unusual

political context.  Unlike adoption of some palliatives for risks, breed bans appear in circumstances

marked by great emotionalism and limited inquiry into the sources and probability of a risk and limited

consideration of alternative policies.  Especially the alternatives suggested by animal rights and animal

welfare advocates appear to be ignored.  Therefore to address how dog breed bans have come about this

paper proposes a framework to explain panic policy making.  Unlike a theory, this framework is a

guideline that organizes inquiry and uses partial theories about the influence of ideas and political

mechanisms to evaluate generalizations about policy change (Scharpf 1997, 30-34, 37). 

Although policy change most commonly occurs through “drift” or the incremental, marginal

adjustment of existing policy, we hypothesize that dog breed bans are a form of policy “revision” or the

formal reform, replacement, or elimination of an existing policy (Hacker 1994: 246-49).  Revision occurs

with a degree of speed at “critical junctures” that replace a path dependent policy (Pierson 2004), or, as

“punctuations” of a policy equilibrium (Jones 2001; Jones & Baumgartner 2002, 2005: 87-203).  The

literature on critical junctures and policy punctuations presupposes that conflict about policy options and

negative feedback about policy outcomes accumulates over time to the point of revision of a stable policy

path.  However, we hypothesize that there is a subset of policy revisions that transpire in a much more

limited time frame, without the intrusion of new information, and without an accumulation of increasing

conflict or negative feedback about a policy (contrast Jones 2001: 131-59; Jones & Baumgartner 2005;

Kingdon 1984; Pierson 2004: 133-44).  We identify this subset as situations of panic policy making.  In

this paper we first present a framework to explain panic policy making.  After a description of the context

of public opinion and knowledge of animals in Canada and the US, we evaluate the viability of the panic

policy making framework using case studies of the adoption and rejection of dog breed bans by

governments in the two countries.

I. Panic Policy Making Defined

What is panic policy making?  It is the speedy creation of new laws and regulations or new duties

for governmental and private institutions in a situation of sudden, unreasoning, and excessive fear and

anger.  In this section we present a framework to explain the stages of panic policy making: recognition,

choice, and implementation.  Figure 1 depicts these stages.

Figure 1 here

Recognition: Opening the Policy Window

The recognition and definition of a panic is marked by a conjunction of injurious events and

emotions.  Also, unlike some policy process frameworks that presuppose a “pre-problem” stage, panic
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policy making is about issues or activities that have drawn little attention from interest groups or experts

(contrast to Downs 1972: 39).

Intrusive injurious event.  A “panic” policy is the result of the sudden onset or recognition of an

injurious event.  John Kingdon (1984:99-105) has argued that issues or problems need “a little push” to

become an item on the political agenda.  The push is sometimes a “focusing event” “like a crisis or

disaster.”  However, he also finds variations in focusing events.  One of those variations is an intrusive

injurious event.  The attributes of the intrusive injurious event, however, are not quite those generally

described in policy studies (contrast to Jones & Baumgartner 2005:68).  It has two dimensions. 

First, it can be an unexpected, sudden, or unusual occurrence that persons have not experienced

or consciously recognized in the past.  The event can occur in one of two ways. It can be a quasi-natural

occurrence, such as the death of a child as the result of a fatal dog attack or the poisoning of a source of

water that results in death (see Lodge & Hood 2002: 5, 8).  Or, it can be a manufactured occurrence.  For

example, the event can be defined as an intrusive new danger by policy entrepreneurs, such as Bush

administration’s assertion of a threat from Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein.  Therefore, the intrusive

injurious event is not a stage in a long-term historical sequence of modifications of policy.  The event

also is not a relatively common natural disaster, such as a fire, hurricane, or flood, that invokes a

repertoire of alternatives used to cope with similar past disasters.

Second, some individuals construe the intrusive injurious event as information–an alarm-- that

signals immediate severe, catastrophic, or dreadful consequences for human life or social order.  There is

little ambiguity or uncertainty about the event, including its costs and the future risks it signals (see

Downs 1972: 39; Slovic, Fischoff, & Lichtenstein 1979; Slovic, Lichtenstein, & Fischoff 1984).  Persons 

can readily perceive the danger the event signals because of their innate emotional predispositions toward

some dangers to themselves and their family.

Construction and Interpretation of the Intrusive Injurious Event: Fear, anxiety, and panic.  We

propose that a panic is constructed as an individual’s immediate emotional response to an intrusive

injurious event.  Especially fear or an emotional system that detects danger to the person in the injurious

event and produces survival responses, takes over the control of individual actions.  Often it is followed

by anxiety or the anticipation of danger because of the recall of unpleasant experiences in similar

situations (Rachman 2004: 1-24).  A panic is a pre-cognitive affective reaction of fear and anxiety in

response to the onset or perception of an unexpected injurious event.  An emotion, it features sensations

of terror, threat of death, loss of control, and possible insanity.  As one author has noted, “The threat of a

serious motor accident can provoke it, as can an attack by a vicious dog (Rachman 2004: 96, 95-99). 
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However, as an emotional response, panic is often out of proportion to the injurious event’s objective

magnitude or the individual’s prior or future attention to similar events (Lowenstein & Mather 1990:

171).  Although a panic is an individual’s “visceral” emotional response to an intrusive injurious event, it

is not irrational (Lowenstein 1996).  Rather, panic is an emotionally determined, impulsive, non-

cognitive assessment of an immediate sensation of a threat to personal well-being.  Panic is thus a self-

interested action determined by an emotion-laden calculation of probabilities (Lowenstein et al. 2001).

Contagion.  Although panic is an individualized reaction to an intrusive injurious event, it often

conditioned by an emotional category of behavior shared with others–a fear of contagion.  A contagion

or contamination is the spread of the ill-effects of an injurious event from physical contact with a disease

(AIDS), people with an “immoral” taint (drug addicts), locations (a saloon), or an object (pit bull dogs). 

Studies of contagions describe them as socially constructed through learning, gradual social adaptation,

and emotional enculturation (Haidt 2001; Rozin, Markwith, & McCauley 1994; Rozin & Nemeroff

2002).  Fear of contagion thus develops as learned response to a perceived negative intrusive injurious

event in which the individual has contact with a dangerous object.  To avoid loss from the contact with

the perceived source of the contagion–such as dangerous dogs--the individual reacts by making rapid

decisions to avoid contact with the contaminant.  Often avoidance of the contaminant or danger is the

most common decision in this context (Nemeroff & Rozin 1994; Rozin 1999; Rozin, Markwith, &

McCauley 1994; Rozin & Royzman 2001). 

Emotional Assessment of Alternatives.  As indicated, as panic becomes a contagion, individuals will

assess information and make choices on the basis of difficult to verbalize affective reactions to the

intrusive injurious event and the threat of contagion that develops with a social group.  Panic and fear of

contagion often causes the overestimation of the risk of infrequent events, especially of a lethal nature,

and the underestimation of the frequency of common events (Alhakami & Slovic 1994; Lichtenstein et al.

1978; Rachman 1994; Taylor & Rachman 1994).  In accordance with prospect theory and its

modifications, the result is the mass public thinks that unexpected injurious events seem highly probable

when they are not (Kahneman & Tversky 1979; Tversky & Kahneman 1992; Hertwig et al. 2004).  Thus,

people focus on the worst possible outcome of events and miscalculate the probability of the repeat of the

injurious event (Lichtenstein et al.1978; Lowenstein & Mather 1990: 171-73).  

Having misestimated the probability of injury, and the recurrence of the intrusive injurious event,

people choose to react by following certain repertoires or typical patterns of response.  They do not

rationally assess a range of alternatives and choose the course of action with the greatest utility to address

an event (Damasio 1999: 35-71; 2003: 27-80; Dijker & Koomen 1994; LeDoux 1996; Lowenstein et al.
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2001; Marcus, Neuman, & MacKuen 2000: 28-44; Slovic et al. 2002).  Therefore, individual’s affective

“liking” of alternatives is shaped by an affective prediction of panic from future dangers and an

anticipation of the worst possible future (Rottenstreich & Hsee 2001).

Characterization: The Spread and Rationalization of a Panic  

Panic and fear of contagion might create the opportunity for policy making: the recognition of a

problem, its placement on the political agenda, and a discussion of alternative ways of addressing the

problem.  But, to be politically meaningful, panics need to be characterized as a catastrophe–a

calamitous subversion of the normal order of their world–and recognized as a catastrophe by the public

and political leaders.  Then leaders and political organizations can then offer a policy alternative to

rescue the public from the event and rationalize how a public policy can confine or eliminate that the

catastrophe.

Media and Catastrophe.  Panic policy making requires the communication of the emotions of collective

panic and a fear of contagion associated with an injurious event.  The communication of the panic and

fear to a mass audience, however, is not the consequence of activities by organized political interests,

public officials, or events occurring over time along a “policy stream” (Kingdon 1984: 152-72) or “policy

path” (Pierson 2004) that upset a policy equilibrium.  Instead, the “policy window” opens quite

suddenly–often within days or months rather than years of the event.  Although Kingdon (1984: 173-

204), the moral panic literature (see Goode & Ben-Yehuda 1994; Jenkins 1998, 1999; Thompson 1998),

and other studies of sudden behavioral change (Schiller 2005:56-105) often associate the opening of a

policy window with changes in a political administration, changes in party control of government,

national mood shifts, interest group lobbying, litigation, or publicity campaigns or the actions of policy

entrepreneurs, we propose that the media opens panic policy windows.  Various studies (summarized in

Kasperson, et al.: 2003; Eldridge & Reilly 2003) indicate that the institutionalized media practices can

amplify panic and fear of contagion about an injury or death into a catastrophe thorough their decisions

about how to describe an event or problem.  Especially because the emotions associated with panic and

contagion are easily manipulated for a naive audience, the media can spread some individual’s

overestimation of the frequency of an injurious intrusive injurious event (see Slovic 1986: 404-5).

The media practices include, first, the desire to sell newspapers or increase television ratings that

encourages reporters’ coverage of violence and sex, including deaths by homicide, accidents, and natural

disasters that can create panic and fear of contagion (Bennett 2005: 74-101, 151-72; Combs & Slovic

1979; Iyengar & Kinder 1987: 34-46).  Experience has informed the media that “vivid” and “fresh news”

of such topics draw the most attention from readers and viewers.  However, the emphasis on fresh news



-6-

means that over time reportage of an injurious event is fragmented and decontextualized.  Further, editors

and headline writers can adjust reporters’ stories.  Also, because news organizations often lack the

personnel or the expertise to investigate and critically assess injurious events, they rely on the definition

of such events by others–for example the Associated Press, police, office holders, and corporate or

interest group public relations personnel (Cohen & Richardson 2002: 289-91). 

Second, the media also define the characteristics of a catastrophe.  Reporters are taught to

provide exciting, direct statements of the who, what, where, when, and how of events in a narrative that

can be interpreted by a mass audience.  Pictures of dramatic events or even misleading pictures highlight

the catastrophe (see Cohen & Richardson 2002: 291-94). Often this practice means that they reduce

complex patterns of causality or omit certain facts to provide a simple definition of the source of a

hazard.  This practice can result in the communication of a causal explanation that associates a single

agent (person, being) or variable (product, technology) with a significant threat to a cherished value, such

as the security of children, or a threat of crime or injury.

The media, third, can amplify and attenuate the perception that an event is a catastrophe with

ramifications for the personal lives of readers or viewers.  Reporters choice of language and their

attention to the “human interest” aspects of an issue or event plus editorial decisions about headlines,

story placement, follow-up coverage can spread the belief that the problem has great significance for the

lives of readers or viewers, the cause of the event can be readily prevented, and prevention of similar

events needs immediate attention.

Finally, to reinforce their definition and amplification of an injurious event into a catastrophe,

the media often employ imagery that stigmatizes the causal agent or variable they have identified.  The

stigma might articulate cultural norms that inhibit use of data–such as notion that an animal’s

misbehavior is “in the blood” so that blame or injuries falls on the beast and not the owner who is legally

responsible for the control of animals she owns.  For individuals accustomed to thinking in bipolar or

adversarial terms such a battles between good and evil, stigmatization of the causal agent or variable

provides a ready identification of origins of a catastrophe and its possible outcome for their personal

lives (Bennett 2005: 36-73; Eldridge & Reilly 2003; Graber 2006: 86-147; Haltom & McCann 2004: 47-

81; Iyengar & Kinder 1987: 16-63; Kasperson, et al.: 2003).

Therefore, the sense of panic and fear of contagion might be abetted by media coverage that

implies chaos and catastrophe might result from an intrusive injurious event.  Such coverage implies the

event threatens authority and order.  For example, the story might take the pit bull, a dog associated with

combat in the minds of media editors and police, provide dramatic text and pictures about the dog’s
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attacks on police, deliver the information in a fragmented fashion that ignores the context of the attack,

and argue for the normality for such abnormal behavior by such dogs (Cohen & Richardson 2002: 294-

95). The reportage need not be accurate.  The reportage an injury or event, even if based on limited facts,

stereotypes, or urban legend, can produce a catastrophe.

In terms of decision theory, media coverage influences individual’s application of an

“availability heuristic” or a ready means of picturing or constructing the likelihood of an uncertain

outcome.  By simplification or exaggeration of an injury, the media provides individuals with a ready,

simple item of information that can be easily recalled and relied upon for the prediction of future injuries

(Tversky & Kahneman 1973: 208; Schwarz & Vaughan 2002).  Second, the media characterizes the

intrusive event as representative of the behavior of a person or animal.  For some individuals, this

evidence serves as a “representativeness heuristic” or an effortless means of detecting risks through the

association of attributes of events (Tversky & Kahneman 1983: 295).  For example, if the media reports a

Rottweiler attacked a person, individuals assume the attack is representative of Rottweiler’s behavior. 

Additionally, the media provides and “anchoring and adjustment heuristic.”  It provides initial evidence

that individuals employ when evaluating the likelihood of future injuries (Tversky & Kahneman 1974;

Epley & Gilovich 2001; Chapman & Johnson 2002).  For example, if the media associates or “anchors”

pit bulls with violent dog bites, individuals might “adjust” the anchor assess the likelihood of future dog

bites with the presence of “pit bull types” and other large dogs.  The media thus encourages emotional

assessments of injuries and events

Information Cascade.  As the media communicates a collective panic and fear of contagion, it often

amplifies fear the event will be repeated, perhaps even with more significant costs.  However, rather the

fear being directed toward public officials, as in some policy making models (Kingdon 1984: 106-8), it is

further amplified by media messages to a mass audience.  This process can be described as an

information cascade.  An information cascade “occurs when the information implicit in predecessors’

actions ... is so conclusive that a rational follower will unconditionally imitate them, without regard to

information from other sources” (Hirschleifer 1995: 191).  If the media’s message simplifies the causality

of a unexpected injurious event, the message is intense and frequent, the message appeals to the fears and

anxieties of groups and individuals, and the message associates the injury with a stigmatized or object or

group of people (the “other”), it can initiate a chain of communications that amplify the collective panic

(Kasperson et al. 2003).  Other interpretations of the event are overcome, the deviancy of a contagious

object or persons is solidified, and the definition of the causes of injuries and the source of a contagion

become self-reinforcing (Hirschleifer 1995: 192-93; Schiller 2005: 157-160).  Informational diversity,
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essential to synoptic rational choice, is lost.  Indeed, an information cascades can make people aware of

the significance of intrusive injurious events, define the consensus, and stimulate uniform emotional

reactions to these variables (Schiller 2005: 161-71).  The result of information cascade following an

injurious event is its characterization or the definition of its attributes as particularly dangerous or in

need of a public solution–especially its suppression or elimination.  Then to eliminate their negative

reactions to attributes of the problem, individuals react by supporting policies that generate the most

favorable or consensus emotional sensation (“choosing by liking”) or that first comes to mind (“choosing

by default”) (Frederick 2002).  Although emotions might guide their consideration of the policies they

“like” to address an injurious event, panic policy making more commonly features individual’s default to

habitual practices that might reduce their fear, anxiety, or emotions of dread about an event (see Marcus,

Neuman, and MacKuen 2000: 45-140; see also Downs 1972: 39). 

Choice: Elites and the Formulation of a Policy

Most studies of policy making depict numerous organized participants and political

entrepreneurs in policy development and choice (e.g. Kingdon 1984: 23-74).  However, panic policy

making features limited participation, elite control, and groupthink in the formulation of a response to the

catastrophe.  Consequently, policy making avoids possible veto points.

The elite often is an elected executive and staff or the majority membership of a small

legislature, such as a city council.  Policy formulation by this elite has four features of importance.  First,

the selection of a policy alternative is a cognitive process, but the elites employ heuristics rather than an

elaborate assessment of alternatives.  Second, the elite possesses an extremely bounded rationality and

little attention to policy consequences as its sorts through information about policy alternatives.  Third,

the elite spends little time thinking about the consequences of choices.  It exhibits little foresight.  Fourth,

the elites have institutional means to ensure their control of policy making, such as the authority of a

prime minister and his key cabinet ministers to define the issues under consideration by a party and to

require party line votes or the ability of two to five members of a small council, commission, or board to

adopt legislation with limited public input.  The following sections provide more description of these

features of panic policy formulation.

Elite Use of Heuristics and “Common Knwoledge”.  The sudden intrusion of emotional reactions to an

event or problem and calls for its remedy into the public sphere can create a need for the elite to sort

through an often extensive, complex, and contradictory body of information.  However, given the cascade

of emotional calls for problem resolution using habitual practices, the normal use of heuristics to index

and sort information is usually bypassed when there is a collective or moral panic (contrast Jones &
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Baumgartner 2005: 55-85).  Instead, they rely on a simple “availability heuristic” or their most familiar

experience (Tversky & Kahneman 1973).  History has taught many officials that there might be an

electoral advantage from decisive action in a crisis and defeat from a slow response that ignores the

alternative most highly valued by the public.  They then “produce quick judgments about what disorders

will or will not be tolerated by creatively combining a bit of secondhand expert knowledge with a job-

based sense of customary norms and a more or less intuitive sense of what the ‘public good’ (the legal

justification for granting municipalities powers to micromanage space) requires in particular cases”

(Valverde 2003:53).   Immediate action as an act of political precaution and loss aversion short circuits

information searches and assessment.  Additionally, as suggested by prospect theory, in a situation of

possible loss (of office or power) the official is willing to gamble on a policy they might not propose if

their position were secure (Kahneman & Tversky 1979).

Extremely Bounded Identification of Alternative Policies.  Although representative of mass

characterizations of an event or problem, the rationality of their choice to address a panic is exceptionally

bounded.  Emotions and aversion to challenge popular demands encourage an informational myopia on

the part of policy makers.  They consider the intrusive injurious event and collective panic in isolation

and misjudge the odds of the injurious event being repeated.  Their subjective confidence–share with the

mass public–is that the problem has one dimension and one utilitarian solution.  They infer the problem

is the association of one variable (for example, a pit bull) with a second variable (a dog bite) when the

sample of data is skewed or no information is provided about their combination (Fiedler 2000;

Kahneman & Lovallo 1993; Meiser 2006).  Panic policymaking thus is at an extreme end of a continuum

of the amount of knowledge of the alternatives used to formulate a policy.  Especially it is marked by

official’s overconfidence, or trust in their reasoning or sensory discrimination from limited or skewed

data or because of their positive self-image (Dawes 2001: 141-43; compare Juslin, Winman, & Olson

2000).  Or, it can result from their hindsight bias, or reliance on historical analogies and assessment of

past experiences with policies (see Winman and Juslin 2006).  The result is biased group impressions or

stereotypes of events (groupthink) that might preclude even marginally informed choice among

alternatives or the consideration of more than a single policy alternative.

Lack of Foresight.  Although intuitive thinking and extremely limited searches for knowledge of policy

alternatives can be powerful and accurate in some circumstances, they can be ineffective or inefficient in

reducing the fear of future injuries.  If the decision maker’s knowledge of options is limited by the desire

to respond the panic speedily, reliance on habitual options, a limited range of information, or emotions,

the correction is framed as a policy change that often fails to provide a utilitarian means of policy
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correction or revision (see Kahneman 2003).  Consequently, although their choices might satisfy a

popular demand for action, they are symbolic assurances to reduce anxieties, not necessarily cures that

prevent future injuries and panics.

Institutional Structure and Elite Policy Dominance.  Nearly all studies of American public policy

making emphasize its competitive  inter-institutional environment and the role of external organizations

in shaping policy.  This description normally does not characterize panic policy making.  Instead, it

occurs in an institutional contact marked by: a small cadre of officials and their advisors; a lack of

opportunities for competitive institutions or interests to participate in policy formulation, and a lack of

access for groups or individuals who might provide policy alternatives or information that challenges

elite knowledge and values. The upshot of the consideration of alternatives and process of policy choice

is that the policymakers’ attempt and often succeed in managing the panic.  In so doing, they can create a

reelection dividend, establish a reputation for representing or responding to public concerns, validate its

support from social or interest groups, or satisfy a personal desire to make what they regard as sound

policy.  The result is new policy, but policy that maintains and reinforces the power of established

political elites (see Lodge & Hood 2002: 3-4, 10-11).

Implementation of a “Panic” Policy

For several reasons, implementation of a response to an intrusive injurious event is of little concern

during the formulation of panic policies (see Lodge 2001: 75-76).  Although this paper will focus on

breed ban policy formulation and will not address implementation of the policy, the formulation process

affects implementation and often makes the policy more a symbolic palliative rather than an instrument

for changing human behavior.

Lack of Attention to Implementation.  Because of the lack of limited calculation, planning, and

assessment of the utility of a choice in a condition of public panic, officials often fail to consider how the

policy will be implemented.  In the haste to act they can fail to forecast the resources of personnel and

money necessary to enforce the policy.  Consequently, the policy is hollow; it becomes a symbolic

gestures and promise that satisfies mass sense of concern in the short-term (see Edelman 1964).

Neglect of Sunk Costs. Because existing institutions often implement panic policies, there are often low

set-up costs for enforcing the policy.  However, conditions that cause path dependence by implementing

agencies, including learning how to employ the new policy and dealing with new externalities created by

the panic policy, might delay or frustrate its implementation.  More importantly, agencies might adapt the

new policy to serve their interests, producing unanticipated responses to the policy from implementers

(see Downs 1972: 40; Pierson 2004: 24).
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Neglect of Resistance.  The rapidity and exclusionary nature of panic policy making often precludes

comprehensive participation in policy formulation.  Questions about the motives of officials, the

consideration of alternatives, and the reasonableness of the panic therefore usually arise post-decision. 

Relying on a reassessment of the injurious event, groups or persons bearing the costs of the panic policy

might attempt measures to reverse or resist it.  They might choose resistance in the form of litigation,

publicity campaigns, lobbying for legislative reconsideration, or and social protest to derail the

implementation of the policy.  The resistance can be belligerent.  It can impugn the reasonableness or

motives of the policy makers, evaluate elite behavior in harsh terms, and perceive themselves as victims. 

This distortion of elite behavior or “devil shift” undervalues the importance of loss aversion in officials’

decision making and overstates the stupidity or evil of their actions (Sabatier, Hunter, & McLaughlin

1987).  Consequently, the panic policy decision can predicate an ongoing adversarial political conflict.

Cooling the Panic.  Because a panic is an immediate emotional response to the stimulus of an intrusive

injurious event, as time passes and the vent recedes in memory, the public’s emotions cool, people

become discouraged or neglect their demands for policy change, and their demand for action recedes. 

With its emphasis on immediate newsworthy stories, the media moves on to other issues.  The panic thus

“fades” and can move into a “prolonged limbo” (see Downs 1972: 40-41; Kingdon 1984: 108-10). 

II. Evaluation of the Panic Policy Making Framework: Sources of Information

Our primary hypothesis is that breed bans are the result of panic policy-making in response to a

natural or created crisis and with little to no debate or consideration of alternative policies.  The

formulation of policy thus excludes animal rights and animal welfare advocates, such as dog owners,

breeders, veterinarians, and kennel clubs.  To test this hypothesis, we first undertook a study of the

preconditions and context of breed ban legislation in Canada and the United States.  We adopted a

multifaceted approach involving a mail survey to mayors of municipalities with breed bans across both

countries, interviews with elected officials, interest group representatives, and reporters in Missouri,

West Virginia, Ontario, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and Newfoundland; examination of public

documents, and a public opinion survey of Canadian and U.S. residents.  All interviews and surveys were

conducted between April and November of 2006.  We also conducted a search for communities in

Canada and the United States that had either passed or considered breed specific legislation.  We

developed a list of 70 Canadian municipalities and mailed a survey to thirty mayors for whom we could

obtain addresses in June of 2006.  Officials representing ten cities responded.  During August 2006 we

traveled to Nova Scotia to interview officials from the Canadian Kennel Club, representatives of the Dog
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Legislation Council of Canada, breeders, reporters,  representatives of the New Brunswick government,

mayors, and dog owners.

During the interviews and in public documents officials from all ten responding cities and

government leaders in Missouri, West Virginia, Ontario, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick contended that

their breed ban legislation was a response to longstanding public demand for action.  Their comments

asserted that breed bans were the product of routine, rational policy making supported by a popular

majority.  In their mind, breed bans were not panic policies driven by emotional thinking.  To assess this

assertion, we conducted an Internet opinion survey during the fall of 2006.  Survey Sampling

International provided the sample from a panel of 235,990 Internet users they recruited.   The survey ran1

for one week.  Survey Sampling International sent out the invitation to take a survey, and respondents

visit a website developed and maintained by the researchers.  Data from this survey was analyzed using

SPSS to further understand the preconditions and context of breed ban legislation.

Also, from these interviews, the survey, newspaper reports, and documents, we compiled case

studies of the political conflict about breed ban legislation in Missouri, West Virginia, Ontario, New

Brunswick and Nova Scotia.  We employ the case studies to evaluate the idea of panic policy making and

the framework we developed above.  In 2004 New Brunswick and Ontario considered bans on pit bulls. 

Guysborough County, Nova Scotia, became involved in litigation over its attempt to enforce its ban

against pit bulls in 2005, and in 2006 the Union of Nova Scotia Municipalities established a committee to 

investigate a province wide breed ban option.  The different experiences of these jurisdictions will be

used to provide insight into and an initial evaluation of the key components of the framework of panic

policy making.  These components include whether an attack creates a policy window, the rapidity of

policy formulation or the rejection of a policy, and the importance of the institutional setting in which

elites make policy.  They also include the importance of opponents efforts to offset the popular panic or

legislative action.  Therefore, we examine how the owners of pit bulls and other breeds tried to manage

the perceived risk by avoid the contact of their dog with the general public, blaming the problem on bad

training and immoral owners, or communicating the peaceful characteristics of the breed (Twining,

Arluke, & Patronek 2000).

III. Breed Bans as Panic Policy Making: Preconditions and Context

Policy making occurs in a space and time constituted by historical institutional arrangements,

laws, and experiences with policies, technical expertise and knowledge, and public opinion, assumptions,
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and preconceptions.  As a prelude to breed bans, this context deserves consideration.  It can provide an

environment that encourages panic policymaking.

The Development of Breed Bans: Policy Experience and Learning

As best can be discerned, a pit bull breed ban legislation first appeared in Hollywood, Florida in

1980; however, a county judge later ruled it was unconstitutional.   Nonetheless, during the past two2

decades, dozens of American municipalities or counties have adopted local variations on pit bull breed

bans (Burstein 2004; 2005-2006 Legislative Review 2006; National American Pit Bull Terrier Ass’n

2007), and other communities and some state legislatures have considered adopting a ban on pit bulls and

other breeds such as American Staffordshire Terriers, American Bull Terriers, Rottweilers, cross-breed

dogs physically similar to these dogs, and wolf-dog hybrids.  These bans variety greatly in the specific

language used to define breeds and in provisions that permit the ownership of specific “dangerous” 

breeds under “grandfathering,” muzzling, and confinement provisions and special licensing and dog show

provisos.  Usually in the face of takings clause, due process, or void-for vagueness challenges, American

judges have adjudicated several cases about the constitutionality of such breed specific laws.  For

example, courts in Kansas (Hearn v. Overland Park 1989) and Missouri (City of Pagedale v.  Murphy

2004) have held breed specific (usaly pit bull) bans to be constitutional, but judges in Kentucky (Bess v.

Braken Cty. Fiscal Ct. 2006)and Ohio (Ohio v. Cowan 2004) concluded the bans violated constitutional

rights of owners

After serious dog bite incidents involving pit bull-type dogs Winnipeg, Manitoba enacted the

first Canadian breed ban in 1990.  An official from Winnipeg noted that there had been attacks in which

children and adults were badly hurt, and criminal drug activity involving pit bull dogs (confidential

interview 2006; Winnipeg 2006).  There were 28 serious biting incidents by pit bull types in 1989 alone. 

Because the owners did not license or control their dogs, and the police and animal control had serious

problems bringing the animals under control, the city administration decided that higher licensing and

other restrictions would not address the problem.  They felt that dangerous dog legislation would not

prevent attacks and that the owners of these breeds would not comply with any by-law.  Therefore, they

felt their only recourse was to remove the breeds from the city.  Manitoba Association of Dog Owners

asked that Canine Good Dog Certification be used to establish owner responsibility and good

temperament of any pit bull type dog, but this alternative was rejected (Winnipeg survey data).

Subsequently Winnipeg (2006) has adopted addition, very strict animal control legislation.  The

city allows only three cats or three dogs per residence, has a differential licensing system that doubles the

license fee for unaltered animals, allows stray animals not redeemed by owners to be sold at auction, and
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bans all dogs on school grounds and in public parks.  All cats over six months of age must be sterilized

and all cats and dogs must be identifiable (name tag, license, tattoo or microchip).  The view of city

officials is that pit bull-type owners have already shown themselves to be irresponsible, criminals have

used the dogs to protect criminal activity, and the potential danger from the dogs is sufficient to warrant

strong action.  Officials noted that they have seen no reason to weaken their bylaw, but are unlikely to

add breeds due to the additional political and economic costs that would be incurred.

The Winnipeg by-law is often a model for other Canadian jurisdictions, including the other two

communities in Manitoba that ban pit bulls.  Additionally, 36 Canadian communities and one province

have followed suit.  In British Columbia six communities ban pit bull-type dogs.  Two communities in

Alberta ban pit bull types and a third, Sherwood Park, repealed its breed specific legislation in 2006

because “the county has done away with the restricted dog classification because it isn’t the breed of dog

that determines its temperament, it’s how the dog was raised by its owner” (Wilf Gillis, By-Law

Supervisor, quoted in Gillis, 2007).  Saskatchewan has breed bans in three small communities.  Ontario

has a province wide ban on pit bull type dogs and ten communities have their own bans.  Six

communities in Quebec ban pit bulls; two communities in New Brunswick ban pit bulls and Florenceville

also bans Rottweilers.  One community in Nova Scotia bans pit bulls, and Guysborough County bans pit

bulls and Rottweilers.  One community on Prince Edward Island bans pit bulls and Rottweilers, and one

community in Newfoundland bans Rottweilers.  The Ontario ban is under appeal and the Guysborough

County, Nova Scotia ban was dealt a blow by a judicial finding that their law was vague and

overreaching.  No breed specific legislation is found in the Northwest Territories, Nunavut, or the Yukon.

Vancouver repealed its breed specific legislation in 2005 (Canadian Breed Specific Legislation 2006).

Why were these bans enacted?  Elected officials from Kitchener-Waterloo, Windsor, and

Midland Ontario, Prince George and Fort Nelson, British Columbia, McDonald and Winnipeg Manitoba,

Montague, Prince Edward Island, and Edmonton, Alberta  responded to our request for information about

breed bans with copies of their by-laws.  All but one official stated that the breed bans were passed as a

result of public demand for action.  In the exceptional municipality, there had been no attacks and no

public outcry.  That community decided to ban several breeds, including pit bulls, to prevent any

possibility of attacks.  In two other communities, no actual attacks had been noted, but people were

fearful because of events in nearby communities.  One official referred to it as “paranoia regarding certain

breeds,” but also mentioned that there had been 68 dog bites in their community in 2005.  One community

did have a pit bull attack in which the owner was forced to kill the dog to prevent further damage, but in

most cases there was no actual evidence of danger from pit bulls.  Edmonton, Alberta had a pit bull attack
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in 1987, which led to a bylaw restricting ownership of pit bulls.  It did not involve a fatality.  The

Edmonton law did not ban any breeds, but set high licensing fees for restricted breeds, required muzzling,

and instituted fines for noncompliance.  The community strengthened its bylaw in 2002 to add pit bull

type breeds.  They revisited the issue in 2003 and considered an outright ban on pit bull-types, and also

considered adding other breeds that had been involved in biting incidents.  All public testimony and

written comment provided in 2003 came from opponents to the bylaw.  Veterinarians, dog owners, dog

breeders, and kennel clubs submitted letters and provided testimony opposing the original by-law as well

as any additions to it.  The administration decided against adding breeds because it would cause political

outrage from the 8,000 owners of these proposed breeds and it would “lock the City into continuous

amendment and increase of the restricted breeds.”  The city finally decided to keep the by-law as

amended in 2002 because “information from cities that do not restrict this breed shows that there are more

attack incidents than from cities where they are restricted” (Confidential interview).

These scattered incidents of municipal legislation and opposition to breed bans provided officials

and interest groups with examples of ban legislation and knowledge about the responsiveness of public

officials to challenges to the adoption of the legislation.  Consequently, the municipal legislation initiated

political learning for the policy elites who might engage in breed ban debates in other jurisdictions. 

Especially the justifications for breed ban legislation and the message of the political opposition to bans

took form.

Knowledge about Dog Bites

Although political experience and policy learning can shape the context of policy making, so too

does knowledge about the issue.  Regardless of public perceptions, given the limited data, any knowledge

of the risk from dog bites is problematic.  The ability of policymakers to address dog attacks is clouded by

two “knowledge problems.”  First, the reporting of the frequency of dog bites, including fatal attacks, is

not recorded in any central governmental archive according to any single set of criteria.  Much as with

criminal victimization, underreporting of bites is probably common, and the context of the incident is

usually not recorded.  This might produce the reporting of only unusual attacks, such as those that include

many dogs or severe maiming of a victim.  Consequently, most academic studies of Canadian and US dog

attacks employ data that is limited or unreliable (for an example, see Lang & Klassen 2005; Sacks et al

2000).  However, despite the limited data, apparently the risk of severe dog bites is rare.  In the United

States approximately 25 persons–mostly young children--die directly or indirectly from dog bites each

year (Polsky 2007).  There have been no pit bull fatalities in Canada.  There is, on average, one fatality
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per year across Canada from dog bites.  Only one has been attributed to a mixed breed with perhaps some

pit bull characteristics.

Second, the ability of persons to report accurately the kind of dog involved in a biting or attack

incident is unreliable.  As with humans’ race, a dog breed is a social constructed rather than a scientific

mode of categorization.  No DNA studies have differentiated subspecies of canis familiaris.  Moreover,

the limited popular knowledge of dog breeds and the prevalence of a large population of “mixed breeds”

means that the identification of a dog is not often a reliable social construction.  These problems mean

that dog regulatory policy and public opinion is often based on extremely limited and imprecise

information.

Popular Support for Breed Bans

The final aspect aspect of the political context of policy making is the nature of public

assumptions about an issue and its saliency.  Has popular support for breed ban legislation existed in

Canada and the United States?  To address this question, we analyzed the survey responses from 1,094

Canadians and 1,030 U.S. residents.  Respondents were asked their views on breed bans, several other

animal-related policies, the concept of rights, what rights they believe animals have, the reasons they

believe communities pass breed bans, their pet ownership, and their beliefs about dogs.  Respondents

were also asked to identify the province in which they lived, their religion, the type of area in which they

lived (urban versus rural), their age and their income level (copy of questionnaire can be found in the

appendix).  Close to forty-three percent of the respondents in Canada were from Ontario; fifty-seven

percent were female; ninety percent were Caucasian; and fifty-four percent were between ages of 41 and

65.  In the United States, ninety-two percent were Caucasian, sixty percent were female, and fifty percent

were between the ages of 41 and 65.  

As Table 1 indicates, there is general support for breed bans in both countries.  Over forty-five

percent of the general public support breed bans, while less than thirty percent oppose them.  The percent

who are undecided range from twenty one percent for Canadian males to over forty percent among young

people and African Americans.  Black, young, and female respondents are the least supportive of bans. 

Canadian males are the strongest supporters of breed bans in our sample.  Also, people who use words

describing animals as property or pets rather than family or friends or more likely to support bans.  If you

remove the “unsure” respondents from the analysis, over fifty percent of those with opinion in both

countries support bans (62% in Canadian and 55.8 percent in the US).  This provides a background that

allows breed ban policy to develop quickly, and without significant opposition in many cases.

Table 1 here
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Respondents were also asked why they believed communities passed breed bans.  As Table 2

indicates, around ten percent believe breeds are banned because criminals use them, close to forty-five

percent believe it is due to media reports, close to twenty percent attribute the passage of the bans to

community panic, and around twelve percent say all of these factors contribute to passage of breed bans. 

Overall, over sixty percent attribute the adoption of breed bans to media reports, which we might assume

fuel community panic.

Table 2 here

We also asked what the respondents believed about dogs in general.  Although the majority 

believes that any breed will bite when provoked or owners make the dog dangerous, Table 3 shows that

over thirty percent of the respondents in both countries, believe that all dogs will bite if sufficiently

provoked.  This suggests that most people do not believe that pit bulls or Rottweilers are inherently

dangerous.  Whether respondents lived in urban or rural areas did not affect this attitude, nor did age. 

However, women and contributors to animal welfare organizations were significantly less likely to

believe that some breeds are inherently dangerous or more likely to bite than men and non-contributors.

As shown in Table 4, of the respondents who believe some breeds are dangerous, over seventy

five percent of respondents support bans, and fewer than four percent oppose them.  For those who

believe owners make dogs dangerous, less than thirty percent support bans and over forty percent oppose

them.  Clearly a latent or even overt belief that some breeds are dangerous is fueling the push for breed

bans.  Unfortunately we failed to ask why people hold this belief.

Tables 3 and 4 here

We asked respondents about their support for several different policies, but found little

relationship between support for animal welfare policies and breed bans.  Even support for anti-tethering

legislation was not related in the United States, although it was slightly (p <0.05) in Canada,, despite data

that indicates that 25 percent of all fatal attacks were by chained dogs (Delise, 2002).  As Table 5

indicates, the only policy related to breed bans in both countries was differential licensing.  Because

differential licensing is an animal control policy, as is a breed ban, it is reasonable that these two policies

have similar support.  Age and gender were also found to significantly affect the likelihood of supporting

a breed ban in Canada; however, gender was not significant in the United States.  The younger the

respondent, the more likely they were to oppose breed ban legislation.  Conceptions of rights seem to be

related to attitudes about breed bans in Canada but not in the United States, where ideas about rights are

more strongly held. The belief that progress requires humans to use animals as they see fit  is highly

correlated in both countries, reflecting an instrumental view of dogs as property.  The strongest
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relationship between beliefs about rights and beliefs about breed bans is the belief that animals have no

rights, again reflecting an instrumental view of animals.  There are some clear differences between the

two countries, particularly on support for various policies.  Canadians are more significantly likely to

support breed bans but significantly less likely to believe that God gave man dominion over animals, and

less likely to believe that only humans have rights or animals have no rights. 

Table 5 here

The data suggest that there is a tendency, particularly among the elderly, to fear some breeds of

dogs.  People who own dogs, contribute to animal welfare organizations, or believe that owners create

dangerous dogs are likely to oppose bans.  Overall, however, only 14.9 percent of the respondents

strongly support bans,  26.0 percent somewhat support bans, and 31.3 percent are undecided. This

suggests that people are unlikely to oppose a breed ban, but there is unlikely to be a push for breed bans

among the general population, without some triggering event.  Even in the Maritimes of Canada where a

fatal dog attack had occurred, and Ontario, Canada where the Attorney General and the media had highly

publicized dog attacks, support for a ban did not reach 50 percent.  It is clear that any elected body

choosing to address the issue of dog bites with other policies would not suffer in the polls but also that

support for a ban is unlikely to influence election outcomes, either.

Implications

In a context in which the public is undecided on the need for breed bans, the adoption of bans is

associated with media attention, support for animal rights and welfare is not linked to breed bans, and fear

of dogs exists, both the potential for a panic, elite creation of a panic, and elite policy making might

occur.  The information about the context of breed ban legislation indicates that municipal officials have

often developed by-laws to ban pit bulls, largely with limited political opposition and with

unsubstantiated claims of public support.  There is a dearth of information about the risk of dog bites,

especially from the breeds the municipalities have singled out for banning.  Public support for the bans is

not overwhelming and conflicts with its perspectives on animal rights and animal welfare.  Breed bans

thus seem to emerge more from panic, supposition, and guesswork rather than from a rational analysis of

the issue. The following case studies further explore how politics, public opinion, and information shape

the adoption of breed ban legislation.

III. Case Studies of Breed Ban Laws

In a context in which breed bans might be an acceptable policy, does the panic policy making

framework explain the passage of breed bans?  To provide more insight into the process making this
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policy, we apply the panic policy making framework in case studies of three efforts to legislate a breed

ban.  These case studies address events that occurred in two provinces and a county during the period

after 2003.  They transpired, therefore, after the initial political learning about the bans and during the

period of our survey of public attitudes.  In this situation, we anticipated that panic might be offset by

more rational assessment of a range of alternatives.  Consequently, we examine whether our hypothesis

about panic policy making will hold true even after initial efforts to create a policy.

Ontario

Although the record of events in Ontario is difficult to construct because of behind-closed-doors

decisions that respondents would not describe to us, the fate of breed ban legislation in the province

evidences a specific version of panic policy making.

Recognition

Although a few publicized violent dog attacks had transpired in Ontario in the decade prior to

2005, including attacks that resulted in the death of a child and assaults on police, these attacks produced

no immediate public outcry or media demands for the control of dangerous dogs.  However, in August

2004 the media had covered how Toronto police had to fire more than a dozen bullets to kill two pit bulls

who had turned on the man walking them and how a pit bull had attacked a man in London, Ontario who

tried to protect a puppy from the pit bull’s attack (CBC News 2004). In late August 2004 the Ontario

Liberal Party’s Attorney General, Michael Bryant, decided to legislate a ban on the ownership of pit

bulls.  Critics of the Liberals–the majority party in the Legislative Assembly or “the government”--have

suggested that the ban was a tactic manufactured by the Liberals to deflect criticism of the growth of

crime and gang activity, especially in Toronto (confidential Interviews).  Opposition Progressive

Conservative and New Democrat legislators also thought that he proposed the ban to deflect media

attention from other issues and unpopular policies bedeviling the Liberal government.  In their eyes, the

identification of the pit bull problem was “all political.”  It was a manufactured intrusive event.  

Soon Bryant held news conferences to tout the proposed ban and link it, by inference, to

criminals, outlaw bikers, and urban gangs–groups with members often drawn from ethnic minorities. 

Although a reporter showed Bryant a photo array of dogs and he was unable to identify a pit bull, his

party nonetheless pushed ahead in its promotion of what became a series of amendments to the Dog

Owners’ Liability Act.  It held a series of “consultations” with police, animal law enforcement officers,

humane societies, and what it called a “broad spectrum of stakeholders” that it selected (Ontario 2005:

929).  Therefore, the government had engaged in the construction of the intrusive event.  However, as

supported by our survey data, no evidence exists that the event created a contagion of fear of pit bulls and
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a moral panic.  Also, no emotional assessment of alternatives appears to have generated an unwillingness

for the general public to consider other policies, such as the effective dangerous dog law of Calgary

(Calgary 2004) supported by national animal interest groups.

Characterization

The Liberal government used press releases and media interviews with Attorney General Bryant

in an attempt to orchestrate public support for a pit bull ban.  Bryant characterized the dogs as a “menace”

and a “loaded weapon.”  Press releases cited municipal officials, including the Mayor of Toronto, the

Chief of the Toronto Police Service, the Mayor of Kitchener, and the Mayor of Wawa, as supporters of

the ban.  The government also arranged for press statements from victims of attacks about the extent of

their injuries and the Animal Services Agency of peg about the effectiveness of their pit bull ban.  These

comments and releases emphasized the danger pit bulls posed for children and conveyed horror stories of

their behavior (author’s observations on media reportage).

Anti-breed ban advocates argued that the proposed law was a result of a “moral frenzy” or “moral

panic” created by the government and the media.  In particular they accused the media of ignoring dog

bite stories not involving pit bulls.  They described pit bulls as “the dog of choice” in media reports of

crime and pit bull stories as evolving into “urban myths” (Ontario 2005: 1010, 1029, 1100 ff, 1410 ff,

1440ff, 1640 ff).  Consequently, they described a media-generated information cascade to misportray as

vicious pit bulls and other breeds.  Additionally, Attorney General Bryant attempted to rationalize his call

for a breed ban by reference to support for it from a range of interest groups.  He asserted he had

consulted with a range of interest groups, including the groups that opposed the ban (Bryant 2006).3

Alternatives and Choice:

Attorney General Bryant and his staff then prepared legislation that it introduced in late October

2004.  The search for a policy largely drew on the language of the Winnipeg by-law in its definition of pit

bulls (Winnipeg 2006), but it did not include the Canadian Kennel Club definitions and pictures of the

banned breeds found in “Schedule B” of the Winnipeg law.  Sections of the Winnipeg by-law that

addressed licensing, owners’ responsibility, dangerous dogs, cats, and restrictions on the number of pets

did not appear in the Ontario amendments.  Thus, rather than broadly defining the problem animal issue,

the government decided that the issue was pit bulls.  They appear to have assumed that either the ban on

pit bulls would be a ready solution to dog attacks or that banning pit bulls would symbolize their efforts to

curtail crime. They therefore ignored recent events that had resulted in the rejection of a pit bull ban in

New Brunswick and its replacement by a dangerous dog law.  They also ignored other animal problems,

such as feral cats and the dangers posed by imported exotic animals and fish.  Therefore, the
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government’s proposed amendments had several features.  These proposed amendments (Ontario. Public

Safety Related to Dogs... 2005):

• Banned the owning, breeding, transferring, abandoning, or importing of pit bulls, American Pit

Bull Terriers, American Staffordshire Terriers, and Staffordshire Bull Terriers, and dogs that

have an “appearance and physical characteristics that are substantially similar to” these breeds. 

The ban on importing the breeds did not apply to certain dog shows or flyball tournaments;  

• Required that pit bulls and other banned breeds currently in the province had to be muzzled in

public and sterilized.  These became known as “grandfathered” or “restricted” pit bulls; 

• Applied the definition of pit bulls using standards developed by Winnipeg, Manitoba in 1990; 

• Expanded provincial powers to initiate criminal action against owners , including actions that

could result in the destruction, sterilization, or confinement of their dog, when their dog posed a

“menace” to the safety of people or animals, not just animals that bit or attacked;

• Placed the “onus” the burden of proof the animal was not a pit bull or a menace on the dog owner

(apparently contrary to the assignment of the burden of proof to the prosecution that applies to

almost all crimes in English-based legal systems);

• Allowed peace officers to enter buildings and dwellings with a warrant or without a warrant in

“exigent circumstances” to prevent “imminent bodily harm or death” from a dog (a provision that

also permitted the seizure of drugs and other evidence of crimes);

• Increased criminal penalties and provided for civil negligence action against owners of dogs that

menaced or injured people.

The government revealed these dimensions of their legislative proposals when legislative

procedures required their public scrutiny.  In January and February 2005 the Committee on the

Legislative Assembly held four days of public hearings on the amendments in Toronto, Barrie, and

Brantford.  Much of the questioning of witnesses rested with pro-legislation David Zimmer of the

Liberals, while Joseph Tascona of the Progressive Conservatives and Peter Kormos of the New

Democrats provided the opposition to the amendments.  Overall, most of the 106 witnesses or sets of

witnesses representing organizations opposed the amendments.  All of the groups associated with animal

welfare, animal rescue, and animal training as well as some local officials, kennel clubs, and veterinary

associations opposed the amendments.  Supporters included the Ministry of the Attorney General, victims

of animal attacks, a few local officials, and Toronto police.

Attorney General Bryant, who testified on the last day of the hearings, stressed the law would

result in fewer pit bull attacks, could be effectively implemented, and would stem an “increasing
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proliferation and population of pit bulls” (Ontario 2005: 1010).  Also, he stressed that the government

would increase funding to the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals and that municipal fines

would pay the costs of the implementation of the ban.

Pro-breed ban advocates made the following claims:

• Municipal law enforcement officers can define a pit bull, and in the words of one witness, “ Most

people in Canada know the appearance of a pit bull” (Ontario 2005: 1550);

• Pit bulls posed an unusual threat to the safety of the public and its companion animals because of

their unpredictable temperament and/or their nature of attacking the neck or hanging onto victims;

• Personal single-case accounts and media reports indicated that pit bulls commonly inflict serious

injuries and deaths and might carry rabies, and pose a significant danger to children;

• Criminal elements use pit bulls to abuse, threaten, and intimidate law-abiding citizens;

• Pit bulls endanger police and hamper their arrest of criminal suspects;

• Pit bull bans in other jurisdictions have worked to decrease serious dog attacks but a province-

wide ban will avoid a patchwork of local regulations;

• Penalties for attacks by dangerous breeds and compensation for victims of attacks are inadequate

and enforcement of existing laws has been lax.

The opponents of the ban challenged the heuristic or rule of thumb assumptions about pit bulls

and dangerous dogs generally.  Also, they argued that, because the bill reflected a lack of scientific and

practical expertise about canines, it ignored better alternatives.  Finally, because of the devolution of

implementation to municipal officials, they charged the government with a lack of foresight about

enforcement problems caused by limited local expertise and ability to fund enforcement.  Specifically,

among their contentions were that:

• No Canadian kennel club or animal organization recognizes a definition of pit bull, there is no

science-based definition of a pit bull, and municipal officers will make mistaken identifications of

dogs as pit bulls resulting in innocent dogs being euthanized;

• There is no scientific evidence that pit bulls and related breeds are prone to attack and can inflict

more serious injuries than other breeds

• The evidence of the danger of American Staffordshire Terriers and Staffordshire Bull Terriers is

non-existent;

• The shift of the burden of proof in the law is unconstitutional;

• The amendment might encourage the purchase of other breeds or the creation of cross-breeds that

can be trained for aggression by criminal elements;
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• There exists a need for animal licensing enforcement and a broad dangerous dog law to curtail

dog attacks, with reference to the “Calgary by-law” ;4

• The data that a pit bull breed ban works in cities where it has been adopted, such as Winnipeg,  is

incomplete, is collected in analytically unusable ways, or reveals the danger is not from pit bulls;

• Because the amendments provide no funding, local governments and private shelters lack the

funds, staff, and physical capacity to locate and hold pit bulls and other breeds pending an

adjudication;

• There is no compensation for a decision that places the legitimate breeders of the banned breeds

out of business;

• People will complain about pit bulls as a means of settling scores with neighbors or claims a dog

is a pit bull will result in street encounters, harassment, and threatening actions toward

responsible non-pit bull dog owners (Ontario 2005).

Strikingly, one of the opponents of the breed ban was the mother of Courtney Trempe, a nine-year

old child killed by a Bull Mastiff. She asserted that the breed ban would not have protected her child. 

Instead, she pointed to the failure of the law to address the 35 recommendations from the inquest into the

death of her daughter.  These included recommendations for governmental support of public and owner

education about dogs, required canine training, tougher criminal penalties for irresponsible dog

ownership, better reporting of dog bites, comprehensive dog licensing, and controls on dog breeding and

puppy mills (Inquest Recommendations 1998).  Ms. Trempe argued especially for a tougher criminal law

to penalize the owners of dangerous dogs (Ontario 2005: 1435ff).  

Although the amendments also included changes that (1) permitted peace officers to search

buildings and seize dogs without a search warrant in “exigent circumstances” such as a threat of

“imminent bodily harm or death” to a person or animal and (2) made minor adjustments in the Animals

for Research Act, these provisions drew little attention from witnesses–only two objections to the search

and seizure provisions.  No participant offered any extensive legal or political arguments couched in the

language of animal rights, but many of the opponents of the ban implied that animals had a special status

or required special respect.  Thus, to critics the law developed from an extremely bounded identification

of alternatives and a lack of foresight about implementation costs. 

For whatever reasons, the Liberal majority on the committee rejected any effort to rewrite the

breed ban.  After sharpening the definition of “menacing” it reported the bill, they reported it to the floor

of the Assembly.  The Liberal majority leadership then used parliamentary procedures to compel party

members to vote for the bill or face a general legislative election, but many Liberals absented themselves
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from the final vote.  Without a separation of powers and with institutional procedures permitting the large

Liberal majority to push through legislation, no institutional means existed for the opposition to derail the

breed ban.

Implementation

Even before the adoption of the amendments, a coalition of five animal interest groups  hired5

Clayton Ruby, a celebrated Toronto cause lawyer, to challenge the constitutionality of the breed ban. 

After the adoption of the ban, Ruby had its implementation enjoined pending a decision on whether the

law violated the Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  Although this move forestalled implementation, the

government’s willingness to defend the ban indicated it had assumed it could overcome legal resistance

to the law.  In choosing this tactic, the government appeared to be politically steadfast in its policy

commitment.  However, the tactic also imposed costs on the opponents of the legislation, who had to pay

hundreds of thousands of dollars in legal fees “one T-shirt sale at a time” (confidential interview). 

Indeed, the costs resulted in auctions, raffles, and the production and sale of a calendar in which female

guardians of Staffordshire Bull Terriers appeared nude with their dogs (Winston 2006: F1).

During the litigation, the government provided evidence by testimony of victims of four pit bull

attacks and six police officers who had to shoot the dogs to protect themselves and documentation and

affidavits, data, and academic articles about the victims of attacks and the danger posed by pit bulls. 

They also argued that veterinarian, animal control and humane society officers, and laypersons could

identify the pit bull.  Legally, the government cited an  extensive body of case law to contend that these

facts and proved the breed ban law was not “overbroad,” “vague,” in violation of the presumption, of

innocence, or an interference with the federal government’s powers (Cochrane v. R. 2006).  The litigation

thus delayed implementation and the questions of the costs and administration of the law for local

governments and semi-private or private humane organizations such as the Ontario Society for the

Prevention of Cruelty to animals.

New Brunswick 

Recognition

In New Brunswick in March 2003 three Rottweilers dogs attacked and killed a four year old boy

named James Waddell.  The three male dogs were placed in their owner’s back yard to keep them away

from a female in heat brought to the home by the female’s owner who was also the child’s father.  The

father and the owner of the home left the child and the female dog alone in the house while they went to



-25-

the basement.  The child went outside unsupervised and took  the female dog with him.. The males

became very aggressive to each other, the child got into the middle of their fight and was killed.  The

coroner’s inquest findings recommended that child welfare services review their procedures, as the child

had been under their protection.  Dianne Kelly, Coroner, also recommended that dog laws be strengthened

to prevent such injurious events.  However, there was no evidence of a contagion of fear or moral panic or

calls for a breed ban from groups or private opinion leaders.  Although the horrible death of this child

could have lead to widespread demand for a breed ban, the government and the media jointly worked to

contain the hysteria. Thus, any emotional assessment of alternatives did not occur (confidential

interviews).

Characterization

This event received extensive of media attention in the province.  However, unlike Ontario, the

Conservative government used press releases and the media to deflect the discussion of dangerous dogs to

one of responsible pet ownership and responsible parenting.  Although relatives of the child demanded

more action, media stories brought up problems with the child’s care by his family, questioned the role of

Social Services in leaving the child with this family, and printed assessments of the animals that described

them as gentle and well-behaved.  The newspaper reports also noted that the animals had been

appropriately confined, but the child was left unsupervised.  The media did not attempt to create a panic

environment nor did elected officials.  No cascade of calls for a breed ban occurred.  Also, the media

focused on the issue of Social Services involvement because the child was under care, the owner

immediately euthanized all four of his dogs despite evidence that they were normally very sweet animals,

and the opposition member agreed to pull his bill.  As a result, media attention virtually disappeared and

no public outcry occurred (authors’ review of media reportage).

Instead, a legislator supplied a rationalized policy alternative.  Kelly Lamrock, a Liberal Party

(opposition)  member from Fredericton introduced private member’s bill, Bill 55, in May of 2004 to ban

Rottweilers, Staffordshire Bull Terriers, American Staffordshire Terriers, and Akitas.  The ban would

only have applied to unincorporated areas because the Municipalities Act gives incorporated areas the

right to develop their own animal legislation.  The Progressive Conservatives had a one member majority,

and the Attorney General, Brad Green, did not support a breed ban.  Public hearings, held in November of

2004 found support for a breed ban from relatives of the child who was killed and letters from the general

public supported the ban.  The New Brunswick SPCA, breeders, Humane Societies, the Canadian Kennel

Club, Veterinarians, and dog trainers all testified against the ban.  Letters from Ontario residents
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opposing the ban, and feedback from owners of other breeds helped convince the legislature to drop Bill

55 and establish a Task Force to study the issue (confidential interviews).

Alternatives and Choice

Because the parties in the Legislative Assembly were nearly equal in membership, neither party

had the votes to pass legislation.  Also, Brad Green, the Progressive Conservative Leader, was opposed to

breed bans.  Thus, institutional conditions for the passage of the ban did not exist.  

Also, the Legislative Assembly was willing to consider alternative policies.  Rather than

describing the issue as a problem with particular breeds, Brad Green and the Progressive Conservatives

redefined the problem as one of irresponsible ownership.  Because the Progressive party did not support a

breed ban, the Parliament was closely divided between Progressives and Liberals, and the Liberal Party

(Mr. Lamrock) was willing to work on legislation that would achieve his goal of protecting people from

dangerous dogs, the legislature established a standing committee on law amendments to make a

recommendation regarding Bill 55.  The committee issued their report on December 16, 2004.  The

recommendations were based on a report, “Financial and Social Implications of Breed Specific

Legislation” prepared by their committee staff (New Brunswick 2004).  The report recommended that Bill

55 be dropped and that the legislature consider a Responsible Dog Owner Act.  The matter was referred to

the Department of Environment and Local Government in 2005.  Subsequently, with agreement from

Kelly Lamrock, the member who introduced the bill, the Assembly designated a Task Force to study the

issues of dangerous dogs and irresponsible owners.  This Task Force has recommended penning of dogs

rather than tethering, removal of animals if the owner is irresponsible with euthanasia only if the dog was

determined to be irredeemable.  It also recommended that any animal sufficiently abused to become

aggressive should be removed.  Courts would be given authority to review each offense and decide

whether the situation met the criteria for removal. 

The Task Force report made twenty four recommendations.  Some of the recommendations from

the Task Force were:

• Tougher penalties for negligent owners;

• Euthanasia only for animals found to be irredeemable and owner did not control; placement with

SPCA for animals removed from owner and found to be redeemable;

• Penning rather than tethering and the use of short leashes to maintain control for animals that

have been classified as dangerous;

• Removal of dogs from negligent owners;

• Removal of animals abused to point of aggressiveness with court to make decision;
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• Tougher licensing and codes in place for breeders and pet establishments;

• Persons with repeat conviction or attacks loses the right to own a dog;

• Leash and muzzle requirements will be consistent with veterinary standards; 

• Mandatory licensing; 

• Increased efforts in education and enforcement;

• Proof of rabies vaccination required for licensing.

Therefore, unlike Ontario, elites collected information on other policy alternatives.  However, no

policy choice has yet to occur.  The Speech from the Throne, 2005, noted that the Task Force Report and

stated that a bill would be introduced to implement the recommendations.  This action had not occurred as

of February 2007.  The Provincial government has also taken no action on Responsible Pet Ownership. 

The issue has apparently been allowed to die.  However, member Kelly Lamrock, has taken action to

modify the Fredericton by-law to address responsible pet ownership.  He has made public statements to

the effect that he has no desire to punish good dogs, just irresponsible owners (confidential interviews).

The lack of a choice also is, in a way, unusual because two serious dog bite incidents occurred in

New Brunswick during the summer of 2006.  But, neither political party made any mention of them, and

the media paid little attention.  The actions of the legislature in holding hearings and appointing a Task

Force apparently satisfied the general public.  Neither party has a statement about dangerous dogs in their

party platform, nor has the issue been addressed by the Legislative Assembly.  No public figure has made

a statement about dog attacks, and the issue is apparently being ignored.

Reasons for the Lack of a Policy Choice

In New Brunswick, an injurious event did occur, but the event was interpreted as one of poor

parental supervision and irresponsible dog ownership.  The media did not call for a breed ban.  Although

one member of the legislature did call for a ban, he dropped his bill when the leadership agreed to

examine alternatives.  Public concern did not lead to demands for a ban.  Officials in New Brunswick

attributed their ability to develop more reasonable policy options to media restraint and the closely

divided legislature (27-28) that did not allow for restriction of policy alternatives by a dominant party.

Guysborough County, Nova Scotia 

In Nova Scotia there have been both local and province wide initiatives to restrict pit bull type

dogs and Rottweilers.  For example, the Halifax Regional Municipality (HRM) moved from breed

specific legislation to responsible dog ownership.  The former county segment of the HRM had breed

specific legislation restricting ownership of pit bull type dogs, although the other municipalities in the

HRM did not.  When the regional government was established the Regional Council had to harmonize by-
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laws and formed, in 1997, the Ad-Hoc Animal Registration Committee to do so.  This committee was

composed of Animal Control Officers, veterinarians, SPCA representatives and others.  The committee

agreed unanimously that a breed specific by-law should not be recommended to the regional council. The

recommendations submitted on October 23, 2001 noted the mixed results from breed bans elsewhere,

enforcement issues related to identifying breeds, misleading dog bite statistics, and expert evidence that

genetics, upbringing, living environment, health status, and training all interact to determine an individual

dog’s aggressiveness.  The committee found that no breed is inherently dangerous.  They recommended

stronger legislation to control dangerous dogs and make owners liable for their animals’ behavior

(confidential interviews, Halifax Regional Municipality 2001).  Halifax represents a community in which

no intrusive injurious events occurred.  The process of changing the law from breed specific in one

municipality to responsible dog ownership for the HRM occurred through committee activity with no

media attention and no communication of panic.  We have been unable to determine the reasons behind

the ban in one municipality, but did learn that the municipality did not raise objections to the move to a

responsible dog owner policy.

The second Nova Scotia example occurred the county and municipality of Guysborough.  This

case is also one in which there was no evidence of panic. 

Recognition

No violent dog attacks occurred in the 1990s in Guysborough County or Nova Scotia.  No local event was

even manufactured, although the threat of such an event was implied within the council.  Instead, Warden

Lloyd Hines of Guysborough became heavily involved in attempts to pass breed specific legislation in his

community.  He was a vocal proponent of bans, possibly due to his personal fear of large dogs

(confidential interviews).  In 1995 he introduced a proposal to ban pit bulls, citing the need to prevent

attacks like those in Ontario.  He thus effectively constructed the danger (confidential interviews).

Characterization

There was no evidence of a contagious public fear of some dogs, no panic, and no emotional calls

for a ban from local groups or the public.  Virtually no media attention was given to the issue, there was

no cascade of dangerous dog information in the press, no public hearings were held to detail any public

fears, and no local opposition to the ban appeared.  No other officials or groups voice proposals, and

Hines did little to rationalize the reasons for his proposal in a public forum (confidential interviews).

Alternatives and Choice

The county of Guysborough quietly passed a breed specific ban covering Pit Bull Terriers,

American Pit Bull Terriers, American Staffordshire Terriers, and any breeds mixed with these breeds. 
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The 1995 ban did not allow pit bull type breeds to live in the district.  Because the media paid virtually no

attention to this issue, most residents of Guysborough were unaware of the new law.  Apparently without

public support or, to the contrary, outrage, the county amended the by-law in 2004 to ban Rottweilers (the

amendment contained a grandfather section to exempt Rottweilers already living in the county).  The ban

on Rottweilers was passed after the New Brunswick attack that led to the death of the four year old child. 

Warden Lloyd Hines was active in pushing for these bills, and he has been threatening to push a breed

specific ban through the Union of Municipalities (confidential interviews).  His aide, however, described

the Hines proposal as a province-wide dangerous dog law rather than a breed ban.  No one has been able

to see a copy of the proposal (confidential interview).  However, the Union of Nova Scotia Municipalities

is currently compiling a report that is not yet available to the public (Goldberg 2007).

Implementation

The case of Zeus brought national attention to issues surrounding the implementation of

Guysborough by-law.  Mark Gosby, the Superintendent of Public Works and By-Law Enforcement visited

the Marilyn and Willard Cameron residence on May 1, 2005 in response to a call about a dog running

loose (Factum).  The owners identified one of their dogs, Zeus, as a pit bull mix.  Zeus was thirteen years

old, in poor health, and never left the Cameron property.  They were informed of the by-law at that time,

according to Mr. Gosby.  On May 15, 2005, Mr. Gosby returned to the Cameron residence with a warrant

to take both of the Cameron’s dogs.  The Camerons allowed Zeus to be examined by Dr. Bruce Robb,

who determined that Zeus fit the general conformation of a Pit Bull-type.  The Camerons refused to move

Zeus or surrender him for euthanasia, claiming that he was ill, and a change of residence would kill him. 

Councilor Brad McLeod attempted to get an amendment through council to exempt pit bulls owned prior

to the ban, but he was unsuccessful.  The Camerons then sued to protect their dog.  The local newspaper

ran a report on May 19, 2005 that was supportive of the Cameron family (Hobbs 2005), but it did not

cover the story after that.  The Dog Legislation Council of Canada publicized the issue on their website,

and it raised funds to support the Camerons’ lawsuit.

Subsequently, the court’s decision of December11,  2006 in the disposition of Zeus called into

question the constitutionality of Guysborough’s ban (R. v. Cameron 2006).  Judge Robert A. Stroud

issued a finding that:

there is no such breed as a Pit Bull Terrier or an American Pit Bull Terrier and there is no blood

test that can be performed to make such a determination.  How then, is it possible to prove

beyond a reasonable doubt that any particular dog meets that description for purposes of a quasi-
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criminal prosecution? .... I therefore dismiss the charges against the Defendants and find them not

guilty. 

 In an Addendum Judge Stroud noted that the by-law was vague and overreaching.  He referred to case

law that asserts that, “A vague provision does not provide an adequate basis for legal debate” (R. v. Nova

Scotia Pharmaceutical Society 1992).  In the matter of Zeus, Stroud stated that, 

In my view the reference to a breed of dog or dogs as intrinsically dangerous in the

absence of a clear legal standard to determine the existence of or characteristics of the

breed meets the constitutional test of vagueness and, since there is a potential for

deprivation of liberty by virtue of s. 25 of the by-law, I believe it infringes s. 7. of the

Charter and cannot be saved by s. 1.  I also believe the by-law is overreaching because it

deems the breeds referred to in s. 1(d)(3) to be fierce or dangerous.  It is a fundamental

principle of statutory construction that if the general language of a statute can be read

narrowly to avoid an ultra vires effect, that should be done.

Judge Stroud further noted that the decision to grandfather Rottweilers was discriminatory against

the other breeds in the by-law.  Rottweilers were grandfathered under the by-law but pit bull types were

not.

Warden Hines has made no public statement regarding this finding.  The Guysborough Journal is

waiting to receive comments from Warden Hines and the council before writing another story on the

issue.  Although media reports from Ontario may have contributed to the level of concern, it is clear that

the media did not create a sense of panic in Nova Scotia or in Guysborough County.

Implications

In Nova Scotia the issue of breed bans has been largely raised by one or two people in positions

of power.  The media have paid very little attention to the issue, and the local news reports in

Guysborough were supportive of dog owners.  There have not been vicious dog attacks to arouse public

interest. The event was a manufactured potential one rather than an actual event and was created by one

person in power who apparently suffers from an irrational fear of large dogs.  The most important event

was the attempt to enforce the breed by-law.  This did receive both media and legal attention.  Although

the Nova Scotia legislature has not addressed the issue of dangerous dogs or breed bans, the same

individual, who also sits on the board of the Union of Nova Scotia Municipalities, has pushed for a

province wide action, so the future of breed bans in the province remains in doubt.

Kansas City Metropolitan Area
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In the United States, several states have banned breed specific legislation, but breed specific

legislation usually addressed in municipalities and a few metropolitan counties.  The Kansas City area

(both Kansas and Missouri, and surrounding suburbs) have been debating the issue over the past two

years.  Kansas City-Wyandotte County, Kansas has had a ban on pit bulls for sixteen years, but the issue

reached the agenda in Kansas City, Missouri and surrounding suburbs for a variety of reasons.

Recognition

Two major incidents occurred in the summer of 2006.  Three dogs left abandoned in a house in

Independence, Missouri, escaped and apparently attacked a man mowing his lawn.  The dogs were chased

away by a neighbor but then attacked a cross-dressed prostitute, before approaching a third man in a

friendly way.  The first person was hospitalized. These dogs were very large mixed breed dogs.  A month

later an abandoned dog (the owner was in prison) escaped from its yard, terrifying a neighbor who

suffered a heart attack (probably from fright) and died. This dog was either a boxer or a pit bull. The news

media reported criticism of the city for not vigorously enforcing its 16 year ban on pit bulls (confidential

interviews) and ran constant ads calling on people to turn in their pit bulls.  Although other dog attacks

occurred during the summer of 2006 the dogs were not pit bulls, so limited media attention was given to

these other attacks.

Characterization

Sources in Missouri indicated that there is a latent fear of pit bulls in the community.  One source

also claimed that the media always mentioned pit bulls whenever a dog bite occurred, and they put pit

bull bites on the front page, while other attacks may not even make it into the paper or onto the nightly

news.  Their perspective was that the media in the Kansas City metro area kept the heat on city

governments and helped spread the contagion of fear of pit bull.  This information cascade reinforced and

repeated the stories of local dog attacks during 2006.  From July through October a major paper, the

Kansas City Star, published stories or letters to the editor about pit bulls and breed bans almost daily, and

numerous local and national stories about pit bulls were broadcast on television.   Channel 9 repeatedly6

showed footage of the results of an alleged dog attack that had actually taken place several years earlier. 

In July 2006, a Chris Hill established an on-line petition to ban pit bulls in Independence, Missouri (Ban

Pit Bulls 2006).

Alternatives and Choice

Despite attacks by Rottweilers, German Shepherds, and Chows, public officials defined the

canine bite problem in the Kansas City Metropolitan area as a pit bull problem.  One council member in a

suburb even noted that pit bulls were far more dangerous than his Doberman that had already bitten three
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people. Perhaps the most interesting example is that of Independence, Missouri, a poor community

adjoining Kansas City (Independence 2007).  Independence was the site of the attacks by three large

mixed breed dogs that were called pit bulls by animal control.  Allegedly, one council member who was

having an affair with a fireman, decided that she could win the office of Mayor by pushing a breed ban. 

She had lost a previous race for Mayor.  She managed to get the Firefighter’s Union behind her, but the

council rejected the ban on the first vote.  Not deterred, the council woman introduced the bill again as an

emergency measure, and obtained signatures on a petition (an illegal activity while she was a council

member).  She then declared that she had enough to bring up the bill as an emergency measure.  The

petition signatures were never certified.  However, this council member allegedly blackmailed several

members of the council.  One reported that she was told she would be turned in to animal control for

owning four dogs instead of the allowed two if she voted against the ban.  Although the councilwoman

had been the only member to vote for the ban on the first vote, only the blackmailed member voted

against it the second time.  The City Manager, who normally would have provided some guidance did not

participate because he owned a pit bull mix.  Independence officials did not discuss other alternatives, but

it did provide for the licensing and control of pit bulls already in the city rather than their exclusion or

destruction.  According to confidential sources, the population is not politically active and non-council

members mounted no opposition to the breed ban with the provision on existing animals.

Also, breed specific legislation was introduced in Leavenworth, Kansas, Olathe, Kansas,

Overland Park, Kansas, Lee’s Summit, Missouri and approximately another dozen communities in

response to the two attacks in Kansas City and Independence (Allen 2006; Ekey 2006; Pulley 2006).  One

man in Olathe who lived next door to a pit bull mix that was never loose and had a Canine Good Citizen

certificate petitioned city council for four months to ban pit bulls.  A realtor in Grandview who took over

Animal Control there introduced breed specific legislation to help property values.  Oak Grove, Missouri

revisited the breed ban issue after a dog bite attack; Grayton, Kansas had a dog bite attack and considered

a breed ban.  Kansas City, Kansas is considering mandatory spay/neuter for all pit bulls. Raytown and

Lee’s Summit, Missouri and Wichita, Kansas all considered breed bans on pit bulls in response to what

they considered to be a rash of vicious dog attacks (confidential interviews, Kansas City Star, KMBC-

TV).

Olathe sent their bill to a committee to study, listened to experts, and decided that a breed ban

would not work.  Lee’s Summit also decided against a ban after listening to testimony from experts and

citizens.  Oak Grove, Missouri considered a ban but decided against it.  Grandview, Overland Park and

Independence all had individuals who decided to push breed specific legislation as a political issue.  In
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Overland Park and some of the other affluent suburbs, these political leaders associated meth labs and

trailer parks with pit bulls to convince the public that banning pit bulls would keep certain types of people

out of their communities as well.

Implementation

Limited information exists about the enforcement of breed bans in the Kansas City area.  After

exempting existing dogs from destruction, it was reported that Independence registered 380 such dogs

(Burnes 2006).  Reports of an increase in the abandonment of pit bull type dogs at shelters and on the

streets also surfaced.  An amnesty program in Kansas City, Kansas took in 178 dogs by August 2006

(KMBC-TV).

Implications

In several communities policy entrepreneurs saw the issue as one that would help their political

careers.  In other communities, where councils were reacting to the fear but no one had a special interest,

they were more amenable to alternative approaches to the problem, such as limiting tethering, and

stronger dangerous dog legislation.  Abigail York (interview) of the Dog Advocates Council expressed

the view that city council members were generally not receptive to public demonstrations by dog owners,

but were usually receptive to expert testimony, and to personal contacts.  She also indicated, however,

that many communities were anti-academic, so local citizens opposed to bans had to become involved

through calls and visits to their council members.

Wheeling, West Virginia

On January 16, 2006 the Wheeling, West Virginia city council enacted breed specific legislation

that required all owners of pit bulls, Staffordshire Bull Terriers, American Bull Dogs, Canary Dogs and

all mixes to spaying or neuter their dogs, erect elaborate fencing, purchase high liability insurance, and

secure special registration with the city by April 1, 2006.

Recognition

The legislation was introduced because a loose Rottweiler knocked a woman down on the

walking trail and a loose pit bull mix killed a pet rabbit.  Both dogs had violated the city’s leash law, but

neither owner was cited.  There were no serious dog attacks on humans by any breed of dog in 2006. 

However, the city council had considered a similar law in 2004 that would have included Rottweilers. 

That proposal was never acted upon, due to opposition from local residents.  When the issue was

revisited, the problem was interpreted as a potential threat from vicious dogs.

Characterization
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Because there was no precipitating event, there was no media coverage and no vocalized public or

interest group support for or opposition to a breed ban.  All available evidence indicates little attention to

the issue outside of official circles until the ban was introduced to city council. 

Alternatives and Choice

The city council members supporting the breed ban legislation in 2006 declared it to be an

attempt to promote the public health and safety of the citizens of Wheeling.  The Police Chief had asked a

member of city council (Barry Crow) to introduce the ordinance.  Crow was planning to run for Mayor on

a “tough on crime” platform and felt he could present this issue in that light.  He convinced another

council member, Michael Nau, to co-sponsor the bill, which declared several breeds of dogs to be

inherently dangerous.  Nau was originally persuaded by Crow that the rabbit incident was an indication of

the potential danger.  Crow further contended that the leash law did not protect people against dangerous

dogs.  Councilwoman Gloria Delbrugge also spoke for the ban,  arguing that a child could be mauled if

they did not act first.  Delbrugge and Crow characterized the issue as a serious threat to area children and

to the elderly who walked the city trails. Nineteen people testified during the public hearing, including a

veterinarian, the city animal control officer,  and members of the local humane society. Nau, who had

introduced the bill, was swayed by the information and took an anti-ban position after the hearings. 

Wheeling does not have their own animal control shelter, and county officials publicly stated they would

not enforce the ordinance.  Most of those testifying supported legislation to protect citizens from

dangerous dogs, but they opposed the breed specific portions of the ordinance.  In this case, one city

council member and the city manager were strongly supportive of breed specific legislation.  Both

contend that these breeds are inherently dangerous.  Although some council members voiced concerns

that the ordinance was not enforceable, was discriminatory, and was not necessary, the strong push by

two council members and the city manager pushed it through (Hanson 2006b).

Although City Council members hoped that suburban areas governed by the Ohio County

Commission would agree with their assessment of the threat, that did not happen.  The local news media

did not provide favorable to city council on this issue, and instead printed editorials against the ban both

before and after it was passed.  They consistently pointed out that no serious attack had occurred in the

city or county.  One news heading illustrates the media position “Registration of So-Called Dangerous

and Vicious Dogs Begins April 1” (Hanson 2006a).  News reports cited council members who expressed

concerns about the ordinance, and reported enforcement problems in several articles.  The local

newspaper printed letters of opposition to the ban on a regular basis for at least two months after the
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ordinance was passed.  In this case, the media attempted to provide a forum for thoughtful consideration

of the issue, but was ignored by policymakers.

Implementation

It is unclear what will happen with this ordinance.  City Manager Robert Herron has attempted to

compile a list of addresses where the designated breeds or mixes may live and has urged people to report

their friends and neighbors who own these breeds. He has said his office would be responsible for

enforcement of the ordinance.  The Police Chief originally pushed for the ordinance and has made it clear

he intends to enforce the ban.  They may not receive help from other officials however. The County

Assessor has indicated that he is not sure he is even legally able to release that information.  Herron

insists that city police officers will enforce the ordinance and he planned to hand out pictures of the

breeds to officers.  He said officers would check for proper fencing and would investigate every report of

a banned dog.  Because the ordinance calls for up to $1,500 in fines and thirty dogs imprisonment for

failure to comply, many owners have dumped their dogs to avoid being caught with them, while a dozen

or so have registered their dogs and attempted to comply (Rich 2006).

Ohio County Animal Control Officer Doug McCroskey said he would have no involvement in the

city ordinance and County Administrator Greg Stewart explained that animal control officers would not

have a role in enforcing city ordinances (Blum 2006).  McCroskey was concerned that people were

bringing pit bulls to the county shelter and the dogs would crowd the shelter and force them to euthanize

many healthy animals.  County Commissioners declared that there had been no problem of loose dogs or

dog attacks in Ohio County and they had no intention of passing a breed ban or even stronger dangerous

dog legislation (Novotney 2006).  The Commission’s position was that current leash laws were working.

Confidential sources indicate that the Wheeling ordinance is likely to be challenged in the state courts. 

West Virginia has strong dangerous dog legislation, but it is generally protective of owners’ rights.

Implications of the Case Studies

The case studies indicate a wide variety of fears and anxieties as well as entrepreneurship by

public officials affects the adoption or rejection of breed bans.  Although the panic policy making

framework provides an instrument for exploring the rapid adoption of policies as an emotional response

to injurious events, it does not capture the idiosyncrasy of local policy making.  As with some other

“stages” models of policy making, the panic framework overemphasizes sequence, the role of the media,

and, to an extent, the role of the public’s fear and anxieties in policy choice.  The case studies suggest that

public officials have more independence for action or inaction, capacity to consider, neglect, or
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selectively assess information, or freedom to act on their personal emotions than a stages model implies. 

Rather than responding to public demands, officials’ try to win electoral credit, respond to their personal

fear of dogs, or incorporate the views of informed persons.  Breed bans proposals and policies therefore

emerge thorough often unique combinations of emotions and political ambitions.

IV. Conclusions

Breed ban laws illustrate the limitations of animal rights and animal welfare ideology.  Although

people tend to support some rights for animals, there is little relationship between support for rights and

attitudes about particular policies.  This is particularly clear regarding breed bans.  People who support

procedural rights for animals are as likely to support breed bans as to oppose them.  Also, despite the

scientific evidence linking chained dogs to vicious dog attacks, even policies such as anti-tethering

legislation are not related to support for breed bans.  Therefore, no specific, uniform body of  knowledge

held by the public–or additional scientific data–support breed bans.

Instead, the evidence indicates that support for breed bans stem from the galvanization of a latent

fear of pit bull type dogs and fear of criminal behavior related to owners of these dogs.  Thus, in part, the

panic policy making framework provides a useful guide to understanding the adoption of breed ban

policies.  However, it is too simplistic to capture the range of events that open a policy window.  Fear and

injury can induce policy action, but the framework ignores the ability of one or two powerful people to

manufacture a danger and push legislation through a municipal or even a provincial government with little

real evidence to support the need for the policy.  The lesson is that there are many policy “solutions” to

the dangerous dog problem that result from an extensive array of causal events in diverse institutional and

historical contexts (Katznelson & Weingast 2005, 4-5).

Evidence from the case studies buttresses this conclusion.  In the characterization of risks from

dogs, the role of the media is apparent in all of our case studies, but it is not always a source of an

information cascade that, as in Toronto or Kansas City, expands the fear of some dog breeds.  In New

Brunswick, the media reported factual information and did not attempt to create a sense of panic.  In

Guysborough, the media ignored the issue, allowing a single person to push through a policy with little

consideration.  These cases demonstrate the role the media could play in the development of thoughtful

policy, as well as the role it can play in creating a panic and pushing for ill-considered policies.

The case studies illustrate the power of elites, but they also indicate the need to include citizen

apathy in the process of policy choice.  Even in Ontario and some Kansas City metro communities, where

the media created a sense of panic, you do not see it expressed in the public opinion data.  The public will
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1. Survey Sampling estimates that 69 percent of Canadians have internet access.  Their Canadian

sample is 70 percent female.  We oversampled for males.

2. Although evidence of the origins of breed bans is difficult to locate, available evidence suggests

increased attention to dangerous dog laws, often related to increased media attention to dog

fights, occurred during the second half of the 1980s.  The authors have not located a specific

breed ban ordinance in the United States prior to 1979 (see Clifford, Green, & Watterson 1990:

vi, xi).

3. Members of some of these groups have suggested the consultation did appear to involve a serious

effort to consider alternative policies (confidential interviews). 

4. City of Calgary (2004) provides for stiff fines for dogs out of control of owners or that become

nuisances or engage in unprovoked vicious behavior, lack rabies vaccination, are unlicensed, or

are transported in the bed of a truck unless properly secured.  The city also has developed

procedures that aggressively enforce dog licensing. 

5. The Dog Legislation Council of Canada, Advocated for the Underdog, Golden Horseshoe

American Pit Bull Terrier Club, American Staffordshire Terrier Club of Canada, Staffordshire

Bull Terrier Club of Canada.

6. The news archives of television station KMBC-TV, for example, contains dozens of stories from

May through December 2006.

accept panic-based legislation, but they will not become active and provide overwhelming support for it. 

A few fearful people, who happen to be in a position of power, and an apathetic general public provide

sufficient conditions to develop a panic and a policy.  However, when an attentive public and experts

become involved, the additional information can change not just the range of policy options but the very

nature of the issue.  For example, as New Brunswick officials interacted with experts and the public, the

issue changed from being about the danger of pit bulls and Rottweilers to the behavior of dog owners.

Finally, despite the limitations of the panic policy making framework, the analysis of breed ban

policy making raises important questions for scholars of politics in representative governments.  Do

officials enact many policies that ignore scientific knowledge and instead rely upon the demands of a few,

uninformed or prejudiced constituents?  Do their emotions cause them to fail often to consider a range of

policy options? Under what conditions is the media likely to support thoughtful consideration of issues?

Can the governmental process be made more open to the public, responsive, and informed? 

Endnotes
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Figure 1: Aspects of the Process of Panic Policy Making

Recognition: Opening the Policy Window

Characterization: The Spread and Rationalization of a Panic 
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Table 1: Overview of Attitudes about Breed Bans in Canada and the United States

Demographics Percentage in 

Support of Bans

Canada      US

Percentage

Undecided

Canada      US

Percentage 

Oppose Bans

Canada      US

Ethnicity

 Black

 Other

25.0%

44.1

22.6%

35.8

25.0%

34.0

45.2%

36.5

50.0%

22.0

32.3%

27.7

Gender

  Male

  Female

54.6%

39.9

37.4%

33.8

21.0%

29.8

33.8%

38.4

24.5%

30.3

28.9%

27.0

Lifestyle

  Rural

  Semi

  Urban

43.7%

41.8

48.5

31.1%

34.9

39.5

32.2%

36.3

29.8

39.5%

37.9

31.4

24.1%

21.7

21.8

29.5%

27.2

29.1

Age

  Under 25

  25-40

  41-65

  Over 65

23.3%

38.0

49.3

49.0

11.4%

30.4

35.3

43.9

41.4%

37.8

30.6

32.4

45.7%

38.7

35.1

36.3

35.4%

24.2

20.3

18.7

42.9%

30.9

29.5

19.7

Contribute to animal

organizations

  No

  Yes

44.1%

43.5

36.1%

33.2

35.8%

29.3

39.3%

33.0

20.1%

27.2

24.5%

33.8

TOTALS 46.1% 45.2% 26.1% 36.9% 27.9% 27.8%



-48-

Table 2: Reasons for Support of Breed Bans

Reasons for Support     Canada

   (n = 1052)

     United States

        (n = 976)

Belief that criminals use

certain breeds

       9.9% 10.6%

Media Reports      45.3 40.6

Community Panic      19.7 15.6

Other reasons        6.6 5.3

All of the Above b      10.6 13.3

Don’t Know        8.0 14.7

 All of the Above is used when respondents checked all three of the stated options - belief re: criminals,b

media reports, and community panic.

Chi Square 32.4, df = 5, p .000

Table 3: Canadian and US Beliefs about Dogs

Beliefs Canada

 (N= 1058)

United States

  (N = 990)

Some Breeds are Dangerous 18.5% 14.8%

Some Breeds are More Likely

to Bite

16.9 17.1

All Breeds Bite if Sufficiently

Provoked

33.7 35.9

Owners make dogs Dangerous 30.8 32.2
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Table 4: Support for Bans by Belief About Dogs

Attitude about Bans

 Personal Beliefs about Dogs

Some breeds

are

dangerous

Some breeds

are more

likely to bite

All breeds will bite

if sufficiently

provoked

Owners

make dogs

dangerous

Support Bans 75.8% 52.5% 29.9% 27.7%

Unsure about Bans 19.6 35.0 35.0 30.6

Oppose Bans   3.6 12.6 35.1 41.7

Table 5: Variables That Influence Support for Breed Bans

VARIABLE CORRELATIONS WITH 

SUPPORT FOR BREED BANS

Canada United States

Differential licensing of altered animals   0.113 **  0.187**

Belief in man’s dominion over animals   0.142 **  0.039

Belief that progress requires use of animals as

humans see fit

  0.120 **  0.096**

Ownership of dogs   0.168 **  0.144**

Age  -0.187 **  -0.151**

Contribution to animal welfare orgs.   0.068  0.079

Gender   0.120 **  0.015

Belief that animals have right to companionship   0.081 **  0.039

Belief that animals have no rights at all  -0.077 **  0.007

Ban on permanent tethering  -0.062*  0.008

Personal beliefs about dogs   0.441**  0.334**

** Significance of 0.001 or less   * Significance of 0.01 or less
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AAre BBreed-Specific LLaws EEffective?
Dealing with Reckless Owners and Dangerous Dogs in Your Community 

There is no evidence that breed-specific laws – which are costly and

difficult to enforce – make communities safer for human families or for

the companion animals that are a part of so many households. And

it turns out, such laws also have negative and wholly unintended

consequences. 

For example, a task force formed in 2003 to study the effectiveness of

the Prince George’s County, Maryland pit bull ban estimated that the

county spends more than a quarter-million dollars each year to enforce

the ban. Further, in a report to the County Council, the task force noted

that “public safety is not improved as a result of [the ban]” and that

“there is no transgression committed by owner or animal that is not 

covered by another, non-breed specific portion of the Animal Control

Code (i.e., vicious animal, nuisance animal, leash laws).” The task force

recommended that Prince George’s County repeal the ban. 

Breed-specific laws also cause unintended hardship to responsible 

owners of entirely friendly, properly supervised and well-socialized dogs

that happen to fall within the regulated breed category. Regulated breeds,

it is worth noting, have expanded in some localities to include not just

American Pit Bull Terriers, American Staffordshire Terriers, Staffordshire Bull

Terriers, Bull Terriers and Rottweilers, but also a variety of other dogs,

including American Bull Dogs, Mastiffs, Dalmatians, Chow Chows, German

Shepherds, Doberman Pinschers and any mix of these breeds. Although

these dog owners have done nothing to endanger the public, they may be

required to comply with onerous regulations. Sadly, these responsible care-

takers can be forced to choose between costly compliance and giving up

their beloved companion.  

Moreover, in their study of human fatalities resulting from dog bites, the

United States Centers for Disease Control (CDC) did not support the

breed-specific approach. They cited, among other problems, the

inaccuracy of dog bite data and the difficulty in identifying dog breeds

(especially true of mixed breeds). They also noted the likelihood that as

certain breeds are regulated, those who exploit dogs by making them

aggressive will merely turn to other, unregulated breeds. 

Significantly, the CDC also noted how many other factors beyond breed

may affect a dog’s tendency toward aggression – things such as heredity,

sex, early experience, reproductive status and socialization and training. 

These last two concerns seem well-founded given that more than 70 

percent of all dog bite cases involve unsterilized male dogs, and that an

unneutered male dog is 2.6 times more likely to bite than a neutered dog.

In addition, a chained or tethered dog is 2.8 times more likely to bite than

a dog that is not chained or tethered. Further, 97 percent of dogs

WHEN IT COMES TO LAWS that regulate 

“dangerous dogs,” there is at least one fact that is hard 

to dispute: Dogs permitted by their owners to run

loose or dogs that attack people or other animals are a

real and often serious problem in communities across

the country. The more vexing and contentious issue

arises in figuring out how to best address this problem.

While many states, including New York, Texas and

Illinois, favor laws that identify, track and regulate

dangerous dogs regardless of breed and prohibit

“breed-specific” laws that either regulate or ban a

certain breed of dog, some local governments have

enacted breed-specific laws. However, the problem of

“dangerous dogs” will not be remedied by the “quick

fix” of breed-specific laws.  PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
KI

M
 L

EV
IN



involved in fatal dog attacks in 2006 were not sterilized; 78 percent

were maintained not as a pet but rather for guarding, image 

enhancement, fighting or breeding; and 84 percent were maintained by

reckless  owners — abused or neglected, not humanely controlled or

contained, or allowed to interact with children unsupervised.  

Perhaps the most unintended yet harmful consequence of breed-

specific laws is their tendency to compromise rather than enhance 

public safety.  When limited animal control resources are used to 

regulate or ban a certain breed of dog, without regard to behavior, the

focus is shifted away from routine, effective enforcement of laws that

have the best chance of making our communities safer: dog license laws,

leash laws, animal fighting laws, anti-tethering laws, laws facilitating 

animal sterilization and laws that require all dog owners to control their

dogs, regardless of breed.

Unfortunately, these laws are often enforced more in the breach than as

a routine function of law enforcement and animal control. 

 Solutions 
Recognizing that the problem of dangerous dogs requires serious attention, the ASPCA seeks

effective enforcement of breed-neutral laws that hold dog owners accountable for their 

animals’ actions. The ASPCA believes that this is the most reliable way to control aggressive

dogs and reckless owners. 

Ideally, this breed-neutral scheme should include the following: 

• Enhanced enforcement of dog license laws, with adequate fees to augment animal control

budgets and surcharges on ownership of unaltered dogs to help fund low-cost pet 

sterilization programs in the communities in which the fees are collected. To ensure a high

licensing rate, Calgary, Canada — its animal control program funded entirely by license

fees and fines — imposes a $250 penalty for failure to license a dog over three months old.

• Enhanced enforcement of leash/dog-at-large laws, with adequate penalties to ensure that

the laws are taken seriously and to augment animal control funding. 

• Dangerous dog laws that are breed-neutral and focus on the behavior of the individual dog,

with mandated sterilization and microchipping (or another permanent identification) 

of dogs deemed dangerous, and options for mandating muzzling, confinement, adult 

supervision, training, owner education and, in aggravating circumstances — such as when

the owners cannot adequately control the dog or where the dog causes unjustified injury 

— euthanasia. In Multnomah County, Oregon, a breed-neutral ordinance imposing 

graduated penalties on dogs and owners according to the seriousness of the dogs’ 

behavior has reduced repeat injurious bites from 25 percent to 7 percent. 

• Laws that hold dog owners financially accountable for a failure to adhere to animal control

laws, as well as civilly and criminally liable for unjustified injuries or damage caused by their

dogs. Calgary, Canada has reduced reported incidents of aggression by 56 percent and its

bite incidents by 21 percent by requiring owners of dogs that have displayed dog 

aggression or human aggression to pay fines ranging from $250 to $1500.  

• Laws that prohibit chaining or tethering, coupled with enhanced enforcement of animal 

cruelty and animal fighting laws. Lawrence, Kansas has significantly reduced dog fighting

and cruelty complaints by enacting an ordinance prohibiting tethering a dog for more than

one hour.

• Laws that mandate the sterilization of shelter animals and make low-cost sterilization 

services widely available.

For help in drafting animal control laws, contact the ASPCA Legislative Services 

Department at Legislative_Services@aspca.org.
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BREEDS IMPLICATED IN SERIOUS BITE INJURIES 

In a range of studies, the breeds found to be highly represented in biting incidents were German 

Shepherd Dog,1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16 pit bull type,5,9,13,16,17,18,19,20,21 mixed breed,1,4,6,8,10,11,12,22 

Rottweiler,15,19,21,23 Chow Chow,7,20  Jack Russell Terrier,18,23 and others (Collie,3 Springer Spaniel14 Saint 

Bernard,17 and Labrador Retriever2 ).  If you consider only the much smaller number of cases that 

resulted in very severe injuries or fatalities,17,19 pit bull-type dogs are more frequently identified. However 

this may relate to the popularity of the breed in the victim’s community, reporting biases and the dog’s 

treatment by its owner (e.g., use as fighting dogs17). It is worth noting that fatal dog attacks in some areas 

of Canada are attributed mainly to sled dogs and Siberian Huskies,43 presumably due to the regional 

prevalence of these breeds.  See Table 1 for a summary of breed data related to bite injuries. 

CONTROLLED STUDIES 

The prevalence of particular dog breeds can also change rapidly over time, often influenced by distinct 

peaks of popularity for specific breeds. It seems that increased popularity is sometimes followed by 

increases in bite reports in some large breeds.  For example there was a distinct peak in American 

Kennel Club registration of Rottweilers24 between 1990 and 1995, and they come at the top of the list of 

‘biting breeds’ for the first time in studies of bites causing hospitalization in the late 90s and early 

2000s.21,23,15,46 While it must be noted that other fad breeds such as Dalmatians and Irish setters do not 

seem to make similar appearances, any estimate of breed-based risk must take into account the 

prevalence of the breed in the population at the time and place of serious biting events.25  

For example, researchers may compare well-documented bite cases with matched control 

households. Using this method, one study found that the breeds disproportionately involved in bite 

injuries requiring medical attention in the Denver area (where pit bull types are not permitted) were the 

German Shepherd Dog and Chow Chow.52  

Other studies use estimates of breed prevalence that do not relate specifically to the households 

where the bites occurred, such as general community surveys, breed registries, licensed dogs or animal 

shelter populations (See Table 2.). These studies implicate the German Shepherd Dog and 
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crosses48,49,50,51,52 and various other breeds (mixed breed,50,51 Cocker spaniel,49,53 Chow Chow,52,53 Collie,49 

Doberman,48  Lhasa Apso,35,53 Rottweiler,38 Springer Spaniel,34 Shih Tsu,34 and Poodle50).  

 

AGGRESSIVE BREEDS 

Based on behavioral assessments and owner surveys the breeds that were more aggressive 

towards people were small to medium-sized dogs such as the collies, toy breeds and spaniels.26,27,28,29  For 

example, a survey of general veterinary clientele in Canada (specifically practices in New Brunswick, 

Novia Scotia, and Prince Edward Island) identified Lhasa Apso, Springer spaniel and Shih Tsu as more 

likely to bite.34  

While small dogs may be more aggressive their size means they are less likely to inflict serious 

bite injury except on vulnerable individuals or as part of a pack attack.30 Referrals for aggression 

problem more closely approximate the breeds implicated in serious bite attacks, probably because 

owners are more likely to seek treatment for aggression in dogs that are large enough to be dangerous. 

Larger dogs (regardless of breed) are implicated in more attacks on humans31 and other dogs.32 

Certain large breeds are notably under-represented in bite statistics such as large hounds and 

retrievers (e.g., Labrador Retrievers and Golden Retrievers)28,34—although even these breeds may have 

known aggressive subtypes.33 Results relating to German Shepherd Dogs are mixed,29,34 suggesting there 

may be particularly high variability in this breed, perhaps depending on regional subtypes or ownership 

factors. 

 

PIT BULL TYPES 

Owners of pit bull-type dogs deal with a strong breed stigma,35 however controlled studies have not 

identified this breed group as disproportionately dangerous. The pit bull type is particularly ambiguous 

as a “breed” encompassing a range of pedigree breeds, informal types and appearances that cannot be 

reliably identified. Visual determination of dog breed is known to not always be reliable.36 And witnesses 

may be predisposed to assume that a vicious dog is of this type.  

It should also be considered that the incidence of pit bull-type dogs’ involvement in severe and 

fatal attacks may represent high prevalence in neighborhoods that present high risk to the young 

children who are the most common victim of severe or fatal attacks. And as owners of stigmatized 

breeds are more likely to have involvement in criminal and/or violent acts37—breed correlations may 

have the owner’s behavior as the underlying causal factor. 
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BREED BANS 

While some study authors suggest limiting ownership of specific breeds might reduce injuries (e.g., pit 

bull type,38 German Shepherd Dog39) it has not been demonstrated that breed-specific bans affect the 

rate or severity of bite injuries occurring in the community.8  Factors that are reliably associated with 

serious dog bite injury (requiring hospital treatment) in the United States are the victim being a young 

child and the dog being familiar (belonging to the family, a family friend or neighbor).40,41  Strategies 

known to result in decreased bite incidents include active enforcement of dog control ordinances 

(ticketing)42. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Maulings by dogs can cause terrible injuries40 and death—and it is natural for those dealing with the 

victims to seek to address the immediate causes.  Serious bites occur due to a range of factors in which a 

dog’s size and temperament are known to be the risk factors. Also important are dog management 

factors such as neutering and tethering, and child care factors such as supervision around animals. 

Given that pit bull-type dogs are not implicated in controlled studies, and the potential role of 

prevalence and management factors, it is difficult to support the targeting of this breed as a basis for dog 

bite prevention. If breeds are to be targeted a cluster of large breeds would be implicated including the 

German shepherd and shepherd crosses and other breeds that vary by location.  

 

SEE ALSO: 

National Animal Control Association Guideline Statement: “Dangerous and/or vicious animals should be 

labeled as such as a result of their actions or behavior and not because of their breed.” 

 

SUMMARY TABLES 

 

Table One 

Studies of Serious Dog Bite Injury by Breed 

Period Data Source N Country Top Two Breeds Identified Ref 

1971 US Dept. 

Health 

843 United States 

(VA) 

mixed breed 

German Shepherd Dog 

1 

1971-1974 Hospital 

records 

50 South Africa German Shepherd Dog 

Labrador Retreiver 

2 
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1973-1976 US Dept. 

Health 

2618 United States 

(AL) 

German Shepherd Dog 

Collie 

 

3 

1979-1982 Health Dept. 

Severe attacks 

16 United States 

(SC) 

pit bull type 

Saint Bernard 

17 

1981-1983 US 

Reservations 

772 United States mixed breed 

unspecified pedigree 

22 

1982-1989 Hospital 

records 

146 United Kingdom pit bull type 

Jack Russell Terrier 

18 

1987-1988 HASS 487 United Kingdom mixed breed 

German Shepherd Dog 

4 

1979-1998 Fatalities 27 United States pitt bull type 

Rottweiler 

19 

1989 Hospital 

records 

168 United States German Shepherd Dog 

pit bull type 

5 

1989 Hospital 

records 

75 United Kingdom German Shepherd Dog 

mixed breed 

6 

1991 Animal control 

records 

357 United States German Shepherd Dog 

Chow Chow 

7 

1991+1994 Hospital 

records 

198 United Kingdom German Shepherd Dog 

mixed breed 

8 

1989-1996 Hospital 

records 

1109 United States 

(CA) 

pit bull type 

German shepherd 

9 

1990-2007 Fatalities 28 Canada mixed breed husky 

“sled dog” 
43 

1995 Patients 
receiving rabies 
post-exposure 
prophylaxis 

~8000 United States 

(PA) 

German Shepherd Dog 

mixed breed 

10 

1991-2000 Hospital 

records 

654 Spain German Shepherd Dog 

mixed breed 

11 

1996 Hospital 

records 

1916 Australia German Shepherd Dog 

Bull Terrier 
44 

1995-1997 

 

Animal control ? United States pit bull type 

Chow Chow 

20 

1997 Hospital 

records 

385 Canada German Shepherd Dog 

Cocker Spaniel 
1145 

 1998-2002 Hospital 

records 

72 Canada Rottweiler 

German Shepherd Dog 
46 
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1991-2004 Hospital 

records 

25 South Africa pit bull type 

German Shepherd Dog 
47 

1994-2005 

 

Hospital 

records 

341 Austria mixed breed 

German Shepherd Dog 

12 

1997-2003 Hospital 

records 

11 United States Rottweiler 

German Shepherd Dog 
15 

2001-2002 ACC claims 3020 New Zealand German Shepherd Dog 

pit bull type 

13 

2000-2004 Hospital 

records 

593 United Kingdom Rottweiler 

Jack Russell Terrier 

23 

2001-2005 Hospital 

records 

551 United States pit bull type 

Rottweiler 

21 

2002-2005 Veterinary 

referral 

111 United States 

(PA) 

Springer Spaniel 

German Shepherd Dog 

14 

 

Table Two 

Studies of Serious Dog Bite Injury by Breed taking into Account Breed Prevalence 

Period Data Source Prevalence estimate N Country Breeds Identified as 
Higher Risk 

Ref 

1974-
1975 

Animal control Licensed dogs ? United States 
(MD) 

German Shepherd Dog and 
shepherd crosses 
Doberman Pinscher 

48 

1976-
1977 

US Bases Relative risk versus 
mixed breed 

529 United States 
(IL, MO) 

Collie 
German Shepherd Dog 
Cocker Spaniel 

49 

1982  Pediatric practice Non-biting pets of 
other patients 

194 United States 
(MO) 

German Shepherd Dog 
and shepherd crosses 
mixed breed over 30lb 
Poodle 

50 

1986-
1987 

Health Unit Licensed dogs 318 Canada German Shepherd Dog 
mixed breed 

51 

1991 Plastic surgery cases Prevalence in 
community 

146 Australia German Shepherd Dog 
 

39 

1991 Animal control Case controls 178 United States 
(CO) 

German Shepherd Dog 
Chow Chow 

52 

1990-
1993 

Hospital records Survey 356 Australia Doberman Pinscher 
German Shepherd Dog 
Rottweiler 

38 

1993 Shelter animals 
quarantined for biting 

General shelter 
admissions 

170 United States 
(WI) 

Chow Chow 
Cocker Spaniel 
Lhasa Apso 

53 

1996 Owner self-report 

(biters) 

Owner self-report 

(non-biters) 

3226 Canada Lhasa Apso 
Springer Spaniel 
Shih Tsu 

34 
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d o g  b r e e d  s p e c i f i c 
l e g i s l a t i o n The cost to people, pets and 

veterinarians, and the damage to the human-animal bond.

Veterinarians, their clients, and their clients’ pets in 300 cities and towns in the United States live with 

special burdens and added costs because of ordinances banning or restricting dogs of one or more breeds 

and breed mixes. Thirty-six breeds of dogs and mixes of those breeds have been restricted, in various 

combinations and groupings. These restrictions and bans compromise the human-animal bond and compli-

cate the professional landscape for veterinarians. 

AVMA, the CDC, the National Animal Control Association, the Association 

of Pet Dog Trainers, and virtually all animal welfare charities oppose breed-

specific regulation.1 AVMA PLIT recently released a statement opposing 

breed discrimination by insurers. 

There has never been any evidence that breed bans or restrictions contribute 

to improved public safety. The Netherlands repealed its breed ban last year 

because, based upon a report from a committee of experts, the ban had not 

led to any decrease in dog bites.2 Italy repealed its breed-specific regulations 

in April of this year.3 

DEMONIZED DOGS THEN 

As America’s conflict over slavery intensified, public attitudes towards the 

bloodhound paralleled the increasingly negative attitudes towards the dogs’ 

most publicized function: slave catching. The depiction of the slave catcher’s 

dog in stage re-enactments of UNCLE TOM’S CABIN made him an object 

of dread to ordinary citizens, and an object of attraction to dog owners who 

wanted dogs for anti-social purposes. As these owners acquired more and 

more dogs, serious incidents – and fatalities – associated with dogs identified 

as bloodhounds became prominent in the public press.4 

In the 20th century, other groups of dogs replaced the bloodhound as objects 

of dread, most notably the German Shepherd (In 1925, a New York City 

magistrate said they should be banned.5 Australia banned the importation  

of German Shepherds from 1928 until 19736), the Doberman Pinscher 

(frequently associated with soldiers of the Third Reich), and the Rottweiler 

(portrayed as the guardian of Satan’s child in the popular 1976 film THE OMEN). 

DEMONIZED DOGS NOW 

Early in the 20th century, pit bull type dogs enjoyed an excellent popular 

reputation. An American Bull Terrier had symbolized the United States on a 

“There has  

never been any 

evidence that 

breed bans or 

restrictions  

contribute to  

improved

public safety.”

by Jane Berkey

Published in Proceedings of Annual AVMA Convention, July 11-14, 2009 Seattle Washington
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World War One propaganda poster. “Tighe”, a pit 

bull type dog, had helped sell Buster Brown shoes. 

Pete the Pup, the “little rascals” pit bull pal of the 

Our Gang comedies, was the first AKC-registered 

Staffordshire Terrier (Registration number A-103929). 

In 1976, the Federal government amended the 

Animal Welfare Act to make trafficking in dogs  

for the purposes of dog fighting a crime. The media 

focused on the dogs, rather than on the people 

who fought the dogs; and the dogs made head-

lines. Monster myths of super-canine powers 

began to dominate the stories.7 As had happened 

to the bloodhound, the myths attracted the kind 

of owners who use dogs for negative functions. 

Sensationalized, saturation news reporting of  

incidents involving dogs called pit bulls, linked them 

in the public mind almost exclusively with criminal 

activity. This small subset of dogs being used for 

these negative purposes came to define the millions 

of pit bull type dogs living companionably at home. 

WRONG NUMBERS, NOT STATISTICS 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) attempted to 

identify the breeds of dogs involved in fatal human 

attacks.8 The study period, 1979 –1998, happened 

to coincide with the sensationalized media portrayal 

and resulting notoriety of pit bulls and Rottweilers.4,7 

In reporting their findings, the researchers made 

clear that the breeds of dogs said to be involved 

in human fatalities had varied over time, pointing 

out that the period 1975 –1980 showed a differ-

ent distribution of breeds than the later years.8 

Subsequently, Karen Delise of the National Canine 

Research Council reported that, in the decade 

1966 –1975, fewer than 2% of all dogs involved  

in fatal attacks in the United States were identified 

as of the breeds that figured prominently in the 

CDC study.4 

The CDC has since concluded that their single-

vector epidemiological approach did not “identify 

specific breeds that are most likely to bite or kill, 

and thus is not appropriate for policymaking deci-

sions related to the topic.”1 AVMA has published  

a statement to the same effect.9 

“Dog bite statistics are not statistics, and do not 

give an accurate representation of dogs that bite.”10 

Nevertheless, the questionable data-set covering 

only one particular 20-year period, and not the 

researchers’ conclusions and recommen-

dations, is repeatedly cited in legislative 

forums, in the press, and in the courts 

to justify breed discrimination. Dr. Gail 

Golab of the AVMA, one of the research-

ers involved in the CDC project, said, 

“The whole point of our summary was 

to explain why you can’t do that. But the media 

and the people who want to support their case just 

don’t look at that.”11 

The researchers had suspected that media cover-

age of “newsworthy” breeds could have resulted 

in “differential ascertainment” of fatalities by breed 

attribution. Relying on media archives, of the 327 

fatalities identified within the 20-year period, the 

researchers located breed or breed-mix identifica-

tions for 238, approximately 72% of the total.  

More than 25 breeds of dogs were identified.8 

Of those incidents for which the researchers could 

find no breed attributions (n = 89), Karen Delise of 

the National Canine Research Council later located 

breed attributions in 40; and 37 of these cases 

involved dogs identified as other than Rottweiler 

and pit bull, a result that confirmed the researchers 

concerns regarding ”differential ascertainment” of 

incidents because of breed bias.12 

“Dog bite statistics are not statistics,  

and do not give an accurate  

representation of dogs that bite.”10
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In addition to the problem of the small, unrepresen-

tative, and incomplete data sets, the researchers 

expressed concern about the reliability of the breed 

identifications they had obtained, and were uncer-

tain how to count attacks involving “cross bred” 

dogs.8 

It is estimated that at least one-half of the dogs in 

the United States are mixed breed dogs.13 What is 

the reliability or significance of a visual breed identi-

fication of a dog of unknown history and genetics? 

Pit bull is not a breed, but describes a group of 

dogs that includes American Staffordshire Terriers, 

Staffordshire Bull Terriers, American Pit Bull Terriers, 

an increasing number of other pure breeds, and an 

ever-increasing group of dogs that are presumed, 

on the basis of appearance, to be mixes of one 

or more of those breeds. Ordinances restricting or 

banning dogs generally rely on someone’s visual 

assessment of their physical characteristics. 

The modern science of genetics ren-

ders a breed label based on visual 

identification problematic. According 

to Sue DeNise, vice-president of MMI 

Genomics, creators the Canine Heritage 

Breed Test for mixed breed dogs, each 

test result is furnished to the dog owner with the 

following proviso: “Your dog’s visual appearance 

may vary from the listed breed(s) due to the inher-

ent randomness of phenotypic expression in every 

individual.”14 

Scott and Fuller, in their landmark genetic studies, 

produced offspring of considerable phenotypic 

variety from purebred and F1 crosses. 

Breed identification of a mixed breed dog based on 

its phenotype is unscientific, and is likely to be con-

tradicted by a DNA test. A study to be published 

in the Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Science 

points to a substantial discrepancy between visual 

identifications of dogs by adoption agency person-

nel and the breeds identified in the same dogs 

through DNA analysis. Of 16 mixed breed dogs 

labeled as being partly a specified breed, in only 

25% of these dogs was that breed also detected  

by DNA analysis.15 

THE LANDSCAPE OF BREED SPECIFIC 

LEGISLATION 

Legislative restrictions range from an outright ban in 

Denver, Colorado, where, since 1989, thousands of 

dogs have been seized and killed16; to a regulatory 

catalog of muzzling, neutering, and confinement 

mandates that only apply to the regulated group, 

however defined; and to requirements that owners 

pay special license fees and maintain higher levels 

of liability insurance. Apart from statutory require-

ments, some homeowners’ insurers are imposing 

special requirements before they will include 

liability coverage for dogs of certain breeds, or are 

declining to cover dogs of an increasing number 

of breeds altogether. Rental apartments, planned 

communities, campgrounds, and neighborhood 

associations impose a wide range of special rules 

or restrictions regarding many breeds of dogs. 

In a jurisdiction with breed-specific regulations, 

veterinarians can easily be drawn into an official 

controversy. When a police officer in Maquoketa, 

Iowa identified a dog as a pit bull and served notice 

on the owner that she had to remove it from the 

town, the owner appealed to the state Office of 

Citizen’s Aide/Ombudsman. The 21-page report 

that resulted, chronicles the failure to arrive at 

an agreed-upon breed identification for the dog. 

Among other documents, the owner produced 

“Breed identification of a mixed breed dog 

based on its phenotype is unscientific, and 

is likely to be contradicted by a DNA test.”
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vaccination certificates from her veterinarian that 

described the dog as a “Rott-mix.” The town coun-

tered with another veterinarian’s intake form that 

described the dog as a “pit mix”.17 

In January, 2009, the U.S. Department of the Army 

banned Chows, Rottweilers, pit bulls, wolf hybrids 

and Doberman Pinschers from all privatized mili-

tary housing. The previous July, Fort Hood, Texas 

banned pit bulls and pit bull mixes from government 

housing. The Fort Hood mission support order 

specifies that, in the event of a dispute, “the Fort 

Hood Veterinary Clinic [emphasis mine] will be the 

deciding authority to determine if a dog is a Pit Bull 

[sic] cross.”18 

HUMANE COMMUNITIES ARE SAFER 

COMMUNITIES 

In “A Community Approach to Dog bite Prevention,” 

the AVMA Task Force reported, “An often asked 

question is what breed or breeds of dogs are ‘most 

dangerous’? This inquiry can be prompted by a 

serious attack by a specific dog, or it may be the 

result of media-driven portrayals of a specific breed 

as ‘dangerous.’ . . . singling out 1 or 2 breeds for 

control . . . ignores the true scope of the problem 

and will not result in a responsible approach to 

protecting a community’s citizens.”10 Delise, based 

upon her study of fatal attacks over the past five 

decades, has identified poor ownership/manage-

ment practices involved in the overwhelming 

majority of these incidents: owners obtaining dogs, 

and maintaining them as resident dogs outside of 

the household for purposes other than as family 

pets (i.e. guarding/ protection, fighting, intimidation/

status); owners failing to humanely contain, control 

and maintain their dogs (chained dogs, loose roam-

ing dogs, cases of abuse/neglect); owners failing to 

knowledgeably supervise interaction between chil-

dren and dogs; and owners failing to spay or neuter 

resident dogs not used for competition, show, or in 

a responsible breeding program.4 

Focusing on breed or phenotype diverts atten-

tion from strategies veterinarians and other animal 

experts have consistently identified as contributing 

to humane and safer communities.

BREED LABELING AND VETERINARY PRACTICE

In an environment of breed discrimination, the 

breed identification of a dog can have serious 

consequences with municipal authorities, animal 

shelters, landlords, and insurers, all of which will 

compromise the bond between a family and their 

dogs. Ordinances may obligate owners with expen-

sive special housing and containment requirements. 

Owners may even be forced to choose between 

sending a beloved family pet away, or surrendering 

it to be killed. 

Veterinarians who attempt to visually identify the 

breeds that might make up a dog do not derive any 

benefit from this activity, while the client may hold 

the veterinarians to the same professional standard 

as they would with respect to the delivery of medi-

cal services. 

It is impossible to breed label dogs of unknown 

origin and genetics solely on the basis of their 

appearance. There is so much behavioral variability 

within each breed, and even more within breed 

mixes, that we cannot reliably predict a dog’s 

behavior or suitability based on breed alone. Each 

dog is an individual.19 Owners may be influenced as 

to what behavior to expect from their dog, based 

upon breed stereotypes.20 Veterinarians must take 

the lead, and free themselves from stereotypes, 

in order to better serve their clients, their clients’ 

animals, and society.

Jane Berkey, President  
Animal Farm Foundation, Inc.
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Media Reporting of Canine Aggression 
Fact vs. Fiction

FICTION: Some breeds of dogs are more likely to seriously injure people than other 
breeds of dogs.

FACT:  The American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA), in an open letter, 
states: “. . . the data contained within this report 1CANNOT be used to infer any 
breed-specific risk for dog bite fatalities [emphasis in the original] . . .”

FACT:  The Centers for Disease Control (CDC), on its web site, states: “It [same 
study mentioned above] does not identify specific breeds that are most likely to bite or 
kill, and thus is not appropriate for policy-making decisions related to the topic.”

FICTION: Whatever the AVMA and the CDC say, a search of newspaper archives 
for stories about dog attacks will produce a statistically valid sampling that can identify 
which breeds of dog are more likely to injure people.

FACT:  The AVMA Task Force on Human-Canine Interaction reported: “An 
often-asked question is what breed or breeds of dogs are ‘most dangerous’? This inquiry 
can be prompted by a serious attack by a specific dog, or it may be the result of 
media-driven portrayals of a specific breed as ‘dangerous.’ . . . singling out 1 or 2 breeds 
for control . . . ignores the true scope of the problem and will not result in a responsible 
approach to protecting a community’s citizens.”2 

FACT:  News outlets are in the business of reporting singular events. Statistical 
validity is not their job. They do not select stories for publication on the basis of random 
sampling techniques. Editors promote stories they believe to be of interest to their 
audience. Most incidents involving dogs, good, bad, or indifferent, are not reported at all. 

FACT:  NCRC research has shown that media accounts over-represent incidents 
involving dogs presumed to be of breeds already trapped in the media headlights, and 
under-represent (or ignore) incidents involving dogs presumed to be of other breeds or 
types. (See attachment.)
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FICTION: A newspaper archive would be valid insofar as it includes all serious 
incidents involving dogs and humans.

FACT:             No newspaper log or archive includes all serious incidents. For the 
25-year period 1982 – 2006, a media log recorded 246 dog bite related fatalities in the 
U.S. and Canada.  The CDC single cause mortality tape system recorded 477 for the same 
period, in the U.S. alone. The NCRC does not consider any single source 
comprehensively reliable. The NCRC may initiate an investigation based upon news 
accounts, because of a finding in the CDC’s mortality tapes, or because of personal 
information reported to the Director of Research. 

FICTION: News stories invariably include accurate breed attributions of the dog or 
dogs involved.

FACT:  News accounts regularly disagree about breed identifications.  The breed 
attribution one associates with a particular incident may very well depend upon which 
news outlet one consults. The NCRC compares reports from as many media sources as it 
can locate, with all available official reports concerning an incident, in order to obtain the 
most accurate and complete information regarding all aspects of an incident.

FACT:  Visual breed identification of a mixed breed dog is likely to be 
contradicted by a DNA test. A study to be published in the Journal of Applied Animal 
Welfare Science points to a substantial discrepancy between visual identifications of dogs 
by adoption agency personnel and the breeds identified in the same dogs through DNA 
analysis.

FICTION: Tabulating serious incidents by breed represents the most 
forward-thinking approach, and holds the most promise for reducing serious incidents.

FACT:  CDC researchers have not attempted to correlate dog bite related fatalities 
with breed attributions since 1998.  “Many practical alternatives to breed-specific policies 
exist and hold promise for preventing dog bites.” [from CDC website]

FACT:  The NCRC’s investigation into 40+ years of fatal dog attacks has 
identified poor ownership/management practices involved in the overwhelming majority 
of these incidents, over 90%.  Humane care, custody and control of all dogs represents 
the most forward-thinking approach and holds the most promise for safer, more humane 
communities.
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FICTION: We should be concerned that dog bites are a growing problem in the 
United States.

FACT:  Health departments in major cities across the country report dramatically 
FEWER dog bite incidents than they did thirty years ago.

FACT:  The Center for Disease Control’s database shows that, between the 
1990s and the 21st century, the rate of serious injuries by dogs has FALLEN. In 
1994, 5991 Americans were hospitalized for dog bite injuries. In 1994 the U.S. 
human population was 265 million and the canine population was 52 million. 
In 2007 that number of Americans decreased slightly, to 5771. But the human
population had grown 13.5% to 301 million and the canine population had 
increased by 38%, to 72 million. 

       

FICTION:

 

Americans are in immediate danger of being killed by dogs.

FACT:  Severe attacks by dogs are, happily, exceedingly rare. Each year, our 
nation records one dog bite fatality for every 10-12 million of us.  That works out to 
25-30 fatalities, out a total of 2.5 million deaths.  More Americans die in their swimming 
pools than are killed by dogs.

The mission of The National Canine Research Council is to publish accurate, 
documented, reliable research to promote a better understanding of the human-canine 

bond.  Please visit our website:
www.nationalcanineresearchcouncil.com

(Endnotes)
1 . Sacks, L. Sinclair, G. Golab, et al, “Breeds of dogs involved in fatal human attacks in the United States 
between 1979 and 1998,” JAVMA, Vol 217, No. 6, Sept 15, 2000.
2 B. Beaver, et al, “A community approach to dog bite prevention: American Veterinary Medical 
Association Task Force on Canine Aggression and Human-Canine Interactions,” JAVMA, Vol 218, No. 
11, June 11, 2001
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National Companion Animal Coalition
La coalition nationale sur les animaux de compagnie

(Address mail & inquiries to)

339, rue Booth Street, Ottawa ON  K1R 7K1              Tel/Tél. (613) 236-1162   Fax/Téléc. (613) 236-9681              E-mail: admin@cvma-acmv.org

Reducing the Incidence of Dog Bites and Attacks:
Do Breed Bans Work?
This document reflects expertise from the Canadian Federation of Humane Societies, the Canadian
Veterinary Medical Association, the Canadian Kennel Club and the Pet Industry Joint Advisory Council
of Canada. They are members of the National Companion Animal Coalition (NCAC), which was
created in 1996 to promote responsible pet ownership and enhance the health and well being of
companion animals.

The National Companion Animal Coalition does not support breed-specific bans as
an effective tool to protect the public from vicious or dangerous dogs.

There are several reasons why breed-specific bans are problematic:
• There is no objective method of establishing lineage of cross bred dogs or dogs which are not registered with a

national kennel club. In addition, many municipalities do not have access to qualified persons that could accurately
perform breed identification.

• Dangerous dogs may exist in every breed and breed cross.
• Dangerous temperament and behaviour are products of many factors other than just breed.
• This type of ban will result in exclusion of some dangerous dogs, and inclusion of dogs that are not dangerous. 
• The incidence of dog bites has not been shown to be reduced by restricting the ownership of certain dog breeds. 1

The NCAC recognizes that dangerous dogs are a product of one or more of the following: 
• Inappropriate breed choice for owner lifestyle.
• Lack of appropriate training and socialization.
• Genetic makeup as a result of inappropriate breeding practices or intentional breeding for aggressive traits.
• Lack of proper exercise and interaction with other people and animals.
• Mistreatment.
• Failure to spay/neuter.

The NCAC’s recommendations to municipalities2 regarding dangerous or vicious dogs are to use:
• Significant fines for owners of dogs that are involved in a bite incident.
• Well-established guidelines for professional temperament assessment of a dog as dangerous or vicious. Banning 

of specific breeds is not recommended because of the difficulty in identifying the genetic origin of many dogs.
• A protocol to deal with dogs that have been professionally assessed as dangerous or vicious (eg. euthanasia or

confinement).
• Significant incentives for owners to spay/neuter, socialize, and train their pets.
• Confinement laws such as: leash laws, running at large laws, property confinement laws, use of muzzles.
• Public awareness and education programs promoting responsible pet ownership.

The NCAC supports responsible pet ownership by encouraging owners to: 

• Choose an appropriate breed or breed cross for the owner’s lifestyle and ability to provide for the needs of their dog.
• Enroll themselves and their dogs in basic training and obedience classes.
• Provide physical exercise and mental stimulation appropriate to the selected breed.
• Provide proper food, water and shelter.
• Provide proper veterinary care.
• Spay/neuter their pets.

1 Szpakowski, NM et al. An epidemiological investigation into the reported incidents of dog biting in the City of
Guelph. Can Vet J 1989; 30:937-942.

2 For more information on guidelines for municipalities, contact an NCAC member organization for copies 
of the Sample Municipal Bylaw Regulating the Keeping and Controlling of Companion Animals and 
An Enlightened Approach to Companion Animal Control for Canadian Municipalities.
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Foreword

Placebo: Something of no inherent benefit that is done or said simply to 
placate or reassure somebody

Emoti onally charged news accounts of a dog bite fatality can teach the wrong lesson. The

purpose of THE PIT BULL PLACEBO: THE MEDIA MYTHS AND POLITICS OF

CANINE AGGRESSION is to teach the right lesson.

Karen Delise knows that understanding instances of canine aggression requires going

beyond the news stories, to uncover the facts that reporters overlooked. It may take months

for all the relevant facts to surface (if they ever do), a delay that a deadline-driven press

may not abide. The press will have moved on to new stories long before that. Thus, Delise’s

analysis of the exceedingly rare cases when human-canine interactions end in tragedy affords

an understanding that news outlets may not be patient enough or persistent enough to

uncover.

The researchers who studied fatal dog attacks before her relied primarily on news

accounts. Delise wanted to know what the news had not reported. She called police inves-

tigators, animal control agencies, veterinarians, even coroners familiar with an incident. She

uncovered previously unreported facts, as well as facts that contradicted what had been

reported in the newspapers and on television. Police investigators may have told her that

the dog, which had been described in a news account as a family dog, had in fact been mal-

nourished and uncared for; had a name like “Satan,” or no name at all; and had lived his

life, without shelter, at the end of a chain. 

More than two decades of deliberate, concentrated, determined research has taken Delise

beyond the details of the exceedingly rare tragedies in which she is the nation’s leading

expert, to an understanding of our cultural habits about dogs that is paralleled in the most

forward-thinking social science. 

THE PIT BULL PLACEBO explains how function, myth, media, and the marginal ele-

ments in our society can combine to demonize a group of dogs, however precisely or vaguely

defined, and to endanger our bond with all dogs. The first example for which we have

detailed records is of the group of dogs called bloodhounds. In the mid-19th century, pub-

lic attitudes toward these dogs paralleled attitudes toward their most controversial function,

pursuing runaway slaves. 
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Eventually, these bloodhounds fell from view, and we pushed other dogs into the spot-

light, including the German Shepherd Dog and the Doberman Pinscher.

By the 1980’s, a new dog had swept all the others aside: any dog that was called a “pit

bull”. But there was more happening than just the substitution of one dog for another. Urban-

ization and the reach and power of our information technology has intensified the plight

of the dogs called pit bull, and made it qualitatively different from that which any other

dog had faced. 

How did this happen? 

Prior to 1959, there had never been a systematic attempt to analyze dog bites using the

tools of epidemiology. The first such study was published in 1959. Its authors, a public health

doctor and three veterinarians, analyzed the incidents in their data set for a variety of owner,

victim, and dog-related factors.1

More studies appeared in the 1960’s and 1970’s. And it is easy to understand

why. Late in 1974, a study published in     the Bulletin of the New York Academy of Med-

icine stated that the number of reported dog bites in New York City had increased by 37%

between 1965 and 1972. The article was titled, “Dog Bites: An Unrecognized Epidemic.”2

An Associated Press article the following February, carrying a very similar headline (“Dog

Bites—Unrecognized Epidemic in the United States”), reported significant increases in dog

bites in 10 other American cities besides New York.3

Now comes the bitter irony. The dog bite epidemic announced in the Academy Bul-

letin and by the Associated Press had begun to subside even as the other news coverage of,

and research into, dog-related injury grew more intense. Researchers in Baltimore, Mary-

land, one of the cities included in the AP story, reported that new municipal policies had

quickly turned the trend around. From a peak total of 6,922 in 1972, by 1976, dog bites

had declined in Baltimore to 4,760.4 And this decline only steepened in the years that fol-

lowed. For all of 2005, Baltimore had reports of fewer than 500 dog bites, according to its

Department of Health Other cities that had been mentioned in the AP story, including New

York,5 reported similar, dramatic decreases.

Unfortunately for dogs, and for our bond with them, the announcement of the rise in

dog bites was not followed up, in the popular press or in academic journals, by reports of

the subsequent declines. Rather, the media and the academy, both producers and product

of an increasingly risk-obsessed culture, painted an alarming picture of dogs, not as com-

panions, but as sources of injury. 

The dog bite theme spawned a subset of research into those exceedingly rare occasions—

rare then and rare now, by the way—where a dog kills a human being. The first American

to publish on the subject was Centers for Disease Control veterinarian Dr. William Win-

kler. Newspapers across the country publicized his findings when his report, “Human Deaths

Induced by dog Bites, 1974-75,” appeared in the Journal of Public Health in 1977. A sec-

ond paper by other researchers, covering a longer period of time, followed within a few
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years. Both of these papers reported the breeds of the dogs associated with these tragedies

based upon whatever news media accounts were available to them. 

Dogs identified as pit bulls did not figure prominently, either in these studies or in the

media. 

 However, there was now circulating in our culture and in the minds of news editors the

idea of dogs as sources of injury, punctuated by the image of dogs as causes of human mor-

tality. Dogs were imagined to present more of a risk than they did or ever had. 

In 1976, the Congress finally made it a crime to carry a dog across a state line for the

purpose of conducting a dog fight. News coverage of the campaign to secure the new law,

and of the arrest and prosecution of the criminals who fight dogs, had a consequence that

no one intended. The news stories in the late 70’s and early 80’s included increasingly fan-

tastical images of the dogs. Lurid myths of super-canine powers—locking jaws, extreme

bite pressure and imperviousness to pain—frightened people into believing that these dog

were different from other dogs. The effect of this mythmaking was to portray the dogs as

the criminals, rather than the human felons who forced them to fight. 

Now our culture carried the images of dogs as sources of injury; dogs as sources of

human fatality; and a particular group of dogs as deviant from all the others, and a special

danger. 

By the mid-1980’s, one canine image made the news wires hum the loudest: pit bull. 

The witch hunt was on. The fixation with pit bull narrowed the focus to the dog, rather

than on the relationship between the dog and the human.

The spotlight on the pit bull also obscured the fact that the epidemiological study of

dog bites was barely breaking the surface of the complexity of human-canine interaction.

The relationship between a dog and a human being, both sentient creatures who were avid

students of gesture, mood and tone, was too complex for an epidemiological analysis to

explain. 

Even though they did not have the whole picture, the recommendations in most of the

published reports, based upon the information they did have, were as applicable today as

they were the day they were published: control free-roaming dogs, license dogs, spay and

neuter pets, supervise children around dogs, and be responsible for your obligations to your

pet and to the community.

While the epidemiology of dog bites consumed the attention of one group of researchers,

sociologists and psychologists were analyzing our cultural habits in other spheres and pro-

ducing theories that are in remarkable accord with Delise’s findings about our attitudes

toward dogs, and what can cause us to change them. 

In 1966, Peter L. Burger and Thomas Luckmann, published THE SOCIAL CON-

STRUCTION OF REALITY. They defined a social construct as the perception of an

individual, a group, or an idea that is 'constructed' through cultural or social practice.

It is a phenomenon 'invented' or 'constructed' by the people who participate in it, which
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can be said to exist because they agree to behave as if it does: as though it had been

there all the time.

Pit bull is not a breed. You will not find pit bull in the breed list of either the Ameri-

can Kennel Club, the United Kennel Club; or in the Wisdom Panel breed library. Yet there

is a definite public idea of what is meant by “pit bull.” That public idea was constructed

through the process that Burger and Luckmann described.

Then there’s Stanley Cohen, now an Emeritus Professor of Sociology at the London

School of Economics. Cohen was fascinated by the process by which society invents

demons—folk devils, he called them—as a result of powerful messages that spread through

the community. Cohen understood that society’s impressions of a group come through a

media filter. (The medium, by the way, has, in other places and times, not been a news out-

let. In 17th century Salem, Massachusetts, it was rumors of witches and witchcraft that spread

from person to person, culminating in official persecution. In the second half of the 19th

century, it was the so-called “Tom Shows,” stage adaptations of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s

enormously popular and influential novel UNCLE TOM’S CABIN, that toured the Eng-

lish-speaking world.) However it spreads, the yarn is embellished as necessary to give it

the meaning its broadcasters consider important. 

“I am concerned here with the way the situation was initially interpreted and presented

by the mass media,” Cohen wrote, “because it is in this form that most people receive their

pictures of both deviance and disasters. Reactions take place on the basis of these processed

or coded messages: people become indignant or angry, formulate theories and plans, make

speeches, write letters to the newspapers.”

Media stories of deviance and disaster create demands for public action. Cohen

described such sequences of events as moral panics.  A moral panic needs a folk devil, the

imagined source of terrible menace, to whom people assign all the traits that make the folk

devil deviant and threatening.6 Think of the witches of Salem. Or the bloodhounds of the

Tom Shows. Or the dogs called pit bulls. Any dog that is labeled a pit bull lives in the dark

shadow of the manufactured villainy of a classic folk devil. 

The panic has changed the way the press reports a serious dog attack. If the press has

a source that calls the dog a pit bull, a statistically rare tragedy can be portrayed as an act

of deliberate canine malice, and the forerunner of impending disaster.

As the panic has spread, the group of dogs that public officials and private panic mon-

gers want to call pit bulls keeps getting bigger. Now it isn’t just two or three breeds of dogs,

it is also mixes of those breeds, an increasing group of other breeds, and any dogs that share

some physical characteristics in common with those breeds. Interestingly, in the popular

imagination, the continual expansion of the group does not cause the folk devils to lose

their coherence. It just means there are more of them!

Or does it? A pioneering veterinary behaviorist, Dr. Victoria Lea Voith of Western Univer-

sity, has been surveying animal professionals, asking them to ascribe breed labels to dogs of
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unknown origin, dogs whose breed make up has been analyzed using the MARS

Wisdom PanelTM. How does breed identification based on opinion correspond with DNA analy-

sis of the same dogs? Not very well. Dr. Voith reported to the American Veterinary Medical

Association 2009 convention, and in the pages of the Journal of Applied Animal Welfare Sci-

ence, that in only a quarter of the dogs was at least one of the breeds proposed by the adoption

agencies also detected as a predominant breed by DNA analysis. In 87.5% of the dogs, breeds

were identified by DNA analyses that were not proposed by the adoption agencies.

Dr. Voith, in her report to the AVMA Convention, pointed to important implications in

her findings.  If visual breed identification of dogs of unknown origin is an unreliable, dis-

putatious practice, what are we to make of all the data and breed specific public policy that

has been enacted since the 1980’s, based on the belief that visual identifications were accu-

rate?7

The epidemiologists had recognized the limitations of visual breed identification of dogs

 of unknown origin. In a regularly misrepresented JAVMA paper summarizing an analysis

of canine-caused fatalities for the 20-year period that ended in 1998, the authors had

expressed concern that the breed identifications they had obtained from news sources might

not be accurate. They also reported that in approximately 30% of the fatal attacks they had

identified they had been unable to obtain any breed attribution whatsoever.8

If, as a former president of the American Veterinary Medical Association has stated,

more than half of the dogs in the country are mixed breed dogs,9 perhaps the best answer

to the question “What kind of dog is it?” is not a breed descriptor. Perhaps the best answer

is a descriptor that tells us something about the dog’s relationship with human beings. Was

it a family dog, and all that “family dog” implies? Or was it merely a resident dog not kept

as a family pet, never enjoying positive, humane interactions with people? 

In 2007, Dr. Randall Lockwood, one of the researchers who had analyzed dog bites and

dog attacks through the lens of epidemiology, submitted an affidavit in Federal court in oppo-

sition to Denver, Colorado’s pit bull ban. He described the attempt to correlate dog bites

and attacks with the single vector of breed as evidence of a 19th century mindset. Dog bite

injuries, he said, are a complex societal problem that must deal with a wide range of human

behaviors that put people and animals at risk.10

People and animals at risk. How can we so unreasoningly put companion animals in

danger? How many dogs have we killed based solely on their appearance? 

This book was completed before Dr. Voith published her findings. In light of those find-

ings, how should we think about the breed descriptors that Delise has included? Some of

the incidents reported in this book may concern dogs of documented pedigree. Many oth-

ers concern dogs, whatever the press may have reported, whose breeding was unknown,

mixed, or uncertain. The significance of the breed descriptors lies not with their accuracy,

but with the fact that they are what was reported. It was based upon these reports that the

public formed its impressi    ons of those kinds of dogs.
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The mission of the National Canine Research Council, which Delise founded, is the

preservation of the human-canine bond. The Council incorporates Delise’s work with the

findings of social psychology described above. As new insights from animal professionals

and other scholars have been published that add to our knowledge of and appreciation for

the human-canine bond, we have incorporated that knowledge into our presentations and

published materials. We are always seeking new evidence and new understanding—and are

no longer shocked at the absurdity of what we uncover that has lead to the moral panic sur-

rounding an incoherent group of folk devils known as “pit bulls”. 

Occasionally, someone attending National Canine Research Council presentations will

ask if dogs called pit bulls will be the last group of dogs demonized. There is no guaran-

tee, but there is hope. If people understand the relational nature of the human-canine bond,

we may be able to break the cycle that Delise traced back to the bloodhound. But that will

be up to humans, not to dogs. 

This book was informed from the first by Delise’s deep appreciation of the human-canine

bond. Since its publication, events have only confirmed what Delise and other researchers

have always grasped about that bond: dogs enrich our lives; we are responsible for them;

and dogs cannot be characterized apart from us. 

—Donald Cleary

Director of Communications and Publications, National Canine Research Council
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Introduction

Soldiers dressed in blue marched true and tall under a cloudy sky. Off to one side, a lanky

man stood watching when his gaze momentarily focused on the lead marcher. His eyes

showed a hint of amusement and respect, and a faint smile appeared on his gaunt face. It

was then that President Abraham Lincoln is reported to have doffed his stove-pipe hat at

the 11th Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry in tribute to the soldiers and to their regimental

mascot, the Bulldog Sallie, proudly prancing at the front of her regiment.

Placing Sallie at the head of their parade when marching in review past the  Commander-

in-Chief was this regiment’s testimony to the honor and respect they had for the little Bulldog

who had proved herself a loyal and devoted member of the 11th Pennsylvania Volunteer

Infantry during the Civil War. And the respect and honor this dog earned is still visible today

on the battlefield at Gettysburg, in the cast bronze replica of Sallie that rests at the base of

the monument to the 11th Pennsylvania Infantry, a lasting tribute to Sallie’s contribution

to our nation during one of our most difficult times.

This heroic dog has alternately been described as a Staffordshire Terrier, a Bull Terrier,

a Bulldog and a Bulldog mixed breed. The story of this brave “Bulldog-type dog” allows

for some unsettling comparisons with her ubiquitous “Bulldog” cousins that fill our shel-

ters, homes, streets and yards a century and a half later. Sallie, a recognized canine hero,

Memorial at Gettysburg: Sallie, Bulldog mascot to
the 11th Pennsylvania Infantry.



would today be classified as simply another Pit bull-type dog and, as such, the possibility

that she would be euthanized in a shelter because of her breed or banned from residing in

many cities and towns across our nation because of her appearance is a shocking reality at

the beginning of the 21st century.

In 2006 a Texas couple, Stan and Amy, acquired a malnourished, neglected puppy.

Not really planning on getting a dog, they could not ignore this small, needy pup. They

named the seven-week-old, 4 lb. dog Sugar and decided the dog would become their trav-

eling companion while they drove across the country for their hauling business. On a cold

day in March, Stan and Amy arrived outside Denver to pick up a load, but due to a snow

delay, they had to check into a motel for the night. Early the next morning Amy was walk-

ing Sugar outside the motel when an Animal Control officer from the city of Denver

stopped them. He claimed she was breaking the law and that she needed to hand the small

pup over to him. Incredulous, Amy summoned her husband who was also informed of

their alleged “illegal” activity. The Animal Control officer stated that if they turned the

puppy over to him immediately, he would see to it that she would be killed right away

and the couple could avoid the criminal charges and animal control costs that went along

with owning an illegal Pit bull in the city of Denver. The couple pleaded with the offi-

cer, stating they lived in and operated their business out of Texas and were only in Denver

on business, but to no avail. The tiny pup was taken from the couple and delivered to the

Denver Municipal Animal Services. Scared and confused, Stan and Amy drove their rig

to the animal shelter in hopes of getting their puppy back. Only through good fortune

were they able to locate someone who assisted in the difficult process of having the puppy

released back to them. 

In the past two decades, hundreds of cities and communities have enacted bans or restric-

tions against certain breeds or types of dogs. Forty-five years ago American novelist John

Steinbeck was able to put his dog in the car and travel across the country chronicling his

adventure in Travels with Charley: In Search of America. Today, if Steinbeck owned a dog

that resembled a Pit bull, he could probably not drive a few hundred miles before he came

upon a town that refused him and his dog entry. He would spend much of his time trying

to avoid towns, cities and counties that have banned or restricted Pit bull-type dogs within

their  borders. 

Yet in 1903 a Bulldog named Bud accompanied Horatio Nelson Jackson on America’s

first transcontinental automobile trip. Shortly after leaving California with his co-driver and

mechanic Sewall Crocker, Jackson added a light-colored Bulldog to the expedition. After

his new masters fitted the Bulldog with goggles to protect his eyes from the road dust and

debris, the threesome became a national sensation as they journeyed across America. Jack-

son would later brag that the Bulldog was “an enthusiast for motoring” and was “the one

member of [our] trio who used no profanity on the entire trip.”

How have Bulldog-type dogs, in only a few decades, been transformed from nationally

celebrated heroes to “persona non grata” in hundreds of cities across America? How has the

xvi Karen Delise



landscape of America and the mindset of Americans

changed so dramatically in only a few decades?

Is it canine behavior that has changed so drasti-

cally? Or have we, with our growing ignorance of

dogs, become so unreasonable that any flaw found in

an individual dog is taken as ample justification for

vilifying all their innocent brethren? Have we, in mor-

bid fascination, concentrated so intensely on

emphasizing the bad that some dogs do that we can

no longer recognize the myriad of good and positive

things that most dogs contribute to our lives?

Or, as some lawmakers and the media would have

us believe, are some dog breeds inherently more dan-

gerous and aggressive than others? Are Pit bull-type

dogs becoming increasingly more dangerous than they

were a century ago? Are most such dogs wonderfully

tolerant and manageable or are these dogs unpre-

dictable and untrustworthy, waiting to explode in a

fury of aggression against everyone and anyone?

Within the last decade or two, a new phenomenon

has not only drastically influenced the public’s per-

ception of certain breeds of dogs, but contributed greatly to a generalized ignorance of canine

behavior. Technology, vis-à-vis the Internet, has allowed for instant accessibility to highly

publicized media accounts of individual cases of dog attacks. Editorial columns about the

vicious nature of certain breeds, dog-bite attorneys’ websites filled with photos and statis-

tics about dog attacks, quotes from politicians and outraged citizens about the nature and

behaviors of certain dogs, and sensationalized headlines of dog attacks all seemingly offer

instant and ample “proof” of the vicious nature of certain dogs. To many people these Inter-

net sources are perceived as a reliable and accurate source of information on what they

believe to be a recent epidemic of canine aggression. 

But does this plethora of information present the public with a balanced, reasonable or

accurate portrayal of the frequency of dog attacks, or of the type of dogs involved in such

attacks, or of the forces directly responsible for such extreme canine aggression?

Fortunately, the Internet has also provided a more obscure but vital source of informa-

tion that can provide a much needed perspective on the incidence, severity, and ultimately

the causes of dog attacks.

Recently, many newspapers from the 1800s have been scanned in their entirety and

placed on the Internet. Although the vast majority of available nineteenth century archived

material is comprised primarily of local and major newspapers in the northeast quadrant

of the United States, they are nevertheless a valuable source of data for examining  individual
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Bud: Bulldog companion on the
first transcontinental automobile
trip. Photo Credit: Mary Louise
Blanchard, 1903



cases of dog attacks. This resource provides a unique opportunity to view both the style of

media reporting and the prevailing attitudes towards dogs in 19th Century America. 

An examination of the last 150 years of severe dog attacks as reported in these news-

papers reveals a dramatic shift in the style of reporting and the type of information found

describing a dog attack. For those interested in understanding canine behavior and the forces

which contribute to severe attacks, modern-day media sources are sorely lacking in vital

information surrounding these events. For this reason, in more modern cases, I have, when-

ever possible, consulted and interviewed law enforcement investigators, animal control

personnel and coroners in an effort to obtain for each incident as much relevant informa-

tion as possible, about the dog, the victim and the owner. Photographs of the dogs involved

and autopsy and bite reports are additional important sources of information I have used

to present and discuss the cases which have occurred in recent decades. 

Seeking out alternate sources of information due to the scarcity of details in modern-

day media sources has demonstrated that the very absence of these details has led to a general

hysteria about certain breeds, along with wildly inaccurate conclusions about the reasons

and causes for canine aggression. Critical events leading some dogs to extreme aggression—

from two dogs suffering the agony of ingesting rat poison to dogs near death from

malnutrition and dehydration—are shockingly absent in modern media accounts of severe

or fatal dog attacks. 

Only about half a dozen studies have been conducted on fatal dog attacks in the United

States, and these were all conducted in a 25-year period (1977–2001). Unfortunately, most

of these studies focused on only two or three aspects surrounding fatal attacks, with the

breed of dog being the single most studied aspect. Besides the small database (less than

240 cases), despite the limited time period (a single era when certain breeds were exceed-

ingly popular), despite the use of media reports for identification of breeds, and despite the

failure to address the relevant human and canine behaviors which preceded an attack, these

studies have often been put forth as the “science of fatal dog attacks.” But the severe lim-

itations and scope of these studies do not allow for their use in any rational or practical

approach to the understanding of dog attacks. The “scientific method” cannot be applied

to the study of dog bites, as severe and fatal dog attacks on humans occur in the most uncon-

trolled and unscientific settings and involve dozens of variables and circumstances which

cannot be measured accurately. 

The best that can be done is to study dog attacks empirically, through practical obser-

vation of every possible aspect surrounding these events. In furtherance of these goals the

author has researched and conducted investigations on the largest number of dog attacks,

over the greatest period of time, along with every available detail relevant to these inci-

dents. This has resulted in a database of over 750 cases of fatal dog attacks and over 1000

cases of severe attacks in the United States, from 1850 to the present. 

Empirical analysis of this large amount of data has revealed a pattern of circumstance

and behavior seen consistently over the last century which offers tremendous insight into
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the reasons and causes of dog attacks. The recent failure, by both experts and laymen, to

take this type of comprehensive and practical approach to the problem of dog attacks has

allowed for meaningless statistics and pseudoscience to replace rational thought and basic,

common-sense knowledge of the canine and human behaviors which have long been rec-

ognized to contribute to dog attacks. 

Whether our goal is community safety, understanding canine behavior, furtherance of

humane treatment towards dogs, or the advancement of the human-dog bond, it is critical

that we examine all the details available about dog attacks. However, perhaps as important

is that we recognize that often times the information disseminated about dog attacks is pre-

sented by individuals or organizations whose agenda is the furtherance of goals unrelated

to the human-dog bond.

This examination of actual cases of severe dog attacks during the last 150 years—the

circumstances, the individual dogs involved, the victims and our interpretations of these

events—is presented in an attempt to address these concerns and offer a balanced perspec-

tive on the behavior of dogs and the critical role humans play in the management and

treatment of our canine companions. 

Only by stepping back from the swirl of present-day hysteria surrounding isolated cases

of severe canine aggression and examining the problem from a broader and more objective

perspective can we hope to understand how some humans come to be victims of a dog attack.
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CHAPTER 1

The Function of Dogs 
in 19th Century America 

“Henry Carey, ten years old, who resided at Gloucester, N.J., was attacked by a
bloodhound, about a fortnight ago, and was so terribly injured that he died soon
after. Accompanying the boy was a small dog, which attacked the savage animal
and fought him desperately in defense of the child, but was terribly torn
himself…”

Trenton Gazette, December 1864

This historic case of a fatal dog attack in New Jersey is significant because it can help to

create a frame of reference by which we can begin to study the causes for dog attacks. Addi-

tionally, this 19th century newspaper article can begin an examination into society’s changing

attitude towards dogs and how certain forces have come to shape and influence the pub-

lic’s perceptions of canine aggression over the past 150 years. 

From small local newspapers, such as the Appleton Post-Crescent, to major publica-

tions like the New York Times, severe dog attacks on humans have always been reported

in the news as they seem to be of both interest and dismay to many people. Maladies, dis-

eases and accidents unrelated to animals cause thousands of deaths daily, many of which

go unreported in the newspapers. However, fatal attacks by dogs have always gotten atten-

tion in the media, despite—or perhaps because of—their rarity.

Historically and in the present day, dog attacks cause on average only one to two dozen

human deaths per year in the United States. Yet millions of people live in close proximity

to dogs and have daily interactions with our canine companions. These interactions run the

gamut from the most positive and rewarding relationships to cases of abuse and neglect.

Yet the number of incidents a year involving a human fatality generates a shock and dis-

belief which has never been proportionate to the number of dogs, the frequency of exposure

to them or the myriad situations in which dogs interact with humans. 

While the study and examination of individual cases of fatal dog attacks on humans

can provide insight into canine behavior, equally revealing is the examination of human

reactions and interpretations of canine behavior after an attack. One remarkable aspect of

the human/dog bond is the extreme and often emotional public reaction towards an episode

of fatal canine aggression. Another relevant and significant factor is the style of media



reporting of these incidents. How the media presents these cases shapes and influences future

public reactions and emotions in subsequent cases of canine aggression. As seen in the case

cited above, besides reporting an individual attack, the author of this article also gave recog-

nition to the uniqueness of the human/dog bond. Implied in this account was the

understanding that the small dog had a familiar bond with the young boy and hence would

exhibit behavior vastly different than the Bloodhound, which was unfamiliar to the boy.

This has long been the essence of the human/dog bond: that dogs will exhibit or inhibit

natural canine behaviors in service or defense of those with whom they have formed

attachments.

In fact, the dog is the only animal in the world which can be expected to attack another

being in defense of the humans with whom they have formed a bond. This behavior is one

of the cornerstones on which thousands of years of dog ownership and maintenance have

been based. And implied in this relationship is the expectation and acceptance of canine

aggression in certain circumstances. The Greek philosopher Plato acknowledged this basic

principle of canine behavior over two thousand years ago when he wrote:

“The disposition of noble dogs is to be gentle with people they know and the

opposite with those they don’t know.”

The Republic, Ch. 2

From ancient Greek culture to newspaper accounts from the 19th century, humans have

historically demonstrated a keen understanding of the essence of the familiar bond between

dogs and their masters. Only recently have both the media and the public failed to acknowl-

edge or recognize this basic principle of canine behavior and the significance of this bond

in the display of canine aggression. For this reason, dog attacks, human perceptions of canine

aggression and the role of the media in reporting these events need to be examined, begin-

ning from a historical context.

◆ ◆ ◆

Throughout recorded history, dogs have been owned and maintained, not for their ability

to befriend all, but for their ability and willingness to forge alliances. The appeal of dogs

was the natural bonding of dogs with their owners to the exclusion of others. In a time and

world fraught with dangers, dogs were often relied on to be a front line of defense against

threats by other beings. Dogs readily accepted this role and for centuries have served as

guardians and protectors of their master and his possessions. Alliances between men and

dogs were often invaluable as travelers huddled by lonely campfires in the wilderness or

walked desolate roads and trails. Herdsmen slept more soundly knowing their faithful dogs

were protecting their livestock and livelihood from thieves, wolves, bears and mountain

lions. History is replete with accounts of dogs saving their masters and mistresses from all

types of predatory animals, of both the two-legged and four-legged variety. 
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All breeds of dogs have the ability to perform the basic natural canine behaviors: hunt-

ing, tracking, chasing, fighting, herding, guarding and protecting. But over the centuries

humans have manipulated dogs through artificial selection to exhibit specialized natural

canine behaviors. Historically, dogs with specialized abilities were grouped or classified

by function. Groupings typically included scent hounds, hunting dogs, war or fighting dogs,

shepherd or guarding dogs, toy or companion dogs, and mongrels. 

Some breeds we know today as a specific phenotype (appearance) previously encom-

passed a number of different-looking dogs that performed a similar task. The Bloodhound

is an example of a type of dog that today is an individual and unique-looking breed, but in

the 1800s “Bloodhound” often described a type of dog that was used for scent tracking and

did not necessarily denote a particular appearance. While breeding for a specific look began

to gain widespread popularity in the late 1800s, for many centuries function was more impor-

tant than appearance.

The wonder of dogs is that they can be manipulated to excel at performing a particu-

lar function and they will then perform this function in service to those with whom they

have formed attachments. In service to their masters, dogs track, fight, protect, chase, herd,

guard, and hunt everything from large game or predatory animals to small vermin. Dogs

often forsake their own kind on command or in defense of their owners. But of all the func-

tions that dogs are required to perform, perhaps the most controversial, and often the most

disastrous for dogs and humans alike, is the task of protecting man from his fellow man.

Guard/Protection Dogs 
Protection or guarding has been one of the primary functions of dogs throughout their alliance

with humans. This function was an important element in the acquisition and maintenance

of dogs in the 1800s and early 1900s. To serve in this capacity came quite naturally for

dogs. As pack animals with a social hierarchy, dogs seem to easily embrace the concept of

friend versus foe or known versus unknown. Dogs were also understood to be territorial

and this served well in the guarding of homes and businesses. 

As predators, dogs are physically able to serve in defense of their masters, and differ-

ent breeds were developed to enhance this ability. Just as one would not brandish a sapling

to ward off an attacker, small dogs were not routinely maintained as protection or guard

dogs. Large, powerful breeds, such as the Mastiff, Newfoundland, Bulldog, and Bloodhound,

as well as huge mongrel dogs, were used as guard dogs in the latter part of the 19th cen-

tury as their size enabled them to excel in the task of guarding and protection.

Less than ideal conditions, and many times seriously abusive conditions, frequently

accompanied the ownership of guard dogs in the late 19th century. Newspaper accounts of

dog attacks were often brutally honest in their description of the attack and of the treat-

ment and care the dogs received at the hands of their owner and/or victim. It was not

uncommon for accounts of dog attacks to state that the dog was beaten or abused by either
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his owner or the victim prior to the attack. In a much less litigious society there was less

apprehension in revealing unflattering details about individuals and their behaviors than is

now permitted in the recounting of events that contributed to a fatal dog attack. Fortunately,

this aspect of late 19th century and early 20th century society allows us to have enormous

insight into the factors that precipitated and contributed to severe canine aggression. 

While accounts of such attacks were always sympathetic and mournful of the injuries

to the victim, this did not interfere with the observation of the events that may have con-

tributed to the attack, and so, in many cases, we have a vivid account of the circumstances

and/or trigger that set some of these dogs off into a frenzied and unrelenting attack.

Many of the guard dogs in the latter part of the 19th century were kept chained for long

periods of time in cellars or sheds until they were needed to patrol factories, slaughterhouses,

livery stables, stone yards, warehouses or shops.

In December of 1882, a bookkeeper boiling a kettle of water at a packing house in New

Haven, Connecticut, was savagely attacked by a large Bloodhound kept on the premises

as a watchdog. The dog lacerated the man’s throat, severed an artery in his arm and bit him

more than twenty times. While the animal’s behavior was not excused (the dog was referred

to as “savage” and a “brute”), the attack was not viewed as inexplicable. The article goes

on to recount that the dog had previously been punished by the night watchman with a ket-

tle of scalding water. By using the kettle, the unsuspecting bookkeeper triggered the

Bloodhound’s “recollection of the brutal treatment by the watchman,” causing the dog to

attack.1

In February of 1888, a butcher in St. Louis, Missouri, owned a 2-year-old Newfound-

land dog that was trained to guard his shop at night. The dog was kept chained during the

day and was known and encouraged to be vicious. The butcher entered the yard one evening

to release the dog and when the man “claimed the right to rule there and enforced his claim

with a kick,” the dog responded by furiously attacking him. Four members of the butcher’s

family rushed to his aid, but the man’s chest, neck and arms were so severely lacerated that

although not dead at the time of the report, he was not expected to survive his injuries.2

While not directly physically abusive, the owner in the next account placed the dog in

circumstances which clearly were abusive and stressful. This 1893 report offers the impor-

tant details that contributed to the aggressiveness of the dog involved. It describes how a

baker found a cur dog on the streets of New York City and chained the dog in his bakery

cellar where the temperature reached over 100 degrees much of the time. This newly

acquired, chained, heat-stressed dog not surprisingly attacked the baker when he entered

the cellar to light the ovens.3

While it was not unusual for guard dogs to rebel violently against their abusive owners,

the majority of their victims were usually unsuspecting children or unfortunate adults who

happened quite innocently to encounter these fierce animals. A common thread seen in many

of the attacks by guard dogs on innocent victims can be found in the account of an attack

in the summer of 1874 on a small girl in Brooklyn, New York. A large Newfoundland dog
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had been recently obtained by a hair-dealer to guard his shop at night. In the morning before

being taken to the basement to be chained for the day, the dog was taken to the backyard of

the store to be fed. In the midst of eating, a 3-year-old girl approached the dog. The dog

lunged at the child, seizing her by the shoulder. The child’s cries brought her father rushing

to her aid. After “some determined effort” he got the dog to release the child, but in the process

had one of his fingers bitten off. It was determined the child’s wounds were “serious and

may prove fatal.”4

The hypocrisy of keeping guard dogs is that when the dog is called upon to fulfill the

task of protection by attacking an intruder, the dog is almost always viewed as vicious. Most

victims of guard/protection dogs were not burglars, but children or respectable adults who

entered the property to visit or conduct business. The inherent problem with guard dogs is

that they are expected to assess the legitimacy of the intruder to justify an attack. Of course,

this is impossible. Whether a person entering a property has legitimate reasons to be there

or whether they are intent on evil-doing is not within the comprehension of dogs. The dog

views the intruder as either an unknown or known being, and as either a threatening or non-

threatening situation.

Clearly, any attack on a child, even if the child was an intruder or provoked the guard

dog in any sense, was unforgivable, dooming the dog to immediate destruction. The fate

of guard dogs that attacked an adult allowed for only the slightest chance of redemption,

but only if the intruder was clearly intent on criminal activity or if the intruder was con-

sidered a social outcast or an unsympathetic figure.

Mentioned frequently in the keeping of guard dogs during the 19th century was the task

of chasing away “tramps.” There seemed to be a measurable level of aggression allowed

guard dogs in chasing off these social outcasts. In June 1879, it was reported that a woman

living three miles out of town (Fort Wayne, Ind.) owned a Newfoundland dog that was a

“terror to tramps.” The recounting of the attack on a tramp entering into the woman’s yard

is one of the few reports that did not describe the attacking dog as savage or a brute. After

describing the owner beating the dog to release his victim, it was noted that the tramp got

away “without a second warning.”5

A Newfoundland protecting his mistress on the outskirts of town seemed to fall into

the classification of acceptable canine aggression. The fact that the woman fought furiously

to free the tramp from the dog’s grip, along with the fact that the victim was viewed as

unsympathetic, made this attack more palatable.

A fatal dog attack near Findlay, New Jersey, in 1889 clearly demonstrates that some

canine and human behaviors, even against tramps, were not permitted. A brief article noted

that authorities were investigating a case where a farmer was reported to have “looked on”

as his savage dog killed a tramp. The unfortunate victim was then buried in a field.6

A common thread seen in the recounting of dog attacks, both historically and in more

modern day cases is the transference of cruel human traits onto dogs. There were no unkind

superlatives assigned to the farmer who stood by and looked on as his dog killed a hapless
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tramp, yet his dog was described as savage. Time and again, dogs encouraged by their own-

ers to act aggressively and allowed to be dangerous are assigned vicious or treacherous traits,

while the owners responsible for the behavior found in their guard dogs appear to escape

without noticeable public criticism. 

This is not to say that owners in the late 19th century and early 20th century were not

at times held responsible for the actions of their dogs. There were cases when owners were

arrested, fined or sued civilly for the injuries their dogs inflicted. But public condemnation

of guard dog owners usually resulted only when there was extreme negligence or when own-

ers incited or actively encouraged a dog during an attack. 

A notable exception to this was a disturbing incident that occurred in the spring of 1884

in Rockaway, New York. The article detailing the events leading up to the attack takes a

rather indirect route before finally implicating the owner as the responsible party for the

grievous injuries inflicted on the victim. The case involved a woman inspecting the grounds

of a hotel on Long Island before taking possession of the property for the season. It was

noted that no one informed her of the large Bloodhound kept on the premises to guard the

unoccupied hotel. Upon entering the grounds, the woman was almost immediately set on

by the dog. A watchman who heard her screams ran to her aid and only with great diffi-

culty succeeded in getting the dog to release the woman from its grasp. The woman was

gravely injured and after the amputation of one badly mangled arm, it was pronounced that

she was not expected to recover. Early in the newspaper account it was insinuated that, prior

to her arrival, this unfortunate woman should have been warned by the owners of the prop-

erty about the dog. The article concludes in a much more direct fashion, stating:

“The Bloodhound has been the terror of the neighborhood for some time, and the

fact that so dangerous an animal was permitted to roam about the hotel grounds

has drawn forth the severest condemnation.”

Decatur Daily Republican, April 12, 1884

The position guard dogs found themselves in during the late 1800s and early 1900s was

far from enviable. The line between a justified attack and an attack that would cost the dog

its life was thin indeed. Guard dogs had no way of distinguishing a burglar from a visiting

neighbor, or a tramp from a peddler. Yet this distinction was critical in determining the legal

and moral accountability of owners for injuries caused by their dogs. This distinction was

also critical in determining the nature and ultimately the fate of the dog. A dog that attacked

a tramp was justifiably protecting its owner; a dog that attacked a peddler was ferocious. 

The interesting aspect of reporting severe/fatal attacks in the late 1800s was the recogni-

tion and admission by owners of the potential danger of the guard dog prior to an attack. The

owners and persons managing these dogs knew the threat they could pose, as this was ulti-

mately the true function of the dog—to be dangerous and ward off intruders. The problem
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was, of course, that with no direction or training by their owners, the dog decided who was

an intruder based on its own perceptions. 

In 1879, an account is given which perfectly describes all the behaviors, circumstances

and events which culminated in one near-fatal attack by a guard dog:

“Judge Fain, living about four miles from this city, has a very large and savage dog

which he keeps as a watchdog upon his premises. He had only had the animal

about two months and during that time his niece, Miss Mary Hamilton, was the

only member of the household who could with some degree of safety, go within

reach of the animal, which was kept chained all day and turned loose at night.

“Miss Hamilton fed the animal, and by kind words and gentle treatment

managed to control it. On Friday evening, when she went to unfasten the dog,

she was accompanied by Miss Fannie. As soon as the animal was given its liberty

it at once jumped upon Miss Fannie and after throwing her to the ground began

to tear away at her…”

The article goes on to describe the behaviors seen regularly in severe and fatal attacks—

an intense focus on and refusal to release one victim, despite the attempts of rescuers. It is

then reported that a gun was finally procured and that the first shot into the side of the dog

“instead of killing the animal it only seemed to make him more vicious.” The second shot

fired into the dog is described even more graphically: “The muzzle of the gun was placed

so close to the dog that the flame scorched its shaggy coat.” This was successful in mak-

ing the dog release the woman, but the article goes on to describe the final act of this enraged

animal:

“The second load seemed to stagger the brute, and as he fell Miss Fannie jumped

up and ran in the direction of the house. The dog, rallying from the shot, pursued

her a distance of twelve steps and then fell dead in his tracks.”

Decatur Daily Review, September 3, 1879

Like most cases of canine aggression, this attack was the culmination of circumstances,

events, and human and canine behaviors which provided both the means and opportunity

for this dog to engage in an episode of extreme aggression. The events begin with the acqui-

sition of a dog for an intended function as a guard dog and escalate from there:

• Newly acquired dog

• Dog known to be vicious and encouraged to be aggressive

• Dog chained for long periods of time with little human interaction, with the

exception of the owner's niece
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• Familiar bond beginning to be established between dog and niece (This excluded

her from being the object of the dog’s aggression, but the bond was not yet strong

enough for her to maintain control over the dog.)

• Dog released from chain (Many dogs explode out of kennels, doorways, or off of

chains in a rush of excitement. This release could also have been interpreted by the

dog as the silent consent of the niece to drive off the intruder.)

• Dog’s perception of the unfamiliar woman as intruder

• Dog’s intense, focused and unrelenting attack on the intruder

This incident demonstrates that canine behaviors follow the intent of the owner, who

in this case had bought a “savage” dog to protect his family from intruders. The fact that

the behavior of the dog escalated into completely unacceptable levels of aggression was

the result of the original function of the dog, coupled with mismanagement, failure to con-

trol the dog and the failure to anticipate the results of allowing the dog to be potentially

dangerous.

On the rarest of occasions, a guard dog attack fell within all the parameters of accept-

ability. A case where three dogs accomplished their protection duties with stunning

precision occurred in Indiana in 1902. A wealthy farmer was riding home with three large

dogs in the back of his wagon when a highwayman stepped out, grabbed the horse’s reins

and drew a revolver. Before the highwayman could react the farmer turned the dogs loose

on the would-be robber. The dogs attacked the man, knocking him to the ground, biting

him and tearing off his clothes. The farmer called the dogs off and rode home. He returned

later with a search party and found that the unidentified man had died from his injuries.7

The key to this attack being deemed acceptable was that the dogs were acting under the

control of their owner, and were directed by human perceptions of what was a valid threat.

The owner assessed the situation, perceived it to be a real threat and then permitted his dogs

to behave aggressively. The decision to attack came from the owner’s interpretation of the

situation, not the dogs’.

The problem with guard dogs is that when the owner is not present, the dogs operate

solely from a canine perspective as to what constitutes threatening behavior. The child

approaching perilously close to the dog’s food bowl is a potential robbery, the woman enter-

ing a chained dog’s space is a home invasion, and a boy retrieving a ball into a fenced yard

is a trespasser. The dogs may be taking appropriate actions from a canine point of view but

are making serious and often unforgivable errors in judgment from a human perspective.

One century ago, owners of guard dogs knew them to be dangerous, and encouraged

this ferocity. Despite the understanding and expectation of guarding behaviors from dogs,

these behaviors were rarely excused after the fact (i.e., attack). However, every once in a

while a clear mind put aside the emotional aspect of a dog attack and showed a reasonable

and genuine understanding of canine behaviors. An incident in 1891 demonstrates that,

despite being attacked by his guard dog, one gentleman not only understood the situation
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from the dog’s perspective, but also allowed for the dog’s error in judgment as he, the owner,

should have anticipated it:

“A farmer in Salem, New Jersey, purchased a Mastiff dog to guard his residence.

A few days after acquiring the dog the farmer entered the yard late in the

evening. The dog sprang on the man, knocking him to the ground and biting him

on the arms and legs. The farmer stated he had forgotten the dog was in the yard

and ‘he blames himself for letting the animal loose before it knew the members

of the household.’”

New York Times, August 8, 1891

Tracking or Scent Dogs
While guard dogs were owned by a significant percentage of 19th century Americans, dogs

used for tracking and/or law enforcement were not nearly as numerous. Yet the function of

these dogs at times required them to have aggressive traits similar to those of the guard/

protection dogs.

Ideally, the primary function of tracking/scent hounds was to pursue and locate a quarry.

This usually involved following the scent of either a lost child (or adult), a suspected crim-

inal fleeing from authorities or an individual who had escaped confinement. There were

extremely varied levels of aggression required or encouraged, depending on the specific

tracking requirements. The mildest type of aggression was found in the true scent hounds.

The function of these dogs required them to track down a quarry and alert its handler to

the location and/or to hold the quarry at bay. Naturally, a scent hound assigned the task of

locating a lost child was not encouraged, nor permitted, to display any type of aggression

towards the object of pursuit. In this purest form of tracking, no aggression was required

or tolerated. Unfortunately, this was not the main function of scent hounds during the 1800s

and early 1900s.

The most extreme type of aggression in scent hounds and dogs used in law enforce-

ment was found in the huge Bloodhound-type dogs used to track down fleeing criminals,

escaped convicts or runaway slaves. Often these dogs were encouraged to display an

increased level of aggression towards humans in the performance of these tasks. While pro-

fessional and respectable law enforcement agencies trained their scent dogs to limit their

aggression to tracking and holding their victim, there was certainly no shortage of cruel or

barbaric dog handlers in the 19th century.

There is ample documentation that large Bloodhound-type dogs were used by some indi-

viduals and certain authorities to chase down, harass, worry, and inflict wounds on the target

of their pursuits. Two popular images that come to mind in association with scent dogs

pursuing fleeing humans are runaway slaves being chased down by baying Bloodhounds

or escaped convicts desperately running from a pack of hounds on their trail. Undoubtedly,
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there were cases in which these images were a reality. But how much of these images was

fiction and how much was based on truth was a highly contentious topic even in the era in

which these incidents were reportedly taking place.

There was little dispute that reportedly fierce Cuban Bloodhounds were obtained dur-

ing the Second Seminole War (1835–1842) by the U.S. Army to pursue and worry the

Seminole Indians who sought refuge in the swamps of Florida. And as late as 1892, the

Washington Post reported that Bloodhounds were being used to hunt down Apache Indi-

ans in the Southwest:

“The Arizona legislature at its last session passed a bill for the especial benefit of

Cochise county, authorizing the equipment of a company of rangers to relieve

that section from the depredations of the renegade Apaches. As a preliminary step

four bloodhounds have been imported from Mexico and will be used for trailing

the murderous savages to their mountain lair.”8

It is known that Bloodhound-type dogs were used by both the Union and Confederate armies

to hunt down enemy soldiers, as well as in prison camps. And there is little dispute about

the fact that Bloodhounds were used to hunt down fleeing suspects. The real dispute at the

time was the level of aggression attributed to these dogs. For every media account of a scent

dog attacking and inflicting harm on its human quarry, there were long editorials submit-

ted to the newspapers by Bloodhound aficionados explaining the noble and gentle

characteristics to be found in this breed. The obvious point that seemed to escape notice

was the fact that dogs did indeed perform in both of these fashions, i.e., savagely attack-

ing their quarry at times and at times showing tremendous restraint and gentleness upon

reaching their quarry. As the debate swirled about the true nature and behavior of the Blood-

hound, the evidence that owners/handlers determined behavior was seldom discussed.

Yet the evidence did present itself, time and again, that dogs mirrored the aggression

of their owners/handlers. Perhaps one of the most notable cases of canine abuse by author-

ities occurred during the Civil War and involved the infamous Confederate prison, Camp

Sumter. This prisoner of war camp was widely known as Andersonville Prison and became

notable for the abuse and cruel conditions the Union soldiers had to endure under the com-

mand of Captain Henry Wirz. The conditions at Camp Sumter were appalling, and Union

war prisoners were constantly seeking to escape. The prison was reported to have main-

tained a pack of “40 part bloodhounds and two monstrous Cuban bloodhounds” used to

recapture escapees. These dogs had an additional function: to attack and injure prisoners

at the direction of the guards or the Commanding Officers.

After the Civil War, Captain Henry Wirz, Commandant of Andersonville Prison, was

arrested for war crimes, and after his court martial was sentenced to death by hanging. In

addition to the deaths caused directly by his own hand, Captain Wirz was also found guilty
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of murder by inciting the camp dogs to kill Federal soldiers. In his court martial, the find-

ings of the court charge, under Specification #11, that:

“Henry Wirz, an officer in the military service of the so-called Confederate States

of America, at Andersonville, in the state of Georgia, on or about the 1st day of

July, A.D., 1864, then and there being commandant of a prison there located, by

the authority of the said so-called Confederate States, for the confinement of

prisoners of war, taken and held as such from the armies of the United States of

America, while acting as said commandant, feloniously, and of his malice

aforethought, did cause, incite, and urge certain ferocious and bloodthirsty

animals, called bloodhounds, to pursue, attack, wound, and tear in pieces a

soldier belonging to the Army of the United States, in his, the said Henry Wirz’s

custody as a prisoner of war, whose name is unknown; and in consequence

thereof the said bloodhounds did then and there, with the knowledge, encourage-

merit [sic], and instigation of him, the said Wirz, maliciously and murderously

given by him, attack and mortally wound the said soldier, in consequence which

said mortal wound he, the said prisoner, soon thereafter, to wit, on the 6th day of

July, A.D. 1864, died.”9

This is the most extreme example of the sanctioned use of canine aggression by an author-

ity. Tracking dogs were handled by every conceivable type of owner, from the most inhumane

and morally corrupt to humane and serious professionals. Law enforcement departments

considered the addition of a Bloodhound a major advancement in their crime fighting abil-

ities. Some departments proudly announced the purchase of what they considered to be

quality scent hounds, used exclusively to pursue and locate fleeing suspects. Other law

enforcement agencies obtained dogs they considered to be more aggressive and seemed either

unconcerned about the negative reputation of the type of Bloodhound they acquired or pur-

posely sought out this particular type of dog because of their reputation.

In February 1903, the city of Perry, Iowa announced the upcoming acquisition of two

Bloodhounds, making particular note that these were Southern or Cuban Bloodhounds,

known as the “most reliable man-hunting dog on earth…”10 This variety of Bloodhound

was widely believed in the 1800s to be a pugnacious and fierce type of tracking dog. Other

towns or cities, when acquiring Bloodhounds for their law enforcement agencies, made spe-

cial note to declare the dogs they were acquiring were of the “Texas” variety, described as

the true descendants of the British Bloodhounds, known for their superb tracking abilities

coupled with a noble and gentle character.

So while the functions of all types of scent dogs were based on their natural and spe-

cialized ability to excel in tracking quarry, their aggression towards their quarry was often

determined by their handlers. Handlers who sought out the allegedly fiercer varieties of

Bloodhounds certainly would either directly or indirectly encourage this behavior. Handlers
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specifically seeking out gentler, more tractable varieties would almost certainly encourage

their dogs to be less aggressive. While certain behavior may be influenced by breed, the

function or purpose for which a handler/owner obtained a dog is the controlling factor in

any future behavior displayed by the dog.

In addition to the use of tracking dogs by authorities, individuals also at times fancied

themselves as “professional” handlers of scent dogs, and anyone with a type of Bloodhound

and a scent to follow could consider themselves a tracker. And as is often the case with

dog ownership, a lack of humanity and/or intelligence did not prevent the acquisition, train-

ing or keeping of dogs. An 1894 article, sarcastically titled “A Lovely Father,” describes

how a man recently purchased a Bloodhound and decided to test the tracking abilities of

the dog on his fourteen-year-old son. The boy was given a 15-minute head start before the

father released the dog to pursue the fleeing lad. Not surprisingly, the dog did indeed catch

up with his quarry, and upon reaching the unfortunate boy inflicted numerous wounds before

the father could club the dog off his son.11

Fatal dog attacks on humans, while not unheard of or terribly surprising, were consid-

ered aberrations in the 1800s and early 1900s. Dogs rarely attack and kill humans, even

when incited or encouraged to view humans as prey. There certainly may be undocumented

cases in which tracking dogs attacked and killed fleeing individuals (Indians, enemy sol-

diers, criminals). But, 19th century American society did not condone the killing of persons

by dogs, even persons deemed undesirable. So the combination of this being viewed as unac-

ceptable and potentially illegal, along with the fact that dogs rarely exhibit this behavior,

explains the few recorded examples of fatal attacks by tracking/scent dogs in the United

States. 

One of the rare documented cases in which tracking dogs did indeed kill a fleeing sus-

pect was reported in Illinois in 1910. A residence in the town of Carrier Mills was discovered

to have been burglarized and tracking dogs were brought to the scene. The article “Blood-

hounds Kill a Man” describes the pursuit as follows:

“The trail was taken up immediately and so eager were the hounds to land their

quarry they broke loose from the keeper and chased the man they were pursuing

to an old barn. There he was pounced upon by the animals and so badly mangled

that recognition was impossible…Roberts, the owner of the dogs, was

exonerated.”

The Washington Post, December 31, 1910

An interesting observation in the description of this attack is that, unlike most accounts in

the 1800s and early 1900s, in which the dogs involved were described as savage or vicious,

the dogs in this account were called “eager.” The description and attitude towards these

dogs are vastly different from the adjectives used to describe most other fatal attacks. 
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Hunting Dogs
Unlike guard dogs or tracking dogs, there was no seemingly useful purpose in encourag-

ing or allowing hunting or retrieving dogs to behave aggressively towards humans. The

function of hunting dogs was to assist their masters in the pursuit, capture or retrieval of

game, so, not surprisingly; there are few documented cases of severe or fatal attacks by

dogs used for hunting. While many other types of dogs were expected to perform dual func-

tions as pet and protector, hunting dogs were not usually obtained or encouraged to double

as protection dogs. While all dogs will provide some level of protection and guarding, the

value or primary function of hunting dogs did not include the encouragement of aggres-

sion towards humans.

Aggression was more clearly directed or channeled in the hunting dogs and so there

was less confusion as to what was and was not acceptable behavior (at least towards humans)

as compared to dogs used for guarding/protection. But hunting or retriever dogs will behave

aggressively in the same types of situations seen with all breeds. Hunting dogs are found

lashing out in pain, attacking from apparent territorial issues (chained dogs), exhibiting

extreme aggression operating as a pack, and resource guarding (possessive aggression), as

well as attacking for seemingly no apparent reason.

Exact breed identification was not considered of paramount importance in 19th cen-

tury accounts describing the events that contributed to severe dog attacks, and so the dogs

involved were described in broad terms as “hound,” “retriever,” “bird dog,” “coonhound,”

“spaniel” or simply “hunting dog.” While the breed identifications given by the 19th cen-

tury newspapers were often vague, the circumstances believed to be driving behaviors in

dogs were often recorded with precision.

In 1888, a child in Lockport, N.Y., was “fearfully disfigured” by a large hunting dog.

The article reports that “there are some hopes for the boy’s recovery.” It is explained that

the 5-year-old was attacked after he “approached the brute while he was gnawing a bone

and the dog thinking he was going to take it away jumped at this throat.”12

A case of pack aggression in an extremely large group of hounds is found in a 1903

account. The unfortunate victim was a 15-year-old boy approaching a kennel in which 25

hunting dogs were kept. The dogs managed to break loose of the kennel and rushed to attack

the youth. The boy was quickly overcome and not even the interference of the dogs’ owner

could stop the attack by such a large number of dogs. In desperation the owner mounted a

horse in the hopes of trampling some of the dogs to save the boy. The frenzied hounds

attacked and severely injured both horse and rider. The owner survived, the youth did not.13

Even the best of dogs with strong attachments to their owners are capable of lashing

out with extreme aggression when in pain. In 1904, a report of a bird dog attacking his

owner was published:
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“Amos Miller had his face horribly mangled by his bird dog yesterday. It got its

foot fast in the wire fence and he attempted to loose it, the dog sprung like a tiger

upon him, bit through his right cheek and tore it beyond recognition. It required a

desperate effort before the firmly-set jaws of the dog could be removed. His right

hand was also badly bitten.”

The Newark Daily Advocate, December 10, 1904

A case of a Water spaniel attack found in 1896 offers no possible explanation for the

extremely aggressive behavior found in this dog:

“At Winchester, Ohio, the 3-year-old child of Mrs. Marie Cotty, was attacked by

a large Water-spaniel dog belonging to E.A. Cutter, the well-known horseman,

and before assistance could be had, was literally chewed to pieces, one hand

being almost bitten off…”

The Daily Herald, July 15, 1896

Despite the fact that the function of hunting and retrieving dogs rarely encouraged or per-

mitted aggression towards humans, all dogs regardless of breed or function are capable of

displaying aggression towards humans under certain circumstances.

Farm Dogs
One can hardly imagine an idyllic early American farm scene without envisioning a dog

somewhere in the landscape. Dogs were an integral part of farm living in America, and for

good reason. Besides the basic services all dogs provide (protection and companionship),

farm dogs contributed additional and often vital services to their owners.

Raising and managing livestock was costly, arduous, and often times dangerous work.

Farm dogs contributed greatly to both the economic and physical welfare of their owners

for a miniscule financial investment (cost of feeding). During the course of a long day, dogs

worked tirelessly alongside their owners, helping to herd and control sheep, cattle and swine.

Long after the day ended, dogs were still working to protect their owners’ livestock from

nightly predators. 

Besides the everyday tasks of farm living that dogs assisted with, they frequently per-

formed a more dramatic service of protecting or saving their owners from charging bulls

or aggressive hogs. Cattle caused a significant number of deaths in the late 1800s and early

1900s. There are scores of accounts of farmers being gored, trampled and killed by bulls.

In addition to farmers, children, women and elderly persons were also killed when they

had the misfortune to encounter an aggressive bull. In one twenty year span, from 1880 to

1899, there were over 150 recorded newspaper accounts of people being attacked and killed

by cattle. Clearly, cattle presented a real and constant danger. 
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An attack by an enraged bull was a predicament few people were able to survive. Aside

from the deadly horns and their sheer size, many weighing over 1500 lbs., bulls were often

relentless in their attack, goring and trampling their victims unmercifully. In many cases,

the arrival of a brave and loyal farm dog was undeniably a live-saving turn of events. All

types of farm dogs, from Collies and Shepherds to mongrels and small dogs, could be found

attacking massive bulls and hogs in defense of their owners. 

In February 1926, The Washington Post reported that an old Collie dog saved the life

of his 45-year-old owner. A prominent dairy farmer from Glenmont, Maryland, was being

gored by an infuriated bull and was only saved from death when the old Collie rushed to

his aid, biting the bull in the throat and allowing his master to escape. 

On November 11, 1916, the Lima Times Democrat reported that a Collie dog in Ohio

saved the life of his mistress after she was knocked down and butted by an enraged cow

in a corn field.

On September 15, 1928, the Appleton Post Crescent reported the life-saving actions of

a Shepherd dog in Menominee, Michigan. A widowed farm woman was trying to drive a

bull out of the barn when it turned and attacked her. Three times she was battered to the

ground by the bull before Flossie, her Shepherd dog, came rushing to her aid. The dog began

biting the hind legs of the bull, allowing her mistress to drag herself to a platform, where

she collapsed. 

On July 30, 1910, the Coshocton Daily Tribute tells of an equally heroic Shepherd dog

who rescued his master from a vicious bull on a farm near Tiverton, Ohio. The bull had

recently gored another man and this farmer was about to experience a similar fate. A num-

ber of the man’s ribs were broken by the impact of the bull, but the arrival and attack on

the bull by the Shepherd dog most assuredly saved his life. 

There are also numerous accounts of unidentified breeds or mongrels performing sim-

ilarly heroic rescues from deadly attacks by cattle. But while Collies, Shepherd dogs, and

mongrels are found frequently rushing to the aid of their owners, Bulldogs seemed partic-

ularly quick to engage an infuriated bull or vicious hog in defense of their master or mistress.

Clearly, these dogs saved more than a few lives and their acts of bravery were frequently

recognized and reported in both the local and national newspapers in the late 1800s and

early 1900s.

In 1883, a hired hand on a farm in Pennsylvania owed his life to his Bulldog. The man

had been attacked and tossed three times by a bull and only managed to escape when his

Bulldog attacked the bull. The dog was also thrown by the bull, but was reported to have

finally “conquered the bull” and both he and his master survived (The Messenger, October

17, 1883).

A father in Illinois reported that his Bulldog saved the life of his daughter after she entered

a pasture in which a bull resided. The bull charged the young girl and she made a desper-

ate run to a nearby tree. The family Bulldog jumped the pasture fence, attacking and driving

the bull away from the terrified girl (Decatur Review, September 13, 1929).
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A Bulldog in Moultrie, Georgia, gave his life to prevent a bull from goring his young

master. The boy was driving the bull from a field when the bull turned and charged him.

The boy’s faithful Bulldog rushed in between his master and the charging animal, gripping

the bull by the nose. The dog clung to the bull until the boy had reached the safety of a

nearby fence, at which point the bull shook the dog loose and gored it to death (The Havre
Daily News, December 13, 1930).

While bulls frequently killed people, an attack by a hog could also prove fatal. An inci-

dent that occurred in Indiana shows that the arrival of a Bulldog could quickly turn a helpless

situation into a chance of escape and survival. Two women, the wives of prominent farm-

ers, were attacked by “six maddened brood sows.” Their screams brought the resident

Bulldog scrambling to their rescue. With one woman knocked to the ground by the sows

and the other woman fighting in vain to save her companion, the “arrival of the Bulldog

ended the combat, but not without a battle, in which one of the hogs lost part of an ear”

(The Indianapolis Sunday Star, November 13, 1921).

Not only are Bulldogs found defending their masters and mistresses from cattle and hogs,

but in 1884, we find a Bulldog saving a man from being killed by a horse:

“Thomas Scott, of the vicinity of Sandusky, was being mangled by a stallion,

known as the man-eater, when a Bulldog caught the horse by the nose and forced

it to release its hold on the man. The dog saved the man’s life and several

persons will contribute for a collar to present to the dog.”

The Ohio Democrat, November 6, 1884

While these accounts all portray fearless dogs, sometimes the true measure of bravery is

for a dog (or human) to take on danger while fear is cautioning against action.

An amusingly honest account of a dog, not necessarily fearless but certainly commit-

ted and loyal to his mistress, was told in 1907. Near Johnstown, Pennsylvania, a young

woman, accompanied by her large, faithful dog, had gone out to the barn to milk the cows.

Before reaching the barn she encountered a “maddened” bull. The bull charged her and she

desperately tried to protect herself with a milking stool. The bull quickly knocked her down

and was attempting to gore her, when her dog began snapping at the bull’s hind legs. The

article describes how the dog became increasingly bolder, the snaps turning into bites and

the bites then beginning to penetrate the flesh. Finally the bull turned his fury on this new

enemy and, with a snort of rage, charged the dog. The dog took flight and thus began a

wild chase, with the bull pursuing the dog through the farm and into nearby fields. The

article reports that the dog returned home unharmed and the young woman survived with

only a broken arm and some bruising, thanks to her faithful but not completely fearless

dog.14

There are countless accounts of farmers being killed by livestock and numerous accounts

of more fortunate individuals whose dogs saved them from fatal injuries, but there are
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exceedingly few accounts of working farm dogs attacking farmers or causing a human fatal-

ity. In a few of the rare cases of fatal aggression by farm dogs, the dogs were in or near

henhouses, or inside barns, at the time of the attack. 

In 1875, a young girl was visiting a farm in Courtland, New York, with her parents.

The visiting girl and the farmer’s young daughter decided to go out to the chicken coop.

On the way they were joined by the large mongrel dog belonging to the farmer. As the girls

reached the henhouse, the visiting girl opened the door and upon entering was immediately

attacked by the dog. The other girl became so frightened she shut the henhouse door, trap-

ping the poor child inside with the attacking dog. The child died later that night from her

injuries.15

In 1885, an elderly farmer was removing a dead chicken from a henhouse when his

dog attacked him. The attack was so relentless that the dog had to be killed before it would

release the farmer from its grasp.16

In 1887, a dog chasing a hen under the henhouse turned and fatally bit his owner in the

throat when the man crawled under the building and attempted to interfere.17

Other than these cases, there are few accounts of working farm dogs involved in

severe/fatal attacks on humans. Unlike guard dogs, most working farm dogs were main-

tained in environments far more conducive to producing a balanced and therefore less

aggressive dog. Farm dogs were afforded more opportunities to interact with humans and

other animals in positive situations and as a rule were not encouraged or allowed to behave

aggressively. Working farm dogs were maintained in an environment which provided healthy

exercise and mental stimulation. Additionally, territorial issues would be far less intense

with farm dogs than with chained dogs or guard dogs confined in strictly defined areas. In

general, the function of farm dogs produced a more social and balanced dog, allowing for

more normal and appropriate behaviors towards humans. 

Stray or Wild Dogs
Both historically and in the present day, most dogs involved in fatal attacks had identifi-

able owners. Yet the abandonment of dogs has always been regularly practiced by persons

who view dogs as disposable and easily replaced. The sad fate of abandoned dogs is obvi-

ous. Dogs cannot survive long or well without human assistance. Besides the difficulties

of surviving off the land, the humans that dogs often need to save them from a hard and

short life in the wild more often than not became their executioners. 

A century ago (and even today), dogs without owners were usually viewed as high lia-

bility animals. At best, stray dogs were considered nuisances, at worst they were

considered a direct threat to human welfare. Either way, these dogs were usually shot on

sight in rural areas, or rounded up and executed in more urban environments. Despite this,

stray and abandoned dogs were numerous and could be found around towns and roaming

city streets.
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As is usually the case with dogs, despite abandonment and starvation, untold millions

of stray dogs were not involved in any type of aggressive encounter with humans. While

there are numerous cases of abandoned or ownerless dogs attacking or killing livestock,

incidents of wild or stray dogs attacking and severely injuring or killing a human were

extremely rare. 

The fact is, humans often do cruel and dangerous things to dogs and usually escape

without injury. However, some acts are so reckless that an attack is almost guaranteed. In

1897, an instance of this occurred near Columbus, Ohio:

“Johnny Ballinger lies at his home suffering intense agony from injuries inflicted

by a pack of savage dogs. While passing the dump on the river bank where

refuse from the slaughterhouse is thrown, he saw the dogs gnawing a bone. With

a stick he struck the nearest dog which leaped upon him followed by a dozen

others. He was rescued by some workmen. His legs, arms and head were

lacerated in 26 different places and his scalp was torn in a horrible manner.”

Fort Wayne News, July 3, 1897

Whether the dogs in this case had owners who permitted them to wander and be naturally

drawn to such a richly stimulating environment, or whether these were truly abandoned

dogs that survived off the refuse from the slaughterhouse, will never be known.

Most cases found of a dog pack attacking a human suggest the dogs had owners. Only

in the rarest of cases are dogs found to be truly abandoned and functioning independently

of humans as a pack. One very notable and rather bizarre case in which there can be no

doubt that the dogs were very wild was during the bitter cold winter of 1892. The owners

that these dogs may once have had were certainly long forgotten as these dogs struggled

to survive in the wilderness. The case involved a bold and particularly desperate attack by

a pack of starving wild dogs in Sherman County, Kansas, which caused the death of a father

and daughter. This was certainly a newsworthy event and as such the incident was reported

by national newspapers (The New York Times and The Washington Post) as well as the local

papers.18

Prior to this incident, rumors had occasionally emerged out of the harsh landscape of

Colorado of wild dogs attacking and killing livestock and humans. At times, travelers reached

their destination with tales of being chased through the woods by packs of wild dogs. But

these were fireside tales and no one could prove or disprove such exciting yet frightful sto-

ries. All that changed in February 1892 when it was reported that a pack of wild dogs entered

into the Northwest corner of Kansas from Colorado. There had been a particularly heavy

snow that February, and this accounted for the boldness and ferocity of the attack. While

there were no witnesses, the scenario that rescuers came upon left no doubt as to the events

that took place. A stockman named John Pratt and his daughter had left Leonard, Kansas,

on a Saturday evening to return to their house a number of miles away. When they did not
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arrive home, a search the next morning found their mangled remains about a mile from

their destination. The wagon they had been riding in was overturned and the horses dead

and partially devoured. The carcasses of several dogs were also found on the scene, as Mr.

Pratt shot a number of them in a fierce battle to save himself and his daughter. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Nineteenth century America had rather rigid expectations of dogs in the performance of

their respective functions. Guard dogs were usually disposed of if they attacked the “wrong”

person. Likewise, hunting dogs that could not effectively perform their function were dis-

carded or destroyed. There was little tolerance for a farm dog that harassed livestock or

had any negative impact on the production of farm goods. Stray or abandoned dogs were

considered a nuisance or liability and destroyed in staggering numbers. 

But, as seen in the aforementioned examples, the function which provided the greatest

potential for error for dogs was their use as protection or guard dogs. Unlike tracking or

hunting dogs, more often than not performing their functions in the presence of an owner,

guard dogs’ functions were rooted in the premise that the dog would act appropriately in

the absence of their owner. 

The unreasonable expectation that dogs could independently assess the intent of

intruders by human standards and morals doomed many dogs to failure and resulted in seri-

ous injury to innocent people who encountered these dogs.
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CHAPTER 2

Imagery and the Media 
in 19th Century America: 

The Bloodhound

As it relates to dog breeds, form often defines function. A Jack Russell Terrier could eas-

ily be trained to be an attack dog, as a Newfoundland dog could easily be trained to be a

guide dog for the blind. Both breeds have the innate canine intelligence and behaviors that

would allow them to be trained for these functions. But for obvious reasons, the Jack Russell

Terrier would not be taken as seriously, nor could perform the task as efficiently, as some of

the larger breeds. The Newfoundland might perform his assigned function with reasonable

satisfaction, yet his large size might make some tasks cumbersome, and the long coat might

make this breed overheated in situations another breed may tolerate better. This realiza-

tion—that certain physical traits (form) will assist in certain tasks (function)—has resulted

in the creation and maintenance of “breeds” of dogs.

Humans have artificially manipulated dogs to be excessively small or excessively large,

to be long-haired or short-haired, as well as a host of other physical traits that are either

useful for a particular function or simply because we find them aesthetically appealing.

Besides manipulating a particular appearance in a breed to assist in a specialized function,

humans have also artificially selected to enhance or subdue some natural canine behaviors

to assist in performing a particular function. We have created hundreds of different dog

breeds, a fascinating mixture of sizes, colors, shapes, and specialized skills. 

While the physical characteristics of a particular breed of dog cannot be changed once

it is born, behavioral characteristics can still very much be influenced by humans. In other

words, once the Newfoundland puppy is born, little can be done to change the pre-deter-

mined breed appearance, but its behavioral traits are still subject to influence, control and

the manipulation of humans. So while a dog may come with a set of “breed blueprints” to

excel at a particular function, humans are in essence architects, and can either use those

blueprints to build on those behaviors or ignore the blueprints and build/train the dog for

a different function. 

Indeed, dogs rarely perform or are expected to excel at the function for which their indi-

vidual breed was originally created. Not even in the 1800s and early 1900s, when dogs were

used much more as working animals, were most dogs expected to perform the function asso-

ciated with their breed. Many people owned Bloodhounds in the late 1800s, and most of



these dogs were never used to track a scent. The Newfoundland, a breed developed to aid

fishermen and rescue drowning victims, also became very popular in the late 1800s, yet

many of these dogs never saw a fisherman or entered a body of water.

Besides not performing the function the breed was developed for, some dogs may excel

at a function associated with a completely different breed. In 1907 there was a case of a

Newfoundland saving his master from a raging bull, and in 1906, a case of a Bulldog sav-

ing a young boy from drowning. Clearly, dogs can and were obtained and used for purposes

other than the original breed design. Part of the wonder of dog breeds is this potential to

perform specialized tasks along with the ability to function outside of a breed-designed

behavior.

◆ ◆ ◆

During the second half of the 19th century, Bloodhounds were frequently reported as the

breed most responsible for severe and fatal attacks on humans. In only a ten-state area, there

were at least 38 severe or fatal attacks by Bloodhounds reported in the news media from

1855–1910. 

The fact that Bloodhounds figure predominantly in cases of extreme canine aggression

in the later part of the 19th century, and the fact that fatalities associated with this breed

are virtually non-existent in the 20th century, offers a unique opportunity to examine the

critical issues that suggest breed-based aggression. While this presents a unique opportu-

nity to study the factors within a breed that may contribute to canine aggression, it also

presents the same type of inherent problems seen in more modern times when attempting

to label aggressive behavior as a breed-specific trait.

The first obstacle encountered when trying to determine breed involvement in cases of

aggression is in ascertaining the correct breed identification. While this may not seem so

difficult a task: in reality, it is hugely problematic and presents a host of possibilities for

misidentification and erroneous conclusions. The case of Bloodhounds’ involvement in

attacks on humans in the 19th century demonstrates that before any conclusions about breed-

specific behavior can be drawn, there needs to be an examination of the reliability of breed

identification and an understanding of the complexities involved in the relationship

between owners and dogs. 

In the 1800s, the term “Bloodhound” was applied loosely. Newspaper accounts from the

period are found describing dogs involved in severe or fatal attacks as: Cuban Bloodhound,

Spanish Bloodhound, Florida Bloodhound, Southern Bloodhound, Negro Bloodhound, Texas

Bloodhound, Russian Bloodhound, Siberian Bloodhound, British Bloodhound, St. Hubert’s

Bloodhound, Bloodhound Mix, True Bloodhound, Valuable Bloodhound, and, simply, Blood-

hound. It quickly becomes apparent that all these references to Bloodhounds cannot possibly

be describing a single or uniform breed of dog.

For most people today the term Bloodhound easily conjures up an image of a huge,

lumbering dog with long ears, a sad countenance, and black and tan markings. This dog is
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the breed known as the British or St. Hubert’s Bloodhound. The first St. Hubert’s Blood-

hound was registered in 1885, in the newly formed American Kennel Club. Undoubtedly,

the dog we view as a Bloodhound today was also the standard for the breed description a

century ago. This type was also referred to as the “true” Bloodhound and the admirers and

breeders of these dogs were constantly found defending their breed against a barrage of

imposters, myths and bad press. 

In the 1800s, “Bloodhound” was still a description more of function than of breed and

a number of very dissimilar dogs were all grouped together in this broad category.

The Cuban Bloodhound
The Cuban Bloodhound is also known as the Southern, Spanish, Negro or Florida Blood-

hound.

To the true Bloodhound aficionado, no insult to their breed was more objectionable than

to attribute the behaviors of a Cuban Bloodhound to those of the “true” or St. Hubert’s Blood-

hound. And their objections were not without merit, for the breed known as the Cuban

Bloodhound was considered a particularly fierce and aggressive animal and the function

of these dogs usually involved cruelty and subjugation. 

The true origins and parentage of the Cuban Bloodhound was speculative even at the

time they existed. An 1888 article in the Denton Journal attempted to explain to readers

the difference between the types of Bloodhounds, taking great pains to disavow any rela-

tionship between the British (St. Hubert’s) Bloodhound and the other varieties. The author

claimed the Cuban Bloodhound to be a combination of “the Deer Hound, the ferocious Mas-

tiff and Russian (Siberian) Greyhound.”1

Another article in 1891 claimed the Cuban Bloodhound to be “produced by a cross

between a Mastiff and a Pointer…”2

The 1913 edition of Webster’s Dictionary defines Bloodhound as:

“A breed of large and powerful dogs, with long, smooth, and pendulous ears, and

remarkable for acuteness of smell. It is employed to recover game or prey which

has escaped wounded from a hunter, and for tracking criminals. Formerly it was

used for pursuing runaway slaves. Other varieties of dog are often used for the

same purpose and go by the same name. The Cuban Bloodhound is said to be a

variety of the Mastiff.”

The 1945 edition of The Observer’s Book of Dogs describes the Cuban Bloodhound as

a “large and ferocious Dogue de Bordeaux/Bloodhound cross, bred for hunting fugitive slaves

in Cuba and Florida.”

A modern-day, well-researched description lists the Cuban Bloodhound to be a com-
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bination of: “English Mastiffs, Deutsche Doges, French Mastiffs, St. Hubert Bloodhounds,

English Greyhounds and a variety of the old British bulldogges.”3

But while there was much dispute about the origins of this breed, there was little dis-

pute about the function of these dogs: They were used not only to track, but also to harass

and injure their human quarry. The reputation and origins of aggressive behavior in these

animals resulted from their use by the Spanish conquistadors to subjugate and decimate

the native populations in the New World. An account from Bartolome de Las Casas

(1474–1566), a Spanish missionary and historian,4 described some of the atrocities prac-

ticed by the Spaniards against the natives in the Caribbean and Central America during early

colonial times:

“They entered into towns and villages, sparing neither children nor old men and

women. They ripped their bellies and cut them to pieces…They tried to flee from

these men. Men who were empty of all pity, behaving like savages.The evil men

had even taught their hounds, fierce dogs, to tear natives to pieces at first sight…”5

It is interesting to note that five centuries ago, Bartolome de Las Casas recognized that

the dogs were “taught” to behave so ferociously. He understood that the savagery shown

by these dogs towards the natives was an extension of the savagery of their masters.

In the United States, the purchase and use of Cuban-bred Bloodhounds by the Van Buren

administration to assist in the removal of the Seminole Indians from their tribal lands drew

bitter criticism from the public and from rival politicians. The war against the Seminoles

who refused to be expelled from Florida was becoming longer and more costly with each

passing year (1835–1842) and when authorization was given in 1840 to purchase 33 Cuban

Bloodhounds, there was a public outcry. Though the government insisted the dogs were to

be used only to ferret out the Indians, this was hardly believable, given the reputation and

history of cruelty associated with this breed.

The Cuban Bloodhound is also the breed associated with the hunting down of fugitive slaves

in the years before the Civil War, and during the Civil War there are references made to both

Confederate and Union regiments using Cuban Bloodhounds to hunt down enemy soldiers. 

So while there can be debate over which breeds of dog contributed to the genetic makeup

of the Cuban Bloodhound, it is really of little significance. The behaviors of these animals

had little to do with breed genetics and everything to do with the depravity of their masters.

There is also little doubt that the ferocity and aggressiveness of these dogs was a direct

result of human manipulation; many of these dogs were not merely encouraged to behave

ferociously but were cruelly forced to behave this way. While the Spanish conquistadors

were known to brutalize their dogs in order to force them to attack and devour Indians,

this was not a phenomenon exclusive to that era. American history is replete with exam-

ples of brutal treatment towards dogs and humans. In a speech given in Taunton, England,
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on September 1, 1846, Frederick Douglass, the famed 19th century African-American aboli-

tionist, orator and author, described a process used to train Bloodhounds to pursue Negro slaves:

“Slaves frequently escape from bondage, and live in the woods. Sometimes they

are absent eight or nine months without being discovered. They are hunted with

dogs, kept for the purpose, and regularly trained. Enmity is instilled into the

blood-hounds by these means: A master causes a slave to tie up the dog and beat

it unmercifully. He then sends the slave away and bids him climb a tree; after

which he unties the dog, puts him upon the track of the man and encourages him

to pursue it until he discovers the slave. Sometimes, in hunting negroes, if the

owners are not present to call off the dogs, the slaves are torn in pieces…”6

Clearly the owners of these dogs understood how this abusive training would foster

agression.

As is often the nature of man, cruelty begets cruelty, as the case of a freed Negro slave

beating a Bloodhound demonstrates. Also demonstrated is that consumption of copious

amounts of alcohol can inspire some to behave with reckless cruelty towards dogs:

“Moses Spratt, a negro, owns and works a small farm at Fairview. Before the war,

Spratt was a slave in Virginia. He came North after emancipation bringing with

him a pair of Southern bloodhounds of the kind that were formerly used in hunting

fugitive slaves. With these he went into the business of breeding bloodhounds. He

always had a large stock of the animals on hand which he keeps chained to kennels

in the yard. Wednesday night Spratt had a party of friends at the house and liquor

was passed around so liberally that they all got drunk. About midnight Spratt went

out to the yard and the dogs began to growl. He spoke to them, but his voice being

husky with liquor they failed to recognize it and growled the more. In his drunken

recklessness Spratt picked up a stick and struck Pomp, one of the most ferocious of

the animals. The dog sprang at him and the chain snapping, the infuriated beast

fastened his teeth in Spratt’s throat. In the desperate struggle that ensued he was

thrown to the ground, falling near the kennel of another dog. That dog also attacked

him. Spratt’s cries brought his companions to his assistance, but before they could

rescue him he was almost torn to pieces.”

New York Times, June 12, 1880

This case may also be the closest to an authenticated case of a fatality related to a true Cuban

Bloodhound, as the breed, function and origin of these dogs are described. 

It is unquestioned that the Cuban Bloodhound bore little resemblance to the British variety

of Bloodhound, but this dog was considered a Bloodhound nonetheless since it fit the functional

description of Bloodhound (i.e., a dog used to track a quarry by scent, or a “hunter of blood”). 
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St. Hubert’s/British Bloodhound or “True” Bloodhounds
This breed was viewed as the “true” Bloodhound in the latter 1800s and is the standard

that we recognize today. The history of the breed can be traced back centuries, beginning

in Europe and then becoming associated almost exclusively as a British import. This breed

is known, first and foremost, for its ability to follow a scent and was used to track every-

thing from stags and boar to sheep rustlers and criminals. The handlers and breeders of these

dogs took great pride in declaring their breed to be a gentle and noble dog and were con-

stantly defending the reputation of the Bloodhound from the widely held belief that they

were a fierce and savage animal. 

No dog involved in a fatality was ever specifically identified as a British or St. Hubert’s

Bloodhound. Occasionally, there were reports of a “valuable” Bloodhound belonging to a

wealthy or prominent individual involved in a serious attack. This is as close as we can

come to identifying an attack by a St. Hubert’s Bloodhound. Though Bloodhounds were

reported to be very popular in the late 1800s, there is little doubt that most of these dogs

were not true Bloodhounds, as a St. Hubert’s or British Bloodhound was clearly a valuable

and expensive animal and not within the financial grasp of most people.

The case previously discussed of the Bloodhounds killing a burglary suspect they were

tracking may be a case of “true Bloodhounds” since these dogs were owned by profes-

sionals, worked exclusively as tracking dogs, and were identified by the authorities as

Bloodhounds. There is no indication that these dogs were trained to perform any task other

than tracking, as it was specifically noted that the dogs were not released to attack the
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suspect, but had broken free from their handler. Though it may be speculated that the dogs

involved in this fatality were indeed St. Hubert’s Bloodhounds, it is far from a factual con-

clusion. And so we find, despite the numerous reports of Bloodhound related attacks and

fatalities, there is no documented case where a St. Hubert’s/British or “true” Bloodhound

was ever positively identified.

Siberian or Russian Bloodhound
The Siberian or Russian Bloodhound bore little to no resemblance to the St. Hubert’s or

British variety. The Siberian Bloodhound was reported to be a massive animal and, like the

Cuban Bloodhound, along with being a scent hound, these dogs were created, manipulated

and encouraged by humans to behave aggressively towards other humans.

It is impossible to expect dogs to behave reasonably when human nature is such that

we behave so wantonly, recklessly and cruelly, as the following 1880 account demonstrates.

In the winter of 1880, a brutal exhibition was staged in St. Louis, where a professional prize-

fighter was matched against a Siberian Bloodhound. In attendance at an old stable where

the fight took place were an ex-police chief, an ex-judge, a physician, and three members

of the House of Delegates. Though the newspapers that covered this appalling display con-

demned the event, they nevertheless used a lot of ink in describing it “blow by blow.” The

fight is finally described as ending when the prize-fighter, Patsy Brennan, “caught the dog

by the neck and kicked the life out of him.”7

The few accounts where we find Siberian Bloodhounds attacking individuals in the United

States seem relatively mild and restrained compared to the ferocity that was encouraged and

the brutal treatment many of these dogs received. Here again, we find a breed used exten-

sively as guard dogs attacking the “wrong” people because dogs often fail to differentiate

between legitimate persons and trespassers. 

The following lose-lose situation for a Siberian Bloodhound took place in 1882 in New

York City. The son of a policeman was walking a huge Siberian Bloodhound on a “cord”

when approached by the owner of a varnishing company. The merchant wished to purchase

the dog to guard his factory. The dog was sold for $5 and promptly put to use. Shortly there-

after, an employee showed up one Sunday night to set up the ovens for the next day. The

Bloodhound attacked the man and the dog was shot the next morning for his troubles.8

While there was a spate of reported attacks by Siberian Bloodhounds in the 1880s, it

is highly doubtful if these dogs were indeed purebred Siberian Bloodhounds. The fact that

in the previous account the dog was sold for $5 indicates that this was probably not a valu-

able (purebred) dog. In comparison, there was a reported attack by a Bloodhound on a man

riding a bicycle in Babylon, New York. The dog was described as a “five-hundred-dollar

prize Bloodhound, belonging to Malcolm W. Ford.”9

There are no documented cases of a genuine Russian or Siberian Bloodhound involved

in a fatal attack in the United States. However, in 1906, on the Northwest Russian border
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with Europe, there came the report of a peasant killed by Bloodhounds near the border cross-

ing. The border guards kept four large hounds as watchdogs and one night in mid-November

the dogs tore away from the guards and ran into the neighboring forest. Minutes later, screams

were heard and the guards rushed to find the dogs had killed a man and chased his 13-year-

old son into a tree. The boy had been severely bitten also, but explained to the guards that

he and his father were not smugglers or attempting to leave the country but were trying to

avoid paying tax at the customs by going through the woods and around the border station.10

Here again, we have dogs that, although prized for aggression towards humans, still func-

tioned as tracking or scent dogs, which makes the designation “Bloodhound” technically correct.

Bloodhound
How is it that the Bloodhound came to have such a fierce and negative public image in the

late 1800s and early 1900s? A number of factors coincided to create a public image or per-

ception about the behavior of Bloodhounds that was to last more than half a century. And the

perception still lingers a hundred years later, as one today can easily imagine a pack of bay-

ing hounds pursuing a frightened and desperate fugitive. The danger implied in this imagery

is not foremost from the humans in pursuit, but in being overrun and attacked by the dogs.

How accurate this scenario was hardly mattered. What percentage of Bloodhounds in

the 19th century attacked their quarry also mattered little. An image was created in the

collective consciousness of the public that would not easily be shaken loose. The factors

that combined to create this image are:
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1. A broad-based grouping of dogs listed as one breed/type 

2. Breed/type dog used in functions associated with aggression 

3. Media portrayal of breed as aggressive

4. Increased popularity of breed and consequent increase in number of substandard

owners

The first two factors have been discussed—there was a wide variety of breed/types of

dogs that were all grouped under the breed “Bloodhound” and the functions of these dogs

often required them to be protection dogs, attack dogs or tracking dogs. Bloodhound-type

dogs were also popular at the time but as we shall see, popularity is often spawned by a

negative media image and so these dogs became even more sought after when their dan-

gerous image increased.

Fatal animal attack stories have a type of macabre appeal and it was not uncommon for

newspapers in the mid-19th century to report dog attacks in graphic detail. Dogs involved

in attacks were described by breed and temperament and other circumstances considered

relevant or of interest were noted. Dogs were very commonly reported as “a savage Blood-

hound” or a “fierce Mastiff” or a “valuable Bulldog.” At times, the injuries these dogs

inflicted on their victims was reported in shockingly descriptive terms. 

All these circumstances and details were included to add substance and interest to a

story. A headline reading, “Child attacked by fierce Siberian Bloodhound” sounds much

more menacing and interesting than the headline “Child bitten by dog.” Bloodhounds in

the latter part of the 1800s were considered menacing animals, so it is not surprising to

find them identified (correctly or incorrectly) in newspaper accounts of dog attacks.

But the overwhelming perception of Bloodhounds as fierce came not from actual reports

of attacks, but rather from a fictional visual impression. In 1851, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s

novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin began the first of 40 installments published in the abolitionist peri-

odical, the National Era. On March 20, 1852, Uncle Tom’s Cabin was released in book form

and was enormously successful, selling over 300,000 copies the first year, becoming the

best selling American novel of the 19th century. Before the turn of the century, it is esti-

mated that over 2 million people read this dramatic portrayal of American slavery. Though

the references to Bloodhounds in Stowe’s novel were scant and may have contributed only

nominally to the negative image of this breed, it was the stage productions or “Tom shows”

which most negatively influenced the reputation of the Bloodhound. 

Stage dramatizations of fictional works were not properly regulated by copyright laws

at the time, and within a year of the publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a number of stage

productions based on the novel were already in progress. The success of these productions

cannot be overstated; it is estimated that over 3 million people viewed some form of stage

production based on the novel.11 In American theaters, one version or another of Uncle Tom’s
Cabin was being staged continuously for nearly 79 years (1852–1930). 
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Some of these plays remained faithful to Stowe’s plot, but many of these productions

were little more than minstrel shows, loosely based on the novel but with grossly exagger-

ated caricatures of African-Americans and full of melodrama. Producers of these shows

quickly noticed an intense and emotional reaction from the audience to one scene in par-

ticular, that of the escaped slave Eliza, baby in arms, fleeing barefoot across the frozen Ohio

River from a pack of pursuing Bloodhounds. The dramatic impact this scene had on the

audience was not lost on producers, and they quickly capitalized on this imagery. The “Blood-

hound pursuit” of Eliza became the dramatic highpoint of many of the “Tom Shows.” 

By 1880 it was noted that no production of Uncle Tom’s Cabin was complete without

a pack of Bloodhounds and even the poorest of wandering troupes kept a pack of dogs to

play out this dramatic scene. In addition to the on-stage attention given to this scene, many

playbills and posters promoting the stage productions began featuring the “Bloodhound pur-

suit” with, of course, all the dogs looking suitably menacing and vicious. Many of these

playbills touted their dogs to be “fierce Siberian Bloodhounds.” The probability of all the

troupes touring the country in the 1890s having purebred Russian/Siberian Bloodhounds

or any purebred Bloodhound is practically nil. While it is certainly possible that some of

these traveling shows may have had true Siberian Bloodhounds, as there were breeding facil-

ities that supplied some of the larger productions with purebred dogs, all evidence indicates

that purebred Bloodhounds (of any variety) would have been the exception and not the rule.
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But this ploy was successful in promoting and selling the show, as born out by the reviews

and editorials written by newspaper staff and the viewing public. One viewer wrote, “How

the barking of these dogs behind the scenes used to make us catch our breath! That alone

was worth the price of admission…”

Producers, always looking to expand on a commodity, began to use Bloodhounds as

sidewalk props in front of opera houses and theaters to promote and draw attention to the

upcoming performance. A review of the Nevada Theater describes the atmosphere that sur-

rounded many of these events:

“As soon as the doors were thrown open the body of the house was soon filled

up and at 8 o’clock many went away on account of not being able to hardly find

standing room…The street exhibition of the bloodhounds worked people up to

the highest pitch, and if some of the people had been compelled to sell some of

their already scant wardrobe they would have done so just to see the

bloodhounds perform…”

Nevada State Journal, Saturday, April 22, 1882

In addition to sidewalk exhibitions, elaborate parades were often staged on the afternoon

of the show. The parades were a popular attraction and included a brass band, actors march-

ing in dress costume and, of course, a pack of Bloodhounds. 

The following review of a performance of Uncle Tom’s Cabin at the Ming Opera House

in Helena, Montana, provides us with an invaluable example of how mood, imagery and

drama can create an enduring perception or belief that will often become fixed in the pub-

lic’s mind:

“Perhaps the most interesting scene in the whole piece—or at least the most

stirring—is the one in which the bloodhounds (four in number—big and terrible)

are in pursuit of Eliza and her child. And where they are seen following the

fugitives across the drifting cake ice on the Ohio river and close upon them, the

interest becomes intense. Indeed, so far as the brutes are concerned, there is no

acting, for true to their own ferocious instincts their thirst for blood is evidenced

by their savage baying and eagerness to get at the prey. Sometimes, too, the

beasts have been known, in their eagerness, to break loose from the restraining

leash and to leap upon the fleeing ones with savage fury. This, however, seldom

happens, for great care is exercised to guard against such accidents, for the

consequences might be terrible. But, however risky the introduction of

bloodhounds on the stage may be to the people in the play, they cannot be

dispensed with, for in these days Uncle Tom’s Cabin without them would not

satisfy the public.”

Daily Helena Independent, August 8, 1882
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This review is enlightening on a number of levels. It describes not only the immediate enter-

tainment, but also the formation of lasting impressions. The reviewer describes the use and

staging of Bloodhounds to create an image (to sell tickets and dramatize a play). It also

shows how the audience and reviewers alike bought rather easily and fervently into an obvi-

ous and deliberately manipulated portrayal of Bloodhounds. For a drama to be entertaining

it needs villains, monsters or frightening obstacles to overcome. Being chased by a pack

of baying, fierce Bloodhounds tapped into a primal fear humans have of predators and was

therefore great entertainment.

One can’t help but point out that, despite the insistence of the reviewer that Bloodhounds

have a “ferocious instinct” and that it was “risky” for the actors to have these dogs on the

set, many times the show managers would solicit the young boys of the town to serve as

dog walkers at the parade before the show. These boys would then be given free tickets to

the show for helping to lead these “ferocious” Bloodhounds in the parade. But reasoning

often needs to be suspended for entertainment, and Tom Shows were great entertainment.

By 1879, approximately 50 Tom Shows were on the road and by the 1890s there were

between four and five hundred Tom Shows touring the country.12

There can be no doubt that this type of media hype had a tremendous influence on the

public’s perception as to the nature and disposition of the Bloodhound. And as is often the

case with the perverse nature of humans, for every person who feared a Bloodhound, there

seemed to be a person who sought this type of dog out for precisely that reason. An

inescapable part of human nature is the need for some people to increase their sense of power

or influence by obtaining things that serve to intimidate, frighten, or impress others. And

there is no question that dogs can empower their owners by intimidating others. 

When the media portrays a particular breed as vicious, there is an immediate increase

in the number of substandard owners of that breed. There was a direct correlation between

the popularization of Bloodhounds as fierce and an increase in their population among sub-

standard owners, and therefore an increase in Bloodhound attacks in the later part of the

1800s. 

Remember, by 1880, it was declared that no Tom Show was complete without a pack

of menacing Bloodhounds. No small coincidence that the highest number of severe and

fatal attacks by Bloodhounds occurred during the decade to follow (1880–1889), with 18

severe/fatal attacks in this decade in only a ten-state area (See Appendix A).

Three factors are at work here: the media’s attention and diligence in reporting and iden-

tifying specific breed attacks, the fictional use of Bloodhounds as fierce, and the subsequent

effect this had on increasing the popularity of this breed with poor quality or abusive owners.

Evidence of an increase in poor quality owners is found in an increase in the number

of reports of cruel acts associated with this breed. Cruelty against animals has never been

considered particularly unusual or newsworthy, so to see reports of these incidents in the

newspapers during this decade (1880–1889) indicates a change in the degree or amount of
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cruelty. A few examples of deliberate acts of cruelty with and against Bloodhounds in this

decade include:

1880—Two men are arrested for unchaining a large Bloodhound and inciting the dog

to attack a homeless youth. The boy was severely bitten and taken to New

York Hospital.

1880—Owner matches Siberian Bloodhound against prize-fighter for entertainment

in St. Louis. After a long battle the dog is finally kicked to death by prize-

fighter.

1880—Man breeding Bloodhounds in New Jersey is gravely injured by the dogs

when in a drunken stupor he starts to beat the chained dogs with a piece of

wood.

1888—Man arrested for cruelty when walking his Bloodhound in New York City; he

allows the dog to attack and terribly injure a small black and tan dog named

Gip. Bail was set at $100 for cruelty to animals, as he made no attempt to

stop his dog from mauling the small dog.

1889—Man arrested in Milford, Connecticut, for ordering his Bloodhound to attack

and kill another man trespassing on this property. 

These incidents were newsworthy because they were not the run-of-the-mill type of abuse

and violence regularly seen with animals. 

Bloodhound attacks became so frequent and so frequently expected that even some in

the media could not help but comment on the “art becomes reality” aspect of Bloodhound

attacks in the late 1800s. In 1898, a New York Times article called a Bloodhound attack on

a woman in New York City an “Impromptu Open-Air Uncle Tom’s Cabin Performance.”13

While the New York Times article was a deliberate mixing of fact and fiction, this was

almost certainly the exception, as most people and other media sources had a much more

difficult time separating fact from fiction when it came to Bloodhounds. Clearly the media

hype influenced the reputation of the Bloodhound among the general public. A few fanciers

of the breed understood the dynamics and made attempts to educate the public about the

true nature of the Bloodhound. 

Perhaps the most insightful summary of the Bloodhound dilemma was given in 1892,

when the following editorial was printed:

“I have heard it said that Mrs. Stowe, in her Uncle Tom’s Cabin, did much toward

bringing upon the bloodhound his disrepute. To see if this were so I read over

Mrs. Stowe’s book recently and was surprised to find that she only once alluded

to bloodhounds in all her highly colored narrative, and never a single time

brought them on the scene. She had other objects in view without going out of

her way to malign a family of dogs. But those who dramatized Mrs. Stowe’s
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story used the bloodhound with great realistic effect, and none of the wandering

troupes which have played this drama has been so poor that it has not had a pack

of dogs. But I have never known a troupe to have a pack of real bloodhounds.

Instead they have mongrels of various kinds, but always mongrels that looked

savage and bloodthirsty. The bloodhound is not only not savage, but does not

look so. On the contrary, he is amiable in disposition and has a singularly

dignified and benevolent expression.”

The Daily News, April 8, 1892

But any reasoning or insight fell on deaf ears, as the public was interested in being enter-

tained, not educated. And these dogs did entertain; so much so that we may venture to say

the dogs out-acted all other “Tom Show” performers. The canine “actors” gave such cred-

ible performances that a half-century of viewers were thoroughly convinced that

Bloodhounds were a fierce and savage breed of dog.

◆ ◆ ◆

The recognition of any Bloodhound characteristics in a mixed breed dog was usually all

the identification needed to label the dog a Bloodhound or “part Bloodhound.” The term

Bloodhound was used for dogs that were clearly not purebred, but may have shown any

traits that could be attributed to this breed. Once the dog could be recognized as having

any Bloodhound characteristic, this appeared to be sufficient identification and there was

no further attempt to determine what other breed(s) contributed to the genetic make-up of

the dog.

We find an example of this with the previously discussed case of Camp Sumter and the

court martial transcript of Commandant Henry Wirz. The United States Government’s (War

Department) findings of the court in Specification #11 list the dogs used by the Confeder-

ate army at Andersonville Prison as “ferocious and bloodthirsty animals, called

bloodhounds…” There is no evidence to indicate that these dogs were the “true” or St.

Hubert’s Bloodhound or the breed we now recognize as a Bloodhound. By all accounts the

dogs at Andersonville prison were a mixed lot; perhaps part Bloodhound and part unknown.

Here also we find that the term Bloodhound was not used so much to identify breed but to

identify function (i.e., tracking or hunting down of escaped Union soldiers). 

In additional to all the different types or varieties of Bloodhounds, and mixes thereof,

there were also outright imposters. An 1855 report of court proceedings in New York City

lists the complaints made by two separate individuals for the injuries they received after

being attacked by dogs. Along with a recounting of the injuries inflicted on the victims,

the following report was given: 

“Mr. O’Connor made complaint yesterday before Justice Pearcey, of having been

attacked in his yard by a large yellow dog belonging to a baker named
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Schaffer…German bakers and rum-sellers are almost without exception, provided

with ferocious brutes resembling bloodhounds.” 14

It is obvious that any attempt to sort out which dogs were true Bloodhounds (by either

breed or function) or to attempt to classify the behavior of any of these dogs by breed would

be an exercise in futility. Not only is it impossible to determine individual breeds, but it is

also irrelevant. The behavior of these Bloodhound-type dogs was either the direct result of

human encouragement for aggressiveness or the direct result of humans failing to control

or use reasonable care with these animals.

◆ ◆ ◆

Unfortunately, none of the true aficionados of the Bloodhound, who so ardently defended

their reputation in the 1800s, lived to witness the vindication of the breed they so admired.

During the height of the breed’s popularity, the voices of the true admirers of the Blood-

hound were lost in a clamor of rumors and hysteria. The public could not or cared not to

see beyond the media hyped image of the breed and recognize that the extreme behaviors

of a small number of dogs were the direct result of the cruel use and mismanagement of

these dogs by violent and abusive owners.

However, those who defended the “true” Bloodhound so fervently were guilty of the

same stereotyping of which they complained so loudly. Their claim was that the behaviors

of the Cuban Bloodhounds and other Bloodhound imposters had tarnished the reputation

and prejudiced the public against their breed. Their defense of the Bloodhound often became

‘it is not our British hounds that behave so ferociously, it is the fierce Cuban Bloodhound,

mistaken for our dogs, that has brought disrepute to the breed.’

After thirty-three Cuban Bloodhounds were shipped to Florida in 1840 to aid in the cap-

ture of the Seminole Indians, eleven of them were taken by the Army to Garey’s Ferry on

Black Creek, located about thirty miles southwest of Jacksonville. The dogs were being

trained to hunt their new quarry (Seminole Indians) and were being worked in field trials.

The arrival of these dogs from Cuba and their subsequent use by the Army was a polit-

ically charged and newsworthy event. As such, a correspondent from the Savannah
Georgian visited Garey’s Ferry in March 1840 to report on the use of the Bloodhounds by

the Army and dryly observed: 

“Eleven of these Florida bloodhounds, alias Cuba curs, are now at this post,

feasting upon their six pounds of fresh beef per day…

“As to their ferocity, it is all humbug—a child may fondle with them. They

have been more grossly misrepresented than any set of animals in the world, the

army not excepted.”15
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Cuban Bloodhound, Siberian Bloodhound, British Bloodhound—it matters little, for

when these breeds left the hands of those looking for a vicious tracking, attack, or guard

dog, severe and fatal attacks by these breeds virtually disappeared from newspaper reports.

As owners looking for a new intimidation dog turned their attentions in the early 20th

century towards the Bulldog and German Shepherd, the Bloodhound population stabilized

and Bloodhound ownership largely returned to the true admirers of the breed. This scenario

would repeat itself over the next century; as certain breeds became increasingly popular in

negative functions, and subsequently more popular with substandard owners, incidents of

aggression within the breed would increase. When breed popularity decreases with sub-

standard owners and returns into the hands of more serious enthusiasts, incidents of

aggression decrease.
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CHAPTER 3

Creating Dangerous Dogs:
The Newfoundland 

and the Northern Breeds

The Newfoundland
Like the Bloodhound, the Newfoundland is another breed of dog that figured predominantly

in fatal and severe attacks in the latter part of the 19th century, yet has ceased to be an issue

in fatalities in the 20th century. The Newfoundland dog was commonly found in episodes

of canine aggression from the late 1800s into the early 1900s. In just one city, Chicago,

there were two fatal attacks by a Newfoundland dog during this time period. However, after

the second decade of the 20th century, the Newfoundland dog all but disappears from

reported cases of attacks.

As with Bloodhounds, the question becomes, how is it that this breed was over-repre-

sented in aggressive encounters with humans during one era and vastly under-represented

during another time period?

Most people today have an image of the Newfoundland dog as a large, black, shaggy

dog that has been known to be used by fishermen and to aid drowning victims. While this

perception is unchanged from the uses and image that 19th century America had of the New-

foundland, it appears this breed of dog played another important role in the 1800s that

accounts for its appearance in severe and fatal attacks on humans. Newspaper accounts indi-

cate that Newfoundlands were used frequently as guard and protection dogs during the late

1800s. This may seem strange to many, as the Newfoundland breed is usually associated

with humane service towards man. However, the basis for using the Newfoundland as guard

dogs in the 19th century is supported by the description of the breed in the 1911 Encyclo-
pedia Britannica: “They are easily taught to retrieve on land or water, and their strength,

intelligence and fidelity make them specially suitable as watchdogs or guardians.” Addi-

tionally, the Newfoundland is a working breed, originally bred by the early settlers of

Newfoundland Island in Canada to pull sleds, hunt and guard. 

The Newfoundland dog seems to have been exceedingly popular in the latter part of

the 19th century, and like the Bloodhound was one of the first breeds registered by the newly

formed American Kennel Club in 1886. Newspapers of the day were filled with tales of



everyday life with Newfoundland dogs. Along with the more mundane events of owners

and their dogs there were also numerous reports of Newfoundlands being alternately heroic

or vicious. The newspapers at the time seemed to relish a good “dog rescues boy” story as

much as a “dog attacks boy” story, and the Newfoundland dog seemed to provide much

fodder for both these human-interest stories.

The popularity of the breed, their use as guard dogs, and incidents of physical abuse

ensures that a number of Newfoundland dogs would be found in cases of aggression against

humans. 

Most dogs suffer abuse and provocation without retaliation and this often leads to reck-

less behavior by some individuals. The forgiving nature of dogs allows most humans to

escape unscathed from negligent and cruel acts towards our canine companions, but not

always. An 1890 article entitled “A Dog’s Revenge” describes the events preceding a fatal

mauling of an infant by a Newfoundland dog. And here again, 19th century accounts were

brutally honest in detailing harsh treatment dogs received at the hands of humans and how

this was believed to have contributed to an attack by the dog. The Newfoundland in this

incident was recently obtained by a family and the mother “had occasion to punish the dog.”

How severely or what form of punishment was used on the dog was not described. The

rest of the report goes on to tell how the woman then left the dog and infant on the front

porch of the cabin and went down to the creek. When she returned she found the dog had

killed the child.1

Human behavior is often even more inexplicable than canine behavior. In 1893, a 14-

year-old boy for unknown reasons decided to kick a large Newfoundland dog he encountered

on the streets of Cincinnati. It was reported in the newspapers that the dog “resented” the

kick and responded by attacking the boy so savagely that he died from his injuries.2

Another case of a boy teasing a dog and the animal attacking an innocent girl occurred

in Ohio in 1891. It was reported as follows:

“Yesterday evening, as the little daughter of James Walker was walking along a

street, on the West Side, a boy jerked a bone from a Newfoundland dog with

which he was playing, and threw it, the bone falling on the pavement near the

little girl’s feet. The dog made a rush for it, knocking the girl down. She fell

upon the bone, hiding it from view, when the dog planted its teeth in her cheek.

He bit her several times, and her face and neck were terribly mangled before the

dog could be driven away.”

Weekly News, Mansfield, Ohio, June 4, 1891

Although the history of the Newfoundland was based in guarding, hunting and sled-

ding, it was with the increased use of the breed in the late 19th century as guard dogs and

the physical abuse directed towards many of these dogs that explains their appearance in

incidents of aggression towards humans.
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Rabies (Hydrophobia) 
Interestingly there seemed to be a disproportionate number of reported “mad” or “rabid”

Newfoundland dogs attacking people. While some of these dogs were described with obvi-

ous signs of the disease, it appears that others were suspected of being rabid because the

behavior (attack, bite) was not within the expected temperament of the breed. 

It is not possible to know whether the scores of reports of “mad” Newfoundland dogs

were an aberration, whether the breed was so popular that there would understandably be

increased cases of rabies within the breed, or whether the aggressiveness in these dogs

seemed so out of character that rabies seemed the only reasonable explanation for attacks

on humans. Though there exists a remote possibility of rabies involvement in any of the

severe/fatal attacks during the 19th century, undoubtedly most severe dog attacks were due

to non-rabies related aggression.

While rabies was greatly, and to some degree legitimately, feared, deaths from the virus

were not nearly as common as people believed. More than a few persons of some author-

ity were quoted in the late 1800s and early 1900s as stating that the number of deaths and

confirmed cases of rabies did not support the hysteria surrounding the disease. There is lit-

tle question that the fear of rabies was much greater than the probability of contracting the

disease.

While the incidence of rabies may have been limited, the fear of the disease was very

real. Reports of individuals committing suicide after being bitten by a suspected rabid dog

illustrate the hysteria that could so easily be roused by even the suggestion of a rabid ani-

mal. Any abnormal behaviors in a dog could easily be a death sentence for that animal when

a wave of rabies hysteria overcame a community. For these reasons it was vitally impor-

tant for the people in the late 1800s and early 1900s to have been observant of normal versus

abnormal canine behaviors. This could be one explanation for the insightful accounts of

dog attacks reported in the news. Understanding triggers or provocation that contributed

to normal canine aggression would alleviate the fear that the dog was behaving erratically

or unpredictably (a sign of rabies). Many dog bite articles paid special attention to differ-

entiating between a “maddened” dog and a “mad” dog. It was common to find the dogs

involved in attacks described as “an ill tempered brute, but not mad” or “an enraged, but

not mad dog.”

The rabies virus is fascinating in that in order for the disease to transmit from host to

host, the virus requires a change in the infected animal’s behavior to cause it to bite another

victim. The virus accomplishes this by increasing the aggression in some animals, causing

them to bite indiscriminately. This behavior change usually does not occur until the end

stages of the disease, when other symptoms of the disease are also visible. Once the virus

is transmitted through the saliva of an infected animal, the incubation or latent period of

the disease normally lasts 3–12 weeks. During this time the infected animal usually appears

healthy and its behavior is not noticeably affected. But once the virus has migrated to the
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central nervous system (spinal cord and brain), symptoms begin to appear and the disease

spreads rapidly. The first phase of symptoms of rabies tends to be subtle, lasting only two

to three days. In the second phase, also known as the “furious” phase, signs of the disease

become much more obvious, with dogs displaying erratic behaviors, including episodes of

aggression, ingesting inedible objects, disorientation and other abnormal behavior. The third

and final stage of symptoms is unmistakable and lasts approximately 2–4 days. Here the

animal may appear to be choking; there is a dropping of the lower jaw, and the inability to

swallow—leading to the drooling and foaming of saliva (“foaming at the mouth”). Paral-

ysis then occurs and the animal rapidly enters into a coma and dies.

Dogs in the final stages of rabies were seemingly not difficult to diagnose. However, it

was the first stage of symptoms when signs were more subtle, where errors would be most

often found as to what was driving an attack (i.e., rabies versus normal canine aggression). 

An 1889 dog attack in Hoboken, N.J., appears to be a legitimate case of rabies infec-

tion. Although no mention is made of physical signs of rabies, the behavior of this dog is

clearly not the behavior seen in normal types of canine aggression. The byline to the arti-

cle, “Men and animals bitten by a dog attacking all in its way,” is a common description

of the behavior in reported cases of rabid dogs. The account of this attack begins with a

dog running into a stable near the railroad station and biting a man working there. The dog

is then reported as running out into the street and attacking a young boy at a fruit stand.

On its way down the street, the dog attacks another dog, before running towards the docks.

There the dog darts into a group of six men, biting one of them. Before the police catch up

with the dog, it had also attacked and bitten a draught horse.3

This type of indiscriminate snapping and random biting appears typical of rabid dogs.
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Non-rabid dogs involved in severe/fatal aggression are typically very focused during an

attack, choosing one victim and attempting to return to that victim even after being pulled

or beaten off. 

Rabid dogs were often reported biting multiple types of animals in rapid succession or,

as the previous article stated, “attacking all in its way,” whether it be cows, horses, cats,

other dogs or humans. This type of attack was greatly distressing, as people feared not nec-

essarily the physical damage done by the dog during an attack, but the transmission of rabies

and ultimate death from the disease process of the virus.

An exceedingly rare event was the death of a person due to an apparently rabid dog

attacking with such forceful aggression as to cause traumatic wounds resulting in the imme-

diate death of the victim (i.e., loss of blood, shock).

A few cases were found where dogs attacked with such ferocity that it must have seemed

to the persons of the time that rabies could be the only explanation. Reviewing some of these

suspected cases of rabies reveals dogs exhibiting the same behaviors found in most cases of

severe/fatal aggression found in non-rabid dogs—that is, attacking one victim with unrelent-

ing intensity and then not attacking others attempting to interfere. In deference to the subjective

beliefs of the witnesses at the time these cases were not included in the listing of attacks.

However, a fatal attack could be found in 1894 which appears to be a legitimate case

of a rabid dog. The attack occurred in Dallas, Texas, and involved a St. Bernard reported

to be “mad.” The dog had bitten seven people, killed two cats and attacked another dog.

One of the seven people attacked was “Albert Adams, a negro boy, who was bitten so badly

that he died from his wounds.”4

Obviously, since accurate laboratory testing was not available at the time, rabies could

only be determined by observation of behavior and by physical signs of the disease, cer-

tainly far from a foolproof system. However, since many a person’s life depended on

observations of whether the aggression was due to rabies, and the people of the time showed

a rather acute understanding of what constituted normal canine aggression, it is within rea-

son to concede to their conclusions as to whether a dog attack was due to rabies infection.

If anything, fear, bordering on hysteria, may have made the incidence of rabies over-reported

in severe or fatal attacks by dogs.

There was no hope for a cure until the 1880s, when Louis Pasteur, the famed chemist

and bacteriologist, began studying the disease. Pasteur was able to isolate the virus and in

May 1884 produced the first rabies vaccine for dogs. In July 1885 Pasteur successfully tested

the vaccine on a human. In 1887, two years after Pasteur’s treatment for rabies was devel-

oped, a rather interesting observation was made:

“It is noticeable that notwithstanding the numerous cases of bites by vicious dogs

which have been recorded this summer, hardly a suggestion has been made of

hydrophobia. Is it because Pasteur has robbed the disease of its terrors, or is it

simply because the good sense of the people is improving?”5

40 Karen Delise



This makes sense. Once a cure for an ailment becomes available, the terror associated

with the disease decreases.

While rabies was a continuous worry during the 19th century in the United States, the

disease was not as feared, and was noted to be less of an issue, in the Northern regions of

Canada. However, other issues dealing with “normal” canine aggression could be found in

the cold and harsh Northern landscape where dogs performed a function exclusive to these

snowbound regions.

The Northern Breeds 
Not surprisingly, most of the severe and fatal attacks by the Northern breeds occurred in

Alaska, Canada, and the Northern Territories. 

If it seemed that separating the Bloodhound breed/types was a difficult task, attempt-

ing to make correct breed identifications with the Northern breeds involved in attacks would

require supernatural powers. The only information available about the breed or type of dog

involved in fatalities in Alaska, Canada and the Northern Territories was that the dogs may

have been one of the following breed/types: Husky, Siberian husky, Alaskan husky, Mala-

mute, Alaskan malamute, Eskimo dog, Labrador dog, Newfoundland dog, Arctic sled dog,

sled dog, sleigh dog, sledge dog, wolf dog, wolf hybrid and any dog that might have been

a mixture of these types/breeds. Many times the victim was described as being killed by a

dog team or in a dog lot. Once again, breed identification in cases of aggression is not only

impossible to document accurately, but it will be seen that the identification of individual

dog breeds is of no relevance in the understanding or recognition of the circumstances which

directly contributed to the development of severe aggression in these dogs. 

Fatal attacks by the Northern breeds in the late 1800s and early 1900s were not con-

sidered terribly unusual or unexpected. The dogs kept in these frigid environs were

considered only once removed from their direct ancestor, the wolf. Today, we accept the

fact that people will die in automobile crashes as a necessary evil of being able to travel

and move goods from place to place. One hundred years ago, sled dogs provided the only

means of communication, human transport and exchange of goods during the long winter

months in Alaska, Northern Canada and the Northern Territories. Sled dogs were often risky

business and the human deaths associated with keeping these dogs, though repugnant, were

considered the cost of doing business. 

There is no denying the danger posed by some of these animals. A century ago, most

sled dogs were semi-wild, poorly socialized, poorly fed, maintained as a pack, and treated

harshly. Needless to say, this is the formula to use if one wishes to create a dangerous dog.

How many Eskimos or native people were killed by these dogs will never be known. Even

when the victims of these dogs were white settlers, there are only scant references to the

incident. Most times, cases of fatal dog attacks by sled dogs are only mentioned in stories

or reports on related matters. An important factor in the lack of documented cases of fatal
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attacks was the remoteness of the areas, poor communication and obvious lack of news-

papers and community facilities (clerks, courts, police, medical examiners, etc.). 

The following case of a fatal dog attack in Canada demonstrates the remoteness and

difficulty in getting both information and persons out of these areas. A letter was received

on April 28, 1925, at the Royal Canadian Mounted Police post in Regina, Saskatchewan,

Canada, announcing the death of a woman at Chesterfield Inlet, in the northwestern extrem-

ity of Keewatin, on Hudson Bay near the Arctic. The letter gave news of the circumstances

that caused the death of Mrs. S.G. Clay. On Sept. 19, 1924, Mrs. Clay, the wife of a Royal

Canadian Mounted Police Sergeant, was walking alone near the police camp when a sled

dog attacked her. Immediately every other dog in the pack joined in the attack. She had

been severely mauled before help from the mounted police camp arrived. Her leg had been

so terribly lacerated that amputation was deemed necessary. The nearest surgeon was 1,000

miles away in Manitoba, so the local missionary and a member of the Mounted Police

decided to take on the task. The unfortunate woman died two days later.6

The fact that this attack occurred in September of 1924 and news of it was not received

until April of 1925 demonstrates the difficulty in getting information out of these desolate areas.

No doubt, a special effort was made to relay this news because of the familiar aspect; it was

news being sent about one mounted police wife to the wife of another mounted police officer,

who, like the victim, was once stationed at this remote Hudson Bay post. It is no small irony

that the news of Mrs. Clay’s death was sent from Hudson Bay to Saskatchewan by dog team. 

Occasionally, an article or report on the viciousness of the Northern breeds would list

recent human fatalities caused by the sled dogs of the region. An article entitled “Devil Dogs

of Labrador,” published in 1908, talks of the sled dogs on the desolate coast of Labrador.

This coastal area was reported to be “peopled by 4,000 whites, 1,500 Eskimos, and fre-

quented every summer by 30,000 Newfoundland fisher folk in the quest of cod.”7 The only

means of transportation in this area was by boat in summer and by dog team in winter. The

author talks of the violent nature and behavior of the sled dogs in this region and lists the

attacks that had occurred recently on the Labrador coast by sled dogs: 

“Some years ago, during the summer, at Hebron, dogs killed an Eskimo boy of 13,

who was dragging a seal from his father’s boat to their tent…At Hopedale an Eskimo

boy and girl were killed and devoured…At Nain, dogs dragged a missionary’s baby

out of its cradle and reduced it to bone before the distracted mother found out…At

Dommo, dogs devoured a middle-aged woman before help could arrive…At

Bardana, dogs killed a fifteen-year-old girl going to a well for water.”

A few years earlier, in 1903, another article about the dogs of Labrador recounted two

fatalities that occurred the year before:
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“In Cartwright, a child wandered from home and when the distracted mother flew

to where a pack of angry dogs were ravening, she found nothing but the bones of

her offspring…A little girl was so badly mangled by them at Punchbowl last year

that she never recovered.”8

Obviously, none of these attacks are verifiable. But there is more than a ring of truth to these

accounts, as locations, victim’s ages and small details of the attack are given. Also lending

credibility is the fact that these victims fit the profile of most dogs attack (i.e., infants, chil-

dren wandering away from parents, and/or vulnerable persons walking alone). The accuracy

of these individual attacks is not of paramount importance because there is little doubt that

some of these dogs posed a significant danger to humans. Knowing exactly which humans

they attacked is not critical in the examination of the forces involved in sled dog aggression.

There was little disagreement that the sled dogs used in the late 1800s and early 1900s

were a fierce lot. There is also little disagreement about the fact that these dogs were treated

very harshly. An additional, but necessary, danger was the maintaining of sled dogs as an

active functioning pack. 

While acts of extreme cruelty towards animals are still very prevalent today, it certainly

is not the norm. One century ago, extreme cruelty towards sled dogs was the norm.

“They may be beaten into submission, but that will not prevent them still snarling

their hatred. They may be starved into apparent docility and then die suddenly,

with teeth fast locked in a brother’s throat.” 

“The Wolf-Dog of the North,” The New York Times, July 8, 1900

—From Harper’s Weekly

“They are the fiercest of any brutes trained to be of service to mankind; they will

attack anything they believe weaker than themselves, and they are only kept in

subjection by the unceasing use of the lash.”

“The Dogs of Labrador,” The Chronicle, January 29, 1903

Besides the “unceasing use of the lash” and being “beaten into submission,” sled dogs

were often in a state of near starvation. Although fed well in the winter months when their

energy was needed to pull heavy loads over long distances, in the summer months it was

common to let the dogs forage for themselves. Many an attack on a person was recognized

to be the result of this hungry pack condition. Unlike most descriptions of dog attacks where

the victim was torn, lacerated or bitten by the dog(s), many of the victims of sled dogs were

reportedly “devoured.” After reviewing the circumstances and conditions of sled dogs in

the early 20th century it is fair to say that this term was meant literally and was not used

for dramatization. 
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In direct contrast to the elaborate recounting of Bloodhound attacks in the big city news-

papers in the U.S., details of dog attacks in the remote areas of the North usually contained

only a fleeting reference to a death by dogs. There was little sensationalism in these accounts

and it is doubtful that the term “devoured” was used to embellish the story, as there was

really no story attached to these attacks. 

Most dogs found on the mainland United States did not operate and work together in

large packs, as did the sled dogs of the North. Dogs in more densely populated and mod-

erate climates, even if not fed, were able to scrounge for food near garbage dumps, homes

or farms and usually had a variety of wild or domesticated animals on which to prey. The

desolate and harsh Northern regions had much less to offer dogs that needed to fend for

themselves. All resources available to sled dogs were limited and so their options for sur-

vival were also severely limited. Additionally, these dogs were not only poorly socialized

with humans, but often the socialization they did have was decidedly negative. In extreme

environments or in conditions with limited choices, extreme behaviors are more apt to occur.

The conditions we find with these dogs are: physically powerful dogs, very poorly social-

ized with humans, often starving with severely limited food resources, either tethered together

as a pack or allowed to roam loose as a pack. Given these circumstances, predation does

not seem unreasonable or exaggerated. 

Another reason to take the term “devoured” seriously is that throughout the vast expanse

of the Northern regions this description is used consistently over three decades (1900–1930).

While an argument could be made that most accounts of fatalities and predation by sled dogs

a century ago cannot be substantiated, there is a fully documented recent case which duplicates

most of the conditions and pack dynamics reported in fatal attacks by sled dogs a century ago. 

In August 1998, a family of four, consisting of a husband, wife and two male children,

aged 8 and 10, arrived on Zacharias Island, off the Labrador coast. The island was inhab-

ited by a team of eight Labrador/Husky sled dogs. The dogs had been left on the

uninhabited island to roam during the summer months. The family was picking berries on

the island when the wife became separated from her husband and two children. After hear-

ing his wife scream, the husband found her being attacked by the dogs. Throwing rocks at

the dogs managed to disperse them from the woman, but she was already dead. The older

child ran back to the boat to get matches, so a fire could be built to keep the dogs away

from the woman’s body until help could arrive. The dogs left the area where the woman’s

body lay, and circled the shoreline. When the father and younger son arrived at the boat

they found the dogs feeding on the body of the older son. Again they threw rocks at the

dogs, but this time the dogs did not disperse and they turned on the father and remaining

son. Only by running into the water were they able to escape.9

This case involved predation and both victims were partially consumed. Although these

dogs were not found to be starved, the attack is consistent with behaviors seen in situations

where sled dogs function as a pack. The dynamics of group hunting and feeding, dogs oper-

ating as a social unit without owner direction, poor socialization with humans, and
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territorial aggression all contribute to the likelihood of dogs operating under these condi-

tions having an increased probability of aggressive encounters with humans. 

If we subtract a century from the 1998 attack, add in some wolf strain, and consider a

hungrier pack of dogs, the accounts of fatalities and predation in the earlier 1900s seem

almost understated.

In 1903 the following statement describes the sled dogs and the atmosphere surround-

ing the settlements:

“The coast folk find them indispensable, yet live in fear of them. No man

ventures abroad without his whip, every woman carries a stout club; it is death to

a child to get among them.”10

In more modern times (1961), the Royal Canadian Mounted Police decided to replace

the native Huskies with a breed from Siberia after a series of attacks and fatalities by sled

dogs. The RCMP commented:

“Natives usually let their dogs run wild in the summer, and the semi-starved

animals with a vicious wolf strain not deeply buried often attack humans,

especially children. Last year two persons were killed by sled dogs. These native

dogs are a menace by instinct. If you happen to fall, they’ll be on you—just for

something to eat.”

The Valley Independent, December 12, 1961 

Time and again, much of the aggressiveness found in the Northern breeds is blamed

on their affinity to the wolf. Breeding the native dogs with wolves was commonly prac-

ticed and, considering the condition and treatment these animals received, it is little wonder

they would be a danger.

While it is of no significance whether sled dogs were part Husky, Malamute, or any

other breed, the crossing of these breeds with wolves is relevant. Although dogs are the

direct descendent of the wolf, dogs are nevertheless domesticated, meaning that over the

centuries, dogs have developed behaviors that allow for bonding with humans.

Wolves are still very much wild animals. Adding wolf genes to a domesticated dog

reduces the ability to bond with humans or the sociability of these animals. One century

ago, sled dogs were poorly socialized with humans, treated harshly, and a pack mentality

was a major factor in both their social behaviors and in their function as sled dogs. Add

wolf genes into this already dangerously diminished bond with people and it is not diffi-

cult to see how aggression towards humans developed.

◆ ◆ ◆
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For thousands of years, dogs have been inexorably interwoven into the lives of humans. How-

ever, it is extremely rare to find a person who has intimate knowledge or personal dealings

with the two most extreme, yet diametrically different, types of canine behaviors, namely fatal

aggression against humans versus dogs sacrificing their lives in the service of mankind. 

Miss Emily Morgan was a Red Cross nurse serving in Alaska during the 1920s. For 18

months, Miss Morgan braved the fierce cold and blizzards in the Aleutian Islands to pro-

vide medical care to the native people. While living there she also worked as a matron at

the Methodist Women’s Missionary Society for Destitute Waifs. Here she helped nurse back

to health a small Aleutian orphan child named Alice Devlin. The child had been brought to

the mission after her mother was killed by starving Huskies. Although it is mentioned that

the child arrived “with a scar on her sunken cheeks made by the dogs,” it was not explained

how the child came to survive this attack by the pack of sled dogs which killed her mother.

After serving in the Aleutian Islands, Miss Morgan went to Nome, Alaska. In 1925, Nome

was in the midst of a diphtheria epidemic and Miss Morgan was reported to be the only

Red Cross nurse in town to minister to those suffering from diphtheria. Her patients came

to be the recipients of the serum which was delivered by the famous sled dog relay from

Nenana to icebound Nome, a distance of 674 miles which took 20 men and over 200 dogs.

More than one sled dog died during this frantic run to deliver life-saving serum. The dogs

which perished during this tremendously arduous journey had literally run themselves to

death in service to their masters and mankind.

Perhaps Miss Morgan never gave any conscious thought to the fact that she was a first-

person witness to the absolute worst canine behaviors towards a human and also the absolute

best behaviors that most dogs contribute so freely and frequently towards mankind.
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CHAPTER 4

How Popularity and Function
Influence Aggression

From 1850 until 1899, there were dozens of different descriptions of dogs involved in severe

and fatal attacks on humans. Some dogs were identified as a specific breed, others were

described by their grouping (i.e., hound or spaniel), others by their function (i.e., sled dog

or sheepdog), still others by their size (i.e., large dog) and some, simply by temperament

(i.e., vicious dog).

Nearly half of the fatal attacks reported from 1850–1899 did not identify breed at all,

describing the dog(s) primarily by temperament. The most popular descriptions were either

a “savage” or “vicious” dog. Other times dogs were described simply by their physical con-

dition (“large brown mongrel” or “starving dogs”). In 1888, a dog involved in a fatal attack

on a 2-year-old boy in Zanesville, Ohio was identified as a “coal-mine dog.” On the rarest

of occasions a dog was very precisely identified, as in a case in 1893 when a woman was

attacked and killed by a “black English Mastiff” in Kentucky. 

Though the media in the 19th century was more attuned to presenting the triggers or

causes for dog attacks, descriptions by breed or temperament were included to add inter-

est or substance to a story. The case where a specific breed was identified in a news report

was frequently accompanied by a description of the dog’s immediate function. “Pet Col-

lie,” “Mastiff guard dog” and even “tramp Newfoundland” (presumably meaning an

abandoned or stray dog) are found as additional clues to the behaviors of the specific dogs.

Both the public and the media understood that these were relevant factors in attempting to

understand cases of aggression and attacks. 

The Mastiff 
The Mastiff-type dog is an ancient breed, long used in human warfare, animal fight-

ing, and guarding. The Mastiff-type dog is the progenitor of other giant breeds. Many of

the fighting breeds and some of the scent hounds are also descended from the ancient Mas-

tiff-type dogs. 

In the Middle Ages, the primary function of the Mastiff became that of guardians of

large estates. They were used to ward off intruders, poachers and undesirables from the lands

of nobles and even less entitled landholders. Some of these dogs were known as Bandogs,

being tied during the day and released in the evening to patrol and protect the homes of



the wealthy. The function of the Mastiff in 19th century America was strikingly similar,

except they were kept in much smaller confines, such as warehouses, factories, shops or

livery stables. The manner of their keep was little changed, the dogs being chained during

the day and then released at night. 

It is no surprise that animals kept and prized for their protection and guarding abilities

would be found in severe/fatal attacks on humans who trespassed and encountered these

animals. 

Here also, breed identifications are questionable, as one story of an attack on a little

boy was reported to be a Mastiff in one newspaper and the same boy was reported to have

been attacked by a Newfoundland in another newspaper covering the same incident. Dogs

involved in attacks during the late 1800s are described as Mastiffs, English Mastiffs, or

thoroughbred Mastiffs. 

In 1891, it was reported that a “monster thoroughbred English Mastiff, kept by the Clark

Thread Company as a watchdog” attacked two young boys. One boy was severely injured

after the dog, “borne him to the ground and tore his scalp terribly.”1

In 1893, a boy managed to survive an attack by a Mastiff due to his age and ability to

crawl away from the chained animal. The 12-year-old was playing with a friend in a deserted

coach and carriage shop in New York City. The owner kept a huge Mastiff dog chained at

the shop. For some reason the boy came within reach of the dog and the animal grabbed

him, savagely attacking him. The boy survived because “he contrived to crawl beyond the

limits of the dog’s tether.”2

In 1878, in Bayonne, New Jersey, a large Mastiff dog escaped from his owner’s yard

and attacked a young girl on the street and, before anyone could intervene, killed her. 

During the late 1800s there were a fair number of Mastiffs, chained in cellars or in

deserted buildings, found in severe and fatal attacks. There is little doubt the harsh and iso-

lated conditions in which they were kept were the forces behind the aggression in these

dogs. 

The Mastiff was overrepresented in reported attacks during the late 19th century because

they were frequently used as guard dogs. When their popularity as guard dogs waned in

the early 20th century and they were replaced by other protection breeds, severe and fatal

attacks associated with this breed virtually disappeared.

◆ ◆ ◆

As Bloodhound, Newfoundland, and Mastiff attacks decreased dramatically beginning in

the first decade of the 20th century, other breeds of dogs began emerging in reports of attacks

as these new breeds caught the fancy of the American public and became popular. 

Beginning in the 1900s, temperament descriptions are largely replaced with breed or func-

tion descriptions (i.e., Collie dog or police dog). The first half of the 20th century finds new

and different breeds involved in fatal/severe attacks. Collies, Boston Terriers, St. Bernards,

Airedale Terriers, Great Danes, Chow chows, German police dogs (German Shepherds),
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Doberman Pinschers, and Huskies were only some of the new breeds seen in aggressive

encounters with humans.

Collies
The Collie was technically a hold-over favorite from the 19th century, but the breed was

not to reach the height of its popularity until the 20th century. 

The Collie dog was well established in the United States during the 1800s. By the early

1900s this breed was already recognized as a hard-working, loyal farm dog and valuable

companion animal. Like the Bloodhound and Newfoundland, the Collie was one of the ear-

liest breeds recognized by the American Kennel Club, with the first dog registered in 1885.

And like so many other breeds, there were different types of Collies and different names

to describe the breed. Collie, Scotch Collie, Farm Collie, Smooth Collie, Rough Collie,

Sheepdog, Shepherd dog and police dog all described a type of Collie dog. 

In the first few decades of the 20th century there were numerous accounts of severe

attacks by Collies reported in the newspapers of the day. And true to the reporting of the

19th century, early 20th century papers continued to reveal details believed to have con-

tributed to the attack. 

In 1915, a report is found of a “Collie Run Amuck.” A large Collie was responsible for

attacking two children on a street in Indianapolis. The dog’s owner was not known, so the

dog was captured and taken to a veterinary surgeon who declared the dog was not suffer-

ing from rabies. The article concludes with the explanation for the dog’s aggressiveness:

“It is believed the dog got lost and became frantic.”3

A 10-year-old boy was attacked by a Scotch Collie in 1910. The “flesh and muscles of

the boy’s chest and both arms were torn by the teeth of the dog.” This story is interesting

because it reveals what would later (in modern-day attacks) become a familiar and com-

mon event—that is, persons being less than truthful about their involvement or actions

towards a dog prior to an attack. Here the victim claims he was only shouting to his friend

and the dog rushed out of the yard and attacked him. However, the constable investigating

the incident wrote in his report that witnesses claimed this was not a true account of what

transpired and that the dog was on the porch “and the boys were playing around the house

and began to annoy the dog with sticks, and that the dog then attacked young Smith who

was the leader among his tormenters.”4

In 1913, a boy was bitten over 30 times by a Collie before being rescued. The dog was

chained near an apartment in Tarrytown, N.Y., and attacked the boy when he attempted to

pet it.5

In 1916, another account of an attack by a Collie on a young boy provides information

which describes the classic triggers and circumstances found in dog attacks. The article

reports that a 3-year-old boy was severely bitten in the head and face when he attempted
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to pet an old Collie on the head. The article goes on to state that “the dog, which was believed

to be harmless, evidently mistook the boy’s intentions in his semi-blindness.”6

Fatal attacks on humans in which Collies were involved are found during the early to

middle part of the 20th century, making Collies another example of a breed involved in

increased severe/fatal attacks during a few decades and then becoming a non-issue in the

decades to follow. 

In 1922, a 7-year-old girl was killed by a Collie while playing in a friend’s yard in New

Bedford, Massachusetts. It was speculated at the time that the child was in possession of

a doll which the Collie “wanted to recover.” Apparently the child refused to relinquish the

doll and the dog knocked her to the ground and then began attacking her. She died an hour

later from dog bites to the head and face. 

In Illinois, in 1930, another young girl was gravely injured by “six pedigreed Collie

dogs” that escaped from a nearby kennel. 

In November 1945, a young boy was killed by two Collies at the farm he was visiting

with his parents in Roscoe, Texas. 

There were also scattered cases of Collie mixes or Collies packed up with other dogs

which resulted in fatalities during the first half of the 20th century. But Collies have never

been considered a vicious breed of dog, not even at the time when there was a noticeable

increase in severe and fatal attacks, and the reasons for this are not terribly surprising.

The Collie breed appeared to have much credit in the bank of public opinion by the

time severe/fatal attacks by Collies began to be reported in the papers (around 1910). Col-

lies had proven to be valuable and loyal working dogs and pets during the previous decades.

Additionally, almost all functions associated with the Collie breed were positive (guarding

sheep, herding, all-purpose farm dog, police dog and companion animal). Another bonus

to the breed was the pages and pages of good press given to these dogs when they per-

formed a service to their masters. As discussed in the chapter on farm dogs, Collies saved

many a person from raging bulls and other dangers, and they often received the recogni-

tion they deserved for these acts of bravery and loyalty. 

No small contribution to the positive image and popularity of the Collie was the 1919

publication of Lad: A Dog, a book which introduced the Collie on a much larger scale to

the American public. The tales of Lad include rescuing an invalid child from a venomous

snake, fighting off burglars, winning ribbons as a show dog and performing other heroic

deeds. Eric Knight’s novel Lassie Come Home, released first as a short story in 1938 and

then in book form in 1940, would further endear the Collie breed in the heart and mind of

the public. 

The Collie breed had built a strong foundation as one of the “good breeds.” This foun-

dation would be permanently cemented with the release of the 1943 movie Lassie Come
Home and later with the long-running Lassie television series (1954–1974). 

It is clear how the Collie image was able to weather a decade or two of increased attacks

and an occasional bit of bad press. The breed had so much credit to draw on and was so

50 Karen Delise



overwhelmingly portrayed in the media as a “good” breed that a handful of errant dogs could

not tarnish the image of the breed. 

Even through times of immense popularity and indiscriminate breeding, the Collie

remained a steady and reliable breed. While some may rightly attribute this to overall breed

temperament, a vital additional factor is that the Collie was bred, maintained and obtained

almost exclusively for humane and positive functions. A person looking for an aggressive

watchdog or an attack dog was not about to seek out a Collie. The huge media events sur-

rounding the Collie did increase their popularity with the average American family, but did

not substantially increase their popularity amongst substandard or aggressive owners. 

St. Bernard 
Like the Collie, the St. Bernard’s popularity overlapped from the late 1800s into the early

part of the 1900s. The St. Bernard presents a rather unique case of very sporadic episodes

of severe/fatal aggression, seemingly unrelated to function. Attacks are found around the

turn of the century, then the breed disappears from severe/fatal attack episodes, only reap-

pearing in the 1970s, in which a spate of fatal attacks are found. 

In the later part of the 1800s and early 1900s, the St. Bernard was fairly popular and

an easily recognizable breed in the United States. Unlike the other breeds seen in fatalities

during this time, the St. Bernard’s popularity did not seem based on their use as guard dogs.

Not only were the St. Bernard dogs involved in such attacks not defined as guard dogs, but

the attacks did not occur in locations usually associated with guard dogs (i.e., factories, sta-

bles and business establishments). 

An 1894 attack by a St. Bernard demonstrates again the unrelenting nature of some

attacks, with the dog intently focused on returning to the primary target of his rage. Here

again, we find a frenzied situation where rescuers swing objects madly at the dog and in

the process injure other persons.

Mangled by a St. Bernard
“A full grown St. Bernard dog attacked and nearly killed 6-year-old George

Barrett. The enraged animal had thrown the child down and was viciously biting

it when the child’s father, attracted by the screams of his son, came to the rescue.

With a baseball bat he drove the dog away, but when Mrs. Barrett attempted to

carry the child into the house the dog returned and again attacked the boy. There

ensued a terrible battle between the man and the dog, during which Mr. Barrett in

attempting to hit the animal, struck his wife, who was trying to protect the child,

knocking her insensible. Finally an officer killed the savage beast. The child is in

a precarious condition.”

The News, Frederick, Maryland, July 25, 1894
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In 1901, a 10-year-old boy was playing with his friends on a street in Paterson, N.J.,

when a large St. Bernard dog came rushing at him. The other boys scattered, but the dog

seemed intent on this one particular boy, knocking him down and attacking him so sav-

agely he died within minutes. 

The breed does not appear again in fatal attacks until 70 years later in 1972, when a St.

Bernard killed a young girl playing with him in California. The breed went on to be involved

in an increased number of fatalities during the next decade and then only in a few sporadic

cases found every decade or so following.

During this seven-decade-long void of reported fatal attacks in the U.S. (although some

non-fatal attacks were reported), a few fatalities due to St. Bernard dogs could be found in

other parts of the world. 

This is interesting on many levels. The St. Bernard has never been associated with neg-

ative functions; if anything, the only functions assigned to the breed are extremely positive,

namely, companion animal and rescue dog. The St. Bernard has never been considered a

vicious breed, however, the St. Bernard demonstrates better than any other breed how some-

times there are no answers or reasonable explanations for some canine behavior and that

the behavior of one—or even one hundred dogs—cannot be used to define the tempera-

ment of an entire breed. 

One case in particular demonstrates the unexplained nature of some attacks, along with

how quickly the aberrant behavior of a single dog resulted in the condemnation and demand

for the destruction of the entire pack by the outraged father of a victim. 

In May of 1937, a French doctor accompanied by his three daughters were on a skiing

trip in Switzerland when they decided to visit the famous Monks of the Mount St. Bernard

Monastery, the ancestral home of the St. Bernard breed. Since the 12th century the St.

Bernard dogs kept by the monks would rush out en mass to greet visitors to the monastery.

This day, the pack approached the visitors and one of the dogs lunged at the man’s 10-year-

old daughter, killing her almost instantly. None of the other St. Bernard dogs in this large

pack were involved, nor were the father or other two girls bitten. 

The Father Superior in charge of the monastery was grief stricken and at a loss to explain

why this occurred. This was the first attack on a human by one of their St. Bernard dogs

since the founding of the Hospice of the Great St. Bernard in the 11th century. The father

of the victim was very vocal and adamant in demanding the destruction of all the dogs,

claiming they were all “wolves in sheep’s clothing.”7

The completely unblemished image of the breed for the previous eight centuries, the

countless lives saved and humane service rendered by this breed all hung in the balance

due to the actions of a single dog. It would take a month before the fate of all the St. Bernard

dogs at the monastery would be decided. Fortunately, reason prevailed and the comman-

dant of the Swiss gendarmes responded that the dogs would not be destroyed as they were

not a public danger and it “must be recognized that the dogs rendered a great service to

humanity throughout the ages.”8
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Sometimes, there is no satisfactory answer to an episode of canine aggression. The con-

demnation of an entire breed in response to the actions of a few dogs is always found to

be based on emotion and not based on the breed’s history, temperament or long standing

record of cooperation and service to mankind. 

Fox Terriers, Boston Terriers and Airedales 
While large dogs are physically able to inflict damage on a wider range of victims, small

to medium size dogs are able to inflict severe to fatal wounds on smaller victims. Neither

Fox Terriers nor Boston Terriers are of sufficient size to show up in significant numbers in

severe/fatal attacks. Nor were these breeds used in functions which would predispose them

to be in situations where aggression towards humans was encouraged, yet there are rare

cases of these breeds involved in severe to fatal attacks against humans.

Fox Terriers
The image of a feisty little Fox Terrier attacking the pant leg of a man passing on the street

seems more comical than dangerous. However, when this same level of aggression is directed

at a small child, the results are far from humorous.

A severe attack on a child by a Fox Terrier occurred in 1901. A 2-year-old boy was play-

ing on the floor with the dog one evening when the dog began attacking the boy. The father

rushed in to find the dog biting the boy on the legs. The little Fox Terrier refused to release

the boy, and when the father kicked and pulled at the dog, the dog was separated from the

boy along with 3 inches of flesh torn from the boy’s leg. The child was taken to the hos-

pital where an operation was performed to close his wounds. As this attack occurred in New

York City during the middle of the summer, the excessive heat was noted in the article as

a possible reason for the vicious attack by the dog against his “former playmate.”9

Although there is no documented case of a Fox Terrier-related fatality in the United

States, a case of an infant being killed by his grandmother’s Fox Terrier is found in the

United Kingdom in 1966 and a more recent case of a Fox Terrier killing another infant is

found in Australia in 1979. 

So while the size of the dog counts, what often counts more is intent or the level of bite

inhibition in an individual dog. The same year as the Fox Terrier attack on the boy, another

child was attacked by a Bulldog while walking home from school. There is no question

that size alone would indicate that a Bulldog attack would be more damaging than a Fox

Terrier attack. Yet this girl suffered only bruising on one arm and on the calf of one leg

from the attack by this larger and more powerful breed. Clearly, the dogs in these cases

had different intents and different degrees of bite inhibition. In many attacks, an individ-

ual dog’s level of bite inhibition is what determines the severity of the wounds, rather than

breed or size of dog. 
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Boston Terriers 
The Boston Terrier is one of the few breeds to originate in the United States. Although the

breed was slightly larger in the early part of the 20th century than it is now, the Boston Ter-

rier was still considered one of the smaller breeds. The Boston Terrier was also an American

favorite. In the United States, the breed was at the height of its popularity from 1929–1935.

It is of little surprise that at the height of this breed’s popularity it would be found in cases

of attacks against humans.

As seen with the Fox Terrier, what some dogs lack in size can be compensated for in

either intensity of attack, size of victim or by increased number of attackers. 

A dangerous little Boston Terrier could be found in 1909 near Newburyport, Massa-

chusetts. A 2-year-old boy was visiting his uncle and had wandered out to the backyard.

The dog savagely attacked the boy, grabbing him by the neck and shaking him. The uncle

rushed into the yard and had “great difficulty in forcing the dog to release the boy.” The

child died from a broken spine. Apparently, the dog was known to be aggressive, as the

article reports that the little boy was “warned” not to play with the dog.10

A slighter larger child was overcome and killed in 1934 when two Boston Terriers

attacked her in unison. This unfortunate 5-year-old girl was attacked in the street after she

followed her father down the road to bid him goodbye on his way to work. As she was

walking the short distance home, two Boston Terriers ran out and attacked her. She died a

few hours later from her injuries. 

Airedale Terriers 
The Airedale Terrier breed again demonstrates that when a breed is extremely popular there

will be a logical increase in attacks and bites.

This breed is perhaps not as well known as it should be for its service as a sentry and

messenger dog during WWI. The Airedale is a medium-sized dog, weighing about 45 pounds.

From 1910–1930, the Airedale was extremely popular in the United States. President War-

ren Harding (1921–23) and President Calvin Coolidge (1923–29) both owned an Airedale

Terrier. No doubt the breed was sought out by many Americans. And no doubt there would

be situations in which these dogs would be involved in attacks. Although the Airedale is

not considered one of the larger or more powerful breeds, fatalities and severe attacks did

occur. 

In May of 1920, a small girl was killed when an Airedale bit her in the throat. The child

was spending the summer with her parents at the home of the dog’s owners in upstate New

York. In 1923 and 1926, two more children were severely injured by Airedales in New York

State. 

In 1925, a 12-year-old Colorado boy was credited with saving the life of his sister from

an attack by an Airedale. The boy and his baby sister were in a yard when the dog began
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attacking the little girl. The boy lifted his sister and held her up in the air as the dog tore

at him, trying to reach the girl. The boy was bitten 12 times before help arrived.11

Even adults can suffer severe or near-fatal wounds by an enraged medium-sized dog.

In 1921 it was reported that a man hunting in Pennsylvania was attacked and injured by an

Airedale Terrier which had been living in the woods. The man’s clothes and flesh were torn

by the animal. The hunter stated that after finally beating the dog off him, he did not shoot

it because he heard the whining of puppies. Nine puppies, about six weeks old, were later

found by a posse sent out to search for the over-protective mother Airedale. Another hunter

who had previously encountered the dog said the Airedale “was as savage as any wolf he

ever saw.”12

In Las Vegas, in 1931, a 16-year-old girl was credited with saving the life of her mother

after an attack by her Airedale Terrier. The woman was reported to be terribly mangled by

the dog she had raised from a pup. The woman had attempted to stop a fight between her

Airedale and another dog in her backyard. She struck the dog with a stick and the dog turned

upon her and knocked her to the ground, biting her viciously about the face. The woman,

of slight build, was not able to ward off the prolonged attack. After the dog had bitten her

numerous times in the face, she managed to turn facedown to protect her face from further

injury. The dog continued his attack and fortunately the daughter returned home from school

and was able to pull the dog off of the victim. The dog made no attempt to attack the daugh-

ter. The injuries included one ear almost torn off, the nose torn to the bone, her cheek ripped

open, and numerous bites to the body.13

When a breed is popular there is an increase in all types of events associated with the

keeping of dogs. In 1918, in San Francisco, the owner of a Pomeranian dog sued an Airedale

owner. The Airedale had killed the valuable Pomeranian and the owner was seeking dam-

ages for the loss of his champion show dog. Indeed, the Superior Court jury awarded the

Pomeranian owner $500 dollars. This was a small fortune in 1918 or, as the newspaper

reported, $125 per pound (the Pomeranian weighed 4 lbs.).14

The examples of attacks by Fox Terriers, Boston Terriers and Airedales are presented

not as an indicator of breed temperament, but to demonstrate two points: Small/medium

dogs can exhibit occasional acts of extreme and dangerous aggression and the breeds of

dogs involved in severe/fatal aggression change from decade to decade.

Savage, Vicious, Ferocious Dogs and Mongrel Dogs
Dog attack stories were of interest to the public one century ago and identifying the breed

added another element of interest. It is not unreasonable to assume that in many, if not most,

cases when a dog was simply identified as “vicious” or “savage,” it was the result of not

being able to identify the breed.

Most of these generic temperament descriptions undoubtedly were cases of mongrel or

cur dogs.
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This is demonstrated in cases when a dog attack story was carried in multiple newspa-

pers. Some incidences of dog attacks were reported in a number of regional newspapers

and the breed of dog was always referred to if known. For example, a fatal attack in Chicago

on a young boy in 1885 was covered in at least six different newspapers from Chicago to

New York. All accounts identified the dog as a Newfoundland or “a vicious Newfound-

land.” None of the reports neglected to identify the specific breed. 

Mixed breed dogs have always made up a significant percentage of the dog population,

so their appearance in severe/fatal attacks is a certainty. That these mixed breed dogs should

be listed as “a ferocious dog, savage dog, large brown dog, or starving dogs” was only a

matter of journalistic interpretation of what was a more valid description of the forces behind

aggression than the simple term “cur” or “mongrel.” Especially in large pack attacks, it can

almost be guaranteed the dogs were a mixed lot of crossbred and cur dogs. Had the pack

been five Newfoundland dogs or four Collies, this assuredly would have been reported as

such. 

In 1884, a 9-year-old boy had taken a bow and arrow for the purpose of hunting in the

woods near his home. When he did not return for some time, his parents and neighbors

began to search for him. He was found, barely alive, at the edge of a field. Looking at one

of the neighbor’s bent over him, he was able to say, “Your dogs bit me.” No mention was

made of how many or what kind of dogs the neighbor owned. The unfortunate boy was

gravely injured and died soon after.15

An 1892 account tells of a fatal attack on a boy, Fred Ulrich, in Illinois. The boy was

first attacked by one “savage brute” (presumably mongrel/cur dog) and, when a second dog

joined the attack, the boy was overcome:

“He was passing the residence of Mrs. H. H. Mitchell, when a savage brute kept

by that woman attacked him. Ulrich made a good fight, and would have come

out all right had not another dog, owned by William Walrod, also attacked him.”

The Hamilton Daily Republican, October 24, 1892

There are a number of stories such as these, with no identifiable breeds. These inci-

dents were very shocking and distressing to the people of the time, and the level of shock

was not dependent on the breed or type of dog involved. However, during the early 20th

century a number of cases are found where the newspapers did identify the dog involved

in an attack as a mongrel, cur, mixed or cross breed. Here again, the media is found pro-

viding information which helps define the behaviors of the dog(s). 

In 1910, it was reported that an invalid woman who kept “a large mongrel for protec-

tion” was attacked and killed by the dog in her home.16
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In 1917, a well-publicized report of a 9-year-old boy in New York City dying from a

dog attack told of the boy trying to break up a dog fight between two mixed breed neigh-

borhood dogs, when both dogs turned their fury on him, attacking and killing the

unfortunate boy.17

In 1926, a news report tells of “starving mongrels” attacking and killing a man in

Yonkers, New York.18

Stories about children and adults attacked by mixed breed dogs were reported with as

much vigor and shock as found in accounts of the purebred dog attacks. The style and inten-

sity of reporting found in unidentified breed attacks and identified breed attacks are virtually

identical, with triggers, circumstances, relationship to victim and function of the dog reported

if known.
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CHAPTER 5

The Reporting 
of Dog Attacks 

in Early 20th Century Media 

A fascinating aspect of 19th and early 20th century newspaper articles about dog attacks

is the perception and portrayal of dogs as emotional beings. Dogs were described as jeal-

ous, treacherous, lonely, depressed, enraged, frustrated, angry, brave, heroic and noble.

Although 19th century media reports could be dismissed by some as being anthropomor-

phic, doing so would be narrow-minded and counterproductive. Indeed, modern-day science

is just coming to prove what has been obvious to dog lovers for centuries—that dogs are

indeed emotional beings.

The media of the day understood the complexities of canine behavior and used emo-

tional terms in an attempt to understand the motivations and reasons for dog attacks. At

times, dogs involved in attacks on humans were simply described as savage or vicious, but

other times the media in the late 1800s showed great insight and understanding of canine

behavior. This apparent desire to understand the cause and effects of dog attacks led the

media to reveal details of dog attacks not seen in more modern, sterile accounts. 

While some accounts may have been a bit dramatized, nonetheless the underlying cause

of the dog attack was clearly presented and appears to be a reasonable explanation of the

forces contributing to the attack. An example of a keen understanding of dogs and their

relationships with immediate family members versus more unfamiliar persons is given in

the 1910 account of a dog attack in New York City:

“Solomon Ziskind, who has a wholesale leather store at Second Avenue keeps a

big brindle English Bulldog called Rough, for his methods with undesirable

intruders. Last evening ten-year-old Solomon Ziskind Jr., with his ten-year-old

cousin, Bernard Romm was playing tag among the crates and boxes that littered

the yard. The dog lay huddled in the shadow in the corner. He knew the Ziskind

boy and didn’t mind him, but his eyes followed the Romm boy wherever he

went. Suddenly, the boy, dodging to escape his cousin, stumbled over the dog and

fell. In another moment Rough leaped growling upon the little fellow…”

New York Times, March 22, 1910



The article goes on to describe the grievous injuries inflicted on the boy and the sub-

sequent destruction of the dog. This account provides information understood to contribute

towards canine aggression. Function (guard dog), wariness of strangers (cousin) and provo-

cation (being tripped over) were recognized as factors that added motivation for this dog

to attack. The dog was not in any way excused, nor the attack deemed any more accept-

able because of these factors. The circumstances leading up to the attack were presented

to show cause and effect.

Another case in 1897 describes an attack by a Newfoundland that “was a pet and not

at all vicious.” The dog was lying on the floor in the parlor of the house. The dog resided

in the home with the owner and his 17-year-old daughter. The young lady was sitting in a

rocking chair when “she brought one of the rockers down on one of the animal’s paws. The

animal sprang up with a yelp of pain and dashed about the room.” The young woman called

to the dog, and the dog responded by attacking her, biting her in the face, chest and arms.1

Another report clearly shows that dogs often have limits to the amount of roughhous-

ing they will tolerate. The following case also shows how quickly one dog’s actions can

trigger a pack attack. In 1886, a 6-year-old boy was playing with four dogs belonging to

his neighbors. Two of the dogs were Collies, one a Newfoundland, and the other an uniden-

tified dog. The human and canine behaviors at work are clearly presented in this accounting

of the attack:

“The Landers boy had often played with these dogs, as they have always been

considered harmless. Taking for granted the gentle disposition of the dogs the

child harnessed one of them, and, as he expressed it, began to ‘play horse’. In

chasing the dogs he fell and one of the Collies bit his wrist…and when the child

attempted to rise they turned upon him and began to tear him in a fearful manner.

A man who was passing was attracted by the boy’s outcry, and after some

difficulty succeeded in driving the dogs away, but not until they had literally

stripped the child of his clothing and almost killed him.”

Mitchell Daily Republican, November 7, 1886

The article concludes with the hope that attending physicians would be able to save the

boy’s life.

A newspaper article entitled “Attacked by Starving dogs” is clear in presenting the con-

dition of the dogs and the behavior of the victim which clearly contributed to this attack.

The attack occurred in Philadelphia in 1885. A 12-year-old girl was returning home from

the butcher’s shop carrying a package of meat when a pack of approximately 12 dogs began

to follow and harass her. When the dogs began jumping and snapping at the meat she was

holding, the girl became frightened and started to run. The dogs followed, quickly knock-

ing her down. In the ensuing frenzy, not only was the meat consumed, but the girl was

severely bitten about face, arms and legs with her clothes shredded and stripped off.2
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A fair number of dog attack reports state clearly that the dog was teased or provoked

by children. While girls seemed to do inadvertent things to cause a dog to attack, such as

pushing the dog away or going near a dog with food or a bone, boys on the other hand

seemed to provoke dogs quite regularly and intentionally. 

In 1891, a group of boys were playing on a street in Wheeling, West Virginia. A yard

off the street contained a kennel with six huge English Mastiffs inside. One nine-year-old

boy approached the kennel and began teasing the dogs. It can only be assumed the fence

made the boy feel secure enough to continue his tormenting to a dangerous level. The Mas-

tiffs were huge, numerous and “became fearfully enraged.” The dogs broke down the fencing

and killed the boy.3

Some particularly sad cases involved boys teasing a dog and the dog taking its frustra-

tion out on an innocent girl who happened on the scene. In 1905, two boys were inciting

a large dog to attack a smaller dog. When the little mistress of the small dog rode up on

her bicycle, the large dog attacked the unfortunate girl. She was severely bitten, but sur-

vived her injuries.4

Dogs turning their frustration on innocent victims was not uncommon. Nor was it uncom-

mon for humans to unreasonably expect dogs to tolerate all types of torment and still behave

amicably. This article about a fatal dog attack in 1905 thoroughly vilified the dog, yet at

the same time presented the details that drove this dog into a frenzy:

“The owner of a yard with a number of fruit trees purchased a large Bulldog to

guard against the stealing of the fruit which are an attraction to the boys of the

neighborhood. On an early May morning, Jack, the heavy headed Bulldog, lay

crouched beneath a cherry tree, a stout chain limiting the circle of his movement.

Boys of the neighborhood saw a chance to get at some half-ripe cherries in a tree

near the fence, but found the dog menacing them. They then teased the animal

until it was nearly frantic. Nearby, the little daughter of the owner was playing

with a rubber ball. The baby’s thoughts were busy on the ball, she did not notice

how the wicked little eyes, red with rage, watched her. The child toddled in

pursuit of a rubber ball that rolled into the bare spot which marked the limits of

the dog’s chain. The baby stooped for the ball, but, before she could pick it up,

the dog had seized her by the head.”

Perry Daily Chief, May 27, 1905

The account goes on to portray the dog as disloyal and vicious. So while all parties (the

boys that teased the dog and the individuals recounting the story) recognized the factors

that triggered this dog to attack, nevertheless the implication is that dogs should have no

limit to their tolerance of human provocation. 
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This scenario is typical of fatal dog attacks. The older boys were able to read and under-

stand the potential danger this dog had become. The 18-month-old girl was not capable of

reading or understanding the danger of entering the chained space of this agitated animal. 

Since most homes and businesses in the late 1800s were not enclosed by fencing, chain-

ing a dog was often considered less dangerous than letting a potentially aggressive dog roam

free. Even though it was a better option, it was also understood to increase aggressiveness.

In an article describing the attack on a man by a Bloodhound, it was explained that the dog

had been chained all five years it was owned. It was noted that the dog “was secured in his

front yard by a strong boat chain, and being chained would naturally be cross.”5

The article “Entirely Too Many Dogs/Many Children Bitten” printed in January 1901,

shows that while the author is angry with dogs, he also understands that the problem is very

much a human one:

“A number of complaints have been received by the police lately about children

being bitten by dogs. There seems to be no probability that there will be a

cessation of these complaints until the authorities again tackle this dog problem

in earnest…Of recent years various breeds of large dogs, such as St. Bernards

and Mastiffs, have been introduced into Anaconda and they have flourished in

such a way that there are now hundreds and hundreds of them. They are so large

that an attack by one of them on a little boy or girl is a serious matter. Owing to

their enormous size they cannot be beaten off and when once angered they are

said to be very ferocious. It is not always, however, that it is these large dogs that

spring upon people. The smaller ones are equally as bad.

“Often times it is as much the fault of the children themselves as the dogs.

The boys tease the animals by throwing snowballs and stones at them and by

striking them over the nose and in other ways tantalizing them until the brutes

become furious.”

The Anaconda Standard, January 13, 1901

The author goes on to discuss the frustration of the parents whose child has been bit-

ten and the attempt of dog owners to hide the dog in cellars when police arrive to kill it. It

is no small irony that these owners did not contain their dogs to protect them and the pub-

lic to begin with; only after a child was bitten and the dog was in immediate danger of being

shot by police did they think to contain the animal.

Clearly the media and the public of the late 1800s and early 1900s had a grasp on the

causes and reasons for dog attacks. Obvious factors, such as excessive heat, teasing, chain-

ing, and abuse, were included in news reports of dog attacks to explain behavior. However,

not all cases involved provocation; some dogs attacked due to territorial or dominance issues,

and there are always cases when a dog attack cannot be attributed to any motivations that

can be understood by humans. 
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The reasons why dogs attack are often complex, but the answer to preventing dog attacks

is relatively simple: Humane care and control of dogs is often all that is needed to prevent

most dog attacks. Perhaps one reader summed up the dog problem best in 1905: 

“At this season of the year dogs that are suffering from the heat and the attacks

of pestiferous insects, are ill humored and cross. That they should snap at

children passing by or bite tormentors of more mature years is not

surprising…Perhaps, (the dog), is not to blame for all the assaults which he

commits. More blameworthy, possibly, is his owner. The dog owner’s duty to the

animal and the public does not end with the payment of the tax. If he does right

he will protect the animal from the torments of the heated season and by keeping

him off the streets, safeguard innocent people from the animal’s hot weather

temper. There are two sides to the vicious dog stories.”

Fort Wayne Daily News, July 21, 1905
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CHAPTER 6

The Use and Misuse 
of Courage: 
The Bulldog

“The greatest pup in Mongaup today is a brindled Bulldog as brave as he is
hideous. Every woman who meets the brindle pats it, seems disposed to kiss its
ugly mug, and says: ‘Good dog! Good dog!’”1

This is an excerpt from a Washington Post news story, in 1907, about a Bulldog that saved

the lives of 20 women huckleberry-picking in a field in New Jersey. The women wandered

near a fenced pasture in which a bull grazed. The bull became enraged at this perceived

intrusion, breaking down the fence and charging the soon frantic women. One of the women

had a Bulldog which had accompanied the ladies on their berry-picking adventure. Upon

seeing the women running from the maddened bull, the Bulldog rushed into the fray. The

dog intercepted and attacked the bull before it was able to reach the fleeing women.

As seen in the chapter on farm dogs, it was not uncommon for livestock to attack humans,

or for faithful dogs to rush to their aid. Neither was it uncommon for dogs to be heralded

or recognized publicly in the media for these deeds.

Dogs referred to as “Bulldogs” were extremely popular in the late 1800s and early 1900s.

These all-purpose dogs appealed to a wide variety of owners. Bulldogs functioned as guard

dogs, farm dogs, hunting dogs, police dogs, traveling companions, and house pets, as well

as in such inhumane pursuits as dog-fighting, attack dogs, and/or as an object to give their

owners a sense of power. 

As seen with the Bloodhounds and the Northern breeds, more often than not, attempt-

ing to distinguish between similar yet distinct breeds is nearly impossible. During the 19th

century the term “Bulldog” was a generic term used to identify a type of dog used for a

host of functions. Even though there were separate breeds recognized as the Bulldog, Amer-

ican Pit Bull Terrier, and Bull Terrier, all these dogs were regularly referred to by many

people and the media as simply “Bulldogs.” Although each of these breeds has a common

origin in a type of old English Bull-dogge used for bull baiting and/or pit fighting, each

has their own separate history of breeding for a specific trait, appearance or function. 



Then, as today, there was much confusion, debate and misinformation as to the history

and identification of the individual Bull-dog and Bull-terrier breeds. Less confusing and

more revealing was the immediate function of the dog, and in the realization of that, the

public and the media are found referring to dogs as either “Bulldog guard dog,” “pet Bull-

dog,” “Bulldog used in the pit,” or “farm Bulldog.” These identifications were far superior

to “Pit bull,” “Bull Terrier” or “Bulldog” in explaining the behavior of dogs found in attacks

or in the performance of heroic deeds. 

The Bulldog had proven itself a valuable and dependable companion to the American

people throughout the 19th century. Like most dogs, Bulldogs often endured hardship and

abuse, yet were steadfast in their loyalty and devotion to their masters. Bulldogs were highly

respected for these qualities, along with their fierceness. Fierceness was not considered a

negative attribute a century ago, and many Bulldogs were praised for this particular trait.

Fierceness was associated with courage and fortitude, and these characteristics were needed

on farms, in the wildness and even in cities. Fierceness was not the same as ferociousness,

and was not used to imply aggression towards humans.

Like any breed of dog that is popular and used in multiple functions, the Bulldog was

involved in a wide spectrum of incidents and events, most advantageous to men, but some

not so. Far too frequently in the human/dog relationship, humans place dogs in situations

or environments where dogs have little option but to behave badly, and Bulldogs, because

of their courageous nature, found themselves often in these lose-lose type of situations.

A strange kind of depravity is found a number of times in the late 1800s—that of men ini-

tiating a fight with a dog. This was seen in the staged match between a Siberian Bloodhound
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and a prize fighter in 1889. It was also seen a number of times with those who fancied them-

selves to be prize fighters. In another incident in 1889, two men were walking home one evening

in Indianapolis. The men were discussing a boxing match which recently occurred. They

passed by a house with a Bulldog in the yard. The less bright of the two claimed he could

“knock the dog out in one round.” The article goes on to say that “the brute accepted the

challenge, and a fierce fight ensued, in which the man was terribly bitten about the neck

and head. One eye was torn out and one ear bit off, and he would have been torn to pieces

had not the owner of the dog come to his rescue.” The article makes special note to describe

the man as “perfectly sober” at the time.2

As bizarre as this case is, this man showed far more bravery than any of the traditional

“dog fighters.” Dog fighters flatter themselves that they are sporting men. But unlike a true

sport which requires intelligence, stamina, or athletic prowess on the part of the human par-

ticipants, only the dogs display any of these abilities in this “sport.” The human agitators

stand safely off to the side, needing no sportsman-like qualities other than being able to

bend over and pick up the body of the animal which entrusted its life to this man. 

As is the case with most breeds of dogs, few Bulldogs, American Pit Bull Terriers or

Bull Terriers were expected to perform the original function associated with the breed. In

the late 19th century most of the Bulldogs, Bull Terriers and American Pit Bull Terriers

were not used for bull baiting or dog fighting, but were used to assist and accompany their

masters in the daily tasks of living.
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From the Bulldog used for hunting to the Bulldog kept as a house pet, the breed’s courage

and steady temperament proved itself on a daily basis and in almost every circumstance.

An incident which reveals much about the true nature of Bulldogs, even those dogs chained

and deprived of adequate human attention, is found in the following 1882 account:

A Dog Steals a Negro Baby
“Yesterday morning a Negro woman in East Selma laid a very young child on a

small pallet placed in the sun, where the wind would not strike it, and went to

another part of the yard to commence her week’s washing. Returning in a short

while great was her distress and agony to find the child gone. A diligent search

about the premises resulted vainly, and the mother was on the point of distraction

when a faint cry was heard from the large dog house that stood by, a peep into

which disclosed the baby stretched on the dog’s bed—all right with the exception

of a few scratches caused by being dragged over the ground, while the

mischievous author of the excitement, an over-grown Bulldog pup, looked

calmly on wagging his tail in an unconcerned way.”

Selma Times, March 23, 1882

In 1903 a newspaper article tells of Bum the police Bull Terrier chasing crooks in New

York City and leading his partner, Officer Shields, to the East River, where the dog began

tugging at a man floating facedown in the river. The man was blind and had stumbled into

the river. The Bull Terrier was credited with saving the man’s life. 

In 1906 an article entitled “Faithful Bulldog Copper Patrols Georgetown Beat”

describes how “Jim, a handsome Bulldog” was rescued by a police officer from a burning

building. The story goes on to explain how the Bulldog then became a member of the police

force, patrolling a beat with his human partner and assisting in arrests. True to the Bulldog

character, the canine police officer was reported to “love the excitement and dangers of

police work.”3

It was also not unusual to find “fierce” Bulldogs or Bull Terriers saving their

masters/mistresses from “ferocious” dogs of other breeds. In 1905 an article entitled

“Woman’s Battle with Dog” has the subheading, “Pulled Down by Vicious Setter, Pet Bull

Terrier Saved Her.” The rest of the article goes on to explain how the Setter jumped at the

woman, knocking her down, attacking and biting, before the woman’s Bull Terrier rushed

in and attacked the Setter dog.4

On the front page of the Davenport Democrat in 1924 is a photograph of two small

boys sitting on a bench. One of the boys has his arm across the shoulders of a little Bull-

dog, while the dog sits half on the bench and half draped over the boy’s tiny leg. Another

small boy sits beside them, his head swathed in bandages. The title of the article is “Pet

Bulldog Saves Two Children from Mad Dog’s Attack.” The lengthy article goes on to

describe in great detail the severe injuries inflicted in an attack by a mad Airedale Terrier
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on the two boys playing in the street. Queen, the little Bulldog, rushed out of the house

when one of the children’s mothers opened the screen door after hearing the boys’ cries.

The dog was credited with saving the lives of both children.5

Unfortunately, as we see time and again, there never seems to be a shortage of persons

using dogs as an extension of their violent tendencies, and so Bulldogs, ever ready to please

their masters, are found in situations of human initiated aggression. In 1871, there was a

case reported of an Edwardsville man sentenced to six months imprisonment for inciting

his Bulldog to attack his wife. The report reads: 

“The man having some grudge against his wife, locked the doors of the house so

she could not escape, and then deliberately incited a large bull dog to worry the

unfortunate woman. The details of her frantic struggle with the brute, which were

given in evidence before a magistrate were unspeakably horrible. She was

savagely bitten in many places by the dog, her husband doing his best to shut out

all means of escape.”

Edwardsville Intelligencer, November 23, 1871

There are numerous other cases found of men inciting, encouraging or “setting their

dogs” onto the unfortunate victims of their anger.

In 1905 we find an article about Bulldogs in which the author states; “A man is known

by the Bulldog he keeps.”6 Indeed, the reverse is probably even truer: the temperament and

behavior of many a Bulldog is known by the owner who keeps it.

The Bulldog’s image experienced a rather sudden turn in the early 1900s when they

left the farms, frontiers and pits and entered into urban apartment houses and began roam-

ing in great numbers through city streets. Like the Collie, the Bulldog had much credit in

the bank of public opinion in the later part of the 19th century. The Bulldog had proven

itself among all levels of society as a hard-working, loyal dog. The Bulldog’s occasional

function as a fighting dog influenced the image of the breed negatively to some degree,

but the many contributions the Bulldogs had made to early Americans as farm dogs and

loyal protectors counteracted their fighting image. 

It is no coincidence that President Theodore Roosevelt (1901–1909) owned a Bulldog

during his term in the White House at the height of the Bulldog popularity. However, the

bane of any breed is popularity. As seen time and time again, when a breed becomes exceed-

ingly popular, especially if the breed has a negative function attached to it, there will be a

significant increase in substandard and unsuitable owners. Such was the dilemma of the

Bulldog in the early 1900s. Bulldog popularity soared in the first decade of the 1900s and

Bulldogs were now found in great numbers in urban environments. 

No surprise that we should find the highest number of fatal Bulldog attacks during the

height of the Bulldog popularity (1900–1909). And no small surprise these attacks would
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be found clustered in the large cities, where these animals were often kept in apartment

buildings or allowed to roam the city streets. 

In New York City, a Bulldog killed his mistress after she savagely beat him the day

before. As the woman lay dying from her wounds she remarked, “I beat the dog for dis-

obeying me, and it was sullen all day.” The woman also said she began to feel remorse for

“whipping” the dog and had gone into the kitchen to get some meat for the dog when it

attacked her. She died the next day from her injuries.7

During this same decade, we find the previously discussed case of the Bulldog chained

to the cherry tree being teased by boys and killing a little girl who wandered too close to

the dog. 

In 1909 another tragic case of a Bulldog-related fatality could be found in New York

City. A woman, Mrs. Liebess, who suffered from epilepsy, owned a Bulldog which lived

with her in her apartment. Early in August the woman collapsed in a seizure. Her neigh-

bor Mrs. Sness and her 15-year-old son, hearing a commotion, went to the woman’s aid.

Upon finding the door locked, Mrs. Sness and her son broke open the door. After they

entered into the apartment, the Bulldog attacked both mother and son. Bedlam ensued as

mother and son struggled to fight off the dog, with the owner still on the floor semi-con-

scious. Other neighbors responded to the scene but were afraid to intervene because they

imagined the dog to be “mad.” The unfortunate woman who attempted to help her neigh-

bor died from her injuries from the over-protective and clearly agitated Bulldog. Her

15-year-old son survived.8

Besides a handful of fatal attacks, there were numerous severe attacks involving Bull-

dogs from 1900–1909. During this decade we find the Bulldog’s reputation turning from

a fierce dog to a ferocious dog.

One reader complained in 1904 about the tremendous boon in Bulldog ownership and

the number of owners who were looking for a vicious dog:

“In recent years, the bull dog fad has become very pronounced, it being

considered the thing by many people in towns to own bull dogs—and the uglier

and the more vicious the brute the more highly is he prized. Charlotte, for

instance, is infested with bull dogs.”

The Landmark, June 10, 1904

Another reader complained of the number of loose dogs and of the owners who “seem

to gloat over the fact of having a Bull Terrier that would take a man down if he came through

the yard gate.”9

While one faction of the public was encouraging the Bulldog to be a vicious guard

dog, others were seeking Bulldogs out as pets, which led the old-time Bulldog breed-

ers and dogfighters to bemoan the breed was losing its character (meaning fighting

ability). In 1912, a dogfighter complained at a Bulldog Society Show that the Bulldog
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was “becoming increasingly popular as a woman’s pet and was thereby losing much of

its fighting quality.” He further complains that “it is painful to see the coddling that goes on,

the feeding of milk and the best quality of steak, sleeping indoors, and general effeminizing.”10

Despite the confusion about function, despite an increase in severe/fatal attacks due to

increased popularity with substandard owners and guard dog use, and despite the overall

appearance of fierceness, the Bulldog never really found disfavor with the American pub-

lic. The media continued to recount cases of Bulldogs performing heroic deeds during this

decade (1900–1909) and in the decades to follow. 

It is worthy of note that in 1911 the Encyclopedia Britannica felt the need to address

the Bulldog’s true nature versus the reputation the breed had acquired in the previous

decade as a result of increased popularity with substandard owners. The edition defined

the Bulldog as:

“The Bulldog is a small, compact but extremely heavily built animal of great

strength, vigor and tenacity… Bulldogs were formerly employed in bull baiting

and the tenacity of their grip is proverbial. Their ferocious appearance, and not

infrequently the habits of their owners, have given this breed a reputation for

ferocity and low intelligence. As puppies, however, Bulldogs are highly

intelligent and unusually docile and affectionate, and if well trained retain

throughout life an unusual sweetness of disposition, the universal friendliness of

which makes them of little use as guardians.”

Fortunately for the Bulldogs, much of this confusion about function and behavior abated

when the public turned their attention to a newly emerging breed becoming known for its

intelligence and watchfulness. In less than a decade, the German Shepherd would replace

the Bulldog as the new status or fad dog.

With their popularity waning and with owners looking towards the German Shepherd

as their new protector and intimidation dog, Bulldog-related fatalities and the number of

severe attacks plummeted. 

◆ ◆ ◆

The case of the Bulldog in the late 1800s and early 1900s is perhaps the best example of

how function influences public perception.

During the 19th century, Bulldogs, more than any other breed, were used in the most

extreme of negative functions (dog fighting, guard/attack dogs) and in the most positive

functions (police dogs and in heroic deeds on farms). The media presented balanced report-

ing of both the devastation Bulldogs inflicted in attacks and of the contributions they made

by saving lives and defending the public as police dogs and personal guardians. Addition-

ally, the media often printed accounts of Bulldogs interacting with their owners and others

in the more mundane or everyday activities. Due to this balanced reporting, and the use of
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Bulldogs in many functions, both positive and negative, the Bulldog never received wide-

spread public condemnation, even during periods of increased popularity when many owners

allowed them to roam loose and behave aggressively. 

During the first three decades of the 1900s, there were scores of accounts of Bulldogs

saving their masters and mistresses from snakes, fires, drownings, gas leaks, burglars and

charging livestock, and saving or alerting people to children fallen off of cliffs or wander-

ing onto train tracks and highways. Even more enlightening about the attitudes and

perceptions of the times are accounts in which individual incidents of Bulldogs not previ-

ously known to be noble were recognized for an act of humane service.

In 1919 a story is told of a “big, ugly Bulldog named Sinful Sam” saving a child from

being run over on a highway in Berkeley, CA. The headline of the article reads “Bulldog

Saves Life of Boy Playmate, Former ‘Sinful Sam’ Now a Hero.”11

A most interesting and insightful understanding of function and image, as well as a clear

demonstration that owners ultimately control and determine the behaviors found in their

dogs, was chronicled in September 1900. This fascinating account entitled “Bulldog Saves

Child’s Life” with the subheading, “Thought it was Ordered to Attack Drowning Boy and

Brought him Ashore,” demonstrates with great clarity that even dogs used in negative func-

tions can be viewed as good dogs and can do good deeds. 

The account tells of an older man walking on the banks of St. Joseph River in Indiana

accompanied by his Bulldog. The owner of the dog heard a cry for help and hurried around

a bend in the river to find an 8-year-old boy drowning in deep water. The man admitted to

being too old to swim, but instead urged his Bulldog to go after the child. He threw a rock

in the direction of the boy and urged the dog to “go after” the boy. The article states:

“The dog, it is believed, took this as a hint to attack the boy, and did so, seizing

him by one arm and holding on like grim death while responding to his master’s

commands to come ashore.

“Once ashore, the dog released the boy to his owner, who then pulled him up

onto the riverbank.”

The story concludes:

“The dog is not credited with being actuated by a noble instinct, but the boy is

thankful, nevertheless, despite a very sore arm.”

Special to the New York Times, September 14, 1900

This small incident clarifies the essence of dogs. It was implied this Bulldog was a fight-

ing dog; nonetheless, when his owner commanded the dog to “attack” and “release” the

boy, the dog obeyed and saved the drowning youth. Owners control the behaviors of their
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dogs, and whether the dog is used in a negative or a positive function is at the complete

discretion of the owner.

A century ago, there was a more balanced view of both the dangers and contributions

dogs made to the welfare of humans. The media portrayed what many people at the time

seemed to understand: that good dogs occasionally behave “badly” and that even “bad” dogs

could do good deeds. 

By the early 1920s the vast majority of Americans would quickly forget the Bulldogs.

Well over half a century would pass before any of these breeds would enter back into the

collective consciousness of the American public. However, for over half a century in between,

1920–1970, millions of Bulldogs, Bull Terriers, American Pit Bull Terriers, American

Staffordshire Terriers and all their mixed breed cousins served Americans well in every pos-

sible capacity and circumstance. From high-profile Bulldogs such as Stubby, one of

America’s foremost canine military heroes, and Petey, the famed Little Rascals Pit bull pal,

to the millions of anonymous dogs whose owners either cherished, neglected, fought or hor-

rifically abused them, Bulldogs served Americans consistently, courageously, faithfully, and

peaceably.
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CHAPTER 7

The Media Re-Shapes an Image: 
The German Shepherd

By the early 1900s, the large guard dog breeds, the Bloodhound, Newfoundland, Mastiff

and Bulldog, were rather quickly being replaced by other breeds. It is with no surprise then

that we find that severe and fatal attacks from these breeds dramatically decrease.

By the first decade of the 1900s, new breeds were being developed in other countries

and imported to America. A few of these breeds gained tremendous popularity with the Amer-

ican people, becoming the new guard dogs, working dogs and companion animals. Perhaps

no breed has risen in popularity so rapidly, become so consistently popular, served in so

many capacities and dealt with so much conflicting criticism and praise as has the German

Shepherd Dog. 

The German Shepherd is a rather new import to the United States, with the first dog of

this breed registered by the American Kennel Club in 1908. The start of a new century along

with introduction of an entirely new breed allows for an old set of problems (breed, func-

tion, aggression) to be examined from a clean slate.

Like the Bloodhounds, Northern breeds and Bulldogs, attempting to obtain accurate breed

identification of the German Shepherd in cases of aggression is, at best, a difficult task.

Although the German Shepherd is a distinct-looking breed, the reliability of breed identi-

fications in attacks where German Shepherds were named as the breed is relatively low.

Police dog, German police dog, Shepherd dog, German Shepherd, Alsatian (still widely used

in Europe and other parts of the world), Alsatian Wolf dog and, of course, German Shep-

herd Dog are all terms that have been used at one time or another to describe the breed of

dog we know today as the German Shepherd.

The first reported fatal attack that may seem to suggest a German Shepherd is found

in 1887, when a young boy was killed in Indiana as he tried to pet a “shepherd dog.”1 There

is no doubt the dog involved in this fatality was not a German Shepherd, as the breed of

dog we know as the German Shepherd had not yet been created. The term “shepherd dog”

was certainly used to describe the function or class of dog (i.e., sheep dog, hound dog, ter-

rier) and not a specific breed. 

The generic term “shepherd dog” is seen again in another fatality in 1903, except this

dog was further described as a “valuable shepherd dog.” This case involved a farmer who

was going into town and wished to lock the dog in the barn while he was away. The dog

refused to enter the barn and when the owner tried to force the dog through the door, it



turned on his master. The shepherd dog was relentless in his attack. The man’s wife arrived

and made a desperate attempt to save her husband. She hit the dog in the back with an

axe, but this only maddened the dog further. She then swung a fateful blow that missed

its mark, instead striking her husband in the leg. The man died a few hours later from

blood loss.2

From 1887 through 1919, the only classification seen that even remotely suggests the

involvement of a German Shepherd in attacks is the word “shepherd” dog. It hardly needs

to be said that none of these cases can reasonably or reliably be attributed to the specific

breed of German Shepherd. 

Clues as to the possible breed involved in fatal/severe attacks are only slightly more

revealing beginning in 1928, when it was reported that a 5-year-old boy in Minnesota entered

into a building to play with three dogs kept there. The dogs, one of which was a police dog,

became excited, knocking the boy to the floor. The situation escalated into a fatal attack.3

But here again, function takes precedence over breed and the dog is described by what it

does, “police work,” rather than its specific breed. There exists the real possibility that this

dog was not a German Shepherd, as it was not unheard of for Collies or Bulldogs to be

described as police dogs during this time. 

By the mid-1930s, the descriptions are more revealing, as German police dogs are found

in reported cases of attacks. In July 1945, a young girl in Virginia was reported to have

been attacked and killed by a “big, brown and very vicious German police dog.”4 German

police dog was a very popular name for the German Shepherd from 1920–1945. This ter-

minology does not allow for the suggestion of any other breed, unlike the description “police

dog.” 

It was 1947 before the first dog involved in a fatality was officially named as a Ger-

man Shepherd, when it was reported that a small boy was attacked and killed while sledding

in Pennsylvania. By the 1940s the identification of German Shepherds involved in attacks

appears to have some reliability, and even though fatalities were rare, there were a substan-

tial number of severe attacks by this breed reported in the news.

◆ ◆ ◆

In direct contrast to the harm the media did to the reputation of the Bloodhound in the pre-

vious century, the media was directly responsible for salvaging the quickly deteriorating

image of the German Shepherd in the beginning of the 20th century.

By the 1920s the German Shepherd had already gained tremendous popularity in the

U.S. However, another phenomenon was gaining momentum just as quickly—the demo-

nization of the German Shepherd. By 1920, the German Shepherd was well on its way to

becoming the first “bad breed” of the 20th century. It is unclear as to the exact forces at

work which were rapidly destroying the reputation of this newly formed breed.

In the first decade of the 20th century (1900–1909), there were a significant number of

fatal dog attacks reported in the U.S. The only one of these that even remotely suggests a
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German Shepherd was the attack mentioned earlier (in 1903, involving a valuable shep-

herd dog and a farmer). 

By the second decade of the 20th century (1910–1919), fatal dog attack reports were

few and far between. It is unlikely that canine behavior changed dramatically from one

decade to the next. Perhaps it may be that with the First World War looming, the nation

and the media were focused on issues of greater magnitude and dog attack stories took a

back seat to national and international events.

With no authenticated cases of fatal German Shepherd attacks to be found from

1900–1919, it is difficult to surmise how the breed was developing such a bad reputation

so quickly. But, by the start of the 1920s, the German Shepherd had developed a widespread

reputation as a treacherous, deceitful and vicious dog, and was starting to overshadow the

Bloodhound’s long-standing image as the most ferocious breed.

No doubt there were non-fatal attacks on humans, and there appears to be a number of

cases of predation (attacking livestock) with this newly popular breed. The fact that the breed

was known in England as the Alsatian Wolf dog, and the term ‘wolf’ was attached to this

breed in its beginnings, most assuredly contributed negatively towards their image. A com-

mon thread seen in maligning the breed is this reference to wolf blood. Up until very recently,

people were very passionate in their hatred and fear of the wolf.

But what is clear is that by the 1920s there was a public perception that the German

Shepherd had few redeeming qualities, and that the breed’s only contribution to society was

in increasing the number of dog attacks in the community. We find the public debate in full

swing concerning the nature and disposition of the German Shepherd by the early 1920s.

After a volley of letters debating the behavior of the German police dog was printed in the

editorial section of the New York Times, Mrs. Dorothy Holden voiced her opinion in a

response dated July 11, 1924:

“I live in a neighborhood where there are at least ten within a radius of half a

mile, and during the past year six women and children (including my own

daughter) have been attacked by them without provocation—in two cases the

victims were only saved from being torn to pieces by the intervention of the

dogs’ owners.

“They do not seem to attack men or large dogs and if even a small dog shows

fight they usually slink off. And for any usefulness they may have or endearing

qualities, I do not notice…and with only a thin veneer over the wolf, they are

certainly not to be trusted.

“They are being imported in such numbers and are breeding so fast that they

will soon be as numerous as the rabbits in Australia, and are a far greater

menace.

74 Karen Delise



“In conclusion, we live in a semi-besieged state of terror from these German

police dogs, and the law does not seem to be able to help us, as their owners are

wealthy.”5

Indeed, this woman was not alone in her beliefs. In 1925, a New York magistrate pro-

posed a ban on the German Shepherd dog in Queens. The City Magistrate of Queens

requested that the County Health authorities ban German police dogs from the city, as they

had been “branded a menace.” Magistrate James J. Conway was also quoted as saying the

German police dog was:

“…savage, vicious and bred from wolves…In the city at the present time there

are thousands of these savage dogs. The police records show that there are 2,000

German police dogs in Queens…Hundreds of persons have been victims of dog

bites during the past year, and the majority of biting dogs were police dogs. The

dogs should be barred from the city.”

The New York Times, January 7, 1925

It is not well-known, but the first official breed ban was against the German Shepherd.

On May 2, 1929, the Australian government imposed an import ban on the Alsatian (Ger-

man Shepherd) that was to stay in effect until March 1974. The ban was proposed due to

the claim by the Graziers Federal Council of Australia and others that the Alsatian dog was

a vicious dog with wolf blood in its veins. The Alsatian was also branded a sheep killer

and the pastoralists (farmers) believed the dogs would mate with the dingo and produce a

new strain of powerful and intelligent sheep killers.

A Montana reader was in full agreement after reading about the ban in Australia. His

letter to the editor, entitled “Killer Dogs,” speaks for itself. He expounds on his theory with

the following comments:

“Australia has banned the German police dog and has ordered all in the country

to be sterilized, due to the fact that this dog is not a shepherd dog, but a killer.

The police dog is little less than a wolf.”

The editorial goes on to describe attacks by German police dogs on livestock in Min-

nesota and concludes with:

“Why pay a bounty on wolves?…when we allow misguided citizens to import

half-domesticated wolves from Germany and proceed to breed them and turn

them loose on the already over-vexed sheepman. The sheep dog is a friend to

man, but I would prefer the hyena to the German police dog.”6
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Just as the anti-German Shepherd movement was picking up speed, a number of extraor-

dinary events occurred that turned the tide of public opinion on its proverbial head. 

At the end of World War I, Air Force Corporal Lee Duncan returned to his California

home with two German Shepherd puppies he rescued from a deserted bunker in France.

The female puppy died soon after reaching the United States, but the surviving male puppy

thrived and was named Rin Tin Tin. Duncan, an animal enthusiast, spent the next three years

hounding movie studios to use his intelligent and well-trained dog in their productions.

Finally, in 1922, Rin Tin Tin won a bit part in the movie The Man from Hell’s River. The

rest is history; Rin Tin Tin went on to star in another 25 films (most of them silent movies)

in his 10-year career.

At the end of the 1920s, instead of printing editorials about vicious German police dogs,

the newspapers were full of accounts of heroic deeds by German police dogs, as the Ger-

man Shepherd craze was in full swing. 

Another event occurred concurrently with the rise of Rin Tin Tin, which perhaps was

not as well publicized, but certainly contributed to the turn around in public sentiment

towards the German Shepherd. In 1928, Buddy, a female German Shepherd, became the

first seeing-eye dog in the United States. This novel and humane function of the German

Shepherd was another very positive image that helped dispel the rumors and allegations of

wolf-like savagery associated with the breed only 10 years earlier. 

The tide had turned so dramatically that in July 1934, when a young Long Island boy

was killed by a chained German police dog, it was reported that the dog killed his young

companion because he was “tied out” and “crazed by the heat.” Another article describes

the dog as “maddened by the heat.” The implication now was that it was not in the true

nature of the breed to behave this way; provocation or extenuating circumstances drove

this dog to aggressiveness. This is quite a turnaround from the savage, vicious, treacher-

ous depictions of the German police dog prior to the introduction of Rin Tin Tin and Buddy. 

In addition to portraying the German Shepherd as a heroic breed, the media negatively

manipulated other breeds to assist in bolstering the “new” positive image of the German

Shepherd. A fascinating example of this was the 1925 release of the Rin Tin Tin movie Below
the Line. 

The movie begins with Rin Tin Tin being trained as a pit fighting dog. Early in the movie,

Rinty (as Rin Tin Tin was familiarly referred to) falls from a train and is severely injured.

He is nursed back to health and, of course, becomes devoted to the humans who have shown

him kindness. In return, Rinty saves his human benefactors from all types of peril, one of

these perils being an attack on the heroine by a pack of Bloodhounds.

A 1926 review of this movie shows with great clarity the reactions that Bloodhounds

could still elicit from people. It also demonstrates that the shift in public attitude towards

the German Shepherd had been so greatly influenced by the fictional Rin Tin Tin, that

the public could also easily accept the death of a villain by an attack by the “new” heroic

German Shepherd. 
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The title of this review is telling in and of itself:

Bloodhounds Rip into Rin Tin Tin in New Picture
“The Bloodhounds are loose! When that anguished cry shrieks out on the screen

sub-title, you take a new hold on whatever is nearest you and prepare to try and

stand the biggest thrill of all. For Below the Line has thrills from the opening

flash. But, when the Bloodhounds get loose, excitement knows no bounds…The

fight between the great shepherd dog and the pack of hounds is so vividly

realistic that the producers of the picture have seen fit to explain, in a screen

note, that it was filmed without any harm to the dogs involved.”

The review of this film also describes the scene in which the villain is attacked and killed

by Rin Tin Tin:

“…and you see Rin Tin Tin, the wonder dog come to the rescue. The dog kills

the villain in a scene that carries with it the maximum of terror but with the

minimum of repulsive detail.”

Appleton Post-Crescent, July 7, 1926

In addition to Rin Tin Tin’s severe aggression against the villain being acceptable in

the context of the dog acting in the interest of a “worthy cause,” the public’s overall atti-

tude towards certain canine behaviors was vastly different 80 years ago than they are today.

A century ago, dogs were not expected to behave amicably all the time. Aggression was

recognized to be part and parcel of what was the essence of the dog.

Americans have always loved their villains, be they of the two-legged or four-legged

variety. And even though some breeds had developed ferocious reputations, it was never-

theless understood that dogs were complex beings, capable of behaving badly, while still

serving their masters well. The concept of the familiar bond between owner and dog, along

with the exclusivity on which this bond was based, was well understood and accepted by

most people. This understanding allowed for the media to produce and the public to accept

the concept of this movie. The idea that Rin Tin Tin could be an ex-fighting dog, wary and

afraid of people, not only capable of severe/fatal aggression, but displaying fatal aggres-

sion towards a villainous human, while at the same time being a courageous and wonderful

companion animal to the humans with whom he had formed attachments, was understood

at some level to be the very essence of all dogs, be they Bloodhounds, German Shepherds,

or Bulldogs. 

One of the most fascinating aspects of the Rin Tin Tin movie Below the Line is not just

simply how dramatically it assisted in the reversal of the German Shepherd’s image from

vicious to noble, but the dredging up and use of the old “ferocious” breed, the Bloodhound,

to help accomplish this.
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However, by the late 1940s, there was a slight trend towards the vilification of the Ger-

man Shepherd again as the population of the breed was so great in the U.S. that it was unlikely

that all those dogs were following in the heroic pawprints of Rin Tin Tin. But this sentiment

was also squashed by another perfectly timed media event—television. Rin Tin Tin was rein-

vented on the television and brought into millions of American homes in The Adventures of
Rin Tin Tin, which ran from 1954–1959. This was to start another huge wave of popularity

for the German Shepherd and new issues with aggression would emerge in the late 1960s

and early 1970s. 

While the media was instrumental in salvaging the image of the German Shepherd, the

breed itself is also responsible for the turnaround in public sentiment. The German Shep-

herd dog truly was, and still is, a versatile, intelligent, loyal and hard-working dog. The

fact that this breed is used in humane and legitimate services to mankind (police work, mil-

itary service, seeing-eye dog, movie star, shepherd of livestock, and more recently bomb

sniffing, drug detection and search and rescue) are vital to helping the breed obtain and

maintain a positive public image.
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CHAPTER 8

The Myth of the Super-Predator: 
The Doberman Pinscher

How the Doberman Pinscher came to be considered a vicious breed is a fascinating study in

the creation of a myth. A new, entertainment-hungry society was unmoved by the shop-worn

vicious dog attack stories. Dogs have always attacked people and, as one journalist famously

commented, “When a dog bites a man, that is not news, because it happens so often…”

To shock or interest an audience that had seen the atrocities of War World II would take

more than your typical “dog bites man” story. And as was seen with the Bloodhound, vil-

lains and monsters (real or manufactured) are great entertainment. Jesse James, Lizzie

Borden, Bonnie and Clyde, the Boston Strangler and Charles Manson are so familiar to

generations of people because their evil doings are a thing of fascination and interest. And

because no animal can compare with the wanton acts of cruelty and depravity of humans,

we need to embellish or wildly exaggerate an animal’s size or savagery for it to even begin

to compare to the evil that men do.

We super-size animals to increase their capability to do tremendous damage and destruc-

tion, from over-sized apes (King Kong) and giant sharks (Jaws) to 40-foot crocodiles and

gigantic ants. And if super-sizing may seem too far-fetched with more familiar animals (dog,

cats, wolves), we instead instill them with supernatural or evil powers. We demonize them

to increase their shock or entertainment value.

The German Shepherd dog had the right ingredients upon which an image of the super-

predator could be created. Their association with the wolf was the prerequisite evil needed

to separate this breed from “normal” dogs. The intelligence of the German Shepherd was

never denied, even by those who despised the breed. Intelligence coupled with evil are per-

fect ingredients from which to build an image of supernatural abilities. 

The breed was barely two decades old before this fear of a super-predator overcame

the Australian government. Of course, their belief that German Shepherd dogs would mate

with wild canids and create a super-intelligent, super-efficient sheep killer did not materi-

alize in other countries which did not ban the breed. So while there were severe/fatal attacks

involving the breed, the German Shepherd had the opportunity to prove itself as an excel-

lent working dog and companion animal. The positive functions the breed became

associated with and a hearty dose of fictional fame helped this breed steer away from becom-

ing the first 20th century super-predator. 



By the 1930s, the Bloodhound image as the most vicious breed had finally faded and

with the new contender (the German Shepherd) knocked out of place, this left open the top

contender spot of most vicious breed. 

There would be no positive roles, humane functions or Rin Tin Tin to save the Dober-

man Pinscher. With the arrival of WWII, the Doberman would be dragged into the

super-predator spot by the leash of Nazi guards. And the American public would do its part

in keeping the Doberman firmly placed there for decades to follow. 

The formula for creating a dangerous dog has been demonstrated (use in negative func-

tions, abuse, poor socialization, chaining, dogs maintained as a pack, etc.). The formula for

creating a dangerous breed is something entirely different. Since no breed of dog is inher-

ently vicious, the creation of a “vicious breed” is in reality the creation of an image. 

The Doberman—From Intelligent Watchdog to Nazi Killer Dog
to Homicidal Guard Dog
In direct contrast to the controversy caused by the German Shepherd shortly after its intro-

duction into the United States, the Doberman Pinscher’s beginnings here started off quietly

and uneventfully. Both German imports, the German Shepherd and the Doberman, were first

recognized by the American Kennel Club in 1908. By the 1920s the Doberman was gaining

popularity and was beginning to get the attention and respect of a fair number of Americans.

In 1929, The Daily Northwestern newspaper (Oshkosh, WI) ran a photograph of two

impressive Dobermans side-by-side. The title over the photo was “Watchdogs for Chief Exec-

utives.” The caption explained that President Hoover was to be the recipient of one of these

dogs for his residence and Governor Kohler of Wisconsin was to receive the other dog for

the protection of his home.1

The Doberman was quietly gaining respect as an effective and intelligent watchdog.

No references to savagery or viciousness could be found describing the breed prior to 1940.

On the contrary, almost all references and superlatives used to describe the Doberman were

decidedly positive. Prior to WWII the adjectives repeatedly found describing Dobermans

included: well-behaved, well-trained, super intelligent, sleek, handsome, beautiful, pedi-

greed, champion, watchful, alert, and brave, along with other references which allude to

the Doberman’s growing popularity as a show dog, respected watchdog, and obedience dog. 

In the 1930s there was a relatively famous traveling show called “Willy Necker’s Canine

Carnival.” The stars of this show were five exceptionally trained Dobermans who awed

many audiences across the country with their intelligence and ability to perform tricks. 

In 1932, a Doberman Pinscher named Myra was awarded a gold medal from the National

Humane Society in recognition of her bravery. The Doberman was credited with saving

the life of her 3-year-old master in Dayton, Ohio. The child was picking a rose from a bush

in which a rattlesnake was coiled. The dog killed the snake, but was bitten in the process.
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The mother of the child and the veterinarian who tended the Doberman’s wounds made

application to the Humane Society to honor the dog’s bravery.2

By the end of the 1930s the Doberman seemed to have passed the courtship stage with

the American people and it appeared the breed would meld into American society as just

another intelligent and hard-working dog.

Then came WWII, with images of SS guards standing rigid and tall, their obedient Dober-

mans at their side and depraved accounts of concentration camp guards using Dobermans

to torture and kill prisoners. These horrific images of Dobermans serving their sadistic mas-

ters in the subjugation and destruction of innocents were seared into the minds of the public,

images many people can still conjure up today, 60 years later.

What is puzzling is that the German Army used other breeds as well as the Doberman

Pinscher. Why the Doberman was the only breed to become directly associated with the

atrocities of the Nazi soldiers is unknown. It is known that every concentration camp had

an SS dog unit, and many of these dogs were indeed Dobermans. When the U.S. Army lib-

erated Dachau, the American soldiers shot and killed all the SS dogs (Dobermans)

kenneled there. 

The fact that the United States Marine Corps also used Dobermans during WWII did

little to negate the Doberman’s association with Nazi Germany. Most of the Marine Corps’

Dobermans were used in the Pacific theater of operations, ferreting out Japanese soldiers

in fox tunnels and serving as sentry dogs and scout dogs. Dobermans were credited with

saving hundreds of lives of American soldiers in the battle of Guam.

The Doberman was invaluable and highly respected by the soldiers of the U.S. Marine

Corps and served their country with extraordinary efficiency and loyalty during WWII.

Unfortunately, this did not weigh heavily in assisting the image of the Doberman. Perhaps

if the Marine Corps dogs had not been nicknamed “devildogs,” it may have alleviated some

of the evil associated with the breed. But it is doubtful that anything could have impacted

strongly enough to erase the image of a Doberman standing at the side of Nazi guards. 

By 1950 the transformation was complete. The Doberman was almost universally known

as a vicious, heartless, demon dog, a beast which took delight in killing, unpredictable and

untrustworthy. Homicidal muscle dogs, Nazi hounds, crazed killers: There was literally no

end to the emotional epithets. The reaction to the sight or utterance of the word “Dober-

man” was instant and emotional. 

Although the Doberman had proven itself to be an extraordinarily trainable, intelligent

and reliable working dog, its newly formed reputation excluded its use in positive func-

tions. Before the dog could effectively work as a seeing-eye dog or in any other humane

function, people needed to put aside their fears and emotions, and this is almost impossi-

ble with many people once they accept a belief.

An interesting case in 1952 demonstrates the typical reaction to a Doberman. The account

is about a blind man who, rather unwillingly, is the recipient of a Doberman Pinscher see-

ing-eye dog. The report tells of Mr. Mike Chodak, a father of four children, who was having
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difficulty finding work due to his blindness. A friend urged him to get a seeing-eye dog

which would allow him more independence and opportunity to provide for his family. Mike

agreed and applied to the Pilot Guide Dog Foundation. After being accepted, he was noti-

fied that he needed to report to the Foundation’s training school in Columbus, Ohio. After

being evaluated at the school, Mike was assigned a dog suited to his particular needs. The

article reads:

“Needless to say when Mike was told that he had been assigned Baron, and that

Baron was a Doberman Pinscher, he ‘almost packed up and came home.’ All he

could think about were the four children at home and the countless things he

heard about Dobermans. All the rumors, Dobermans were mean, they were

vicious, they were untrustworthy, they minded only their master, they attacked

for no reason at all, made it impossible for Mike to sleep at night.” 

The story goes on to tell of the confidence and trust developed between Mike and Baron,

and how inseparable man and dog had become during training. Still, Mike feared introduc-

ing the dog to his wife and children. Upon returning home with Baron, Mike was amazed

at how wonderfully the dog responded to his children, and commented on how rapidly “the

dog and the children took to each other that in a very few minutes, the four youngsters and

the dog were wrestling each other all over the living room floor.”3

Most people did not have a Doberman thrust on them and did not need to go through

the emotional process of discarding their fears and dealing with reality. This prejudice became
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a constant obstacle in introducing the breed to new functions. Organizations that trained

dogs for humane services then reasoned, Why take on this extra burden of “selling” the

breed when other breeds could provide these services without “threatening” the public? 

Now being shunned from legitimate and humane work because of its image, the breed

had no avenue by which to rise above and beyond the original breed design (i.e., guard

dog). As seen, guard dog status bodes poorly for any breed—it encourages breeding for

aggressive traits and for use in negative functions which are often abusive to the dog and

serve to instill fear in the general public. 

No Doberman Lassie would arrive in American living rooms, showing the breed sav-

ing children from wells and romping with children. But, of course, there were thousands

of Dobermans romping with children and protecting and saving their masters. 

The Doberman would be kept in this position of super monster by a couple of real life

incidents and by a huge number of rumors, myths, untruths and outrageous theories. While

Doberman fatal attacks were very few and very far between, there were two cases of fatal

attacks that had the terrible misfortune to occur within 5 years of each other, to both occur

in New Jersey, with both victims being female owners, and both cases were covered exten-

sively by both national and local newspapers throughout the country.

The 1955 case involved, not surprisingly, two Doberman guard dogs in Seaside Park,

N.J. The owner, a 64-year-old woman, was walking the dogs on the beach when the dogs

“turned on her” and killed her. The dogs were reported in the news to be “racing madly

about her body.”4

The 1960 case involved a 55-year-old woman in Northvale, N.J. The woman was the

owner of the Aufenberg Kennels and there were approximately 40 dogs on the premises,

many of them Dobermans. The Doberman responsible for killing his mistress was a 5-year-

old champion male show dog. The woman was killed inside the house after an apparent

struggle. The newspapers reported the dog was found near the woman “lunging about in

wild circles.”5

What seemed to be lost in the recounting of the 1960 attack was that this dog did not

suddenly “turn” on his mistress. The woman had been advised by one individual to “keep

the dog in check” after two persons had recently been bitten by the animal, and she had

been advised by her doctor to get rid of the dog because of his aggressiveness.

Both these stories made references to what could only be described as psychotic behav-

iors by the dogs involved. The one case the dogs were “racing madly about her body” and

in the other case the Doberman was “lunging in wild circles.” This kind of reporting was

virtually unheard of in all other fatal attacks. No doubt many dogs involved in fatalities

were still in a state of heightened agitation after an attack, but except for being described

as generally vicious or ferocious, extreme behaviors after an attack were almost never

reported. 
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Certainly these dogs were vicious, but one can’t help but wonder if the reporting of the

behaviors after the attack were added to reinforce the pre-existing rumors of maniacal behav-

ior or if these two stories were the beginnings of the “crazed” Doberman theory. 

The dates when the rumors and theories of Doberman homicidal tendencies began to

emerge are impossible to pin down, however, sometime during the 1960s these rumors of

the crazed Doberman had taken on a life of their own. One of the most popular myths had

the skulls of the Doberman too small to accommodate their growing brains—causing the

dogs to go mad and their brains to explode. (Unbelievably, this rumor is still heard

today—but it is mostly now attributed to the new “super-predator,” the Pit Bull). Almost

comically, two conflicting rumors were running at this same time: Dobermans only obey
their masters and the strangely opposite rumor in which Dobermans only kill their masters.

Slightly less popular, but still the belief of many people, was that the Doberman did not

respond to human kindness, that the dogs were robotic killing machines, unmoved and unre-

sponsive to the love and affection of humans. 

Other breeds of dogs were involved in far more severe/fatal attacks during this time

period. Hundreds of thousands of Dobermans were in the United States, living peaceful

lives—certainly not mauling or killing anyone. The Doberman had proven itself an invalu-

able asset to the U.S. Marine Corps, was recognized as an intelligent seeing-eye dog and

efficient tracking dog and had served thousands of Americans well in numerous capacities.

None of this mattered. Like the Bloodhound, the image was set in the collective conscious-

ness of the public and would not be shaken loose.

From 1950 to 1979, at the height of the Doberman’s infamy and popularity, the breed

was found responsible for the same percentage of fatalities as the “friendly” Retriever breeds

(Labrador and Golden). The question then becomes, how did the Doberman maintain its

reputation as the most vicious of all dogs when other breeds and types of dogs were involved

in as many, or more, cases of severe and fatal attacks? 

Either Dobermans were truly vicious, but terribly ineffective in causing injuries, or their

image was not based in reality. Clearly, the Doberman is not ineffective at any function

assigned to it. The breed is powerful, capable, and intelligent. It is doubtful the German

Army and the U.S. Marine Corps, two very efficient-minded organizations, would use the

breed if it proved ineffectual at the required tasks (which included aggression). This leaves

the only other possibility: The Doberman’s image was just that—an image.

◆ ◆ ◆

Diane McWhorter is the Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Carry Me Home: Birmingham,
Alabama: The Climactic Battle of the Civil Rights Revolution.6 In a 2005 interview, Ms.

McWhorter commented on the critical use of photo imagery in the Civil Rights Revolu-

tion during the 1960s.7 She discusses how the use of a single episode of media-presented

dog aggression could arouse and influence an entire population into accepting a cause or

belief.
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In discussing how the country finally came to rally behind the Civil Rights movement,

Ms. McWhorter commented on the infamous photographs of children being attacked by

police dogs, along with the use of fire hoses, during the Birmingham protest riots in 1963:

“The photos of the dogs and the fire hoses nationalized the movement, no 

doubt about it. The actions photographed were such a graphic, primitive 

expression of the system. Ironically, the dogs were only out for no more

than half an hour, and they never came back again…But the dogs got

the job done very quickly! It is sort of a joke in the movement that a few

dog bites—and not even that many people were bit—accomplished what

a century of suffering and mayhem had not.

“The pictures not only recalled Nazi Germany and their police dogs, but also

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, with the Bloodhounds chasing Eliza. They really spoke to

the collective memory of the country.”

All the speeches by civil rights activists, all the injustices and pleas for change and equal-

ity, did not impress the public nearly as much as a half hour of film footage showing police

dogs biting and worrying protestors (specifically, child protestors). These few dog bites were

perhaps the very least of the injustices bestowed upon African-Americans, but this brief

imagery had more impact than a thousand speeches. 

A fixed time and place (Nazi Germany during WWII), and a single horrifically nega-

tive function (attack-trained dog), would be the image associated with all Dobermans for

decades. How quickly and effortlessly the public embraced the image of Doberman sav-

agery is an unsettling example of transference. How long and insistent the public was in

refusing to believe otherwise, despite evidence to the contrary, is an equally disturbing exam-

ple of mass ignorance. The Nazi Doberman could have been so easily seen for exactly what

it was—human savagery and human initiated evil.

It is doubtful the human ego will ever allow for the full acknowledgement that the ter-

rible acts exhibited by these dogs were a direct result of the evil in us—be it the Cuban

Bloodhound incited to attack a fleeing slave, a Doberman incited to attack a prisoner of

war, or a Pit bull incited to attack another Pit bull. These human perversions of the human/dog

bond have resulted in a public condemnation, prejudice and accepted cruelty against cer-

tain breeds because placing the blame on the dogs allows us to distance ourselves from the

abominations found in our own nature.

◆ ◆ ◆

As with the Bloodhound and the Doberman and, later, the Pit bull, for every person who

fears this breed there seems to be another who will seek it out for this exact reason. And

so despite, or because of the Doberman’s image of viciousness, the popularity of this breed

soared during the three decades from 1950–1979.
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In 1964 there were 4,815 new dog registrations for Dobermans filed with the American

Kennel Club, making the Doberman the 22nd most popular purebred dog in the U.S. Five

years later, in 1969, the Doberman rose to the 16th most popular purebred dog in the U.S.,

with 13,842 new dog registrations. Ten years later, in 1979, the Doberman would be the

2nd most popular purebred dog in the United States, with 80,363 new dog registrations.

At the height of their infamy, 1950–1979, well over half a million people obtained and

registered a Doberman Pinscher. The Doberman Pinscher was consistently more popular

during this time than the Golden Retriever, with more than double the amount of dogs being

registered by the American Kennel Club.

While there were probably a substantial number of dog-savvy people who obtained a

Doberman because they did not buy into the “crazed Doberman theories,” there is no deny-

ing that many people who obtained Dobermans did so precisely because they did buy into

these theories. An increase in a breed’s negative image or reputation for aggression unfail-

ingly yields an increase in the number of substandard owners. 

Still, hundreds of thousands of Dobermans did not live up to their vicious reputation,

despite the increase in substandard owners, despite the increase in irresponsible breeding

to meet high demands, and despite their use as guard and protection dogs.

What was sorely lacking in real-life attacks for the media to cover was more than made

up for in fictional accounts of vicious Dobermans. Any movie, TV or advertisement spot

that required the portrayal of a vicious dog would be filled by a menacing, snarling Dober-

man, most times with lips pulled back to expose the maximum amount of teeth.

Fortunately for the Doberman breed, by the 1980s their “reign of terror” had run its course

and people would set their sights on a new breed to become their next super-predator.

It needs to be pointed out that all the prior bad reputations assigned to individual breeds,

from the bloodthirsty Bloodhound, to the treacherous German Shepherd, and the homici-

dal Doberman, did not come about as the result of newspaper manipulation or sensationalism.

The media outlets which contributed so greatly towards shaping (or redeeming) bad repu-

tations of these breeds were plays (Tom Shows), playbills, movies, television, advertisements

and word of mouth. 

Prior to the 1980s, newspapers never appeared to have a breed-biased agenda. Breeds

were identified in the reports to add interest and detail. As seen, the newspapers were very

keen on presenting triggers, circumstances and factors which may have contributed to a

dog attack. The newspapers also printed many positive stories about dogs, and did not shy

away from a good dog story because it involved a breed with a bad reputation. 

Prior to 1980, the breed of dog was not the story; the attack was the story, with the breed

an added detail. 

Even in the two highly publicized cases of Doberman attacks in New Jersey in 1955

and 1960, the newspapers did not malign or discuss breed tendencies or imply breed vicious-

ness. Other than describing the psychotic behaviors of the dogs after the attack, nothing
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else was remarkably different about these dog attack reports than any of the other dog attack

stories reported in the newspapers. 

Prior to the 1980s, theories and myths about Doberman skull size and wild rumors about

viciousness were not taken up by the newspaper media—these outlandish theories were left

in the schoolyards where they belonged. But, starting in the early 1980s, all of this would

change.

A new breed of dog would start to be found in attacks and a new unscrupulous media

would stir this into a storm of hysteria. Not only would the newspapers emphasize breed

above all other elements in dog attacks, but the media would print outrageous rumors, myths

and theories about anatomy and temperament that earlier generations of reporters had the

good sense and professionalism to leave in the children’s playgrounds.
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CHAPTER 9

Setting Dogs Up For Failure: 
The New Guard Dogs

“Tis sweet to hear the honest watch-dog’s bark
Bay deep-mouth’d welcome as we draw near home.”

Lord Byron, Don Juan

Of all the functions that dogs perform, perhaps none is more rooted in the familiar bond

than that of the guard dog. For thousands of years dogs have been praised and held in esteem

for their service in protecting their owners from the dangers of unfamiliar persons or ani-

mals. However, as evidenced, this is the function which also dooms many dogs to failure,

as it expects dogs to assess danger by human standards and morals. Another level of owner

recklessness that dooms many dogs to failure is found when dogs are mismanaged to such

a degree that they are permitted to harass, intimidate or attack other beings while roaming

off their territory.

The following incidents of canine and human aggression are but a very small sampling

of newspaper articles found during one single decade:

• “Policeman Uses Last Bullet to Kill Dog” is the headline of an article about a dog

attack which sent three people to a hospital in Philadelphia and led to the pursuit

of the dog by police. A police officer had finally barricaded the attacking dog

inside a doghouse, but the dog tore down the boards blocking the entrance and

lunged at the policeman. The officer shot the dog six times, after which the dog

retreated back into the doghouse. Within seconds the dog “came flying out of the

doghouse again” and it took another three bullets to kill the charging dog.

• Drug agents drove up to a duplex looking to make an arrest. The suspects rushed

out of the house, loosening and ordering their dog to attack the officers.

• A girl is critically injured after three dogs attack her, tearing her scalp off and

dragging her through the yard.

• A dog is shot twice after attacking two children and biting a police officer. The

wounded dog runs from police and, after a protracted chase, they catch up with the

dog. The dog attacks the police officers and it requires another seven bullets to

stop the charging animal.



• A police officer is forced to shoot a dog that aggressively cornered him at a gas

station.

• A mounted police officer is forced to shoot a dog attacking his horse.

• Police arrive to find a small girl being mauled by a dog. They are unable to release

the child from the dog’s grasp and instead are forced to shoot the dog at close

range.

• Police are unable to locate a murder suspect. When answering a call for a vicious

dog attacking a pedestrian, they capture the dog and trace it back to the murder

suspect.

• A pack of dogs terrorize schoolchildren, chasing and biting three of them.

• A postal worker is severely injured when a dog bolts out of a house and attacks

him.

• A man and his dog are attacked by another, larger dog. The man is injured

attempting to save his little dog, but the small dog is mauled to death.

• A dog chained to a tree attacks and mauls a woman; she dies three days later.

• A boy is severely mauled by the dogs his parents use for breeding.

• An elderly woman enters into her backyard and is killed by her son-in-law’s two

guard dogs.

• An owner is arrested for releasing and siccing his dog on a police officer.

If asked to guess the breed of dog in all the above cases, most people today would be

rather quick to venture that they involved a Pit bull, because these are kinds of stories we

read about that breed today. However, all the above cases occurred from 1965 to 1976 and

all the dogs involved were German Shepherds.

It is fairly obvious that the German Shepherd was the dog of choice for those who were

looking for an intimidation dog or an attack/guard dog during the 1960s and 1970s. So it

should be of no surprise that the German Shepherd would be found overrepresented in severe

and fatal attacks during this time period (see Appendix B). But the German Shepherd never

received the widespread public condemnation that the Bloodhound had in the 1800s or that

the Pit bull receives today. 

The explanations for this are rather obvious:

• The German Shepherd has consistently been used in positive functions by persons

in authority (i.e., police, search and rescue, bomb detection, seeing-eye dog, etc.).

These very public displays of the German Shepherd in positive functions were a

tremendous asset to the breed image.

• The media never portrayed the German Shepherd negatively (as shown, the exact

opposite was true).
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• During the time of increased attacks with this breed, experts discussed and

addressed canine aggression from a multi-faceted approach (examining owner,

victim and canine behaviors as contributory factors in dog attacks).

• The Doberman Pinscher already held the top spot as super-predator.

Since the German Shepherd breed was involved in far more severe/fatal attacks than

the Doberman, reason would have it that the Doberman should have been upstaged as most

vicious breed by the German Shepherd during these two decades. However, image and real-

ity are not dependent on each other. The German Shepherd had both a real-life and

fiction-based image rooted in positive functions, which the Doberman breed was sorely

lacking.

The Doberman Pinscher had no visible redeeming qualities to most people and so the

image of viciousness could easily be maintained. Additionally, the German Shepherd did

not have wild theories or outrageous claims about brain size, unpredictability and other myths

associated with the Doberman. 

Another very important factor occurring during the 1970s afforded much damage con-

trol to aggressive attacks involving German Shepherds. Despite increased incidence of

aggression with certain breeds (specifically Great Danes, St. Bernards and German Shep-

herds) during this period, medical professionals (both human and canine specialists), humane

society personnel and animal control officers were giving serious consideration to the forces

behind what they perceived to be a growing dog bite problem.

After a series of very severe attacks in the early 1970s, a group of experts addressed

the issue of the “rising epidemic of dog bites in major American cities.” This was based

on the fact that dog bites rose in New York City from 27,000 reported bites in 1965 to 38,000

reported dog bites in 1972. The opinion was that the increased number of dog bites was

related to inner city ghetto growth, as low-income families acquired dogs they could not

properly care for, while others obtained large guard dogs to protect against burglary and

vandalism. The only reference to breed was the mention of a trend for families to switch

from smaller pet dogs to the larger guard dog breeds, such as the German Shepherd and

Great Dane.1

In 1977, a young boy in Atco, New Jersey was severely attacked by his grandmother’s

German Shepherd. The dog ripped off part of the crown of his head, severed his ear from

the ear canal and mangled his mouth. The parents despaired at the numerous operations

that would be required to reshape the boy’s mouth to return it to some normalcy. The plas-

tic surgeon involved in this case commented publicly about the increase in severe dog bites

seen in the hospitals in Southern New Jersey and Philadelphia, stating “35 youngsters in

one summer (1977) is way out of line.” Also recounted was an incident of another young

boy severely disfigured by his neighbor’s Labrador Retriever mix and Great Dane. The sur-

geon commented on the deforming injuries inflicted on children by family pets “which had

never shown signs of being vicious before.”2
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The experts consulted for this article (plastic surgeons and veterinarians) discussed the

epidemic as being the result of the acquisition of guard dogs by inexperienced owners, the

indiscriminate breeding of dogs and the inability of owners to properly care for or control

their dogs. 

Throughout the 1970s dog attacks were viewed as a multi-faceted problem, based on

function of dog (guard dog), owner responsibility, loose roaming dogs, poor breeding prac-

tices, and the danger of children with unfamiliar dogs. The problem was discussed and

viewed as a combination of factors at work, along with a need to educate the public in dog

bite prevention. Neither experts nor the media suggested the eradication of the German Shep-

herd (or any other breed) as a solution to the dog bite epidemic. Nor was breed presented

as the driving force behind aggression. More than anything, guard dog function was pre-

sented as the single most predominant factor in canine aggression, coupled with uneducated

owners. 

◆ ◆ ◆

The German Shepherd shared guard dog status with the Doberman Pinscher and Great Dane

in the late 1960s and early 1970s. A person looking for a guard or attack dog during this

period usually turned to one of these breeds. It was not uncommon to find some owners

having more than one of these guard dog breeds at the same time. A fatality in 1967 involved

a little girl killed by her stepfather’s Great Dane guard dog. The stepfather also kept a Dober-

man and German Shepherd in the yard, neither of which participated in the attack on the

little girl. 

In only a five-year span, 1970–1974, these three breeds (German Shepherd, Doberman,

Great Dane) together registered 735,469 new dogs with the American Kennel Club. Those

examining canine aggression at this time understood the consequences of nearly 3/4 of a

million of these large guard dog breeds going into the hands of many less than suitable own-

ers in such a short period of time. It was the acquisition of these breeds as guard dogs or

status dogs and their owners’ subsequent lack of control over these animals which was cor-

rectly identified as the force behind attacks on humans. 

Thirty years later, both the dog and human population in the United States had increased

by millions, yet the population of these three guard dog breeds has decreased dramatically.

In the five-year time span from 2000–2004, there would be only 300,000 Dobermans,

German Shepherds and Great Danes registered with the American Kennel Club. There were

over 400,000 less of these three guard dog breeds registered in the U.S. than there were 30

years earlier (1970–1974). This was not because people no longer sought out guard dogs

or status dogs; it is simply because people sought out new breeds to be their guard dogs.

The new breeds were the Pit bull, and later the Rottweiler. 

The now familiar trend repeats itself. As the German Shepherd, Doberman and Great

Dane were no longer sought out as status or guard dogs, severe attacks and fatalities asso-

ciated with these breeds decreased dramatically. As the Pit bull and Rottweiler dogs became
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the new guard and image enhancing dogs, attacks associated with these breeds increased.

The fatalities are directly associated with the increased popularity of these breeds among

substandard owners. 

Unlike the American Pit Bull Terrier, the Rottweiler is recognized by the American Ken-

nel Club. New dogs registered on a yearly basis with this organization provide some

indication of an increase in the population of certain purebred dogs. 

5 Year Span 1975–1979 5 Year Span 1995–1999

# of Dogs Registered # of Dogs Registered

Doberman 372,532 82,243

Rottweiler 9,961 355,797

Clearly, a new generation of owners looking for a status/guard dog turned to the

Rottweiler as their breed of choice.

Owners who admire and respect other characteristics in the Doberman continue to own

the breed, and these tend to be the more responsible and serious owners. Those owners look-

ing for a new status breed obtained the newer version of the Doberman, namely the

Rottweiler. These are potentially dangerous owners, because they purposely seek out what

they believe to be the newer, trendier breed of dog in order to project an image of power.

People who simply acquire the newest status/guard dog are very often unfamiliar with breed

characteristics, have no genuine concern for obtaining or maintaining dogs with stable tem-

peraments, and/or fail to ensure that breeding dogs are medically and behaviorally sound.

Yet these are the very owners producing the next generation of guard/status dogs, as their

dogs are usually intact and more often than not have been bred. 

As history has demonstrated, the bane of any breed is popularity coupled with an

increased use of the breed as guard dogs by substandard owners. 

The following four examples are typical scenarios found in guard dog attacks and are

actual cases of human fatalities:

Case #1 
Elderly woman wanders into her backyard and is killed by her son-in-law’s two

guard dogs.

Case #2 
Elderly woman wanders into her backyard and is killed by her son-in-law’s two

guard dogs.

Case #3
3-year-old climbs over fence and is killed by two guard dogs.

Case #4
4-year-old climbs over fence and is killed by two guard dogs. 
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Notice that Case #1 and Case #2 are identical in all respects: victim profile, function

of dog, location, relationship (or lack) of victim to dogs, etc. Case #1 occurred in 1976 and

involved two German Shepherds. Case #2 occurred in 1994 and involved two Rottweilers.

The 3rd and 4th cases are also identical in all respects, except for a one-year age dif-

ference between the victims. Case #3 occurred in 1972 and involved two German

Shepherds. Case #4 occurred in 1997 and involved two Rottweilers.

The breed of guard dog is the only variable that changed over the decades. In 1975 the

German Shepherd was the second most popular purebred dog in the United States with

76,235 AKC registered new dogs. In 1995 the Rottweiler was the second most popular pure-

bred dog in the United States with 93,656 AKC registered new dogs. The Doberman was

the 4th most popular purebred dog in 1975 and fell to 18th place in 1995. Clearly, Amer-

icans were looking to the Rottweiler (and Pit bull) to be their new status/guard dogs.

The truth is, regardless of breed, guard dogs are not suitable animals to keep in a res-

idential area. Anyone believing ownership of such a dog is an asset faces the real

possibility of being criminally and/or civilly charged when their guard dog causes injury

to a person. They also risk the possibility of being attacked themselves if they are unable

to exert control, physically and mentally, over these powerful animals.

As demonstrated throughout the last two centuries, guard dogs rarely attack and injure

criminals or trespassers intent on evil doings—guard dogs attack neighbors, children, and

persons looking to conduct legitimate business on or near the location of the dogs. And as

seen a century ago, guard dogs are not averse to attacking their owners when treated harshly

or when owners can not control these potentially dangerous animals. 

While there may be a small number of very experienced and professional trainers able

to handle, control and supervise their guard dogs adequately, almost everyone else lacks

the resources, ability, strength, knowledge or time to properly control and supervise a dog

trained or encouraged to behave aggressively as a guard dog. 

A clear example of the difference between guard/attack dogs and companion animals

is found in a case of a fatal attack involving three Rottweilers and their owner: 

In 1998 an elderly woman broke her hip, which necessitated the use of a wheelchair.

The woman had owned a female Rottwelier for the past eight years. More recently she had

obtained two male Rottweilers, imported from Germany. Neighbors claim she took pride

in the fact that both these dogs were professionally trained attack dogs. One day in Sep-

tember she was in her driveway when the two male dogs attacked her. She was dragged up

and down the driveway before deputies arrived, shooting both dogs. The female Rottweiler

was found “hiding” in the backyard near a kennel. The female dog had bite wounds on her

body and a severe bite to her face. It is unknown if the female Rottweiler had attempted to

intervene on behalf of her long-time owner or if the male dogs had simply attacked her

during the fray and she escaped to the backyard. Either way, the female Rottweiler did not

participate in the attack and she was clearly “frightened” by the behavior of the two male

guard/attack dogs. The owner later died from her severe injuries.
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This case demonstrates many components and factors found in severe/fatal dog attacks.

Three large dogs take a considerable effort to maintain. In addition to the female Rottweiler,

this woman needed to be able to control two intact, 2-year-old male Rottweilers with attack

dog training. For even the most able-bodied person these dogs would be a formidable chal-

lenge to maintain control over and to care for. 

Certainly, elderly or physically challenged individuals can safely keep a large dog, but

increased risks may occur when multiple dogs, intact and trained for aggression, are kept

by individuals clearly not able to control these animals should they become excited or

aggressive.

◆ ◆ ◆

Since the beginning of the human/dog bond, people have used dogs to protect themselves

from other beings. While dogs obtained to function as defenders or guards to their masters

and his possessions have higher incidents of aggressive encounters with humans than dogs

acquired strictly for companionship, there are other risk factors which need to be assessed

before condemning the use of guard dogs. 

There is no question that man inflicts far more grievous and frequent harm to his fel-

low man than dogs ever have or will. Guard and protection dogs have rendered a great service

to mankind throughout history. Untold numbers of people have not fallen victim to other

humans because they owned a guard dog that was perceived as protective or menacing.

Millions upon millions of lonely people have benefited emotionally and physically from

the security and comfort of having a protection dog by their side. While there are elevated

risks associated with the maintenance of guard dogs (as compared to dogs maintained strictly

as companions), the truth is that legions of guard dogs have contributed to our well-being

without cost.

If we wish to continue to reap the emotional and physical benefits of owning guard dogs

we must treat them humanely and owners must take responsibility for controlling situa-

tions where their dogs may be behaving appropriately by canine standards, but

inappropriately by human standards.
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CHAPTER 10

The Media Attacks a “Breed”: 
The Pit Bull

“Falsehood flies and the truth comes limping after, so that when men come to be
undeceived, it is too late: the jest is over, and the tale has had its effect.”

Jonathan Swift

In a 10-year span, from 1966–1975, there is only one documented case of a fatal dog attack

in the United States by a dog which could even remotely be identified as a “Pit bull” (i.e.

American Pit Bull Terrier, American Staffordshire Terrier, Staffordshire Bull Terrier, Bull

Terrier, American Bulldog, English Bulldog or any dog resembling a “Pit bull” or “Bull-

dog”).

So, how did the “Pit bull” find itself fully entrenched as the new super-predator by the

early 1980s?

◆ ◆ ◆

By the middle of the 1970s there became an emerging public awareness of the cruel prac-

tice of dog fighting in the United States. Dog fighting began to get the attention of law

enforcement and, hence, the media during this time and was being exposed as an insidious

and growing problem throughout the country. 

About the same time, in the summer of 1976, a California boy was killed by a dog.

Newspapers from Louisiana and New Jersey to California reported this event, with each

newspaper using a different breed description. The dog involved in this incident was alter-

nately described as a Bulldog, Bull Terrier, or Pit bull. More than a few newspapers reported

that the dog “locked its jaws on the child’s neck.” One newspaper could not make up its

mind as to which breed caused the fatality so they simply mixed and matched the anatomy

and alleged behavior of an American Pit Bull Terrier with that of the (English) Bulldog.

The headline starts off claiming, “Five-year old killed by Bulldog” and in the next line iden-

tifies the dog as a “Pit bull.” After now identifying the dog as a Pit bull, the article offers

the following (incorrect) theory about English Bulldog anatomy that allegedly explains the

“locking jaw” reported in this attack: “Because a Bulldog’s lower jaw is longer than the

upper jaw, it is physically impossible for the dog to let go while there is any tension on

whatever it is holding in its mouth.” 



During this time, as police raided dog fighting operations, arresting dog fighters and

seizing Pit bulls, the media began covering this growing subculture of drugs, guns, gam-

bling and fighting dogs in earnest. Shelter personnel were interviewed about why the Pit

bulls seized during the raids were being euthanized. Comments about the “killer instinct”

of the Pit bull (unfortunately not defined as it was meant—dog-on-dog aggression) were

found in these reports. Many of these shelter personnel lamented the destruction of these

dogs and commented that despite their strength, tenacity and encouraged aggression towards

other dogs, the seized Pit bulls were loyal, friendly and affectionate animals.

Unbeknownst to the media, law enforcement and shelter workers, the exposure of this

cruel and seedy subculture and their descriptions of the Pit bull’s fierce but loyal nature

would strike a chord with a segment of the human population which has always been

attracted to dogs they believe will enable them to impress or intimidate other humans.

Exposing breeds of dogs involved in a negative function, through no fault of their own,

will not increase their popularity with the average owner looking for a dog. Dogs por-

trayed in negative functions (fighting, guarding drug stashes, etc.) will only serve to increase

their popularity with unsuitable owners who seek out dogs to increase their status as a per-

son of power or intimidation.

The media’s intention in first reporting dog fighting, police raids, and Pit bull seizures

appears to have been legitimate and well-intentioned coverage of animal cruelty which right-

fully should be exposed as criminal behavior. However, the media’s first reports of two Pit

bull-related fatalities in the late 1970s were filled with erroneous Pit bull anatomical ref-

erences and sensationalized claims of Pit bull abilities. These glaring errors, along with the

continuous exposure of Pit bulls used by dog fighters and drug dealers, would produce an

immediate and predictable increase in the popularity of this breed with substandard and

criminal owners. By the early 1980s the Pit bull was on the fast track to becoming the new

super-predator. 

Like the producers of the Tom Shows in the 1880s, when the 1980s media recognized

that Pit bull attack stories elicited an emotional reaction from their audience, the media went

into overdrive. The early 1980s find the media continuously churning out emotionally

charged articles about Pit bull anatomy and behaviors that were based on rumors, myths

and unproven claims by both experts and laymen. By 1982, Pit bulls were becoming a hot

topic and the media would capitalize on this at every opportunity. 

As the media delighted in reporting the Pit bull to be unpredictable and deadly, the pop-

ulation of Pit bulls accelerated each consecutive year. United Kennel Club (UKC)

registrations show a 30% increase in registrations of American Pit Bull Terriers in a single

year,(1983 to 1984). 

The media would be in full lather by 1985 and nary an expert or laymen would pass

up the opportunity to comment on the Pit bull issue in any public forum, with the Pit bull

population continuing to increase in step with the hysteria. 
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In 1986 there were over 350 newspaper, magazine and journal articles printed about

the Pit bull in the United States. The media image of the Pit bull was becoming so intense

and magnified that it sometimes took precedence even over a person’s actual experience

with the breed. Owners with loving, affectionate Pit bulls were having them euthanized in

fear they would “turn.” One man who was “attacked” by a Pit bull in 1986 did not assess

the temperament of the Pit bull by the dog which allegedly attacked him, but rather by the

image of the Pit bull as portrayed in the media. The “attack” occurred when his neighbor’s

loose Pit bull came near the man’s daughter, when he kicked the dog away, apparently the

dog snapped at him. He easily warded off the dog with his foot and no injuries occurred.

But it was reported in the media that the man “escaped serious injury.” He is quoted as say-

ing, “The Pit bull has the same instincts as a panther and should be treated as such. Some

say if you train it enough, maybe it can become a pet. Well, so can a rattlesnake. But in the

meantime, they’re killing people, ripping their throats out.” This comment came from a man

who fended off an “attacking” Pit bull with only his foot. 

The Pit bull hysteria would continue unabated in 1987 and the media, not above can-

nibalizing itself, would begin to report on the over-reporting of Pit bull stories. Two news

stories in 1987 demonstrate with great clarity the extent of the hysteria about Pit bulls dur-

ing this time. Some people became so frightened that they assumed any misfortune needed

to be attributed to a Pit bull, while others used the hysteria and hype about Pit bulls in an

attempt to disguise their own evil acts. 

In 1987 a woman rushed her bleeding and partially paralyzed dog to a Veterinary Hos-

pital in Kalamazoo. The woman claimed her small dog had been “mauled by a Pit bull.”

The dog had no visible bite wounds and x-rays were taken. It was discovered the dog

had been shot and a bullet was lodged near the spine. The veterinarian commented that

“unless Pit bulls are now carrying guns, the dog was probably shot by one of the woman’s

neighbors.”1

Also in 1987, an Oakland, California, man called the police to report his 19-month-old

daughter had stopped breathing. The man tried to convince police the family Pit bull had

attacked and killed the little girl. There was absolutely no evidence the child had been

attacked by the dog. The investigating officer stated the dog blamed for attacking the child

“was so young, it barely had teeth.” The father was arrested on suspicion of murdering his

daughter. The Pit bull puppy was taken into custody by Animal Control.2

In 1987, Rolling Stone magazine did a remarkable and graphic exposé on teenagers,

inner city gangs, violence and the horrific abuse of Pit bulls, entitled “A Boy and his Dog

in Hell.”3 This investigation into inner city youth showed that not only were Pit bulls being

used as an extension of their owners’ depravity, but were extensions of their teenage own-

ers’ egos. When Pit bulls lost an arranged street fight they were subjected to unimaginable

cruelty and violent deaths, because they became a source of embarrassment or failed to

uphold the machismo image of their owners.
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Addressing the societal ills identified in the Rolling Stone report—crime, poverty, ani-

mal abuse, ignorance, greed, depravity, and man’s lust for violence—is a far too daunting

and disturbing task for most people. So much easier on the human psyche to address the

situation with Pit bulls as Sports Illustrated did that same month. On July 27, 1987, the

entire front cover of this issue was a photograph of a Pit bull, mouth open, teeth bared,

over which in bold print was the headline, “Beware of this Dog.” The lengthy article inside

the magazine gave lip service to the abusive “sport” of dog fighting, while alternately por-

traying the Pit bull as vicious and unpredictable.4

Here we also see the beginnings of outrageous examples of Pit bulls involved in attacks

being described as “family dogs.” One of the “family” Pit bulls described in this Sports
Illustrated article was actually one of four dogs chained behind a trailer in Oklahoma. All

the dogs (three chained Pit bulls, and one chained Chow) had scars consistent with dog

fighting. The owners/parents were charged with criminal neglect for allowing their 2-year-

old daughter to wander out to these “family” dogs. 

But no article could compete with the blatant fear mongering and horrendous portrayal

of the Pit bull that Time magazine ran this same month. In an apparent attempt to top all

others in shocking the public into reading their Pit bull article, they ran the headline “Time

Bomb on Legs.” 

Horror author Stephen King could not have created a more frightening monster than

this portrayal of the Pit bull. The second sentence of this article reads, “Never in the deliri-

ous dream of a disordered brain could anything more savage, more appalling, more hellish,

be conceived than the dark form and savage face” (of the Pit bull).5 The rest of the article

descends even further, vilifying the Pit bull as a creature that revels in a “frenzy of blood-

letting,” and described as “lethal weapons” with “steel trap jaws” and as “killer dogs,” and

the new “hound of the Baskervilles.” An unproven, unreferenced claim of Pit bulls biting

with 1800 psi is included. The article then goes on to describe the formula used to torture,

abuse and create a dangerous dog. 

The author of this article is blithely unaware or unconcerned with his role in perpetu-

ating the problem. While this type of journalism may be entertaining, the demonization of

dogs by the media has serious consequences. Demonizing certain breeds only furthers their

appeal to the most extremely abusive of owners while feeding into a public hysteria and

frightening off any potential suitable owners for this breed of dog.

This same month, July 1987, still another major publication, People Weekly, would also

contribute to the hype and hysteria about the Pit bull with their article, “An Instinct for the

Kill.”6

Even when other breeds of dogs were involved in attacks, the media would “spice” up

the story with a reference to Pit bulls. In 1989, an Akita attacked and severely mauled a 5-

year-old girl in Massachusetts. The article describes the attack and claims the Akita is “a

breed that resembles the Japanese Pit bull.”7
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The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) report Dog Bite-Related Fatalities From
1979–1988, released in September 1989, would seal the fate of the Pit bulls with pseudo-

statistics.8 The CDC breed “statistics” were actually numbers derived largely from

newspaper stories and from the media’s identification of dogs involved in attacks. The report

then discussed canine aggression almost exclusively from a focus of breed. Factors such

as the function of the dog (guarding/fighting/breeding), reproductive status, sex of dog, vic-

tim behavior, and owner behavior were not addressed.

The primary focus of the study was breed of dog and victim profile (age/sex). While

the media was quick to quote the CDC findings on the percentage of Pit bull attacks, vir-

tually no coverage was given to one important finding in this study. A number of times in

report, the CDC identified the risk of infants left unsupervised with dogs. In summarizing

their findings the CDC wrote, “In particular, parents should be aware that very small infants

left alone with a dog may be at risk of death.” This finding with the potential to save lives

was ignored. The number of Pit bulls found in attacks was of much greater interest.

The 1980s media and epidemiological focus on breed was a drastic departure from the

multi-faceted approach of the early 1970s. Now, the story of dog attacks began and ended

with breed of dog. Politicians, the media, and even some “experts” discussed and debated

the problem of canine aggression only as it related to the Pit bull. Pit bull history, anatomy,

and temperament were all dissected and examined at length. Little to no mention was made

of the factors that had been recognized for centuries as contributing to canine aggression.

The heat-stressed, chained dog that attacked a child in 1965 was now being reported as the

“family Pit bull” which mauled a child. Almost no one cared to know anything about a dog

attack, apart from breed.

Yet the courts and law enforcement have often demonstrated that incidents of severe/fatal

aggression were the direct result of negligent, dangerous and/or criminal behavior by the

dogs’ owners. In the 1980s an unprecedented number of owners (Pit bull and non-Pit) were

beginning to be charged criminally when their dogs were involved in a fatal attack. Dur-

ing this period, fully 25% of all owners of Pit bulls involved in fatalities were convicted

of some type of criminal offense related to the attack. Law enforcement and the judicial

system not only recognized that owners were the direct cause of their dogs’ involvement

in attacks, but pursued the matters criminally. Unfortunately, then (as today) many other

owners escaped convictions due to the fact that many local or state laws did not adequately

address negligent and/or abusive dog owners.

Nevertheless, four Pit bull owners during the 1980s were convicted of involuntary

manslaughter and received prison sentences after their dogs were involved in a fatality.

Another Pit bull owner received a 5 year prison sentence for reckless injury to a child when

his 4-year-old stepson wandered near one of his Pit bulls chained to a utility pole. His

defense, “That boy knew better than to get near that dog,” probably did not help his case.

(He was allowed to serve this sentence concurrently with a 10-year sentence he had already
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received for drug possession.) Other owners of Pit bulls (and other breeds) were convicted

of crimes ranging from child endangerment to criminal negligence. 

So while politicians, the media and others were clamoring about Pit bulls behaving unpre-

dictably, the courts found and proved that indeed many of these attacks were very

predictable.

Finally, in 2001, the American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) convened a Task

Force on Canine Aggression and Human-Canine Interactions to address the continuing dog

bite problem and to assist in avoiding “ineffective responses” following a severe dog attack

in a community.9 This in-depth study reported that “dog bite statistics are not really statis-

tics, and they do not give an accurate picture of dogs that bite.” Unfortunately the findings

and information presented by these learned experts has been largely ignored by many com-

munities when addressing dangerous dogs.

◆ ◆ ◆

If the media acknowledged their over-reporting of anything Pit bull in the late 1980s, one

would imagine they would be able to recognize their intense over-reporting on Pit bull related

matters today. Apparently not. 

During the middle 1990s, as the Rottweiler appeared to be replacing the Pit bull as Amer-

ica’s new guard/protection/intimidation dog, the Pit bull’s popularity with unsavory owners

who sought out dogs for negative functions appeared to have waned. No surprise, Rottweil-

ers then overtook the Pit bull in severe and fatal dog attack statistics.

With a new monster looming on the horizon, the media briefly took their focus off

the Pit bull. It seemed the Pit bull had finally run its two decade course as America’s

favorite super-predator and the unfortunate Rottweiler was positioned to suffer a simi-

lar fate.

In 1997, there were “only” 400+ newspaper headlines with the words “Pit bull” in them

(down from 850+ in 1987). 

In 2000, the third and latest CDC report on dog bite-related fatalities in the United States

released another set of pseudo-statistics claiming the Rottweiler caused the most fatalities

for the years 1997 and 1998. But, again, the CDC report counted the number of Pit bull-

type dog attacks from their previous two studies (dating back to 1979 and still using media

sources for breed identifications) and released a total for Pit bull-related fatalities during

the last two decades, from 1979–1998.10

The unbridled media coverage of this report could only be described as orgasmic. Within

a month after the release of the CDC report, hardly a person in America did not come to

know that Rottweilers and Pit bulls caused the most human fatalities over the previous two

decades. 

It didn’t matter that the odds of dying from a dog attack during the year 1996 were 1

in 11,534,087, while the odds of being struck by lightning during the same year were 1 in

4,210,857.
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Nor did it matter that some of the dogs included in this study were terribly abused or

were invited to act so aggressively by their owners. Dog breeds involved in fatal attacks

were big news.

If the intense media focus on an event which occurred to one person in every 11 mil-

lion exaggerated the risk of a fatal dog attack, things would get much worse for the Pit bull. 

The War on Pit Bulls—Politicians Declare the Pit Bull Public
Enemy Number One
In 2003, a 23-year-old woman was at work as an administrative assistant in Denver when

Animal Control officers arrived at the home she shared with her mother. The officers

explained to the woman’s mother that they were there to confiscate her daughter’s two dogs.

The mother, confused and unsure as to what was happening, allowed Denver’s Animal Con-

trol officers to enter her home and seize her daughter’s two pet Pit bulls, Lady and Man. 

Thus began this young woman’s abrupt introduction to the world of Denver’s Pit bull

politics. It is no surprise this woman knew nothing of the ban on Pit bulls in the city of

Denver, as she was only 9 years old in 1989, the year Denver concluded that the solution

to canine aggression was to rid the city of Pit bulls. Now with her dogs seized and at Den-

ver Municipal Animal Shelter, the only way to save them from death was to take them and

move outside the city limits. Reluctantly, she moved, consoling herself that she was still

close enough to visit and check on her mother regularly. 

And so she did. For the next few months she frequently drove back into the city to visit

her ailing mother. One day she took her two Pit bulls into the city with her, both for com-

panionship and because her mother loved the dogs and their presence gave her comfort and

joy. The young woman arrived at her mother’s house and was inside with the dogs when,

not half an hour later, Denver Animal Control officers appeared at the door. The young

woman explained to the officers that she no longer lived in Denver and provided proof of

her new residence. She attempted to explain that she was only visiting for a few hours with

her mother. Pleading with the officers, she said she knew the dogs could not live in Den-

ver, but she believed she could still bring them into the city to visit as long as she was able

to prove the dogs resided outside the city. Nevertheless, Animal Control officers entered

the home and seized the two dogs. Sometime during the next 24 hours, while the distraught

young woman was making phone calls and trying to contact people in order to find out

how she could get her dogs back, Denver Animal Control killed her pets.

Two years earlier, at the age of 21, when this woman received the young female Pit

bull from her boyfriend, never did she imagine that the dog would be taken from her and

destroyed. She believed if she was a good owner and did everything right—her Pit bulls

were house dogs, never allowed to run loose or even be in the yard unless she was there

also—the dogs would be safe. Additionally, the dogs were well-behaved, sweet, friendly

and had never harmed anyone—what could possibly go wrong? 
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What went wrong was that these dogs were born Pit bulls. And as of 1989, Denver had

passed a law making it illegal for a dog to be born a Pit bull.

How did Denver come to conclude that it is wrong to be a Pit bull? We’ve seen that

starting in the 1980s the media introduced many of the ingredients necessary to frighten

the public into believing that Pit bulls were dangerous. But while it is one thing for the

public to buy into fear mongering, hysteria, misinformation and unproven claims, it is quite

another matter for laws to be passed based on unsubstantiated claims and media-driven

rhetoric. 

Laws banning Pit bulls were introduced by another element that entered into the Pit

bull debate during the 1980s, disseminating misinformation and unproven claims while

manipulating the fear fostered by the media: The Politician.

We would like to believe that our laws are passed based on scientific data, proven theo-

ries or the testimony and evidence provided by, if not the majority, at least a respectable number

of experts or professionals. This has never been the case with breed specific-legislation or

the decision by officials to ban or restrict particular breeds of dogs. Experts are rarely con-

sulted and even when they are invited to speak, their testimonies are more often than not

discarded in favor of newspaper headlines or the emotional testimonies of a few victims.

Hundreds of examples can be given of politicians who flatly refuse to believe canine

experts who have extensive personal and professional experience with dogs. The following

example is typical of the responses politicians give when faced with the issue of canine aggres-

sion as presented by someone who has spent a lifetime working with aggressive dogs or

studying canine behavior. 

During a roundtable meeting about Denver’s proposed Pit bull ban in 1989, a dog expert

was attempting to describe and explain the nature and workings of canine aggression to a

Denver councilwoman. The man was a professional dog trainer and had personally han-

dled and trained over 100 protection trained dogs (of different breeds). He was explaining

how all dogs can display the same types of aggression and how all dogs will respond aggres-

sively to certain stimuli.

The councilwoman flatly refuted his knowledge of canine aggression, commenting, “You

can’t tell me that if there was a Pit bull loose and a small terrier loose, that they are going

to respond in the same manner, because that is not true.” 

The expert dog trainer assured the councilwoman that it was true and stated, “You could

be attacked by a Schnauzer the same way that you could be attacked by a Pit bull.” 

Again she rebuffed his knowledge of canine aggression based on her self-appointed

expertise and knowledge of the subject matter, with the response, “I’m sorry but people

run away from Pit bulls. People don’t run away from Schnauzers.” 

Perhaps worse than the “Pit bulls are dangerous because people run from them” argu-

ment, are comments such as the following, so often used by politicians and delivered by

Denver’s Director of Environmental Health:
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“I’ll tell you the difference between Pit bulls and other breeds:  They have lower 

levels of fighting inhibition; they have a tendency to attack without provocation 

because they’re bred to do that. They will continue to fight until they’re either 

dead or exhausted, no matter how bad you’ve hurt them, because they have been 

trained to do that. They don’t signal when they’re going to attack…”

This is the standard description used by almost all politicians when discussing how Pit

bulls are different and need to be banned. 

It is incredible that these politicians do not see what they are doing by asserting these

claims: They are deliberately ignoring the testimonies of legitimate professionals (veteri-

narians, humane society personnel, dog trainers, breed clubs) and choosing to believe and

to validate the boasts of a criminal, inhumane, machismo group of dog owners who for a

hundred years have touted extraordinary abilities about their dogs in order to increase their

personal and financial worth. The claims like those quoted above are almost word for word

the claims of dog fighters.

Additionally, the city of Denver entered into evidence outrageously flawed statistics and

then drew totally inaccurate conclusions about the “differentness” of Pit bulls based on these

meaningless numbers (see Appendix C). 

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, newspapers were hyping the Pit bull for all

it was worth. Many politicians quickly jumped on the bandwagon, enacting laws and

ordinances in response to the hysteria. Denver would be joined by Miami, Cincinnati,

Kansas City, Toledo, and dozens of smaller cities in enacting bans on Pit bulls in the

late 1980s. 

But things would get much worse for the Pit bull as, by the end of the 20th century,

there would be another 200+ cities, communities and counties which enacted breed bans

or restrictions against them or any dog that may be viewed as having “Pit bull character-

istics.” Not only was ridding the community of Pit bull-looking dogs touted as a cure-all

for dog attacks, but at least another 26 breeds of dogs would be banned or restricted as “dan-

gerous” in communities across the country. The arbitrariness of these “dangerous breed”

determinations cannot be overstated. Some breeds with no documented cases of severe or

fatal attacks in the community (or even throughout the country) were banned. Some com-

munities touted their breed bans to be a pre-emptive strike, banning an entire breed before
it had a “chance” to attack. Others merely looked up the history of a breed and determined

the dangerousness of the dogs according to the original function of the breed. Other com-

munity leaders offered no reason for the “dangerous” determination of certain breeds on

their ban/restricted list. 

The beginning of the 21st century shows little respite for the Pit bull (and other breeds)

as the media and some politicians have partnered up to create a tag team of misinforma-

tion and hysteria about canine behavior.
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◆ ◆ ◆

The 21st century media has introduced the public to a host of new canine experts: Kory

Nelson (Denver, CO), Michael Bryant (Ontario, Canada), Virginia (Ginger) Rugai (Chicago,

IL), Rep. Paul Wesselhoft (Moore, OK), and Peter Vallone Jr. (Astoria, NY). These “experts”

can easily be found in newspaper articles discussing the history, anatomy, nature and tem-

perament of the Pit bull. The only problem is all these “Pit bull experts” have other full-time

jobs—as politicians.

Yet, somehow they have managed to acquire the sum total of knowledge about dog

breeds, canine behavior, epidemiology (the study of dog bites), canine population statis-

tics, Pit bull history, Pit bull temperament, Pit bull anatomy, and Pit bull aggression. Not

only have they acquired all this knowledge, but they have analyzed it and discovered the

solution to canine aggression which has eluded full time canine experts throughout the last

century. 

Their analysis of the data has led them to definitively conclude that the dog attack prob-

lem is caused by: the Pit bull.

And this is supported by their assessment that either:

• Pit bulls are ticking time bombs

• Pit bulls are land sharks, or attack like sharks

• Pit bulls feel no pain, or are impervious to pain

• Pit bulls are inherently or uniquely dangerous 

• Pit bulls exhibit behaviors unlike any other breed of dog, or are “different”

• The Pit bull’s history of dog fighting makes the breed uniquely dangerous

These assessments are incredible in the breadth and depth of their ignorance of Pit bulls

(and all breeds of dogs), the function of dogs in the history of the human/canine bond, and

the human and canine behaviors which contribute to incidents of aggression.

The fact that government officials in some of these cities and provinces can enter your

home to seize your property (Pit bulls or mixed breed dogs that may look like Pit bulls)

based on these grade-school-level assessments of canine behavior is a frightening reality.

Yet, outrageous comments about Pit bulls and canine behavior are broadcast across the coun-

try, enabling these very same legislators to garner support for their one-step solution to canine

aggression.

Perhaps worse than failing to address the real reasons for dog attacks, is the fact that

these politicians seem blissfully unaware of the insidious results of making such outrageous

claims about Pit bulls and Pit bull behavior. History has repeatedly shown that publicly por-

traying a breed of dog as exceedingly ferocious or dangerous will only serve to increase

the breed’s popularity with dangerous owners. Public statements that Pit bulls are “land

sharks” or “ticking time bombs” will not increase the breed’s popularity with responsible
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owners, but only serve to increase the breed’s popularity with owners who are purposely

seeking out a “dangerous” dog. The claims of these politicians have only perpetuated the

problem by demonizing breeds of dogs and then making them even more desirable and more

sought after by people who will mismanage and abuse these animals in such a way as to

put the community at risk. 

◆ ◆ ◆

At perhaps no time in history has mankind been as ignorant of natural canine behavior as

we are today. Perhaps at no time in history has mankind been more ignorant of the essence

of the familiar bond between owner and dog—the bond which drives and directs most canine

behavior. And perhaps at no time in history has man publicly forsaken or denied his com-

mand of the canine species.

It has even been suggested that Pit bulls are no longer domesticated animals. Maquoketa,

Iowa, has made it unlawful to keep certain animals. The list includes all types of wild and

exotic animals from lions and baboons to hyenas. Pit bulls are included in the list between

Piranha fish and the puma (mountain lion). 

A claim that Pit bulls are different or unlike other domestic dogs is a direct refusal to

acknowledge a factual relationship which has formed over tens of thousands of years—a

relationship which man has controlled, directed, and mastered with great efficiency over

the centuries.

In a society unparalleled in its access to information and ability to control our natural

environment, we now claim that we are unable to master our dogs. Supremely adept in the

art of transference, humans have now absolved themselves from any control or culpabil-

ity in the creation and maintenance of the Pit bull. We’ve thrown up our hands and cry out

that we are now the victim of this breed. They have forced us to destroy them. It is not our

fault; the beast has gotten away from us.

How easily we forsake the dogs rather than take responsibility for their behavior is a

sad testament to how well humans fulfill their commitment to the canine/human bond. This

is perhaps the ultimate act of betrayal which humans have inflicted on our canine compan-

ions—the refusal to own what is ours, what we have created.

It is no mere accident that Pit bulls are labeled “different.” It is also no small coinci-

dence that Pit bulls are compared to sharks. This is a psychological ploy that has been used

for centuries to disassociate or distance one being from others of its own kind in order to

subjugate, abuse or annihilate them.

With humans, color of skin, religion, sex, language, and country of origin have all been

used at one time or another as the basis for categorizing the “inferiority” or “differentness”

of another group of persons. Once a mental distancing or disassociation is accomplished,

it “allows” for abusive or atrocious behaviors to be visited upon these dissimilar beings.

For those with their own agenda, this psychological ploy has been used (wittingly or

unwittingly) with great effectiveness against the Pit bull. By stripping away the traits that
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humans recognize and cherish in their dogs (loyalty, obedience, devotion, faithfulness,

predictability, trustworthiness), the Pit bull has been separated from all his canine brethren

or stripped of his “canineness.” 

We would like to believe our society has advanced from the mass persecutions and eth-

nic cleansings that our fellow humans have ruthlessly practiced since the dawn of history.

However, fear coupled with ignorance are still powerful mind-numbing agents, allowing

seemingly rational people to be swept up by currents of panic-stricken accusations and led

into notorious miscarriages of justice. From the Salem witch hunts to McCarthyism and

the Communist red scare, Americans have proven we are not immune to the suspension of

reason and the sacrifice of innocents to quell public hysteria. 

History now clearly shows there were no witches in Salem, nor was our country over-

run and infiltrated by communists, and eventually history will bear out that Pit bulls are

dogs just like any other dogs. But before that can happen we must come to realize that we

are in the midst of a social hysteria about Pit bulls. 

Today, police chase down fleeing Pit bulls in the street, firing dozens of wild shots in

response to media-fed rumors of supernatural Pit bull abilities. Politicians coach and nur-

ture this fear with their own brand of rhetoric used to assist in the passing of quick and

ineffective legislation created to pacify communities ignorant of the real cause of dog attacks.

Hundreds of animal shelters throughout the country kill unclaimed Pit bull-looking dogs,

as they are deemed “unadoptable” solely on their physical appearance. 

This has occurred because we have allowed the Pit bull to be “stripped of his canine-

ness”—not by genetics or by breeding, but by wild theories, rumors and myths. We have

succumbed to the fear propagated by individuals and organizations with agendas totally

unrelated to community safety or dog bite prevention. 
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CHAPTER 11

Pseudoscience
and Hysteria Triumph 

“There is nothing to fear except the persistent refusal to find out the truth, the
persistent refusal to analyze the causes of happenings.”

(Dorothy Thompson, 1894–1961)

There is an incredible amount of information and misinformation available both in paper

form and on the Internet about the history, function and temperament of the American Pit

Bull Terrier. This plethora of information consists of everything from factual data to hys-

terical diatribes and unsubstantiated theories about Pit bull temperament and anatomy. 

Politicians, prosecutors, attorneys, newspaper reporters, TV and radio station person-

alities, breeders, trainers, animal control officers, veterinarians, shelter workers, dog

fighters, street thugs, and just about anyone able to speak has an opinion or personal the-

ory about the strength and temperament of the American Pit Bull Terrier. These opinions

and theories are based on a dizzying mixture of personal experience, media-induced images,

rumors, myths, speculation, fear mongering, and personal or political agendas.

Separating fact from fiction is time consuming and tedious work. It is much easier for

most people to embrace information which supports their pre-existing belief. For example,

if your neighbor has a gentle and friendly Pit bull, you may be more inclined from per-

sonal experience to believe information presented which supports this view of the breed.

If your neighbor is a drug dealer and has three Pit bulls lunging from chains or barking

madly behind a fence, you may be more inclined to believe information supporting the

vicious nature of Pit bulls. 

Professionals, too, can have diametrically opposed viewpoints and opinions about Pit

bulls. Police officers are more inclined toward encountering bad owners (criminals and their

aggressively encouraged dogs) and often see only the “bad” Pit bulls. Veterinarians often

have a positive image of Pit bulls since in their profession they more frequently encounter

these dogs in stressful situations (pain, fear, with strangers) and recognize the extreme tol-

erance found in Pit bulls.

If you have no personal experience with Pit bulls, then your only information is acquired

from newspapers headlines, and it is not difficult to understand how people have formed



a very negative opinion of Pit bulls with the media as their only source of knowledge about

the breed.

Not until false claims, both of anatomical and behavioral issues, are cast aside, not until

breed identification issues are addressed, and not until the circumstances that contributed

to dog attacks are examined can aggression be addressed in a way which may provide viable

solutions and offer preventive measures to decrease the number of attacks on humans. Solu-

tions to canine aggression are doomed to fail if they are based on “facts” not founded on

evidence or on unproven claims of canine anatomy or behavior. Unfortunately, much of

the information presented about Pit bulls falls under the category of pseudoscience. Pseu-

doscience can best be described as information presented as fact, with the appearance of a

scientific basis, which, however, is found upon examination to have no evidence support-

ing such claims.

Claims of anatomical abnormalities, for instance, seem to have a ring of truth about

them. The fact that a tangible physical feature is the source of a theory or “fact” would

seem to suggest there is tangible physical evidence to support this. In other words, the jaw

of an animal is a tangible feature; it can be seen, touched and examined. Claims of abnor-

malities in such a visible feature seem to be based in reality because, seriously, why would

these claims be quoted and widely believed if they can so easily be disproved?

Pit Bulls and the Locking Jaw Myth
The Doberman was purported to have anatomical abnormalities (brain size vs. skull size)

which rendered it dangerous and unpredictable, setting it apart from other breeds of dog.

To upstage the Doberman another breed would also need an anatomic abnormality which

set it apart from other breeds in its ferocity. The Pit bull arrived on the scene in the early

1980s with not one, but multiple rumored anatomical features which quickly outclassed

the Doberman in their ability to frighten and shock the public. 

The first anatomical claim to fame about the Pit bull was the myth of the locking jaws.

This theory suggests that the Pit bull has a unique jaw and dental structure which allows

it to “lock” onto their victim. 

While Pit bulls do have a specialized and manipulated trait which allows them to exhibit

tenacity and perseverance in maintaining their grip (from their Bulldog ancestor), this is

not sufficient to propel the breed into super-predator status. After all, while Pit bulls (and

Bulldogs) had this ability to hold for well over a century, prior to 1980, other breeds were

considered far more vicious than the Pit bull. All breeds of dogs have a particular trait or

appearance which sets them apart from other breeds. The new breed that “we love to hate”

would have to have much more impressive credentials than just a specialized ability to hold

on tenaciously; they would have to have an evil design which would allow for this ability.

And an inescapable locking jaw is just such an evil- sounding device.
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This is a classic example of a belief that has no factual or scientific basis. The locking

jaw mechanism is a myth. But this myth was as easily bought into by the public as was the

myths about the bloodthirsty nature of the Bloodhound and the Doberman brain size. It is

not terribly difficult to see how easily this was accomplished and how fervently people hold

onto their beliefs once they accept them. 

The myth of the Bloodhound’s “bloodthirsty ferocity” was a rather easy sell. The breed

was mostly used to track down unsavory persons or in the cruel pursuits of their masters.

Being chased or set on by dogs taps into humans’ instinctive and primal fear of being prey.

The name “Bloodhound” certainly held a negative connotation and many people confused

or misunderstood the true definition of the term. Bloodhounds were defined as a hunter of
blood, not a hunter by blood. To some, this distinction may seem trivial, but in reality there

is a vital difference. The Bloodhound tracked warm-blooded animals, but was not follow-

ing a “blood trail” (not thirsting after blood). As discussed previously, the Tom Shows did

much to reinforce this bloodthirsty image. 

A generation later, with images of Dobermans and Nazi Germany still fresh in the minds

of the public, anyone taking even a cursory look at a Doberman’s rather narrow skull could

easily buy into the “skull too small-dog goes mad” theory. The media showing any attack

or guard dog as a snarling Doberman helped fix this image of viciousness.

In the 1980s, the broad head and square jaw of the Pit bull easily sold a whole new

generation of people into the “locking jaw” theory. 

All these theories sound like they have a scientific basis, and that there must be evi-

dence on which these beliefs are based. The truth is, there isn’t. There are no scientific studies

or evidence which validates any of these widely held beliefs. On the contrary, there are sev-

eral written statements by experts definitively refuting the locking jaw theory.

Dr. Howard Evans (Professor Emeritus, College of Veterinary Medicine at Cornell Uni-

versity, Ithaca New York and author of the world’s definitive work on canine anatomy

[Anatomy of the Dog]), in conjunction with Dr. Sandy deLahunta, one of the foremost dog

neurologist in the country, along with Dr. Katherine Houpt, a leading dog behaviorist wrote

the following statement about the “locking jaw” in Pit bulls:

“We all agree that the power of the bite is proportional to the size of the jaws and

the jaw muscles. There is no anatomical structure that could be a locking mechanism

in any dog.”

Research on the functional morphology of the jaws of various dog breeds conducted by

Dr. I. Lehr Brisbin of the University of Georgia showed that: 

“there were no mechanical or morphological differences between the jaws

of American Pit Bull Terriers and those of any of the other comparable

breeds of dogs which we studied. In addition, we found that the American Pit
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Bull Terriers did not have any unique mechanism that would allow these dogs

to lock their jaws.”1

Clamps with Front Teeth and Grinds/Chews with Back Teeth
Myth
This is a carry-over from the old 1800s Bulldog myth. Jack London may have unintention-

ally contributed greatly to this myth with the publication of his novel White Fang. In his

classic theme, wild animal versus dog, we find a wolf pitted against a Bulldog. In Lon-

don’s telling of this lengthy and protracted battle, the Bulldog’s fighting technique in

defeating the wolf is described in part as, “the jaws shifting their grip, slightly relaxing and

coming together again in a chewing movement.” The wolf is described as at a loss to defend

itself against the Bulldog’s tactics as he “did not know the chewing method of fighting, nor

were his jaws adapted to it.” 

But, as one reader in 1908 pointed out, Mr. London “displays an innocence (about dog

fighting) which does him credit.” The reader, apparently intimately familiar with dog fight-

ing, explains in great detail how the Bulldog is not truly a fighting dog, and that the breed’s

function and physical appearance was designed to bait or hold onto bulls and not for fight-

ing. The author then describes the creation and capabilities of what he believes to be the

true fighting breed, the Bull Terrier (“A Question of Bulldogs and Fakers, President Roo-

sevelt and Jack London Seem to Forget That the Bulldog is Not Really a Fighter,” New
York Times, November 1, 1908).

The grinding/chewing jaw capability is just another of the many myths which surrounded

the Bulldog a century ago, and which has carried over into the new Pit bull mythology.

Neither Bulldogs, Pit bulls, nor any other breed of dog have a jaw structure that would allow

for gripping with their front canine teeth and simultaneously grinding or chewing with their

back molar teeth. 

Pit Bull Bite Force Calculated in psi (pounds per square inch)
Myth
Another physical ability alleged to set the Pit bull apart from all other breeds of dogs, and

even surpass the capabilities of many wild carnivores, is the claim of massive biting power,

measured in psi, or pounds per square inch of force. 

A disturbing number of newspaper reporters, attorneys, politicians, physicians, and testos-

terone- driven websites discussing Pit bulls advance outrageous claims of Pit bull biting

power in terms of psi. Claims of 1200 psi, 1800 psi, 2000 psi, and even 2600 psi are quoted
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and bantered about regularly in discussions on Pit bulls. And like the locking jaw mecha-

nism, though widely believed, none can cite a reputable source for this information. 

Extensive research on the subject of Pit bull biting force reveals only one medical jour-

nal reference on the psi of Pit bulls. The information (or rather misinformation) is startling

and unsettling in that it is printed in a scientific journal without supporting data. “Mauling

by Pit Bull Terriers: Case Report”2 is an article presented in 1989 by four medical doctors

on the multidisciplinary management of a child presented with extensive soft-tissue dam-

age as the result of an attack by four Pit bull terriers. The authors of this article state: “Pit

bulls bite with greater force than most dogs (up to 1800 lb/in 2).” They cite their sole ref-

erence for this claim as: Boenning, D.A., Fleisher, G.R., Campos, J.M.: “Dog bites in

children.” Am. J. Emerg. Med., I: 17–21, 1983. 

Examination of this cited report, “Dog bites in children,”3 reveals an extensive med-

ical article written on the management and treatment of dog bites in children. No mention

or reference whatsoever is found to Pit bulls, biting force, or dog breeds within this arti-

cle. Their source cited for the psi claim is nothing more than a red herring.

The authors of the original report (“Mauling by Pit Bull Terriers”) make other unset-

tling and unsubstantiated claims about Pit bull anatomy when they state, “Once they have

their victim in a hold, they do not merely maintain the ‘bite’, but continue to grind their

premolars and molars into the tissue while the canine teeth stabilize the hold.” 

Despite the proclamations of these human doctors, this simply is not true. Pit bull

anatomy, jaw structure, dentition, biting/chewing behaviors and abilities are no different

than any other breed of dog (perhaps with the exception of the some of the brachiocephalic

or extremely short nosed breeds). Pit bulls, and all other breeds of dogs, have an upper jaw

(maxilla) and a lower jaw (mandible), neither of which have movable parts (or joints), mean-

ing that if the back molars in the upper jaw are moving so are the front canine teeth in the

upper jaw. The front canine teeth cannot be unmoving (or stable) while the back molars

are moving (grinding) as they are fixed on the same bone (maxillary bone). The same is

true of the lower jawbone or mandible.

Misinformation and unsubstantiated claims about Pit bull anatomy and abilities pub-

lished in medical journals is profoundly disturbing. Once inaccurate and unsupported data

is published in a science journal, all future studies which reference this source become fun-

damentally flawed. Doctors who treat human patients, in reporting on dog attack cases in

medical journals, continue to reference each other in a never-ending succession, building

on one false and unsubstantiated claim made in 1989. These unproven claims have even

been entered into official court documents as “evidence” of the “destructiveness” of the Pit

bull bite. Needless to say, any conclusions about the type of injuries inflicted by Pit bulls

found in a medical journal article that cites this inaccurate source (Pit bulls bite with a force

of 1800 lb/in 2) are invalid.

.
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Recently, Dr. Brady Barr of National Geographic did a study on animal bites. Domes-

tic dogs and humans were tested along with wild animals. The results seem more feasible

and within the parameters of reason. The force of bite in the test subjects was recorded as:

Humans: 120 pounds of bite pressure

Wild dogs: 310 lbs 

Lions: 600 lbs

White sharks: 600 lbs

Hyenas: 1000 lbs

Snapping turtles: 1000 lbs

Crocodiles: 2500 lbs

Domestic dogs: 320 lbs. of pressure on average

A German Shepherd, American Pit Bull Terrier and Rottweiler were tested using a bite

sleeve equipped with a specialized computer instrument. The American Pit Bull Terrier had

the least amount of pressure of the three dogs tested.4

In addition to the National Geographic study, other reliable sources have done studies

on the psi of non-specific breeds of dogs. It is generally agreed that all dogs bite at approx-

imately 200–450 psi (the higher end numbers apply to larger dogs).

While these results seem within reason, bite force in animals is difficult to measure accu-

rately. Variables which cannot be controlled include: the individual animal’s motivation to

bite into a testing device and how hard the animal chose to bite. It is not possible to know

if animals are biting with full force or if a bite is inhibited. 

According to Dr. I. Lehr Brisbin of the University of Georgia: 

“To the best of our knowledge, there are no published scientific studies that 

would allow any meaningful comparison to be made of the biting power of 

various breeds of dogs. There are, moreover, compelling technical reasons why 

such data describing biting power in terms of ‘pounds per square inch’ can

never be collected in a meaningful way. All figures describing biting power in

such terms can be traced to either unfounded rumor or, in some cases, to newspaper

articles with no foundation in factual data.”5

Fortunately, an emergency room doctor in New York, seemingly unaware of the debate

and rumors of psi biting force in Pit bulls, allowed common sense to prevail when presented

with a patient with severe bites. It was reported in the newspapers in the fall of 2003: 

A 37-year-old man entered Harlem Hospital (NYC) seeking treatment for bite wounds.

The man claimed he had been bitten by a Pit bull dog. An emergency room doctor,

after examining the wounds, determined the injuries to the man could not have come
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from a dog bite, Pit bull or otherwise. The wounded man abruptly left the hospital.

Police officers later arrived at his apartment to find the animal responsible for the

bites was a 400 lb. Bengal-Siberian tiger the man was keeping as a “pet” in his Harlem

housing project.6

Hormonal Reactions, Chemical Imbalances, Brain Size and
Other Neurological Nonsense 
None of the claims about chemical imbalances or brain pressure warrant serious discus-

sion. These are outlandish assertions serving only to embellish the super-predator image

of the Pit bull and appear to be myths simply transposed from the Doberman onto the Pit

bull. 

Recently, a newspaper article stated that “some experts even believe that the presence

of hormones in children of puberty age can set off Pit bulls.”7

As with most of these outrageous claims, the source (“some experts”) is not cited. The

questions which could be put to these “experts” are: How has it happened that Pit bulls,

exclusively, have come to acquire this ability to detect and react to pubescent hormones?

And the even more compelling question: Since pre-teens and teenagers (male and female)

are vastly underrepresented in fatal dog attacks, what evidence supports such a theory? (Pre-

teens and teenagers are in one of the age groups least likely to be attacked and killed by

any dog. Children under the age of six and the elderly are overwhelmingly the most fre-

quent victims of severe/fatal dog attacks by any breed.) 

Nonetheless, newspapers and editorials print this baseless nonsense. Suffice it to say,

these are all untrue and there is no evidence whatsoever to support any claims of a chem-

ical, neurological or puberty-based aggression exclusive to Pit bulls.

Pit Bull Attacks are Like Shark Attacks—Pit Bulls are Land
Sharks
A first impulse is to simply dismiss these allegations as nonsensical because, like the explod-

ing brain myth, they are so outlandish as to not warrant serious discussion. The fact that

the city of Denver introduced the claim that “Pit bull attacks are like shark attacks” as evi-

dence for breed-specific legislation demonstrates how this kind of misinformation and

shoddy research can wind up as “fact” in official court records. The fact that “educated”

and not-so-educated people in positions to legislate and enact laws are making these claims

necessitates addressing this theory as if it truly had any merit. 

From the Poodle to the Pit bull, all domestic dogs are descended from the same ances-

tor—the wolf. But the Pit bull has seemingly accomplished an astounding genetic feat. It
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has singularly been able not only to surpass all traits found in its direct ancestor (the wolf),

but has allegedly been able to bypass its own species and class and cross over to join the

ranks with entirely different species and classes of animals (lions/tigers/sharks).

Not only do Pit bulls allegedly attack and bite like tigers, lions and sharks, but the impli-

cation is that they have also taken on the behaviors of these wild animals. In the interest

of not belaboring similar inane theories (Pit bulls are like tigers/lions), only the shark issue

will be addressed, as this is the most commonly seen comparison to Pit bull attacks.

Shark Anatomy/Jaws, Teeth (Class: Chondrichthye)
Sharks are cartilaginous fish. The shark’s jaw exhibits characteristics unique in the animal

kingdom. Unlike almost all other animals (and all mammals), the shark is equipped with

two mobile and independent jaws, enabling it to attack large prey and tear off extensive

pieces of flesh. This jaw structure allows for tremendous extensibility, enabling the animal

to swallow some prey whole.

In addition to a unique jaw structure, the shark has a set of teeth of which the anatomy

and manner of replacement is unique in the animal world. While there are over 400 species

of sharks and they differ significantly in dental formula, all sharks have at least five sets

of teeth, covered to varying degrees with buccal mucous membrane. One set of teeth sits

on the ridge of the jawbone, with at least 4 rows of teeth lined up behind the first, func-

tional row. If one or more of the teeth on the functional row are broken or torn out, the

corresponding teeth in the next row will rotate up to replace them.8 For example, the White

Shark has 46 teeth arranged in seven rows (not all of which are functional) for a total of

322 teeth.9

While shape and size of teeth vary among shark species, all sharks have serrated teeth.

These teeth are edged or lined with smaller teeth, which are razor-sharp, rendering each

tooth a veritable saw.

Canine (Pit Bull)/Jaws, Teeth (Class: Mammalia)
Dogs are mammals. Unlike the shark, the dog does not have two mobile and independent

jaws. The only mobile bone in the mammalian skull is the mandible, or lower jaw. The den-

tal formula for the dog is 2 (I 3/3, C 1/1, P 4/4, M 2/3) for a total of 42 teeth. 

Anatomically, the comparison between dogs and sharks could not be any more far-

fetched. The dog does not have a jaw structure which allows it to swallow prey whole,

nor does its jaw structure contain independent jaws (upper and lower). Unlike the shark,

the dog’s upper jaw is firmly attached to the skull. The dog’s teeth are not serrated with

razor-sharp edges, nor do they have rows of teeth positioned behind a primary set of func-

tional teeth. 
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Perhaps the persons who made the claim that “Pit bull attacks are like shark attacks”

will say that the comparison was not to be taken so literally—that they meant it as the “man-

ner of the attack,” “the nature of the attack,” “the behavior of the attack” or “the injurious

nature of the attack” when they compared Pit bulls to sharks. 

The manner, nature, behavior, and injuries inflicted by sharks during an attack are driven

by predation or feeding. Biting off large chunks of flesh, tearing and ripping are methods

by which the shark obtains food. The comparison would have to end here, as no one can

seriously believe Pit bulls view humans as a food source.

If an argument is made that the comparison was not to be taken literally at all, but was

simply a metaphor, the question then becomes: How can comparing Pit bulls to sharks help
in the understanding, or prevention, of canine aggression?

Well, it can’t.

Which leads to the following questions:

• What is the purpose of comparing Pit bulls to sharks? 

• Is this approach an effective way to address canine aggression?

Since Pit bulls do not behave, attack or have anatomical features which allow for any

meaningful comparison with sharks, this cannot possibly be an effective way to address

canine aggression. This leaves the remaining question about the purpose of this comparison. 

While some politicians appear to know very little about canine anatomy and aggres-

sion, and even less about shark anatomy, they do know how to promote themselves as

“effective” and “concerned” lawmakers. The “facts” released about Pit bulls by some politi-

cians are not really facts, but rather tactics—tactics that alarm and frighten the public into

buying into a quick and ineffectual approach to a complex human problem.
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Statements comparing Pit bulls to sharks tap into a primal human fear of being attacked

and eaten by large predators. These references are emotionally charged, attention-getting

devices, capable of frightening a large segment of the public into believing that they are

more likely to be killed by a roaming land shark (Pit bull) than by driving to work in the

morning. A jittery public sighs in relief when politicians tell them not to fear, for they have

the problem within their grasp. They have legislation which will rid the streets of these men-

aces, soothing the very fear they helped to create. 

This is certainly not to suggest that all politicians are unconcerned with finding real

preventive measures to control dangerous dogs. But those who instill fear in order to pro-

mote their agenda are either grossly ignorant of canine behavior or have questionable

motives. Either way, this will not produce effective legislation to protect the public from

dog attacks.

Pit bulls are Impervious to Pain and Therefore More
Dangerous During an Attack
Because Pit bulls have historically been bred to have an increased tolerance for pain, it would

not be unreasonable to conclude that this would be a factor in severe/fatal dog attacks. There

are also some documented cases where Pit bulls appeared highly tolerant of pain and focused

during an attack. 

But sweeping statements like this are never based on documented evidence of signifi-

cant populations. Behaviors such as extreme tolerance to pain can be found in groups of

dogs within a population, but it is equally easy to find groups of dogs within the Pit bull

population which have normal or even increased sensitivity to pain. Increased tolerance

for pain is an unnatural or artificial trait within the breed and as such needs to be constantly

selected for. Therefore, the number of Pit bulls that are extremely tolerant to pain would

depend largely on the recent breeding practices of humans, which cannot be determined. 

There are documented cases of Pit bulls that were extremely difficult to disengage from

an attack. There are documented cases of Pit bull attacks which were thwarted when the dogs

were struck with bats or shovels. There are documented cases of Pit bull attacks which ceased

when the animals were struck with sticks, curtain rods, hands, feet or other relatively inef-

fectual objects. And there are many cases of Pit bulls attacking without much conviction, with

the dog retreating at the shouts or mere appearance of another person. But these situations

only demonstrate that there are many variables within any breed.

It is well-documented that other breeds of dogs, upon attacking in a severely aggres-

sive manner, are also difficult to disengage. This could be seen as far back as the

previously mentioned 1903 attack with the shepherd dog, during which the arrival of the

wife, who struck the dog on the back with an axe, “only maddened the dog even further.”

Even though the dog was frenzied, the arrival of the woman might very well have saved

her husband’s life, had she not struck him in the leg with the axe. 
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Many severe Pit bull attacks did not result in a fatality, precisely because of direct inter-

ference or thwarting of the attack. Attacks that resulted in a fatality overwhelmingly involved

unsupervised children or elderly persons alone with the dog(s), regardless of breed. 

The probability is not that a Pit bull attack will result in a fatality because the dog could

not be “beaten off” the victim, but simply because there was no one of significant force to

do exactly that.

While it may seem logical that increased tolerance to pain would be a significant fac-

tor in Pit bull attacks, in reality it is not. Most dogs do not respond to pain while in the

frenzied state of a severe attack. This is a behavior observed in many different breeds of

dogs and is found repeatedly in many of the earlier examples given of dog attacks. How-

ever, forceful and direct intervention, by either separating or shielding the victim from the

dog(s) has prevented many a severe attack from becoming a fatality in both Pit bull and

other breed attacks.

Again, this distinction is important, because claims of Pit bulls being highly tolerant of

pain easily turn into the misconception that Pit bulls feel no pain. Recently, Chicago Alder-

man Rugai, in commenting on the reasons for introducing breed-specific legislation in her

city, was quoted in the Chicago Tribune as saying, “Pit bulls feel no pain…”10 These kinds

of outrageous comments do incalculable damage. Aside from the obvious repercussions Pit

bulls may suffer from this, humans can suffer as well.

One hundred years ago the media was reporting that dogs would attack in response to

pain, thus educating people in the avoidance of attacks. Yet today the very persons who

clamor so loudly about their desire to save people from dog (Pit bull) attacks disseminate

information which is the antithesis to dog bite prevention. 

Pit Bull Attacks are Unprovoked—Pit Bulls Attack without
Warning
This subject will be discussed in more detail in the chapter on media and interpretation of

behavior as it relates to all breeds of dogs. However, as it relates to Pit bulls, this is just

another unsubstantiated claim which has been used to classify Pit bulls as “different.” Pit

bulls are alleged to attack “without provocation” as a result of their breeding and use as

fighting dogs.

Outrageous claims about Pit bulls and provocation are found regularly. Statements that

“most” Pit bull attacks are unprovoked can be found from politicians, physicians, and oth-

ers unschooled in canine behavior and unfamiliar with the circumstances preceding dog

attacks. There are numerous reasons why claims of Pit bulls (or any breed) attacking with-

out provocation are baseless.

The classification of an attack as unprovoked is usually based on the declarations of a

negligent owner who does not care to understand canine behavior, an owner who is unable

to read (understand) canine behavior, a busy owner who is too preoccupied with the tasks
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of daily living to see the signs and signals dogs usually display, or persons who deliber-

ately misrepresent the facts to limit their culpability.

Dogs have evolved over thousands of years (both from their ancestor the wolf, and as

domesticated dogs in a human society) to be social animals. Social animals communicate

by body language and with vocalization. Dogs do this with stares, body stiffening, posi-

tioning of ears, tail and head, and growling, to name only a few. Pit bulls do this as much

as any other breed of dog.

Only hubris allows humans to declare that a few generations of selective breeding of

a small population of Pit bulls (for fighting) can erase what thousands of years of evolu-

tion have created.

While we certainly can find cases in which a Pit bull seemingly attacked without dis-

playing any warning signals, again this is not a phenomenon exclusive to Pit bulls, and it

certainly is not representative of most Pit bull attacks. Additionally, since so many severe

and fatal dog attacks (all breed) are on young, unsupervised children who cannot read or

understand canine warning signals, this certainly leads one to question how these types of

claims of “attacking without warning” can be taken seriously. As previously stated, there

was only one recorded fatality by a Pit bull-type dog in the United States from 1966–1975.

The first fatal Pit bull attack we find after this decade occurred in May 1976, when a 6-

year-old girl wandered over to a Pit bull chained under a carport at an apartment complex.

It is worthy to note that neighbors stated they heard the attack and “heard the dog growl-

ing,” but assumed it was growling at another animal and did not respond. Only too late did

they realize that these very clear signals of aggression were directed towards the child. 

The overwhelming majority of Pit bulls in the United States cannot trace their lineage

directly back to game-bred fighting dogs. And fortunately most Pit bulls are not used for

fighting but live, to varying degrees, in social environments where signals of fear, aggres-

sion, excitement, contentment, and friendliness are sent and received on a daily basis.

Because humans attached to these dogs cannot, or care not, to read these signals does not

mean they do not exist. Contrary to what the media and most owners of attacking dogs would

have you believe, severe/fatal attacks by Pit bulls are usually the end result of an escala-

tion of a series of obvious aggressive behaviors. 

It is more within the nature of humans to lie about events that point to their culpabil-

ity than it is within the nature of dogs to attack unprovoked. So, we find owners less than

truthful about prior incidents of aggression or improper treatment of dogs when they are

facing legal or civil action after their dog has severely or fatally injured someone. 

No owner is going to admit a Pit bull attacked a child because it was kept on a heavy

logging chain for five years, bred two times a year, was worm-infested and parasite-rid-

den, was teased by children and lived a miserable, lonely existence in the far corner of the

backyard. The owner is going to tell police that the dog never showed any signs of aggres-

siveness. And if owners’ comments are unreliable, media accounts of these events are even
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more so as they are all too content to describe these dogs as “family pets” and print the

abusive owners’ cries of ignorance and denial. 

Another reason why statements about dog attacks being unprovoked are unreliable is

because rarely do they take into account the familiar aspect that is so important from a dog’s

perspective. What may be provocation for one dog will not be provocation to another dog,

depending on the relationship between the dog and the person. A clear example of this

occurred in Tennessee in 2003 when a 4-year-old boy accompanied his grandfather to a

nearby home. The boy had a Rottweiler at home, with which he was known to play very

roughly. It was not uncommon for the boy to jump upon his dog and attempt to ride on the

Rottweiler’s back. Like true family dogs, the Rottweiler tolerated this child’s rambunctious

play good-naturedly.

However, the home they were visiting also contained a Rottweiler along with another

large mixed breed dog. Neither of these intact, male dogs had any history of aggression

but, unfortunately, the boy went into the yard alone and it is believed he attempted to play

with these dogs in the same fashion as he would play with his pet Rottweiler. Clearly, the

reactions of these dogs if the boy attempted to climb onto their backs would be different

than the boy’s pet Rottweiler. Did the boy mean to harm the dogs? Did he intentionally

provoke them? Of course not. But from the dogs’ perspective this easily could have been

perceived as a threat. 

And for those who proclaim that dogs should tolerate all these conditions and that the

provocation was not serious enough to justify an attack, their opinion matters little. It was
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the dog’s perception which ultimately decided if the provocation was serious enough to war-

rant an attack. Owners and non-owners alike need to anticipate a dog’s reaction or perception

of provocation before an attack or deal with the consequences afterward. And this applies

to Pit bulls as much as any other breed of dog. 

Pit Bulls are “Ticking Time Bombs” 

“Pit bulls are ticking time bombs.”

Michael Bryant, Attorney General, Ontario, 

in defense of his legislation to ban Pit bulls

“…the breed should be terminated as simply being a time bomb waiting to go off.”

Kory Nelson, Assistant City Attorney, Denver, Colorado

These comments are almost always used to support the claim that Pit bulls are vicious, unpre-

dictable and need to be restricted or banned. This is blatant fear-mongering. It is as baseless

as saying that “Pit bulls are land sharks,” “Pit bulls have chemical imbalances” and other

claims used by those who are so grossly unschooled in the subject of dog attacks and canine

behavior that this is the only way they can address the issue. 

These statements are even more troubling when they are made by people who claim

they have the interests of the public at heart, the very same people responsible for enact-

ing laws to control dangerous dogs under the guise of safeguarding the public. Should the

public feel safer when politicians enact dangerous dog legislation based on the “ticking time

bomb theory” of canine behavior?

Would we accept this one-dimensional, emotional argument from our children’s fourth

grade teacher? Could a teacher tell a classroom of children that the Civil War started because

men are inherently aggressive, or World War II started because men are evil? Would this

be an acceptable teaching and learning tool? Do we solve problems or address issues effec-

tively this way, or do we learn from examining both the major and subtle forces which

preceded a war, or a dog attack?

A Breed Apart—or “Attacks Unlike Any Other Breed” 
Pit bulls are often accused of being inherently different from other breeds of dogs, both in

anatomy, temperament, manner of attack and ferocity of attack. In any discussion about

the dangerousness of Pit bulls, the most frequently used evidence is the number of fatali-

ties attributed to this breed and the description of the injuries to victims. But are Pit bull

attacks, in terms of physical injury to the victim and the potential to cause death, actually

different than those of other breeds? 
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Consider the cases of double human fatalities due to dog attacks. While fatal dog attacks

are extremely rare, cases in which dogs have attacked and killed more than one victim dur-

ing an attack are almost unheard of. However, over the last century, throughout the world,

there are found fourteen reported cases of double human fatalities during a single episode

of a dog attack (five in the U.S., two in Canada, one in Mexico, one in Italy, one in France,

one in Hungary, one in North Korea, one in South Africa, and one in Kenya). 

While most fatal attacks involve severe aggression, the aggression and ferocity of an

attack by dog(s) resulting in the death of two victims during a single episode would have

to be utterly extreme in nature and force. Yet, of the fourteen cases of multiple deaths result-

ing from a single episode of a dog attack, not one of the dogs involved in these incidents

was identified as a Pit bull or a Pit bull-type dog. 

Clearly, other forces are at work in these types of attacks that are unrelated to breed.

Consider also that during the 20th century there have been over 450 documented cases

of fatal dog attacks in the U.S. by non-Pit bull breeds. This would certainly suggest that

either other breeds exhibit aggression similar to Pit bulls, or Pit bulls are exhibiting aggres-

sion similar to other dogs. 

One of the characteristics often used in claims that Pit bull attacks differ in nature and

force from other breed attacks is the shake, hold and tear “manner of attack.” In enacting

a ban on Pit bulls in 1989, the city of Denver “proved” that Pit bulls inflicted more seri-

ous wounds than other breeds because they tend to attack the deep muscles, to hold, to shake,

and to cause ripping of tissue.

As far back as 1875, descriptions of dogs holding, shaking and tearing their victims

could be found. The word “torn” is actually the most frequently found description of dog

bite wounds during the last century. 

A fatal attack on a little girl by a large mongrel occurred in 1875. The dog is described

as having “teeth fastened into the child, and was shaking her furiously.”11

In 1893 a vivid description was given of a woman killed by a Mastiff. The article reports

that the woman was viciously attacked and lying on the ground when help arrived. 

“Mrs. Morrison was lying on the ground unconscious, and the angry brute,

with his teeth buried in her flesh, was standing over and worrying her. 

When the men approached the dog seemed to grow more furious. An

attempt was made to beat him off with clubs, but he refused to let go his hold, 

and at each blow from a club he shook his victim so that it was feared he would

kill her. After some delay a pistol was obtained and the brute was shot, but only 

after he received a second bullet did he release his hold on the woman” (The
Daily Advocate, February 15, 1893).

The next year, a fatal attack by a Newfoundland is described in great detail. In Chicago,

a young boy, Tommy O’Hara, was playing with a Newfoundland when the dog turned and
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attacked the boy. The report describes many of the typical behaviors found in severe/fatal

attacks:

“During the progress of the terrible attack on the child, a small brother and sister 

appeared on the scene and the maddened brute turned on them momentarily and 

inflicted cruel wounds. But his rage seemed to be against the boy Tommy, and he 

turned again and seized the little one in his teeth, shaking him until he was almost 

lifeless.” (Herald Dispatch, March 3, 1894).

The canine behavior of holding and shaking during a severe attack continues to appear

in recorded dog attacks throughout the century. In 1965, a 4-year-old boy died after being

attacked by a Labrador Retriever. The dog was tied to a picnic table and when the boy

approached the dog, the “black Labrador seized and shook him.” Adults nearby could not

intervene quickly enough to save the boy from the fatal head injuries inflicted by the dog.

There are untold numbers of other cases involving many breeds and types of dogs

involved in these behaviors (tearing, shaking, and holding) during an attack, seen consis-

tently over the last century. Throughout the history of the human/dog bond, owners have

witnessed their puppies or adult dogs vigorously shaking and tearing at everything from

stuffed toys to captured small animals. For the city of Denver to claim this is a behavior

exclusive to Pit bulls demonstrates how statements made with no factual basis can easily

wind up in “official” court records, especially in a climate of fear and hysteria.

Statements that Pit bulls inflict wounds unlike those of other dogs display unfamiliar-

ity with postmortem reports of victims of other breed attacks. It is not necessary to provide

the graphic details of autopsy results of Pit bull victims versus non-Pit bull victims. The

fact is, they are indistinguishable. It is impossible to examine an autopsy report of a dog

attack victim and determine what breed of dog inflicted the injuries. Clearly, other breeds

can and do inflict injuries so grievous and profound as to cause fatalities.

For centuries farmers have been plagued by livestock losses due to predation by loose

roaming dogs. As recently as the 1970s, newspapers were full of stories of dogs attacking

all types of farm animals, from two Labrador Retrievers breaking into a pen and killing

900 chickens in Oregon to a pack of large mixed breed dogs attacking a herd of 26 young

Holstein bulls in Maryland, killing one and severely mauling another.

Wild animals also regularly fall prey to loose roaming dogs and, during the previous

decades, local newspapers were often reporting the yearly number of deer kills caused by

dogs. As people lose touch with the natural world we allow ourselves to be convinced by

sensationalized newspaper headlines that only certain breeds are capable of participating

in these types of attacks. 

In 2001, a woman witnessed four domestic dogs attacking a large buck off a rural North

Carolina roadside. The dogs circled the deer, then began jumping and tearing at the flesh

from the deer’s neck. Distressed at witnessing this attack, the woman immediately called
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authorities. Officials responded, capturing three of the dogs and shooting the gravely injured

buck. The owner of two of the dogs expressed surprise and dismay in learning that his two

Labrador mixed breeds had participated in this brutal attack. However, faced with reality,

the man was forced to acknowledge that the breed of dog mattered little, as Labradors, like

all dogs, are predators, and all dogs have the potential to behave “badly,” especially when

operating as a pack.

Dogs capable of killing a 150-lb. buck or bringing down a 500-lb. steer would have lit-

tle trouble inflicting fatal wounds on a 2-year-old child. Whether the breed is an 80-lb.

Labrador or an 80-lb. Pit bull has little to no bearing on the injuries. The determining fac-

tors are the intent and the bite inhibition of the individual dog. 

To address fatal attacks as a Pit bull-specific problem invalidates the hundreds of deaths

caused by other dogs. This approach renders any lessons we may have learned from all

non-Pit bull attacks useless or of no intrinsic value in the understanding of canine aggres-

sion. There are lessons to be learned from all fatal attacks—lessons which can only be

gleaned from examination of all the available data, not just the cases which involve a sin-

gle breed.

The Pit Bull Dominance Factor—Or, If a Pit Bull (or Rottweiler)
is in the Pack, the Other Dogs Don’t Count
This is perhaps the single best argument for the unreliability of breed statistics. It also hap-

pens to be the single most compelling argument for the extreme bias of the media. 

While the media and others are guilty of broadly interpreting and applying the term “Pit

bull” to dogs of very questionable breed, the omission of dogs other than Pit bulls (or Rot-

tweilers) in the reporting of attacks is nothing short of disreputable. The media (and others)

repeatedly give no recognition to breeds in multiple dog attacks unless they are of Pit bull

or Rottweiler descent, even when it is proven the non-Pit bull or non-Rottweiler dogs par-

ticipated in the attack. 

To demonstrate how single-minded the media is in reporting breeds, and how inaccu-

rate statistics can be on dog attacks: In the past four years alone (2002–2005), eleven dogs

involved in fatal attacks with no Pit bull characteristics were counted as Pit bulls, while

their “true” breeds were not reported, and three dogs that were clearly not Rottweilers were

identified as Rottweilers. Even more distressing is that in the media’s haste to report Pit

bull or Rottweiler attacks, three human deaths were attributed to dogs (two cases were

reported to be Pit bull attacks and one case was reported to be a Rottweiler attack) when,

in reality, the cause of death of these individuals was later determined to be from causes

other than dog bites.12

Even if we increased the accuracy of breed identification (hence statistics) by subtract-

ing the number of falsely reported “Pit bulls” and adding corrected breed identifications,

the results are still unacceptable. 
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Even though, in the above examples, photographs of the animals were examined and

animal control personnel and law enforcement were consulted for the breed identifications,

the breed identifications were still admittedly guesswork. It is as unreliable to classify/count

Pit bull mixes as Pit bulls as it is to classify/count Labrador mixes as Labrador Retrievers. 

Bear in mind, all previous “statistical” studies on fatal dog attacks (Winkler, Pinckney,

and the CDC) have relied on newspaper articles for breed identification. The frequency of

media-reported errors in breed identification is so great (and biased) as to render all num-

bers on breeds obtained from media sources invalid. 

The CDC Studies and Pit Bull “Statistics”
The oft touted and well-known study by the CDC (Centers for Disease Control) “Breeds

of dogs involved in fatal human attacks in the United States between 1979 and 1998,”13

has been quoted, misquoted, cited, misread, and misunderstood on a regular basis by politi-

cians, attorneys, the media and others looking for a sound-byte or quick solution to a complex

problem.

The CDC study, if read in its entirety, explains in detail the inherent problems in attempt-

ing to calculate breed involvement in fatal attacks. The CDC further explained that a major

flaw in their study was the inability to factor in total breed populations relative to breed

related fatalities. The CDC concluded that fatal attacks are so rare as to be statistically

insignificant in addressing canine aggression. 

Despite these inherent flaws, the numbers of particular breeds involved in fatal attacks,

as put forth in the CDC study, are continuously used as “evidence” of the danger of cer-

tain breeds of dogs. Ignoring the claims of the CDC that the number of dogs involved in

fatal attacks cannot be used as a basis for legislation to address dangerous dogs, many indi-

viduals, organizations, courts, and communities continue to cite the numbers of breeds

involved in fatal attacks found in the CDC studies. 

The number most frequently cited from the CDC study is that 66 fatalities (more than

any other breed/type) were attributed to Pit bull-type dogs over a 20-year period from

1979–1998 (or approximately three deaths per year from dogs reported to be “Pit bulls”).

This number has repeatedly been used as “statistical evidence” as to the dangerousness of

Pit bulls. 

However, consider the statistics on child deaths from physical abuse versus child deaths

from dog bites. In both of these examples, the first two statements are factual:

Fact: In 2002 over 420 children were killed as the direct result of physical abuse by a

parent or a guardian (this number does not include death from neglect).14

Fact: The majority of physical abuse deaths of children were inflicted by fathers or

father-type men (stepfathers, live-in boyfriends).15

Conclusion: Therefore, fathers are “statistically” the most dangerous of all persons. 
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Fact: In 2005, sixteen children were killed by dogs.

Fact: The majority of the dogs responsible for these fatalities were Pit bulls, Pit bull-

type dogs or Pit bull mix dogs.

Conclusion: Therefore, Pit bulls are “statistically” the most dangerous of all dogs.

Why does the first conclusion sound ridiculous and the second sound reasonable?

We’ve all been exposed to fathers, either our own or other people’s, and we know from

personal experience that they are not all potential child killers. Also, even though most people

are not statisticians, on some level we understand that variables are missing or other fac-

tors are not taken into account before coming to this obviously faulty conclusion. 

Not all people are exposed to Pit bulls and therefore have no frame of reference of per-

sonal knowledge which would make the second conclusion appear as absurd as the first. 

People unfamiliar with Pit bulls often rely on information presented to them through

the media to make an assessment about the nature of Pit bulls. But when the media or politi-

cians talk about vicious Pit bull attacks, and hundreds of people write in telling of their

friendly Pit bulls, no one wants to hear it. Reporters and politicians have been heard to say,

“Don’t tell me about your friendly Pit bulls.” In reality what they are saying is, “Don’t inform

me of the behavior of one thousand or ten thousand Pit bulls, because I want to base my

theories on the behavior of 10 or 20 dogs and then present this to the public as evidence

of my belief.” The non-Pit bull owning public then accepts this skewed and biased pres-

entation as reliable information, and the second conclusion does not appear as absurd as it

really is.

Anyone admitting that the first conclusion (fathers are the most dangerous persons)

is an invalid one based on the data presented has to acknowledge that the second con-

clusion (Pit bulls are the most dangerous dog) is also invalid based on the data presented.

Yet, this is the exact data and faulty conclusion which are used to prove how dangerous

Pit bulls are. 

No reasonable person can believe that the extreme behaviors of a small group can be

used to define an entire population, whether it is fathers or Pit bulls. 

Additionally, to demonstrate how most people’s belief that Pit bulls cause the most child

fatalities are skewed by the media, the years 2002, 2003 or 2004 could not be used in the

above comparison, as the Pit bull was NOT the breed responsible for the majority of child

fatalities during any of those years. 

Temperament and Unpredictability
Perhaps the most difficult problem facing the Pit bull today is the image that the breed is

unpredictable and unstable. This has come about largely through the intense media focus

given to a number of cases in which owners have encouraged or permitted their dogs to engage

in dangerous behaviors. These are the dogs that then become representative of the breed.
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However, for every Pit bull that attacks someone, there are tens of thousands of his

brethren that tolerate all the conditions humans place them in, from loving homes to hor-

rific conditions of abuse, without ever biting or attacking. There are no highly publicized

reports or scientific journal articles on the behaviors of these dogs. The tolerance of Pit

bulls in extremely abusive situations is almost never reported or given recognition by the

scientific community or the public. Only a few of these long-suffering dogs can be found

as a footnote in a report on a completely unrelated matter or in newspaper articles or reports

of dog fighting and cruelty investigations. Yet, the behaviors of these dogs are the behav-
iors which define the breed—the hundreds of thousands of dogs that reside in homes with

small children and elderly persons, from doting owners to distracted owners, from abusive

owners to demented owners. 

Millions of examples can be given of loving, loyal Pit bulls, but these are usually of little

interest to most people. The following examples are the type that does interest us; though these

stories are of monsters and monstrous acts: only it is not the Pit bulls who are the monsters. 

In 2004, a sad story begins with the discovery of a dead child inside a bag on the steps

of a New York City church. Investigation reveals the dead boy was placed there by his father,

who claimed he did not call 911 because he had outstanding warrants. Further investiga-

tion has the father admitting to hitting the 3-year-old to “stop” the boy’s seizures.

Photographs of the apartment where this child lived with his three siblings reveal filthy,

roach infested rooms, with dirty water covering the bottom of a corroded tub, and flies

buzzing around decaying food.16

Prior to his death, this 3-year-old child, with cerebral palsy and a history of seizures, resided

with the most minimal care in an uninhabitable apartment along with four loose Pit bulls.

In 2003, a 15-month-old girl died in Lucas County, Ohio. The newspapers reported the

child had suffered multiple broken bones, a head injury, and abdominal trauma. The coro-

ner also found the child had recent exposure to cocaine and there was evidence of cigarette

burns on the child’s buttocks, near her armpit and on the sole of one foot. 

The mother’s boyfriend was charged with inflicting the toddler’s injuries. The environ-

ment this child lived in prior to her death was one of domestic violence, extreme child abuse,

drug abuse, alcohol abuse, and criminal activity. The man accused of inflicting the injuries

to this child owned a Pit bull. The dog’s name, Ice, was shaved into the fur on the dog’s

back. The man’s estranged wife told authorities he injected the dog with steroids and this

aggressive dog was incited to attack family members at the direction of his owner. Yet, in

this horrific climate of abuse and encouraged aggression, it was never the Pit bull which

harmed this desperate child. The boyfriend, with the silent consent of the mother, was alleged

to have abused and tortured this child until it ultimately resulted in her death.17

There are thousands of these types of stories, enough to convince the skeptics and bore

the believers. However, these stories are not accessible to most people and so the extreme

tolerance and stoic nature of these dogs goes unnoticed, while hundreds of articles are printed

about the errant behavior of a handful of dogs involved in attacking a person.
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Pit Bull Identification
“Those who disagree with the ban will say that there will be identification

problems. I don’t doubt there will be some issues on the margins, but, by and large,

I think most people know what a pit bull is. The Toronto Star did a caricature the

other week. They had a pit bull on it. I won’t say what was underneath the

caricature, but everyone who saw that picture knew, everyone who read that

caricature knew what that was. That was a pit bull. It didn’t say ‘pit bull,’ but you

knew when you looked at it that it was a pit bull. That’s what it was.”18

Attorney General Michael Bryant

This rambling and surreal method of breed identification was uttered by Ontario’s Attor-

ney General in his speech during hearings to ban Pit bulls in the Canadian province. And

if perhaps comparing a dog to a cartoon character (caricature) is unsuccessful in helping

identify whether a dog is a Pit bull or not, the Attorney General offered another method:

“I’ve said before and I will say again, if it walks like a pit bull, if it barks and 

bites like a pit bull, wags its tail like a pit bull, it’s a pit bull. That is going to 

apply, I’m sure, to the vast majority of identification cases.”

If these methods appear to border on the absurd, the proof of this was established when

the Attorney General was asked to point out which dog was a Pit bull when shown photos

of different dogs. Unable to do so, he referred to this as a “trick.” 

Apparently the Attorney General isn’t the only one “tricked” by the Pit bull. Those in

the media also believe it is easy to identify a Pit bull, and when they are equally taken to

task as to their methodology, resort to similar excuses. Those who have knowledge of dogs

and dog breeds understand that breed identification in dogs anything less than purebred is

often difficult, if not impossible.

Even with purebred dogs, many people could not correctly identify certain breeds. These

breeds need not be exotic or rare. Most people would not be able to identify an Australian

Cattle dog, an Anatolian Shepherd, or distinguish between a white Boxer and an American

Bulldog. Even experienced shelter workers, veterinarians, and rescue organization person-

nel are at a loss to identify certain cross breeds. Mixing similar-looking, yet distinctive,

breeds, such as the Mastiff, Bullmastiff, Bulldog, Boxer, American Pit Bull Terrier, Amer-

ican Bulldog, Presa Canario, Coonhound, Weimaraner, Rhodesian Ridgeback and even the

Chesapeake Bay and Labrador Retriever, would yield a dog that even experts would have

difficulty identifying correctly. 

Mixing Malamutes, Huskies, Wolf Dogs, German Shepherds, Samoyeds, Eskimo

dogs, or any of the Northern-type breeds would equally yield a dog in which it would be

next to impossible to guess the exact parentage or even predominant breed. 
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However, the media has been able to solve the seemingly complex identification prob-

lem with Pit bulls. The application of the “one drop rule” has made identifying a Pit bull

an easy task for many in the media. The “one drop rule” has long been the standard used

in America for determining race. This racially biased theory was based on notions of bi-

racialism (the world is viewed as divided simply into White or Black races). The “one drop

rule” emerged from the Old South and defined any person having any trace of black/negro

blood as black/negro. Having even a single drop of black/negro blood determined one’s

race to be black/negro. The implication was that African-Americans were inherently infe-

rior; therefore any trace of “black blood” was a pollutant.

The field of population genetics now rejects the “one drop rule,” recognizing that this

system was based on social issues and not based on biology or science. But today the canine

equivalent of the “one drop rule” is applied to any dog appearing to have any characteris-

tics (blood) of a Pit bull. The notion here is also that any Pit bull blood “pollutes” the dog,

regardless of degree or ancestral fractions.

The canine world is currently viewed as made up of Pit bull and non-Pit bull dogs. The

same principles which allowed for discrimination against African-Americans are now applied

to dogs. Determining a dog to have Pit bull blood allows for the dog to be classified as genet-

ically and socially inferior, allowing for segregation and discrimination. Dogs clearly of very

mixed parentage, if involved in attacks, are repeatedly described in the media as Pit bulls

or Pit bull mixes. The insistence on classifying dogs as Pit bull or pit bull mixes, even when

unable to reference the source of this identification, is clear evidence of the media bias. 
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These very poorly socialized, fearful dogs were repeatedly identified as “Pit bulls” by the
media—even though they were identified by Animal Control as Labrador mixes. These
dogs were part of a pack of six dogs that mauled to death their owner’s elderly
neighbor in 2001. All six dogs were intact, with one of the females giving birth to puppies
shortly after the attack. The pack had a history of aggression and were so unsocialized
they could not be handled by shelter personnel.



◆ ◆ ◆

From the Bloodhound-type dogs to the Northern-type breeds to the Pit bull-type dogs, accu-

rate identification of specific breeds involved in aggression has always been unreliable at

best. However, there is always other information which can be recorded with precision and

which yields valuable insight into the circumstances which directly contributed to an attack.

For instance, debating whether the dogs that killed a child in 2005 were Pit bulls, Pit bull

mixes or simply mixed breed dogs is an exercise in futility, yielding no definitive results.

The information about this attack that can be recorded accurately is:

• An intact, male dog, found as a stray, usually chained, was brought into the

basement for the night. 

• A female dog, usually chained, was brought into the basement with a litter of

newborn puppies.

• The dogs were used by the child’s parents for a negative function—guard dogs. 

• An unsupervised, 2-year-old child was allowed to enter the basement with the

dogs. 

• The owners/parents had a history of drug abuse (use of drugs the night before the

attack).

• The house was found to be “uninhabitable” and condemned. 

• The owners/parents had a history of animal abuse (two of their previous guard

dogs had died from heat exhaustion).

Whether the dogs involved in this attack had any Pit bull characteristics is highly debat-

able. The facts listed above are not debatable, and this is the tangible evidence which needs

to be examined and addressed when searching for the causes and solutions to dog attacks. 
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CHAPTER 12

Fighting Dogs: 
Branded with the Sins 

of Their Masters

“And, like a dog that is compell’d to fight,
Snatch at his master that doth tarre him on.”

William Shakespeare, 1564–1616

(King John, Act IV, Scene I)

William Shakespeare wrote this verse nearly three hundred years before the existence of

any of the breeds recognized today as the American Pit Bull Terrier, American Stafford-

shire Terrier, Bull Terrier or Staffordshire Bull Terrier, all of which were not established

until the 19th and early 20th century. Though Shakespeare was hardly an expert on dogs,

he understood the vital component in the relationship between men and dogs that seems to

elude many people today. That is: When we encourage or expect our dogs to behave badly,

we cannot feign surprise if they do, nor can we ignore the owners who are directly respon-

sible for the behaviors of these dogs. 

In breeding dogs some humans have created and continue to select for traits that will

increase their tendencies to inflict injuries and to fight one another for the exclusive pur-

pose of our “enjoyment.” To claim that the dog is dangerous because we seek out, select

for and encourage these behaviors is just another example of the transference of cruel human

traits and behaviors unto our dogs.

Both the dog fighters who claim that “Pit bulls love to fight” and the politicians who

claim Pit bulls are “inherently dangerous” because of their fighting history are equally obvi-

ous in their attempt to absolve humans from any guilt and responsibility for the plight of

the Pit bull in our society. Consider the claims of both of these self-serving groups against

the real situation of the “fighting” Pit bull:

90 Days of Reported Cruelty in the United States 
(January 2005–March 2005)

• A woman is arrested in Texas for felony cruelty to animals after three dead Pit

bulls are found in her yard. Two other Pit bulls were barely alive in a storage area



without food or water. One dog was so emaciated it could not walk. The surviving

dogs had scars indicative of dog fighting.

• A Louisiana man is arrested on animal cruelty after animal control officers found a

pile of dead dogs and starving live ones chained in his yard. Seven Pit bulls were

found dead, some still chained. Three chained Pit bulls were still alive. There was

no food on site and all living dogs were severely malnourished.

• Deputies in Hancock County, LA, received a call about dog fighting. They arrived

at the residence to find 35 Pit bulls “living in poor conditions.” The owners claim

they were “only” breeding the dogs.

• A Pittsburgh, PA, man who mailed videotapes of fighting Pit bulls to a government

investigator becomes the first person convicted at trial under a 1999 federal animal

cruelty law.

• Police officers find two men fighting their Pit bulls in an arranged dog fight

between two public housing complexes in Annapolis, Maryland.

• Five men face felony charges in a night raid that one official called the biggest dog

fight event he’d ever seen in Texas. Ninety Pit bulls were removed from the grounds

in eastern Bexar County. Taken to the humane society, the dogs elicit only sympathy

from shelter personnel as one dog is shown walking gingerly in a cage due to his

severe wounds. The Pit bull, 15 pounds underweight, is wagging his tail and

welcoming the attention of reporters and TV cameras. His front paws are bent

inward, as if he were bowlegged from the elbows down. This is thought to be caused

by having his front legs broken and not being taken to the vet for treatment, as dog

fighters naturally do not take fighting dogs in for medical attention. The dog was also

covered with quarter-sized splotches of pink flesh and scabs dotted over his body.

• Floyd Boudreaux and his son, Guy Boudreaux, are each arrested on 64 counts of

dog fighting, 64 counts of animal cruelty and one count of possession of anabolic

steroids, a schedule III narcotic. Hundreds of fighting roosters were also on the

Youngsville, Louisiana, grounds. Both men were accused of fighting the dogs and

breeding, training and selling the Pit bull terriers for fighting. The Louisiana

Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals called Floyd Boudreaux “the

grandfather of dog fighting” for his work as a breeder since the 1950s.

• A Mobile man is convicted of dog fighting and steroid possession. During the trial,

witnesses testified that about 20 of the 23 Pit bulls found on the man’s property

were disfigured with injuries. All the Pit bulls were dehydrated and emaciated to

various degrees. The dogs had been kept on heavy logging chains. 

• Franklin County undercover detectives execute a major dog fighting arrest in Ohio,

after two dog fighters were caught on tape talking about horrific methods used to

kill “losing” dogs.

• A Pit bull is found dead in a trash can behind a restaurant in Indiana. The dog’s

mouth was bound with duct tape and the mauled condition of the Pit bull’s body

convinced authorities the dog was used as a bait dog by dog fighters.
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• Deep in the woods of rural central Florida, officers find half a dozen Pit bulls

chained to trees. There is no shelter, food, or water for these dogs bound with

heavy logging chains.

• A Wisconsin man is charged with fighting Pit bulls in his basement. 

• Six people, including a law enforcement officer, are sentenced to community

service and probation for dog fighting in New Orleans. All six persons are able to

expunge their records after serving their sentence (i.e., community service) and

paying a $125 fine.

• A suspected dog fighting ring is found in Detroit. Police found seven Pit Bulls,

growth hormones used on the dogs, syringes and dog fighting training equipment.

One official commented, “There was blood everywhere in the basement. I don’t

think the dogs were ever let outside.” Five adults and six children were at the

residence at the time of the raid.

• A New York teenager is arraigned on charges of torturing animals and dog fighting

after numerous Pit bulls, starving and with open wounds, are found at his home.

Several Pit bulls were found in pens in the yard and nine Pit bulls were found in the

basement. All the dogs were emaciated, scarred and had fresh, untreated wounds.

• A Richmond man is convicted on a charge of dog fighting after twelve Pit bulls on

heavy logging chains, a treadmill, illegal veterinary drugs, dog fighting videos and

other paraphernalia is found in his Virginia home.

• A Long Island man is arrested for training fighting dogs when police were alerted

to his website. Although the website claimed to offer “gentle and effective training

for puppies and dogs,” this was hardly the case. Officials found 12–15 fighting

dogs in his garage in unsanitary and cruel conditions. 

• Two men are charged with dog fighting after deputies found them cleaning up and

taking apart a portable dog fighting arena in South Carolina. Deputies seized

fifteen Pit bulls from the property. An animal control officer stated, “The dogs

should weigh 50 pounds or more, but most of them didn’t weigh half that.”

• An 18-year-old in Tyler, Texas, is arrested for dog fighting and theft after a police

investigation found him stealing dogs from backyards, taping their mouths shut

and tossing the stolen pets to his nine Pit bulls. Police found the remains of six

dogs on the property, believed to be stolen pets.

• The son of a former Ku Klux Klan grand dragon is arrested after staging a Pit bull

fight in a makeshift arena in the living room of his home. Madison County

officials found two Pit bulls with fresh wounds that were bleeding and another Pit

bull with old scars on its head. 

• In only three days more than 80 Pit bulls are seized in Anderson County, Texas.

Authorities believe the dogs had been used for fighting. At least nine Pit bulls were

found dead, still chained to trees. Six Pit bulls had their ears completely cut off,

and the infections resulting from this required immediate medical attention. All the
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dogs were extremely underweight, malnourished and being kept in deplorable

conditions. Some of the chained dogs had no shelter and were huddled in a ball,

shivering. The owners of these dogs were charged with varying crimes, including:

cruelty to animals, possession of a controlled substance, unlawful possession of a

firearm by a felon, and assault on a public servant.

• For five days, Simon the Pit bull lay in the bottom of dumpster, near death. The Pit

bull was thrown in the trash bin near a Portage Little League baseball field in

Indiana. The dog had a gaping wound in his head and multiple lacerations and bite

marks over his entire body. Officials believe he suffered abuse for a long time. His

teeth were broken off, his left eye was injured and the dog was “skin and bones.”

Consider the population of Pit bulls and Pit bull-type dogs in the United States during

these three months (January 2005–March 2005): 

There were the 380+ horrifically abused Pit bulls listed above. There were thousands

more fighting dogs whose owners were not apprehended by law officers and reported in

the news during these 90 days. During this time there were also other Pit bulls that were

subjected to horrendous injuries or unspeakable acts of depravity by humans, unrelated to

dog fighting. There were also thousands more abusive owners, who may not have neces-

sarily been fighting or inflicting depraved injuries on their dogs, but nonetheless kept them

in extremely abusive environments. There were also hundreds of thousands of negligent

owners, reckless owners, ignorant owners, irresponsible owners, average owners, good own-

ers and great owners of Pit bulls.

There were millions of Pit bull-type dogs experiencing every type of positive or negative

emotional and physical circumstance humans are capable of imposing on dogs—and only two

of these Pit bull-type dogs responded by fatally attacking a human during these 90 days. 
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As for the claim of dog fighters that Pit bulls “love to fight”—and the claim of some

politicians about the “inherent dangerousness of the breed”—no sane person could witness

the horrific condition surrounding many of these dogs and believe either of these statements

have an ounce of validity. 

“The world is a dangerous place, not because of those who do evil, because of

those who look on and do nothing.”

Albert Einstein

In March 2005, a Mobile, Alabama, man was convicted of dog fighting and steroid pos-

session. He was found with 23 Pit bulls chained in his yard. Twenty of the Pit bulls were

emaciated and disfigured from injuries. All the dogs were scarred and wounded. His wife

was also arrested and went to trial on these charges. The jury, while convicting her hus-

band, acquitted the wife. 

During the trial, the wife of the dog fighter testified that “She didn’t know about the

dogs on her property and never saw them.”1

The woman claimed ignorance of 20 starving, disfigured Pit bulls chained in her own

backyard. 

As a society, we are no different than this wife of a dog fighter who claims no respon-

sibility or knowledge of events occurring in her own backyard. Yet dog fighting is pervasive.

No town, city, county or state is immune. Dog fighting is found from the backwoods of

Louisiana to the urban streets of Chicago. The Anti-Cruelty Society (SPCA) of Illinois reports

that a survey of Chicago’s school children has found that students are almost universally

aware of dog fighting in their neighborhood, with 1 out of every 6 children admitting that

they have attended a dog fight.2
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These fighting Pit bulls are kept in garages, basements, backyards and even have occa-

sion to run loose. These dogs then pose a direct danger to children—not because they are

Pit bulls, but because they are individually abused, encouraged to be aggressive, poorly

socialized and have not had the opportunity to form positive attachments to humans. As

demonstrated, this is the classic formula for creating a dangerous dog.

Many an article has been written about a suburban mother’s outrage over her children

being traumatized after witnessing a Pit bull killing a cat or attacking another dog. These

mothers are given a voice, both in the media and in community hearings, on dangerous dog

legislation and these complaints are often used as “evidence” of the dangerousness of Pit

bulls to support the banning of the breed. 

Nary an article has been written about an urban mother’s outrage over the trauma her

children endured from witnessing an organized dog fight in a ghetto apartment or an infor-

mal dog fight in a back alley.

Do all these urban mothers not care that their children witness this terrible violence and

cruelty to animals, or is it the media that cares not to report the outrage of less affluent

members of our society? 

Urban mothers and other persons in Chicago do care very much about the horrors of

dog fighting. Recently, Chicago’s Mayor Daley began a city-wide public service labeled

the “Born to Lose” campaign, for the purpose of targeting dog fighting. In 2002, the city

of Chicago designated an emergency code for people to call and report animal fighting,

and in 2003, the city received and responded to 1,093 animal fighting complaints.3

◆ ◆ ◆

Only when, and if, society becomes committed to applying the energy and resources needed

to actively and forcefully penalize dog fighters and animal abusers can there be any hope

of reducing aggressive dogs in the community.
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◆ ◆ ◆

The Pit bull’s history of being bred for dog fighting is used by some politicians, experts,

courts of law, the media, and even Animal Control personnel as proof of the “dangerous-

ness” of the breed. There are many books and much information to be found on the history

of dog fighting and the history and development of the Bulldog breeds. But, briefly, the

history of the American Pit Bull Terrier begins at least two centuries ago, in England, where

a type of working Bulldog was found to be useful to butchers in holding and controlling

animals at market or to be slaughtered. This function (the ability to hold a bull) was also

used solely for entertainment in the brutal spectacle of bull and bear baiting and was pop-

ular in England until it was outlawed in 1835. Since human history is steeped in violence

and the exploitation of other beings, outlawing the bloody “baiting sports” had only min-

imal effect. Although the practice of bull and bear baiting did wane after these events became

illegal, the use of dogs for ratting (pitting dogs against rats) and dog fighting increased.

Adding Terrier genes to these working Bulldogs was found to create a lighter, athletic and

more agile dog which proved more efficient in fighting smaller or equal-sized adversaries.

Some of these Pit bull-dogs or Bull-terrier dogs were brought over to America prior to

the Civil War. The traits which were found to be useful in bull baiting and fighting were

also found to be of great use in the hard-scrabble life of many frontiersmen. So while a

segment of Bulldogs were being bred and maintained as fighting dogs, most 19th century

Americans were busy eking out a living and using their Bulldogs in functions other than

the cruel (and illegal) blood-sport of dog fighting. However, here is the point when the his-

tory and beliefs about the Pit bull splinters and becomes skewed. 

There has always existed a core segment of the population that bred, maintained and

used Pit bulls for dog fighting. The very essence of this blood sport required the partici-

pants to promote or record the breeding, traits and abilities of their dogs. Dog fighters

chronicled extraordinary claims about their dogs because it served their egotistical and finan-

cial needs. Often times, the “best” history available about the American Pit Bull Terrier has

come from a criminal based, self-aggrandizing minority of dog owners who recorded their

claims and boasts about their dogs in order to increase their personal status or worth.

The untold number of average persons who owned Bull-dogs or Bull-terrier dogs func-

tioning in everyday, legal activities have not provided a chronicle of legends and claims

about breed temperament and abilities, so today the contributions these dogs have made

and the high regard Americans had for the Bull and Terrier dogs have largely been lost or

forgotten. Yet, Pit bull-type dogs were a highly respected and recognized part of American

culture for the better part of the 20th century. Pit bulls and Bulldogs were prominently dis-

played in advertising, literature and in the cinema. Buster Brown and his Bulldog, Tige,

started off as a comic strip in 1902 and later became affiliated with the Brown Shoe Com-

pany, and the Bulldog become a well-known advertising icon. Even more famous and
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recognizable during the better part of the 20th century was Petey, the famous Pit bull pal

in the Our Gang comedy series (later known as The Little Rascals). So famous was Petey

that, even today, many people can still recall the Pit bull with a black circle painted around

his eye tagging along in the comedic misadventures of Spanky, Darla, Buckwheat, Alfalfa

and the other child stars of The Little Rascals. 

So today, while much of the history of the Bulldog/Pit bull is only a brief remembrance

of some of the more famous and high profile dogs of days past, access to late 19th and

early 20th century newspapers has now allowed for renewed insight into the popularity,

function and behaviors of the Bulldogs found in the general, non-fighting-dog population

of dog owners. These records show that many Bull-dogs or Bull-terrier dogs continued to

work in their old function as farm/stock dogs, while many more became guard dogs, hunt-

ing dogs, traveling companions and family pets. 

While professional dog fighting men may have been breeding for traits believed to

increase fighting abilities, they were certainly the minority of breeders/owners. Bulldog-

type dogs were exceedingly popular in the late 19th and early 20th century and even became

so popular in cities that complaints could be found in the newspapers about the large num-

ber of Bulldogs roaming through the streets. Certainly all these Bulldog owners were not

breeding their dogs for fighting abilities.

While dog fighters certainly shaped and contributed to breed appearance and some behav-

iors, they cannot make claim to “owning” the breed. The original baiting, gripping, Bulldog

had been used for many centuries to control stock animals, before being specifically bred

for dog fighting. And even after dog fighters began breeding Bulldogs for fighting traits

and behaviors, they cannot make claim to controlling the population.

Those who choose to define all behaviors of the Pit bull solely by their history as told

by dog fighting men are in essence choosing to believe the claims made by a century-old,

criminal-based, cruel, self promoting minority of Pit bull owners, while at the same time

refusing to believe the claims or examine the behaviors found in the much larger, legal,

non-fighting community of Pit Bull owners.

Even if we were to believe the claims of dog fighters about the extraordinary ability of

the Pit bull, one cannot conclude that this translates into aggressiveness or dangerousness

towards humans. Over the centuries, the majority of dog breeds were originally created,

encouraged and maintained to harass, worry, chase, fight, hunt, or kill other species of ani-

mal, from small vermin and large game animals (deer, boar) to other large predators (wolves,

bear). Dogs are predators: all dogs are equipped and have the innate ability and drive to

hunt, fight and kill. Throughout history most types of dogs were bred for specialized aggres-

sion or behaviors towards specific prey (Irish Wolfhound, Scottish Deerhound, Rat Terrier,

Foxhound, etc.). A dog encouraged, either by artificial selection and/or by training to excel

in hunting, fighting or killing other animals, has never been considered a precursor or basis

for aggression towards humans.
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All breeds of dogs are created by men, therefore any breed-specific trait or ability is

the result of artificial selection. Highly selective or artificial traits, if not constantly selected

for, are easily lost. It has long been the lament of working dog enthusiasts that when a breed

becomes popular with the general public and breeding for appearance or pet qualities takes

precedence over breeding for ability, the dogs quickly lose their edge or ability to outper-

form other breeds at a particular task or function. Individual breeds will retain some

specialized traits, but they become muted or less viable. Pointers will still point, retrievers

will still retrieve, sheepdogs will still herd and fighting dogs will still fight, all to some

degree. But the uniqueness of the trait or specialized ability to perform a particular func-

tion becomes blunted. These behaviors then begin to revert back to more normal or natural

levels found in all canids. 

Those who claim the Pit bull is destined by its genetic code to behave a certain way

are denying the very fact that man has selected for these traits, continues to select for them

and could just as easily select against them. It is this claim that Pit bulls cannot revert back

to normal behaviors; that they are permanently altered as to render them unable to behave

like “normal” dogs, which is the basis for the flawed argument of “inherent dangerousness.”

The Pit bull breeds are maintained by a constant and continuous selection for traits. To

claim we can no longer control the appearance, behaviors or traits within the breed, or that

the breed has “gotten away from us,” is absurd. We can easily fashion the Pit bull to exhibit

increased or decreased behaviors. We can test for temperament and select for reduced aggres-

sion and drive before breeding dogs. Once dogs are born, we can continue to select and

direct behaviors by neutering, training, socializing and practicing humane treatment and

maintenance. If dogs still exhibit undesirable or aggressive traits it is still entirely possible

to effectively control and supervise the animal so that it does not become a potential dan-

ger to others. 

Every part of the Pit bull, from conception to death, is within the direct control of owners. 

Any way in which the Pit bull differs from any other breed of dog is the direct result

of our behaviors (or lack thereof). To claim we are now hapless victims of the Pit bull’s

strength, temperament or anatomical traits is denying the indisputable fact that breeds of

dogs are man-made, while at the same time failing to acknowledge the very essence of the

human-dog bond—dogs will perform functions or behave in ways to serve their owners.
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CHAPTER 13

Sensationalism Replaces 
Common Sense 

Towards the end of the 1970s, two incredible transformations in human and canine behav-

ior occurred in perfect unison: 

• Children suddenly stopped teasing dogs. 

• Dogs suddenly started attacking without provocation.

In less than a decade, human children thoroughly evolved into empathetic little beings,

thoughtful of the feelings and mindful of the needs of other forms of life. Adults also became

paragons of morality and empathy, ceasing all forms of provocation and abuse towards ani-

mals. Just as quickly as children and adults evolved en mass into considerate beings, dogs

reverted to their ancestral roots, discarding their long held attachments to mankind and attack-

ing humans in wild abandon. Dogs seemed no longer affected by heat, pain, or frustration,

and began attacking only from a natural viciousness.

Or so the media would now have us believe. 

Half a century ago, the newspapers relished a good dog attack story as much as the media

today. But here is where any similarity between the newspapers of a generation ago and

the media of today ends. As recently as 30 years ago newspapers were still printing cir-

cumstances believed to have been a trigger or contributory factor in dog attacks. All manner

of insightful details were given which explained canine behavior. This type of reporting

filled two vital needs: It provided both entertainment and information on individual cases

of dog attacks, but even more importantly, this type of reporting provided subtle informa-

tion for the prevention of dog attacks.

Behaviors from small infractions, such as pushing or shoving a dog, to major abuses,

like hitting dogs with pipes, were observed as triggers for a dog attack. These details were

given in addition to some of the larger forces at work, such as the chaining of dogs, own-

ers permitting dogs to roam loose or children attempting to interact with unfamiliar dogs. 

The reporting of dog attacks and the overall attitude of the people a generation ago

seemed to maintain a healthy balance between the danger which some dogs presented ver-

sus the overwhelming tolerance and good nature of most dogs. If anything, dog attack reports

in the middle 20th century demonstrated an even more acute understanding of canine aggres-

sion and the limits to a dog’s tolerance than the colorful dog attack reports of the 19th century.



While 19th century America was rather unforgiving of dogs no matter how extreme the

provocation which made them bite, mid-20th century attitudes were more tolerant of dogs

and episodes of biting. 

There are scores of cases reported during the 1960s and 1970s in which dogs were euth-

anized only after a third or fourth bite on a child. Children were known to provoke dogs,

and dogs were recognized to have limited tolerance. A 1971 newspaper story which demon-

strates this is entitled, “Patient Dog Bitten 6 Times by Boy.” The story goes on to tell of a

family trying to find a new home for their German Shepherd because they could not stop

their two-year-old son from biting the dog. Six times the boy had bitten the dog so hard

that the animal bore scars from the boy’s teeth. The parents commented, “Not once has the

dog retaliated. We felt we couldn’t try the dog’s patience any longer.”1

Another article clearly demonstrates the understanding of the behavior of dogs in pain

and the true forgiving nature of dogs. A 1948 article tells of a boy, Jimmy, walking in the

woods with his dog, BoBo, and the poor animal stepping into a steel-jawed leg trap. The

boy could not bear to see his dog howling in pain and attempted to free him. But each time

he approached the dog, the distressed animal snapped at him. The article then describes the

thoughts of the boy:

“For a minute he wondered what he should do—run for help and let Bobo suffer until

he got back, or try to get Bobo free, even if it meant getting bitten. 

Jimmy decided to risk the bites. He reached in toward the trap’s jaws. Bobo bit him—

three times. Jimmy winced but kept trying to open the trap. Finally he did.

Bobo jumped out—and immediately began licking Jimmy in gratitude.”2

Another case reveals both the overall and immediate events which led to a dog attack.

In 1972, the parents of three children went out to dinner, leaving a babysitter in charge. The

babysitter left the house, leaving a 9-year-old in charge of his two younger siblings. The chil-

dren decided to make popcorn and accidentally spilled the scorching hot kernels on the back

of their German Shepherd dog. The dog reacted violently by attacking the children.3

An account of an attack by a German Shepherd police dog provides an excellent visual

impression of how the attack occurred:

“Not even a fellow member of the police force can get away with treading on the tail of 

Wolf III. Wolf III, German Shepherd member of the police canine corps, was sitting by his

master, Patrolman Funderbruk, near an escalator of the City Hall subway station. Another 

patrolman was standing with his back to Wolf III, when people getting onto the escalator 

forced him to take a step backward, right onto the tail of Wolf III.

Wolf III whirled about and sank his fangs in the patrolman’s leg. The officer was treated

at Philadelphia General Hospital and released.”4
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From the early 20th century until the late 1970s, hundreds of dog bite stories describe

events which contributed to dog attacks/bites. Children are found throwing blankets over

dogs’ heads, pelting them with snowballs or rocks, shoving dogs, running in fear from dogs,

poking dogs with sticks, yanking bones out of their mouths, inciting dogs to attack other

animals, and generally trying the patience of even the most tolerant of dogs. Dogs are found

biting in reaction to being scalded by burst radiator pipes or after being tripped over. We

find a case of a chained dog watching children in the yard chase a rabbit, and the frustrated

dog biting a child running past him. There are scores of cases of children trying to hug,

pet, kiss or “caress” chained dogs and being severely bitten in the process. 

Experts asked to comment on cases of dog attacks during the 1960s and early 1970s

almost unanimously agreed the problem rests with owners failing to control their dogs, chil-

dren attempting to interact with dogs unfamiliar to them, and the use and procurement of

large dogs for guard/attack dog functions. 

But by the 1980s the events contributing to a dog bite virtually disappear from news-

paper reports. Dogs were now reported as biting without provocation and even some of the

“experts,” relying on media accounts for their information on dog attacks, began to erro-

neously blame specific breeds. 

It was the great misfortune of the Pit bull to be the new “fad” dog and thus the new

dog found in incidents of attacks at the very same time when the media stopped reporting

triggers or events which precipitated an attack. This would not only prove to prejudice the

public against Pit bulls while creating a myth of breed unpredictability, but would also play

an important role in the general public’s loss of knowledge about canine behavior. 

In 1950, a man was rushed to a hospital in Pennsylvania in critical condition from loss

of blood. The man was able to tell doctors that he had fainted while in the backyard with

his Dalmatian. A neighbor found the man with the dog alongside him. The Dalmatian had

chewed his master’s hand off at the wrist and the man had lost a critical amount of blood.

This poor old gentleman loved his dog to the last. Before dying from shock and loss of

blood, he insisted the dog was only trying to rescue him and only injured him in an effort

to drag him into the house. One of the last things the man said before dying was, “He’s a

good dog.”5

Whether this dog was indeed trying to rescue his master or was exhibiting some other,

less altruistic behavior is unknown. What can be gathered from this sad story is the pre-

vailing attitude towards dogs. At the time, many people’s perceptions towards dogs were

the same as could be seen 50 years earlier; that even good dogs could do “bad” things and

that even “bad” dogs could be found doing good deeds. 

Consider an incident reported in 2002. An elderly woman was found dead in her daugh-

ter’s home. The woman appeared to have several dog bites on her. A Pit bull and a Pit bull

mixed breed dog were in the house with the deceased woman. The police and coroner

reported the dogs had caused her death. The newspapers, always on the alert for a Pit bull

attack, ran the following headlines and stories:
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“Killer Pit bulls Rip Granny to Shreds” (New York Post, December 11, 2002)

“Grandmother mauled to death by family’s Pit bulls” (Newsday, December 10, 2002)

One article claimed that one Pit bull was “covered in blood.” This same Pit bull in another

article “appeared to have blood” on him (the him was actually a female dog). One neigh-

bor claimed, “the dogs were vicious, they barked a lot and looked vicious.” Another neighbor

claimed they were nice dogs. One newspaper printed a photograph of one of the dogs clearly

agitated (teeth bared) in the new and stressful surroundings at the animal shelter. The dogs

would be impounded for the next eight months. 

The daughter, the owner of the dogs, could not believe they would have killed her eld-

erly mother. She hired an independent forensic pathologist from the renowned Henry Lee

Forensic Institute to review and re-evaluate the findings of the initial autopsy report. Only

then was it discovered that the woman had died from a cardiac arrhythmia, and the few

bite wounds on her body were non-lethal and post mortem.* Her death was attributed to

natural causes and it was determined the dogs did not participate or contribute to her death.

There was a dangerous dog hearing which resulted in both dogs being released back to the

daughter. 

No retraction or correction was ever printed about this “Pit bull attack.” This incident

remains permanently archived in the newspapers and on the Internet as a “Pit bull-related

fatality.”

*Note: It is well-documented that dogs will, on occasion and for unknown reasons, inflict post

mortem bites on their deceased owners. This has been documented with breeds from Poodles and

Dachshunds to Labradors and mixed breed dogs.

◆ ◆ ◆

In a society of violent video games, Internet pornography, schoolchildren shooting their

classmates, husbands killing wives, court TV, gang warfare, drug abuse, serial killers, ter-

rorist bombs and mothers drowning their children, we are becoming increasingly more

difficult to shock. Our monsters need to be increasingly terrible in order to keep pace with

a society easily bored by our own species’ violent acts. Since dogs have for thousands of

years befriended, sacrificed and served mankind in selfless devotion, it would require con-

stant and wildly exaggerated claims of ferocity and supernatural abilities in order to convince

most people to view them as a significant danger.

The intense and persistent media and political attention given to Pit bull attacks has

skewed our perceptions so dramatically that we no longer have a balanced view of the dan-

gerousness of a very few dogs against the extreme tolerance and contributions that

millions of other dogs provide. And this has been accomplished by constant over-sensa-

tionalism of anything Pit bull related. The barrage of headlines with the word “Pit bull” in
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them appears to be very convincing evidence of the vicious nature of Pit bulls. But are these

reports legitimate evidence of aggressive behavior within the breed?

There are simply too many outrageous examples of media manipulation and fear-mon-

gering to list. Not only are there different types of biased reporting, but the media has been

relentless in pursuing all things “Pit bull.” Despite claims to the contrary, there is no ques-

tion the media vastly over-reports Pit bull attacks as compared to other breed attacks.

-    In September 2003, a young boy was killed by a Husky-type dog in Alaska. The

incident was covered briefly in only two Alaskan newspapers.

-    In December 2003, an elderly woman was killed by a “pack of Pit bulls” in Florida.

(None of these dogs were actually Pit bulls—four were identified by animal control as

Lab mixes and two were Pit bull mixes.) This story was covered in over 200 major U.S.

newspapers and television stations, and was reported in newspapers in Australia, the

United Kingdom, South Africa and Canada. 

-    In 2004, a man was killed by his large mixed breed dog in California. The briefest men-

tion of this attack (less than 50 words) could be found only in the local newspaper.

-    A month later, a child was killed by a Pit bull in Michigan and this story ran in over

100 national and international newspapers.

Nor is this extraordinary media blitz confined to the American media, as a Pit bull-related

fatality in the United Kingdom in January 2007 generated over 1,120 articles on this tragic,

but singular event.
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The over-reporting of injuries to children by Pit bulls versus other forms of grievous

injuries to children are possibly the most disturbing type of reporting. We are justifiably

upset when a child is the innocent victim of a dog attack. Dogs that inflict severe/fatal

injuries on children are certainly dangerous dogs. However, the level of fear and outrage

towards dogs after such an incident is not proportional to the real risk of severe injury

and death.

In Illinois, on November 5, 2005, three Pit bull-type dogs rushed out of a house and

attacked two children. One child was severely injured and the other child was very critically

injured. Even the owner was severely bitten in an attempt to control his dogs. During the

next few days, there were over 250 articles printed on this incident. The story was covered

in Canada, Japan, Australia, Russia, India, Italy, on FOX News, CNN news, and in over

200 national newspapers. Though one boy suffered grievous and life-threatening injuries

and remained hospitalized for over a month, the child did survive. The media continued to

report on the long and difficult recovery of this boy over the next month. (Eight months

later, in August 2006, another 60+ separate newspaper articles were published covering this

very same attack.) 

The same week as the non-fatal Pit bull attack on the children in Illinois, at least eight

children suffered other types of horrific injuries and abuse from a parent or guardian, which

resulted in the death of seven of these victims. None of these extreme child abuse

injuries/deaths warranted more than one or two small articles run only in the local news-

papers. 

This type of over-reporting of Pit bull attacks versus acts of extreme human violence

towards children demonstrates how media bias can easily distort the public’s perception of

the dangerousness of dogs, while minimizing the more frequent and devastating injuries

suffered by children. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Errors and random breed identifications by the media have been discussed; however, one

further example will demonstrate that even when the breed has come to be identified accu-

rately due to intense public and political interest in a case, the media will still make gross

errors when referring to breeds of dogs involved in attacks. 

The 2001, San Francisco death of Diane Whipple is unquestionably the most publicized

dog bite fatality in the history of the human/dog relationship. Thousands of articles were

written on the initial attack and the subsequent murder trial of the owners. An entire book

was written on this single dog bite-related fatality (The Red Zone),6 and another entire book

was published on the victim (Death of an Angel).7
In many severe/fatal attacks, the first newspaper reports in the day or two following

the attack include breed identifications that are unreliable and inaccurate. Initially, the breed

involved in this case was identified as Bullmastiffs or Pit bulls. Due to the unprecedented

amount of interest in, investigation into and coverage of this case, the breed of dogs involved
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was later correctly identified to be the Presa Canario. Photographs of these dogs ran in dozens

of newspapers and even the dogs’ names became familiar to many people (Bane and Hera). 

Yet, incredibly, four years and thousands of articles later, some in the media still refer

to this as a Pit bull-related fatality. In the coverage of a Pit bull attack in Illinois in 2005,

the regional newspaper printed the following quote as additional “evidence” as to the vicious

nature of Pit bulls: 

“ASan Francisco couple was charged with involuntary manslaughter when a Pit bull they 

were watching mauled a woman in the hallway of an apartment complex in 2001.”8

And if over-reporting and erroneous reporting of Pit bull attacks were not enough for

the media, they have concocted a new and novel way to titillate their readers. Incredibly,

the media now reports Pit bull “almost attacks” or “escape from attacks.” The reporting of

“almost or escaped” attacks is a phenomenon never witnessed before in the newspaper report-

ing of the interactions between dogs and humans.

Approximating on the low side, 350,000 persons are attacked and bitten by dogs seri-

ously enough to require medical attention each year in the United States. This translates

into at least 950 persons PER DAY receiving a significant bite by a dog. 

Incredibly, the media will often report an “almost” attack or an “escaped” attack by a

Pit bull in which absolutely no injuries were inflicted on a person. The only conclusion

which can be drawn from this is that the media views an “almost” Pit bull attack to take

precedence over a real attack by another breed of less interest. 

This type of reporting is most often found in communities or areas in which Pit bull

bans are being considered. Instead of reporting bites by other breeds to present a more bal-

anced and realistic approach to dog bite prevention, the media feeds the flames of hysteria

with reports of Pit bull “almost” attacks. 

In 2005, California was in the process of considering state-wide dangerous dog and/or

breed specific legislation. An example of journalistic hysteria during this time is found in

the San Jose media, which ran the headline “Elderly Man Narrowly Escapes Pit Bull Attack.”

This article goes on to tell about an elderly man taking out his garbage when he spots two

loose Pit bulls. The man claims that “he saw them, and they saw him and then they came

after him.” He is reported to have run from the dogs and escaped into his house. (This is

obviously the one and only trait Pit bulls are not reported to have—the ability to outrun

elderly gentlemen.) 

This same article goes on to report another “Pit bull attack” involving two Pit bulls and

a man walking his small dog. The man was reported to have not been injured, and his small

dog received minor injuries.9 How or why the man and his small dog “escaped” from this

“attack” by two Pit bulls is not reported. 

In Louisville, Kentucky, in 2005, after a fatality by a Pit bull and another fatality by two

mixed breed dogs (which were, of course, reported as Pit bulls), the news also began grasp-

ing at Pit bull straws for stories. Since Louisville was considering breed-specific dog laws

in reaction to these two tragic cases, the newspapers attempted to keep Pit bulls in the news
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by reporting “almost” attacks. The story “Pit Bull Traps Boy, 4, on Car Roof” tells the not-

so-harrowing story of a boy placed on the roof of a car by his father when a Pit bull “charged”

them. The father “fended the dog off with a pole and a lawn chair.” No one was reported to

have been bitten, scratched, mauled, clawed or otherwise come into contact with the dog.

But, the article made special attention to note the dog was “confirmed to be a Pit bull.”10

Even in communities that are not focused on enacting Pit bull legislation, some in the

media cannot pass the opportunity to print any encounter between a person and a Pit bull(s). 

“Two Teenagers Escape Serious Injury after Pit bull Attack near Hanover” is a head-

line that ran in 2005. This story claims the Pit bulls “attacked without warning” and that

the dogs were “vicious.” The only problem with this story is that no one was truly attacked,

bitten, knocked down or mauled by any of these six Pit bulls. Two teenagers walking down

a street in Hanover stated that “six Pit bulls came out and started attacking us. We kept

walking.” It was reported that neither youth was “seriously hurt” and, after being exam-

ined by a doctor, the “scrapes” were deemed to be so minor as to not require any treatment.11

Six dogs (Pit bulls or otherwise) surrounding and jostling a person can be an unnerv-

ing and worrisome event. Especially in today’s climate of fear surrounding Pit bulls, these

two teenagers were justifiably worried. But are two upset teenagers a newsworthy event?

Also, these teenagers did not “escape serious injury,” nor were they “attacked,” because it

is obvious these dogs were exhibiting appropriate bite inhibition. Even in this large pack,

acting independently of their owner, clearly excited, and with two unknown and very nerv-

ous-acting teenagers, these dogs did not inflict any bites. More accurately the headline should

have read, “Negligent Owner Allows Dogs to Frighten Teenagers.”

It has gotten to the point where any Pit bull witnessed near a person in distress is assumed

to be the cause of that distress. In March 2004, police received a call about a Pit bull maul-

ing a man in Fort Madison, Iowa. The dog was lying beside his owner, who was dead from

a self-inflicted gunshot wound to the chest. The dog did not bite, attack or cause any injury

to this man, but was simply lying beside his fallen master. A dog of another breed would

have been heralded for devotion to his deceased owner. 

Since persons being severely injured or killed by automobiles are so commonplace as

to not elicit much reaction from the reading public, one media source seriously misrepre-

sented the facts of one incident to grab the interest of their audience. “Man Struggles to

Recover from Pit Bull Attack,” “Update on Pit Bull Attack” and “Pit Bull Attack Victim

Leaves Hospital” were three separate news stories run from April 14 through April 29,

2003.12 The first line of one of these articles reads, “After a vicious dog attack families of

the victims often suffer the most.” The first line of the follow-up article reads, “A Rock-

ford man has now left his hospital bed after being attacked by a vicious dog.” 

These articles are a shameful and gross misrepresentation of the facts. The facts of this

accident are that a man was walking into a restaurant when a Pit bull began “chasing him.”

Unfortunately, in running away from the dog, the man ran into the street and slammed into
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a passing van. The man’s injuries were the result of coming into contact with a motor vehi-

cle, not with the dog.

Additionally, Pit bulls attacking cats (and even rabbits) are now being reported in news-

papers, usually accompanied by highly emotional quotes from parents claiming fear for the

safety of their children. The reporting of such cases as Pit bull related aggression conveys

either questionable motives or a shocking level of ignorance about very natural, albeit

unpleasant, canine behavior (i.e., chasing and killing small prey animals).

Even the most innocuous events involving Pit bulls are deemed not only newsworthy

but threatening. Chicago, Illinois, was in the midst of a much-publicized proposal to ban

Pit bulls in late 2005. A neighboring suburban community swept up in the latest media-

driven Pit bull hysteria was also considering a ban of Pit bulls. The area newspaper tells

of the experience and testimony of one man at the town council meeting. The news story

is headlined, “Pit Bull Angers Resident.” The article goes on to tell of one resident’s anger

and fear of Pit bulls resulting from a loose Pit bull stealing food from his bird feeder. The

man addresses the council, stating that the town needs to “do something before there is

another incident.”13

With thousands of legitimate and serious injuries inflicted both by other breeds of dogs

and by parents on children each day in the United States, we need to examine why our soci-

ety views a Pit bull attacking a cat or an “almost” Pit bull attack as more newsworthy.

◆ ◆ ◆

The media barrage of all-things-Pit-bull has defiled the image of the Pit bull so profoundly

that it has resulted in a public perception that only certain breeds of dogs can be aggres-

sive towards humans (and other animals). 

Time and again other breed attacks are reported only if the attack was so extreme it

could not be ignored. The overwhelming majority of serious and even severe attacks by

other breeds are either unreported or underreported as compared to Pit bull attacks. Proof

of this is found in human interest stories in which attacks by non-Pit bull dogs played a

role. Often, non-Pit bull or non-Rottweiler dog attacks are not reported on their own merit,

but only as they relate to how the attack impacts another part of a person’s life. The fol-

lowing examples are taken from only one year, 2005:

A highly publicized case of the first face transplant was reported in November of 2005.

This was a significant medical and media event. How the woman came to need this oper-

ation was revealed to be the result of a severe mauling by her Labrador Retriever. The

woman, while unconscious, had her nose, lips and chin torn off by the dog. The attack

occurred months prior to the operation and was apparently of no interest to the media at

that time. 

Another attack by a large mixed breed dog (listed as a Shepherd mix) was only reported

in the media a month later when the mother was arrested on a charge of child abuse after

she failed to get medical attention for the severe injuries caused by the dog. The dog had
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bitten one of her children in early 2005, and a social worker had advised the mother to remove

the dog from the home. A few weeks later the dog bit another child in the home, inflicting

a laceration 7 x 2 centimeters long on the top of her head. The attack became publicized

due to the consequences of the bite becoming infected and the mother being arrested for

child neglect. 

An October 2005 attack was not reported until December 2005 in the story of a hard-

ship case of a man who could not afford to pay the bills incurred as a result of a dog attack.

Two months earlier the man had attempted to stop a Chow dog from attacking two girls on

the street and in the process he was attacked, losing part of his finger and receiving severe

bites to his arm. Unable to work after these injuries and with no insurance, the story tells

of the unfortunate financial circumstances of this man.

A September article discussing the outcome of a lawsuit and jury-allotted award to the

parents is the only report found of the severe injuries received when a 4-year-old boy was

attacked by a caretaker’s dog. The dog, a Golden Retriever-Basset hound mix, had

clamped its teeth on the boy’s head and swung the child back and forth repeatedly during

this attack. 

In December 2005, a brief article was published in reference to the recovery and solic-

itation of funds to help a small girl who was the victim of a severe dog attack. The article

is about the family’s gratitude to all the kindness people had shown them and their injured

daughter. At the time of the article the child had been released from the hospital and was

facing “several more surgeries, including major reconstructive surgery to her face.” One

sentence describes how her injuries came to be: “The fourth-grader was injured last Tues-

day by the family’s Labrador Retriever, who has been with the family for 3-1/2 years. Details

regarding the incident were unavailable.”14

The attack itself was not reported in the media when it occurred and is only mentioned

in this article about the family’s appreciation of people’s support. 

The obvious harm of such unbalanced reporting of different breed attacks is illustrated

in a comment made by Chicago Alderman Ginger (Virginia) Rugai. In attempting to pass

Pit bull breed-specific legislation in 2004, the Alderman was quoted in the Chicago Sun-
Times as saying, “Have you heard of any other particular breed that has, in fact, killed or

maimed someone?”15

There are two distressing aspects to this comment: The first is the obvious media impact,

by over-reporting Pit bull attacks, on creating a public perception that only certain breeds

of dogs are responsible for severe/fatal attacks. But there is a further disturbing aspect of

this Alderman’s comment; unlike most individuals, lawmakers have both a staff and a respon-

sibility to research a topic thoroughly before attempting to enact life-altering legislation

and making statements to the media. Proposing laws based primarily on information spoon-

fed by the media is a seriously flawed approach to controlling dangerous dogs. This is

evidenced by the fact that the Alderman seems totally unaware of the number of dog bite

fatalities which have occurred in her own and adjacent districts in the Chicago area. In Cook
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County (which encompasses Chicago), there have been 12 fatal dog attacks since 1965.

Ten of these fatalities were caused by breeds of dogs other than Pit bulls.

◆ ◆ ◆

A valid and reasonable argument can be made that it is not the responsibility of the media

to provide a comprehensive and accurate running log of dog bites in the United States. Edi-

tors, journalists and reporters all have both personal and professional standards and beliefs

as to what is deemed newsworthy and of public interest. With an infinite number of sto-

ries about the human condition occurring each day, editors pick and choose which

individual stories they believe have relevance. In a free and capitalistic society, this is per-

fectly acceptable and reasonable. 

So it needs to be recognized that it is neither the responsibility nor the intent of the media

to provide unbiased or detailed information on the number and types of dog attack injuries

in the United States. One repeatedly finds in media accounts of dog attacks: inaccurate breed

identifications, seriously flawed accounts of circumstances surrounding the attack and vital

and relevant details concerning both human and canine conditions regularly excluded. Yet,

all previous “scientific” studies on fatal dog attacks have used newspaper reports as either

their sole source of reference or as an integral part of the study.

Therefore, it is vital for both the scientific community and the public to recognize that

the media is under no obligation to provide balanced, comprehensive or accurate data on

severe/fatal dog attacks, nor does it.

◆ ◆ ◆

The Pit bull has borne the brunt of much of the misinformation and negative handling by

the media. However, all breeds of dogs and even humans suffer from this new type of jour-

nalistic approach.

One hundred, even thirty, years ago, the media provided subtle and not-so subtle tips

on dog bite prevention in their telling of dog attack stories. Today, this is all but absent. It

may be speculated that in today’s highly competitive media climate shocking stories serve

a journalistic agenda. Events that are sudden and unexpectedly violent are interesting to

most people. Events that occurred as a result of “cause and effect” or events that make sense

are rather boring or of less interest.

For example: “Family Pit Bull Mauls Tot to Death”

versus

“Abused Chained Dog Kills Toddler”

The first headline used two terms designed to shock: “Pit bull” and “Family.” Pit bulls

are now recognized as menacing and fearful animals, so placing this breed in the headlines

is assured to shock and get the attention of most people. The use of the term “family” is
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slightly more subtle, but certainly used intentionally to re-enforce fear. A family dog killing

a family member implies the most basic and shocking betrayal of trust. It implies there was

a familiar bond, which the dog chose to violate. It implies the dog’s behavior was unex-

pected, unpredictable and, therefore, shocking. 

The second headline implies cause and effect, or on some level makes sense. It also

removes the perception of a familiar bond, thereby removing the implication of a violation

of trust. This then becomes less shocking or less attention-grabbing. 

Yet, both of these headlines describe the same incident. Unsurprisingly, the first head-

line was the one chosen by the media.

Consider two more headlines: “Rottweilers Attack, Kill Toddler”

versus

“Uncle’s Chained Guard dog Kills Girl” 

The first headline (the one chosen by the media) imports no information other than that

Rottweilers had caused another fatality. 

The second headline describes the same incident and provides two significant pieces

of information that may prevent future dog attacks. Over 17% of children (aged 1 day to

12 years old) killed by dogs are found to have been attacked by a relative’s dog. One out

of every four children killed by dogs involved a dog that was kept chained. These two cir-

cumstances pose important risk factors found in canine aggression. And, of course,

recognition of the function of the dog (guard dog versus companion animal) is relevant data

in understanding the behaviors expected from and displayed by this dog.

Again, the media is not responsible for our edification about dog attacks; therefore, we

need to acknowledge that the information presented by the media is entertainment and not a

truthful account of the circumstances which contributed to cases of severe/fatal aggression.

◆ ◆ ◆

Of all the sins of the modern-day media, perhaps the most grievous has been the gross mis-

representation of the human/canine bond in the recounting of dog attacks. This is

unquestionably seen most frequently in the reporting of Pit bull attacks and in the use of

the term “family dog.”

One of the most atrocious uses of the terminology “family dog” is found in the recent

reporting of a fatal Pit bull attack in Michigan. After a 6-year-old girl was killed in an alley

between two row houses, the following headlines were run in the media:

“Family’s two Pit bulls kill Hamtramck girl, 6” (Detroit Free Press, April 5,

2005)

“Family Pit bulls maul girl, 6, to death as she walks to swings” (Detroit Free Press,

April 5, 2005)
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“Residents Seek Pit bull ban after Child Killed—6-year-old Attacked by Family’s Pets”

(ClickOnDetroit.com, April 5, 2005) 

One newspaper volunteered, “The girl had known the Pit bulls since they were puppies.”

This is how this dog attack was presented to the reading audience. Naturally, the pub-

lic and politicians read this and found more “proof” of the unpredictable nature and

temperament of the Pit bull—or another case of Pit bulls turning on their owners and/or

family members. 

Investigation of the incident and necropsy (animal autopsy) of these two “family pets”

reveal:

• The dogs, a male and a female, had originally belonged to the mother’s boyfriend,

who was recently deceased.

• Both dogs were 12–18 months old and intact. The female had signs of a previous

pregnancy.

• The dogs were confined in the basement of a vacant house, while the mother and

girl had moved into another house.

• Upon examination both dogs were found to be underweight.

• No dog food was found throughout the entire gastrointestinal tract of either dog.

• Both dogs tested positive for brodifacoum poisoning (meaning they ingested rat

poison).

• The stomach contents of both dogs were found to contain multiple foreign bodies

of varied forms:

– Male: pieces of paper and cardboard (from a box of rodenticide), plant material,

small nails, and a rubber gasket.

– Female: pieces of cardboard (from a box of rodenticide), multiple small rubber

bands and black plastic fragments.

It is a gross misrepresentation to label these two dogs abandoned in the basement of a

vacated house, with no food or water, with their stomachs full of rat poison, cardboard,

nails, plastic and rubber bands, as “family dogs.”

Any dog that has not been afforded the opportunity to socialize, interact and learn appro-

priate behaviors because they have been acquired for negative functions (guarding,

fighting, breeding for financial gain) or maintained in semi-isolated conditions (chained,

kenneled, basement/yard dogs) cannot be defined as “family dogs.” These animals are “res-

ident” dogs. Family dogs and resident dogs cannot be expected to exhibit similar behaviors

under similar conditions.

The toddler who wandered out to the chained, intact, breeding male Pit bull in the back-

yard of a home in Louisiana was reported in the media to have been killed by the “family

Pit bull in an unprovoked attack.” One article even delicately described the heavy chain
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around this dog’s neck as a “tether;” as the dog was reported to be “tethered in the back-

yard.” The circumstances this dog was maintained in are clear indicators of the degree of

socialization, care and function of the dog. The level of socialization and apathy toward

this dog was so low that the family never even bothered to name him. When asked the name

of the dog after the attack on the child, the owner stated the animal had no name and was

simply referred to as “the dog.”

This is just another case of owners, in conjunction with the media, presenting an image

of the Pit bull that has no basis in reality. Allowing perceptions of canine behaviors and

the level of the familiar bond (family dog versus resident dog) to be determined by an owner

attempting to limit personal culpability and by the media attempting to sell a story has led

the public (and “experts” who rely on these accounts) to believe that certain dogs behave

unpredictably and with unprovoked aggression.

◆ ◆ ◆

Americans have always loved their dogs. So how has it come to pass that a breed of dog

that was beloved and respected by Americans for over a century has become loathed, feared

and abused both by individuals and society as a whole?

As stated previously, it would take a constant and persistent barrage of claims of unpre-

dictability, ferocity, extraordinary abilities, powers, etc., in order to make a dog-loving

country dislike a particular type of dog to the degree that the Pit bull is feared today. There

can be no question that this is exactly what has transpired through the media (and more

recently through outrageous claims by politicians).

• In 1987, over 800 newspaper articles were printed in which “Pit bulls” were

headlined.

Over a decade later, the media is unrelenting:

• 2004, over 900 newspaper articles were printed in which “Pit bulls” were in the

headline.

• In 2005, there were an incredible 1,700+ newspaper articles which headlined the

words, “Pit bull.”

• In 2006, the media continues to exploit the Pit bull with an unprecedented 2,800+

newspaper articles vying for their readers’ attention with the words “Pit bull” in the

headlines.

In a little over two decades, 1985–2006, an astounding 14,500+ newspaper articles used

the words “Pit bull” in their headlines to grab the public’s attention. This number does not

include newspaper articles referencing Pit bulls that did not specifically use the words “Pit
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bull” in the headline of the story, nor does it include magazine articles, radio or television

coverage of Pit bull issues.

In the first week of November 2006, for the first time in over 150 years of recorded

fatal dog attacks, an unprecedented number of children (4) were killed by dogs in a single

week. One of these four attacks involved Pit bulls and three were by other breeds of dogs.

The circumstances surrounding all of these attacks were strikingly similar. Examination of

these cases, individually and collectively, offers valuable insight into the reasons and causes

for fatal dog attacks on children. 

On November 7, 2006, Nancy Grace of CNN Headline News chose the single fatality

involving Pit bulls to feature on her television show. The coverage and discussion of this

fatal attack included describing Pit bulls as “killing machines” and comparing the dogs to

“machine guns and Uzis.” Graphic and highly disturbing stock film footage of Pit bulls

fighting was played repeatedly during the show.

The other three children killed by other breeds of dogs during this week were not men-

tioned. 

How could the average person not come to believe that Pit bulls are different than other

breeds of dogs given this extraordinary, sensationalized and biased media coverage of dog

attacks?
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CHAPTER 14

The Real Causes 
for Dog Attacks 

“If an ox gore a man or a woman that they die: then the ox shall be surely
stoned, and his flesh shall not be eaten but the owner shall be quit. But if the ox
were wont to push with his horn in time past, and this hath been testified to his
owner, and he hath not kept him in, but that he hath killed a man or a woman;
the ox shall be stoned, and his owner also shall be put to death.”

The Bible, Old Testament

Exodus, chapter 21, verses 28, 29

If this punishment seems too harsh, the penalties for owners today who allow their dogs to

roam loose and attack individuals are equally too lenient, if not nonexistent. The follow-

ing cases show that canine behavior cannot be examined without examining human behavior.

The behavior of the dogs in these incidents was a direct result of the actions (or inactions)

of their owners.

Case #1 
In February of 2003, Vivian Anthony was walking down a street in Columbus, Ohio, when

she was attacked by two loose roaming dogs. Her husband managed to fight the dogs off

the woman, but she was critically injured. Two weeks later, as Mrs. Anthony remained on

life support in the hospital, another woman was attacked by two loose roaming dogs, near

the same location as the first attack. Two men beat the dogs off the woman. A newly fallen

snow allowed police to track the dogs’ bloody paw prints to a nearby residence. Inside the

residence were three dogs, along with a newspaper clipping about the first attack.

After 53 days on life support, Vivian Anthony, the first victim, died from complications

from the attack. DNA sampling of the dogs and the victims’ clothing determined the same

dogs were involved in the attack on both women. The owner of the dogs, a medical doc-

tor, was charged with two counts of involuntary manslaughter, one count of reckless homicide

and one count of assault.

There can be almost no doubt that the owner of these dogs knew of the first attack on

Vivian Anthony and the involvement of his dogs. He lived not a half mile from where she



was attacked, he had a newspaper clipping of the incident in his house and the dogs almost

assuredly had to return home after the attack with blood on them. Still these dogs were per-

mitted to run loose less than two weeks later, allowing them to attack another woman. 

During the trial the owner admitted to knowing that his dogs escaped often and that

they had previously been involved in attacks on two other persons. Of the three dogs owned

by this doctor, two were intact males and one was a very pregnant female (she was not

involved in either attack). The owner pleaded guilty to one count of involuntary manslaugh-

ter and one count of assault. He was sentenced to six months in jail and a $5000 fine.

Case #2 
In 2002, a 2-year-old girl wandered too near a chained dog and was attacked and killed.

This intact, male dog had worn the dirt down to a smooth bare surface in the area limited

by the chain. The tree to which the dog was chained was devoid of bark as the dog paced

for endless days around the tree. After the child was killed, a few neighbors commented

that the dog appeared skinny and underfed. The animal control officer stated that the dog

was “appropriately sized for its breed.” The owner of the dog stated in the newspapers,

“About the only thing I can say is I’m sorry, but I don’t see how I could’ve stopped it from

happening.” 

This was the story reported in the newspapers and it is incredible in the startling lack

of information. Fortunately, law enforcement officials submitted the body of the dog to the

state for a necropsy (animal autopsy). What was not revealed in the newspaper accounts

or by the owner was that approximately one week prior to killing the little girl, the dog had

killed a young cat. Now, this is not necessarily indicative of aggression towards humans,

or anything else really. Dogs do kill cats. But this dog consumed the cat. Dogs don’t eat

cats after they kill them, unless something else is terribly wrong.

What was wrong with this animal was that it was starving to death.

The necropsy determined:

• The five-year-old, intact, male weighed only 25kg, or 55 lbs. (This full-grown male
dog should have weighed between 75–95 lbs.)

• The dog was 10–12% dehydrated. (Dehydration at 10% is considered severe and
life-threatening.)

• The intestinal tract contained only small particles of leaves and scant amounts of

corn kernels.

• There was no dog food in the entire intestinal tract.

Diagnosis: Severe emaciation and malnutrition.

Yet, unbelievably, the owner was puzzled as to how he could have prevented this tragedy.
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Case #3
In 2004, the mother of an eight-year-old boy allowed him to spend spring break at his father’s

house in Charlotte, North Carolina. One day during the week, the father was in the house

with his girlfriend and the boy was playing in the backyard with the father’s four dogs.

Tragically, the dogs began attacking the boy. The father and girlfriend inside the house did

not hear the boy’s cry for help or his screams. A postman across the street did, though, and

ran over in an attempt to save the boy. When he realized he could not help the child by

himself, he ran to the door and banged on it for help. The father answered the door and

threatened to kill the postman.

The boy died.

The police arrived and found that the father was a convicted felon, out on parole. Inside

the house they found an assault weapon and drugs. The father was arrested for possession

of a firearm, possession of illegal drugs and for threatening a federal employee (postal

worker). He was also later charged with involuntary manslaughter in the death of his son. 

A few neighbors warily stated the dogs seemed abused and said they had witnessed the

owner beating them. The mother, obviously distressed and grieving for her son, started a

petition to rid Charlotte of three different breeds of dogs.

What many people fail to acknowledge, even those not overcome with grief, is that a

convicted felon, out on parole, would have little regard for any legislative efforts that would

make ownership of a breed of dog illegal. The fact that it is was illegal to be in possession

of a firearm or narcotic drugs were no deterrent to this man. It is very doubtful that he would

have any regard for a law that banned a particular breed of dog. 

It is not reasonable to expect normal or amiable behavior from dogs owned by a man

who, rather than having intense gratitude, instead threatens to kill the man who is attempt-

ing to save the life of his son.

Addressing this as a dog breed issue will never solve the problem of canine aggression.

Legislators and communities can destroy the dogs, ban breeds, mandate high insurance cov-

erage, require fencing, or signs and any other number of measures to restrict the dog—but

no amount of laws, restrictions or breed bans will save the lives of children whose parent(s)

allow them to live in such high risk environments. 

These are but three examples in a three-year period (2002–2004) showing behavior by

owners so extreme in their negligence or criminality that they render the breed of dog a

non-issue. There are many more cases like these, some as extreme, others to a lesser degree.

This demonstrates that in many cases of severe/fatal aggression it is simply not possible to

separate the behavior of the owners from the actions of the dogs.

If we were to take the above examples and add the three different breeds involved to

statistics on fatal dog attacks, what does this accomplish? Can we seriously believe that

any of the above owners were true devotees of the breed of dog which they so recklessly

abused and/or mismanaged? Do we imagine that banning the breeds of dogs involved in
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these attacks would prevent them from acquiring another breed of dog and demonstrating

equal recklessness?

As some politicians and a large portion of the media spin off in the direction of focus-

ing on breeds, fortunately law enforcement personnel work diligently behind the scenes in

an attempt to address the real circumstances which permit or encourage some dogs to act

so aggressively. 

Unlike some in the media and some politicians, law enforcement is keenly aware that

persons involved in situations in which their dog has attacked and killed someone are liable

to be less than truthful about the history, function and prior bad acts committed by their

dog(s) and/or by themselves. Additionally, even if a police officer is personally inclined to

believe a particular breed may be aggressive, they conduct a rational and thorough inves-

tigation, as is required by their profession. Because of this, law enforcement agencies

disseminate the most accurate data and least prejudicial conclusions about the circumstances

and factors behind severe/fatal canine aggression.

In recent years, some police and sheriff agencies have done extraordinary work in uncov-

ering information and details about the owners and dogs involved in fatal attacks. Based

on this information, some cases of fatal dog attacks have been deemed terrible accidents.

Others were concluded to have stemmed from low level negligence or a low level of super-

vision of dogs/children, coupled with misfortune. Some cases were negligence bordering

on criminal and other cases were clearly criminal.

The only way to come to conclusions about dog attacks being accidental or criminal is

to examine the owners first, then the circumstances surrounding the attack and, lastly, the

dogs. Only in this way can the origins and opportunity for canine aggression be determined.

While proponents of breed-specific legislation often seem uninterested in recognizing

the distinction between dog attacks that can be attributed to canine behavior and those that

can be attributed to human behavior, the criminal justice system, the police and the courts

frequently recognize that were it not for the reckless disregard of some dog owners (and/or

parents of the victim), these fatalities would not have occurred. 

Since 1982 there have been at least 29 dog owners found guilty of murder, manslaugh-

ter or criminally negligent homicide in cases in which their dogs were involved in a fatal

attack. Still other dog owners and/or parents have been found guilty of child neglect, child

endangerment, child abuse and reckless injury to a child after a fatal dog attack on a child. 

◆ ◆ ◆

Throughout the ages, dogs have been guardians, protectors, companions and playmates to

children. Like all friendships, there may be squabbles, misunderstandings and offenses taken,

but children and dogs are forgiving creatures, and both usually emerge with only the fond-

est of memories of their relationships together.

There are over 73 million dogs in the United States. The vast majority of these dogs

interact on a daily basis with every conceivable type of child, from infants to teenagers,
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from gentle children to tormenting children, from handicapped children to healthy children

and from family children to neighborhood children. The dogs these children live with and

are exposed to include almost every recognized purebred dog along with a never-ending

variety of mixed breeds. Millions upon millions of children learn about compassion, respon-

sibility, companionship, and respect for others by living with these animals. Virtually all

these children enter into adulthood all the better for their experiences with dogs.

However, about a dozen times a year, something goes terribly wrong.

Statistically, a child has a greater chance of dying from hundreds of other maladies and

mishaps, both man-made and natural, than from the bite of a dog. But society is deeply

shocked and offended when a child dies from an attack by a dog. For this reason we need

to take a closer look at how children come to be exposed to dogs which put them at risk. 

How a child becomes the victim of a fatal dog attack is dependent on either one or both

of these factors: level of responsibility and risk evaluation demonstrated by the parent and/or

the failure of the dog owner to evaluate risks and safeguard children from their dogs.

More often than not, children who fall prey to dogs do so as a result of negligence by

either the parent(s) and/or the dog owner. Sadly, far too many children live with parents or

guardians who offer them only a low level of safety. Many of the child victims of fatal dog

attacks lived in an environment which allowed for a large margin of error, which in turn

invited misfortune. 

The following cases demonstrate that some victims of fatal dog attacks were children

whose parent(s) provided them with only a low level of safety from misadventure. 

In 2001, a 2-year-old boy was killed by an intact, male chained dog. It was the middle

of the afternoon and the parents were seemingly unaware the child had left the house or

had been killed by the dog in their yard. After an undetermined amount of time, the child

was discovered dead near the stepfather’s chained dog. The stepfather was unconvinced

the dog had killed the child, claiming the dog’s chain had been the cause of death. The dog,

prior to this incident, had killed another dog. The stepfather claimed the death of that dog

was also a case of “death by chain.”

The evidence clearly proved the boy was killed as a result of an aggressive attack (bites)

from the dog. Yet, the stepfather’s refusal to acknowledge the clear evidence was only the

latest in a long list of denials and irresponsible ownership practices (unaltered, chained,

unsocialized dog, with previous acts of aggression ignored or excused) that directly con-

tributed to the ultimate act of aggression displayed by this dog.

It is worthy of note that the boy’s funeral needed to be delayed as the parents overslept

that morning.

A fatality in 2000 involved a 2-year-old girl wandering over to one of six dogs kept on

a heavy logging chain in the far corners of a yard. The owners of the dog knew it to be

dangerous and had warned their own children not to go near him. When a mother and her

2-year-old girl were visiting the house, the child wandered out and was killed by the intact

male dog. The owner came home and beat the offending dog to death with a sledgehammer.
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All six dogs in the yard were intact, and one of the female dogs was very pregnant. Inves-

tigation revealed that the dog which had killed the child was actively used for fighting and

had been matched in a fight only weeks earlier. The mother of the deceased child refused

to cooperate in the investigation or assist police. She stated in so many words that she did

not want to help police get her friends in trouble. 

A 2001 fatality involved the tragic circumstances of a young boy who had come to St.

Louis with his brother and mother in the winter of 2000. By all accounts 10-year-old Rod-

ney was a sweet, pleasant and intelligent boy, despite his unstable home environment. Before

arriving in St. Louis, Rodney and his brother had been taken twice from their mother by

the Missouri Department of Family Services and placed in foster homes. Now returned to

his mother, who had a history of drug abuse and an open weapons charge pending in a neigh-

boring county, Rodney appeared to be adapting well to his new location and school.

On a Monday evening, around 5 p.m., Rodney’s mother saw him leave the house

with his basketball. The following morning police arrived at the mother’s doorstep to

inform her that her son had been killed by dogs in Ivory Perry Park on either late Mon-

day night or early Tuesday morning. Rodney’s mother was unaware that her son had

not returned home the night before. She was arrested and charged with endangering the

welfare of a child.

With no parental interest in keeping this child out of harm’s way and no concern for

his safety or whereabouts, it is not terribly surprising that this child should be the victim

of some type of terrible misfortune. Sadly, dogs were the source of his tragic death. Of course,

equally culpable are the unknown owners who abandoned and allowed these dogs to roam

loose in the city. 

One of the most frequent scenarios for dog attacks is children visiting relatives. Sev-

enteen percent of the children killed by dogs were attacked by a relative’s dog (grandparent,

aunt/uncle). While cases of extreme negligence are found here, this is the one area where

seemingly innocent mistakes or slight errors in judgment have resulted in tragic conse-

quences. 

The factors which appear to be at work here are:

Adults, being familiar (or having a bond) with a relative’s dog, assume the dog will be

equally accepting of their young children, believing their bond with the dog 

will automatically extend to them.

Adults visiting with children fail to take into account the territorial issues found with 

many dogs.

A common scenario is: A woman visits her mother. She is familiar with her mother’s

dog and perhaps feels comfortable with this dog which has never shown any aggression

towards her or her parents. At some point the daughter becomes a mother herself. She con-

tinues to visit her parents, but now begins to bring along her child. The dog has had only
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minimal exposure to this (grand) child and at some point the child and dog are left alone.

The dog then attacks this small interloper. 

The case of a child being killed by a relative’s dog is perhaps the scenario in which

education may make the biggest difference in the reduction of severe attacks on children.

Very often these parents made only minor errors in judgment. Also, many of these parents

did have lifestyles in which they provided safe environments for their children. An added

awareness of the danger some dogs may present to young visiting children may help these

parents avoid attacks on their own children by a relative’s dog.

◆ ◆ ◆

While a significant number of fatal attacks on children may have been prevented by either

responsible behavior or reasonable risk assessment by a parent and/or dog owner, some cases

are truly unforeseeable events. There are a small number of cases in which parents and dog

owners seemingly took all necessary precautions prior to a fatal dog attack, yet still suf-

fered the same fate as severely negligent dog owners and/or parents. 

A sad case of what could only be classified as a terrible accident occurred in April 2004

in Washington. John, an 8-year-old boy, was visiting his next door neighbor’s home. John

was inside the home with the teenage boys living there. At some point, John, unnoticed,

went into the fenced-in backyard where the family kept two large dogs. John knew these

dogs and had interacted with them before. For reasons which will never be known, the boy
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was attacked and killed by either one or both dogs. There is absolutely nothing about this

case which suggests the dogs would have behaved this way.

The dogs had responsible and quality owners, who maintained them in a controlled and

safe environment. The dogs had no other function than that of companion animals and were

owned by this family for three years (since they were puppies). Even the dogs’ names sug-

gest nice family pets, Precious and Diamond. The dogs were females (although intact, there

were no issues with pregnancy or puppies involved). Female dogs without puppies (or not

pregnant) are exceedingly rare in cases of fatal canine aggression and are responsible for

less than 2% of all fatal dog attacks.

The dogs had no history of aggression prior to the attack. They were known to be friendly

with neighborhood children. Neighbors unanimously agreed the dogs’ behavior was always

appropriate and non-threatening. The boy had knowledge of these dogs and was aware of

their friendly and non-threatening behaviors. He was old enough to make a fair and rea-

sonable assessment of the (low) risk involved in encountering these animals. 

No mistakes, no bad risk assessment, no cruelty, negligence or lack of control over the

dogs—just a terrible accident involving a young boy and a tragic event for two families

and two dogs.

◆ ◆ ◆

If the reason a person obtains a dog and how the dog is maintained are important signposts

on the road to aggression, something as simple as a dog’s name is often just as relevant to

the future behaviors we expect from our dogs. 

Suppose you are walking down a street and a short distance off a man is walking towards

you with a large, muscular dog. The dog’s leash snaps and the dog is leisurely trotting towards

you. The owner yells, “Psycho, stop!” 

Now envision the exact same scenario, except the owner yells, “Ladybug, stop!” 

Except for those who are so petrified of dogs, or so brainwashed by the media to fear

certain breeds, most people would assess the risk of each of these trotting dogs a tad dif-

ferently. 

It is no small coincidence that many of the dogs involved in fatal attacks have indeed

been named: Crusher, Rage, Psycho, Mayhem, or a host of other names which suggest their

owners wished their dogs to appear—or, worse, act—menacing.

Many dogs involved in severe and fatal attacks are found with these menacing, crimi-

nal-laced names because they had been acquired for the express purpose of intimidation.

The names of these dogs coincide with their use as status symbols by urban thugs in a cul-

ture of violence, drug abuse and dog fighting. 

◆ ◆ ◆
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Environment and maintenance are additional critical factors (along with function and own-

ers) which demonstrate the level of commitment and responsibility an owner has, not only

to the dog but also to the community and safety of its inhabitants.

Environment is the immediate physical surroundings of the dog (chained dogs, yard

dogs, loose roaming dogs, multiple dog situations, unsupervised dogs, isolated and unso-

cialized dogs). Maintenance is the physical condition of the dog (intact dogs, sick, abused

or underweight dogs). 

Chained Dogs
The potential danger of a chained dog stems from rather simple causes:

• Chained dogs can never be afforded the same level of socialization as household dogs.

• Chained dogs have a well defined and limited territory and therefore may exhibit

heightened territorial issues.

• Chained dogs cannot flee a threatening situation, increasing the probability of a

defensive (or fear) bite or attack (fight versus flight response).

• Chained dogs are not able to release pent up energy or frustration and this may

increase aggressive or abnormal behaviors (pacing, barking, straining at chain, etc.).

• Chained dogs are exposed to extreme weather conditions, and the discomfort of

heat, cold, rain, and insects. Also, chained dogs are at the mercy of tormenting

children.

• Untold numbers of chained dogs are injured or die after becoming entangled in

chains or ropes or are attacked by loose roaming dogs. 

None of these are very complex issues. The conditions under which chained dogs are

kept are in direct opposition to the conditions needed to produce a well-balanced, social dog.

An owner who keeps his dog chained does not recognize or meet the social, emotional,

and even most of the physical needs of the animal. Dogs, by nature, require physical exer-

cise, mental stimulation, social and physical interaction with other beings (dogs or human)

and a sense of belonging or attachment to other “pack” members. Depriving dogs of these

important behaviors and interactions with humans invites aggression. 

Putting dogs in situations where they are apt to feel threatened, protective of limited ter-

ritory, or experience isolation, discomfort or pain will increase incidents of aggression. This

is evidenced by the fact that 25% of all fatal attacks have been inflicted by chained dogs. 

Dogs that have not been provided the opportunity to develop appropriate social behav-

iors due to chaining cannot, after an attack on a toddler, be classified as “family dogs.” Dogs

maintained on chains in backyards are not family dogs. The term which correctly identi-

fies the dog is “resident dog.” The dog resides on the premises of the owner. The dog is
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not a part of the family. The distinction is important and real because it defines the rela-

tionship or bond that is so important in understanding canine perceptions and, hence,

behavior. 

It is exceedingly rare for a family dog to kill an immediate family member (despite what

has been reported to the contrary). Dogs attack and severely injure or kill persons to whom

they have no bonds or strong attachments.

Loose Roaming Dogs
This is, without a doubt, the longest running and most frequently found complaint about

dogs in our society. One hundred years ago the newspapers were full of angry letters from

citizens from New York to Chicago, complaining about loose dogs attacking livestock and

harassing and seriously injuring humans. An owner who allows his dog(s) to repeatedly

run loose (meaning more than once) shows an utter disregard not only for their own dogs,

but also for the welfare of their neighbors’ animals, and a flagrant disregard for the safety

and well-being of persons in their community. 

Communities which cannot or care not to enforce existing leash laws or cite owners

for allowing their dogs to roam should not even consider passing additional dangerous dog

legislation if they are unable to effectively and seriously penalize owners who violate this

basic rule of canine responsibility. 

Loose roaming dogs are simply an owner management problem. A free roaming dog is

an animal acting independent of human interests. In urban and residential environments

there is great potential for harm when dogs are left to their own devices. Dogs being hit by
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cars or causing traffic accidents, harassing and chasing other domestic animals or wildlife,

as well as threatening or attacking humans, are very real and frequent occurrences when

dogs are allowed to roam loose off their property and free of human direction. 

The dangers here are real and obvious, yet owners continue to allow dogs to operate in

this potentially dangerous way. In one year only, 2005, ten persons died because their neigh-

bors failed to contain their dogs on their property. Of these ten fatal attacks by loose roaming

dogs, eight cases involved owners allowing not only a single dog, but multiple dogs, to run

loose. Not only were these dogs allowed to roam loose, but all these cases involved dogs

which were intact (not spayed or neutered).

Reproductive Status of Dogs
While politicians and the media love to quote breed statistics, no statistic about the dogs

involved in fatal attacks is more overwhelming than the statistical percentage of intact ver-

sus altered animals. 

Over the last six years, from 2000–2005, there were 131 fatal dog attacks in the United

States. Ninety-two percent of the fatal attacks were inflicted by reproductively intact (un-

neutered, un-spayed) dogs. This is a significant percentage and is highly suggestive of certain

conditions (reproductively viable) predisposing a dog to aggression.

However, no single statistic is a true representation of the behaviors or forces at work

driving canine aggression in severe or fatal attacks. Fatal attacks are the result of an esca-

lation of events, behaviors and circumstances which culminate in the opportunity and ability

for a dog to behave aggressively. What the statistic 92% of dogs found in fatal aggression

were intact does not reveal is the other contributing factors found in the environment and

maintenance of these dogs. 

For instance, over 70% of the intact dogs involved in fatal aggression were maintained

in multiple dog residences. This is relevant. Multiple dogs in residence introduce new dynam-

ics to canine behavior not seen in single dog households. This requires owners to be more

knowledgeable about intra-species behaviors and/or aggression and the possible develop-

ment of pack mentality.

Dogs which may never snarl or snap at their owners will frequently growl their dis-

pleasure at each other. Dogs in the yard, running along the fence after a boy riding a bicycle

on the sidewalk, often feed off each other’s excitement. Feeding time in multiple dog house-

holds can be tension-filled. There are dozens of situations in which dogs in multiple dog

households can trigger each other to behave aggressively. The most obvious situation which

may trigger intact male dogs to behave aggressively is the nearby presence of a female in

estrus. Dozens of cases of fatal dog attacks involved intact males with females in estrus

nearby. Whether this was the singular cause for aggression cannot be determined, but

undoubtedly any behaviors of the male would be more intense. 
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Of course, female dogs, intact and bred, may exhibit heightened aggression if there are

puppies on site. Indeed, this is when female dogs are found in fatal attacks. Not surprisingly,

this is one of the very few situations in which male and female dogs are found together and

the female initiates the attack on a human. In almost all other witnessed cases of fatal attacks

on humans, when a male and female dog were together, the male was observed to be the

instigator or initiated the attack.

The point about intact dogs involved in fatalities is not just that they were intact, but

that they were more likely than not to be kept in multiple dog residences, and more likely

than not to be active in breeding for the financial gain of their owners. So while the singu-

lar circumstance of being intact may seem indicative of increased aggression in dogs, there

are almost always other risk factors involved.

Single Dog and Multiple Dog Situations in Fatal Attacks 
Single Dogs

During the past 40 years, from 1966–2005, 65% of the human fatalities from a dog attack

were the result of being attacked by a single dog. However, in the vast majority of these

cases there were other dogs on the premises or near the scene at the time of the attack. In

the six-year span, from 2000–2005, in over 87% of the cases of fatal attacks by a single

dog, there were other dogs in residence or situated near the attack. 

While many of these other dogs were not able to participate due to barriers or

restraints, there were a number of dogs certainly able to join the attack that simply did not.

Even in cases of the alleged “dangerous” breeds, there are incidents of one dog attacking

while multiple other dogs on the scene do not participate. The behaviors of these non-par-

ticipating dogs are remarkable in their restraint and inhibition. 
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While the behavior of the one dog beginning a frenzied attack on a human must be rec-

ognized for the extraordinarily aggressive act that it is, dogs standing off and refraining

from entering into a pack mentality or pack attack require equal weight in the assessment

of canine (or breed) behaviors and temperament. Yet, incredibly, these behaviors (of non-

attacking dogs) are never studied or given recognition in discussions of canine (or breed)

temperament.

The breed of the male dog that killed a little girl in a field after she screamed when a

lizard ran over her shoe has been permanently documented in the statistics as indicative of

the dangerousness of this particular breed. Yet, the behavior of the female dog (of the same

breed) that was also at the scene but did not participate, and was even witnessed biting the

rump of the male during his attack on the little girl, has gone unrecognized. Yet, her behav-

ior in defining breed temperament is as revealing and significant as the behavior of the

attacking male.

Multiple Dogs

Over the last 40 years (1966–2005) 35% of all fatal dog attacks have involved more than

one dog. 

When dogs operate as a pack, their potential to do harm is obvious. Dogs will often

feed off each other’s excitement, thereby increasing and prolonging an aggressive episode.

In multiple dog attacks, injuries and bites are apt to be more numerous and occur more rap-

idly. Many a victim who may have been able to survive or ward off an attack by one dog

succumbed due to the force of multiple dogs.

Not all dogs in a pack situation attack with the same intensity. Some dogs will attack

seemingly without inhibition, inflicting deep, penetrating wounds. Other dogs (often times

the females) may participate by worrying the victim, tearing at the clothes or inflicting lesser

bites. An example of this is the infamous Diane Whipple case which occurred in San Fran-

cisco in 2001. Here, two large dogs escaped from their owner’s control and attacked the

gym teacher in the hallway of their apartment. Bane, the male, was observed to be the aggres-

sor, inflicting most of the severe and ultimately fatal bites. Hera, the female, was less active

in the attack, primarily worrying the victim, rather than inflicting severe bites. 

In multiple dog attacks that are not witnessed, it is often impossible to know the exact

level of participation of each of the dogs involved. Naturally, in large packs (of four or more

dogs) it is often impossible to know how many, and to what degree, each of the dogs par-

ticipated. Bite impressions of the dogs’ teeth, examination of stomach contents, DNA and

saliva testing will often assist in identifying the major offenders, but may reveal little about

the behavior of the other dogs in the pack. 

A case in which the stomach contents of the dogs did reveal the obvious offenders

occurred in 1990, when a 44-year-old woman was killed by dogs she maintained on her

property. There were eleven dogs on the premises, which she and her husband declared to

be their “pets.” The house was in a dilapidated condition, with huge cracks in the walls
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through which the dogs could enter and exit at will. Two of the dogs appeared well-fed,

while the other nine dogs were emaciated. All nine dogs were each at least 20 pounds under-

weight, with some of them being, as one official stated, “skin and bones.”

The female owner had a history of seizures. It is believed she suffered a seizure while

alone in the home and this may have triggered this large pack of starving dogs to attack

her. While the two well-fed dogs were determined not to have participated in the attack,

examination of the contents of the stomachs of the starving dogs revealed that seven of the

nine actively participated in the attack.

Like most fatal attacks, multiple risk factors need to be present before dogs behave so

aggressively. Besides these dogs operating as a large pack, starvation, poor environment,

possible seizure activity in the owner and perhaps other forces were in place which allowed

them to behave in the manner they did. 

The Familiar Bond and The Family Dog

“If you get to thinking you’re a person of some influence, try ordering somebody

else’s dog around.”

Will Rogers

Unfortunately, this simple witticism, defining how canine behavior is dependent on the famil-

iar bond between owner and dog, is lost on many people today. Dogs behave differently

with those to whom they have formed strong attachments than they do with more unfamil-

iar persons. For centuries this has been understood, embraced, and heralded as the essence

of dogs. Yet, today, this defining aspect of canine behavior is either grossly misrepresented

or has been given no recognition in the recounting of dog attacks. The denial or ignorance

of this basic tenet, which so often drives canine behavior (and aggression), has led to erro-

neous claims of the unpredictable nature of dogs and dog attacks. 

Today, dozens of studies, quotes and percentages can be found claiming that “family

dogs” are responsible for the majority of bites and attacks on children. However, even the

most cursory examination of these stories about “family dogs attacking children” quickly

reveals that many of these claims are a perversion of the familiar bond. Scores of exam-

ples can be given in which dogs, either seriously undersocialized, chained, used for breeding,

guard dog use, and/or kept in isolated and even in extremely abusive conditions, were labeled

as “family dogs.” 

Family Dog versus Resident Dog

Though discussed previously, it needs to be stressed that dogs maintained outside the

home (on chains, in kennels or in yards) and dogs obtained for negative functions (guard-

ing, fighting, protection, breeding for financial gain) are not “family dogs”—they are
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“resident dogs.” This distinction is vital in the understanding of canine behavior and aggres-

sion. Dogs maintained as resident dogs cannot be expected to exhibit the same level of

sociability as dogs afforded the opportunity to interact with humans and their families on

a daily basis and in positive and more humane functions.

The fact that there is no documented case of a single, spayed/neutered Pit bull or Pit

bull-type dog, maintained exclusively as a household pet, involved in a fatal attack on a

human in the United States is proof that canine behavior is profoundly influenced by the

function of the dog and quality of care and control practiced by owners. 

It has always been mankind’s great fortune that most dogs, despite the low level of care

and control demonstrated by many of their owners and their acquisition for negative func-

tions, are nevertheless wonderfully tolerant and sociable toward humans. It is for this reason

that we often expect all dogs to behave amicably. However, dogs will, and do, bite; there-

fore, any serious study on the reasons and causes for dog attacks requires a truthful

examination of each individual dog, the function for which the dog was obtained and how

the dog was maintained. This is the first critical step toward understanding how a dog had

the ability and opportunity to behave aggressively towards a human. 

◆ ◆ ◆

• Dogs are predators—predators chase and kill other animals. 

• Aggression is a natural part of dog behavior, used to lay claim to resources, guard

territory, protect offspring or ward off perceived dangers. 

• Dogs are sentient beings, capable of experiencing pain, anger, fear and frustration.

• Dogs have different signs and signals they use to communicate intentions or

emotions, and these are very different than the vocalizations and signals humans

use to communicate intent or emotion. 

Because of all these things, dogs bite. They bite other animals, they bite each other and

they bite humans. Sometimes we can understand or relate to the reasons why dogs attack,

other times the bite or attack seems to us to be unwarranted or vicious. As humans often

have a difficult enough time understanding the intentions or aggressive behavior found in

our own species, it should come as no surprise that the behavior of dogs should also at times

confound and confuse us.

Few things in life come without some level of risk. Swimming pools, automobiles, house-

hold cleaning products, power tools, bicycles, stairs, and dogs all come with a certain level

of potential harm. Our lives are comprised of evaluating risks on a daily basis. From how

fast we drive our cars or when to cross a busy street, or cordoning off swimming pools and

staircases from unsupervised children, we think about or act on the potential danger of things

daily. Why then is it so difficult for so many people to understand that this applies to our

dogs as well? While dogs are certainly less of a risk factor than automobiles or swimming

pools, nevertheless, the same theory applies—dogs are safe when maintained in a responsible
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manner and when people show a reasonable level of risk assessment. Terrible, unforeseeable

accidents will always occur in life, but the point is to strive to make these incidents as rare as

possible.

There are presently 73 million dogs1 in the United States and approximately two dozen

human deaths per year are due to dog attacks. In approximately one half to three-quarters

(12–18) of these deaths, the victims are young children. However, over 250 children under

the age of five die yearly in swimming pools.2 Comparing yearly dog bite fatalities to yearly

fatalities associated with automobiles, swimming pools or lightning shows that dogs are

incredibly low on the list of potential dangers.

While the risk of being killed by a dog is extremely low, serious dog bites and attacks

obviously present a likelier risk. Both serious and fatal attacks can be reduced by reason-

able risk assessment. Owners can reduce the risk of their dog biting someone through dozens

of different methods, from educating themselves about canine behavior and enrolling in

dog training classes to properly containing and supervising their dogs. Potential victims

can also reduce their risk of dog attacks by learning about canine behaviors and how to

respond to an aggressive-looking dog. There are literally hundreds of books written on these

topics, as well as information presented on the Internet, television and even radio. For those

wishing to educate themselves and lower the potential risk associated with dogs, the infor-

mation is available and highly accessible.

However, just as there will always be murderers and reckless drivers, there will always

be some dog owners who refuse to safeguard others from their dogs and there will always

be some victims who not only failed to make an appropriate risk assessment in a situation

involving dogs, but were reckless. 

In 2006, an adult male climbed over a fence at 5:30 a.m. and entered into the yard of

a metalworking company in California. Three large guard dogs were kept on the premises.

The man was attacked and killed by the dogs. 

In 1997, a man took possession of two large dogs and placed them in the fenced yard

behind his trailer. In addition to obtaining the male and female for use as guard dogs, he

intended to breed them “to make some money.” Four days later his girlfriend arrived with

her 3-year-old son. Authorities believe the mother and her boyfriend were in a drug-induced

stupor when the boy wandered into the backyard where he was attacked by the dogs. An

autopsy revealed the boy lay dying in the yard for at least two hours before either adult

awoke and realized the child was missing. 

While there is much society and individuals can do to reduce attacks, the two cases cited

above demonstrate that there will always be incidents of severe or fatal dog attacks due to

some people’s failure to take any appropriate steps to safeguard themselves or others from

their dogs. If we are truly interested in reducing the number of attacks, we need to hon-

estly examine which behaviors are the major contributors to these events: human or canine.

Unfortunately, the way canine aggression is usually examined is by simply referring to the
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number of deaths or bites attributed to dogs and not by an examination of the forces driv-

ing behavior.

It is inaccurate and unreliable to use the number of fatal dog attacks, and/or which breeds

are involved, as “proof” of canine aggression. The reason for this is that it fails to identify

exactly what it claims to be providing evidence of—namely aggression.

Consider the following deaths which are included in the Centers for Disease Control

statistics on dog bite-related deaths in the United States:

• A man is bitten on the thumb by a dog. Introduced into the wound is a rapidly

spreading and virulent bacteria, which results in the man’s death four days later.

• A woman dies after her boyfriend physically restrains her, while repeatedly

ordering his dog to attack her.

• A two-day-old infant dies after a dog picks the child up by the head and carries the

infant into the room where the parents are.

• A dog attacks his long-time owner, inflicting dozens of deep, penetrating wounds,

resulting in the woman’s death.

These four deaths tell us only one thing—four people died as a result of dog bites. They

tell us nothing about the level and type of aggression, or define what aggression is. Lump-

ing these disparate events together misconstrues the very nature of the behavior. Is a bite

to the thumb the same type of aggression as a dog inflicting dozens of penetrating and lethal

bites? Is a dog that attacks due to repeated commands from his owner showing the same

type of aggression as a dog that attacks a person of his own initiative? Is a dog that picks

a baby up by the head and carries it into the room with the owners committing an aggres-

sive act? You cannot provide proof of something which you have not defined. Yet these

types of statistics are routinely used to “prove” the aggressiveness of certain breeds.

The answers to severe and fatal canine attacks are not to be found in statistics, or in

discussing dog breeds, or in recent accounts of dog attacks found in the media. The answers

to canine aggression can only be found beginning with an examination of the relationship

(or lack of one) between dogs and owners.
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CHAPTER 15

The Pit Bull Placebo: 
Conclusions

on Canine Aggression

“We are alone, absolutely alone on this chance planet: and, amid all the forms of life
that surround us, not one, excepting the dog, has made an alliance with us.” 

(Maurice Maeterlinck, 1862–1949)

Recently, in North Carolina, police responded to a report of a Pit bull and a Golden Retriever

fighting. One of the dogs was found tied to a tree with his front leg broken and deep gashes

to his muzzle from the bites of the other dog. There can be little doubt as to which dog was

injured and how this attack came to be. We have identified the two types of dogs involved

in this incident, we know their history, we’ve read the newspaper headlines about which

dogs are involved in aggression, we’ve listened to politicians state that certain breeds are

the source of the dog bite problem, we’ve even heard some “experts” and laymen alike tell

us of the uniqueness of the wounds Pit bulls inflict during an attack (breaking of bones and

tearing), and through all this we’ve come to know that there are “dangerous and aggres-

sive” breeds and there are “friendly, non- aggressive” breeds of dogs.

Today, the human/dog bond—the most complex and profound inter-species relation-

ship in the history of mankind—has been reduced to a simple axiom: Breed of dog = degree

of dangerousness.

Throughout the centuries, dogs have elicited great pride, enduring love and extreme devo-

tion from humans. It has never been uncommon for humans to risk their lives to save their

beloved canine companions and dogs have more than returned this devotion in kind. How-

ever, as frequent as it is to find humans bestowing great affection upon their dogs, it is as

frequent to find humans inflicting horrific abuse and cruelty upon our canine companions.

What reasonable or sane person could expect dogs kept in such diametrically opposed

conditions (cherished versus abused) to exhibit similar behaviors? How, in a society unpar-

alleled in its access to information, have we been bullied into believing that the condition

and treatment of our canine companions has no relevance on their future behaviors? And

how have we become a society so ignorant and terrified of some dogs that we have allowed

a wave of panic to sweep through our communities, allowing certain dogs to be banned,

muzzled, restricted and killed by the hundreds of thousands in “shelters” across the nation? 



Consider how information about dog attacks has been disseminated over the last century:

One hundred years ago—Newspapers provided vivid and often detailed accounts of

dog attacks. Emotional and often anthropomorphic terms were used in an attempt to under-

stand the factors that caused the dog to attack. Dogs were described as either “vicious by

nature” or “caused to be vicious.” People were identified at times to be “innocent” victims,

or “tormentors” who invited an attack. Dogs were understood to be complex beings react-

ing to human behavior. The function and condition of dogs were often included in reports,

as they were understood to influence canine behavior.

Fifty years ago—Newspapers continued to report dog attacks to be a result of “cause

and effect.” Although dogs were no longer described in emotional terms, they were still

portrayed as sentient beings that reacted to pain, discomfort, or fear. Additionally, many

reports of dog attacks conveyed the understanding that aggression was a natural and expected

behavior of dogs in certain circumstances. Owners and/or victims were often identified in

news reports as exhibiting behaviors (intentionally or unintentionally) that caused the dog

to attack. 

Today—The Pit Bull Paparazzi are our source of information on dog attacks. Like their

tabloid celebrity counterparts, The Pit Bull Paparazzi are ever on the alert for any incident

involving their high-profile subject, pushing past or ignoring all “low entertainment” attacks,

while zooming in on and hyping any incident involving the “high entertainment” Pit bull.

Theories about the breed, its history and temperament, are discussed, while details con-

cerning the circumstances of the individual dog involved are not reported. Cause and effect,

or reasons for the attack, are no longer found in reports, since breed is now recognized as

sufficient information to explain aggression.

Recently, some politicians have joined in the fray with their own brand of “yellow jour-

nalism,” touting wild claims about canine behavior of which they know little and seem to

care less. In 2005, despite the fact that only one of Canada’s 33 documented fatal dog attacks

involved any type of dog even remotely resembling a Pit bull, Ontario’s Attorney General

Michael Bryant began a campaign to rid the province of Pit bulls. Spouting inane and false

claims about Pit bulls and aggression and refusing to consider the testimony of Ontario’s

own professional canine experts, the Attorney General pushed through legislation banning

Pit bulls in the entire province of Ontario.

In addition to the news media and politicians, an unholy trilogy of misinformation has

been formed with the Internet. The Internet has allowed for the rare incidents of severe and

fatal canine aggression to be transmitted on a global scale, at times generating hundreds of

sensational headlines from a single episode of aggression, grossly distorting our percep-

tions as to the dangerousness of dogs and the frequency of attacks. Not only are these rare
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cases instantly accessible, but oftentimes they become retrievable for a seemingly infinite

amount of time, providing “a permanent record” of selective cases of aggression.

The information disseminated about Pit bulls and aggression by the newspapers, politi-

cians and the Internet has led many to conclude that the solution to canine aggression is to

rid society of the “breeds of dogs found in reported attacks.” And, since little to no infor-

mation is revealed about the other circumstances contributing to an attack, breed is now

found to be the only “constant” in reports of canine aggression.

The solution or cure now touted for ridding communities of dangerous dogs is found

in the guise of the Pit Bull Placebo. Like the pharmacologically inactive sugar pill dispensed

to placate a patient who supposes it to be medicine, eradication of the Pit bull is heralded

as the cure for severe dog attacks. However, a placebo is administered solely to appease a

person’s mental duress. In the present day climate of fear and misinformation about Pit bulls

and dog attacks, eradication of the Pit bull is the placebo administered to ease the public’s

mental anxiety. This, of course, does not address the underlying cause of why dogs attack

and how they have been allowed access to their victims. Nor does this address why humans

feel the need to have dogs that will intimidate, attack, or fight other beings. These factors,

recognized for centuries as contributing to canine aggression, are dangerously ignored when

a dog attack is deemed to be a product of breed.

The distraction of blaming the breed of dog involved in attacks, while ignoring dan-

gerous human behaviors, has created a climate of fear towards certain breeds. Paradoxically,

this fear of Pit bulls allows us to maintain our sense of well-being because it permits us to

believe that canine aggression can be solved without introspection.

If we truly believe that the extremely rare cases of fatal dog attacks merit extreme meas-

ures in the management of dogs—if our concern and shock is genuine—then we must be

equally genuine and sincere in seeking out and addressing the real causes for these inci-

dents. Hanging entire breeds of dogs in effigy for the actions of a miniscule percentage of

their population, while ignoring the dangerous management practices of their owners, is

not an effective or acceptable solution to canine aggression. 

Portraying two Pit bulls abandoned in the basement of a vacant house that have des-

perately resorted to ingesting inedible objects and rat poison as “family dogs” is a

grotesque distortion of the human/dog bond. Furthermore, claiming that the agonizing and

final behaviors of these suffering animals are proof of the aggressiveness of the breed is a

monstrous mischaracterization of canine behavior.

Only by acknowledging that a social hysteria has been spawned by the sensational and

inaccurate reporting of dog attacks and only by extracting ourselves from the swirl of emo-

tion, myths, rumors, and politics of dog attacks can we rationally and effectively address

canine aggression in a way that may reduce these attacks.

When we put aside our preconceived notions about breed behaviors and investigate the

real causes for dog attacks, we come to discover that it was actually the Golden Retriever

which initiated the attack against the Pit bull in North Carolina—and it was the Pit bull
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who received the fractured front leg and severe bites described at the beginning of this chap-

ter. Further investigation finds that the Golden Retriever had attacked and injured the Pit

bull at the goading and urging of his teenage owner. Had we simply allowed the breed of

dog to explain this attack our conclusions would have been a complete misrepresentation

of the facts.

But the truth is that dog attacks are rarely investigated in such a way that reveal the

real reasons why dogs attack. And so we have routinely come to draw totally inaccurate

conclusions about canine behavior. These inaccurate assessments often lead to breed-spe-

cific legislation which is not only of no value in keeping communities safe, but has caused

much anguish to responsible dog owners and has doomed hundreds of thousands of dogs

to exile or death. 

It is long past time for us to rethink our policies about dog attacks and the role humans

play in this inter-species relationship. We owe it to the future safety of our children and

communities. We owe it to our canine companions.
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Dog Attacks Reported 
in Northeastern Newspapers,

1864–1899
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Mar. 1878 Mastiff 19 mo. - F Neighbor's loose dog NJ Fatal

Jul. 1878 Bloodhound 9 yrs. - M Neighbor's loose dog NY Bitten in face

Apr. 1879 Ferocious dog 7 yrs. - M Neighbor's dog KY Fatal

May 1879 Bulldog Adult - M Loose roaming dog IL Severe

Jun. 1879 Newfoundland Adult - M Entered friend's yard IL Serious

Sept. 1879 Watchdog Adult - F Attacked by guard dog IL Severe

Sept. 1879 Noble Bloodhound Unknown Unknown circumstances PA Serious

Jun. 1880 Cuban Bloodhound Adult - M Drunken owner hit dog NJ Fatal

Jul. 1880 Bloodhound Youth - M Owners set dog on victim NY Serious

Nov. 1880 Large dog 17 yrs. - F Getting off of wagon NJ Critical

Jan. 1881 Bloodhound 6 yrs. - M Attacked while sledding NY Severe

May 1881 Pack of dogs 7 yrs. - M Attacked on road AR Fatal

Mar. 1882 Bloodhound 13 yrs. - M Neighbor's guard dog NY Severe

Mar. 1882 Bloodhound Adult - M Guard dog at factory NY Serious

Jul. 1882 Newfoundland Child - M Attacked while playing PA Fatal

Dec. 1882 Bloodhound Adult - M Guard dog at business CT Critical wounds

Apr. 1883 Dog 5 yrs. - M Wandered to chained dog PA Fatal

Sept. 1883 Bulldog Elderly - M Neighbor's yard & dog PA Fatal

Nov. 1883 Newfoundland 15 yrs. - F Entered neighbor's yard IL May survive

Dec. 1883 Savage dog 6 yrs. - F Unknown circumstances PA Fatal

Apr. 1884 Bloodhound Adult - F Guard dog at hotel NY Expected to die

Apr. 1884 Dog 9 yrs. - M Neighbor's dog in field PA Fatal

May 1884 Guard dog Adult - M Guard dog in stables NY Severe

Jun. 1884 Bulldog Adult - M Fighting dog at tavern PA Severe
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Jun. 1884 Siberian Bloodhound Adult - M Chained dog broke loose MA Arm crushed

Aug. 1884 Bloodhound Adult - M Guard dog at soap factory PA Serious

Feb. 1885 Starving dogs 12 yrs. - F Carrying meat f/butcher PA Severe

Jun.1885 Newfoundland 11 yrs. - M Delivering ice cream IL Fatal

Jun. 1885 Large farm dog Elderly - M Attacked in henhouse NY Recovery doubtful

Jun. 1885 Strange dog 3 yrs. - M Dog jumped fence NY Feared to be fatal

Sept. 1885 Ferocious dog 4 yrs. - F Chained dog OH Fatal

Nov. 1885 Cuban Bloodhound 10 yrs. - F Crossing farmer's field MA Severe

Dec. 1885 Newfoundland 10 yrs. - F Closed door on dog's tail NY Serious

Dec. 1885 Siberian Bloodhound Adult - M Bitten in liquor saloon NJ Serious

Jan. 1886 Newfoundland 10 yrs. - M Children sledding NY Serious

14 yrs. - F Girl pushed dog away Serious

Nov. 1886 Collies & Newfound 6 yrs. - M Boy tried to "harass" dog MA Life-threatening

May 1887 Large dog 8 yrs. - M Neighbor's loose dog NJ Serious neck injury

Jul. 1887 Dog Adult - M Grabbed dog chasing hen NY Fatal

Oct. 1887 Newfoundland 25 yrs. - M Knocked down & bitten NJ Severe

Oct. 1887 Shepherd dog Child - M Tried to pet chained dog IN Fatal

Feb. 1888 Newfoundland Adult - M Owner kicked guard dog MO Expected to die

Feb. 1888 Coal-mine dog 2 yrs. - M Aunt's dog inside house OH Fatal

Apr. 1888 Savage dog Adult - M Bitten several days earlier PA Fatal

Apr. 1888 Pack hungry curs Boy Starving dogs at docks NJ May not recover

Apr. 1888 Bloodhound Adult - M Owner tried to chain dog NJ Arm crushed

Apr. 1888 Ferocious dog Child Loose dog attacked child IA Fatal

May 1888 Large, vicious dog Baby Dog took child f/carriage NJ Expected to be fatal
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May 1888 Large hunting dog 5 yrs. - M Went near dog w'/bone NY Severe, disfigured

May 1888 Bullmastiff Adult - M Doctor delivering baby MA Serious

Jul. 1888 Bloodhound Child - M Two boys killed by dog NY Fatal

Child - M Unknown circumstances Fatal

Jul. 1888 Bloodhd & Newfnd Adult - F Loose dogs in road NJ Dangerous wounds

Aug. 1888 Bloodhound Adult - F Woman attacked MD Severe

14 yr. - M Boy tried to help Torn to bone

Oct. 1888 English Bulldogs Adult - M Peddler entering yard PA Fatal

Apr. 1889 Savage dog Adult - M Owner let dog kill tramp NJ Fatal

May 1889 Bloodhound Adult - M Owner set dog on man CT Fatal

Jun. 1889 Mastiff 6 yrs. - M Dog chained in cellar NJ Severe

Jul. 1889 Siberian Bloodhound Adult - M Loose dog on street NJ Serious

Jul. 1889 Bulldogs Adult - M Guard dogs at stone yard OH Fatal

Aug. 1889 Dogs 70 yrs. - F Attacked by loose dogs IN Torn to pieces

Jan. 1890 Bloodhound Small boy Attacked in churchyard MD Bitten in throat

Jan. 1890 Vicious dog Adult - M Farmer attacked by dog OH Torn to pieces

Jun. 1890 Savage dog Adult - M New, chained dog PA Severe

Aug. 1890 Savage dog 7 yrs. - F Loose roaming dog MA May prove fatal

Nov. 1890 Newfoundland Infant Infant left alone w/dog SD Fatal

Mar. 1891 Bloodhound & Dog Schoolgirl Loose roaming dogs PA Fatal

Jun. 1891 Newfoundland Young girl Boy threw dog's bone at girl OH Serious

Jul. 1891 Dog 4 yrs. - F Tried to pet chained dog NJ Serious

Jul. 1891 Mastiff 8 yrs. - M Went to house for milk NJ Critical, torn scalp

Jul. 1891 Vicious dog Adult - F Mangled by loose dog OH Feared will die

Aug. 1891 Mastiff Adult - M Owner's new guard dog NJ Serious
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Aug. 1891 Bloodhound 6 yrs. - M Went to pet chained dog NJ May die, ear torn off

Sept. 1891 Mastiffs 9 yrs. - M Dogs broke free f/pen WV Fatal

Dec. 1891 English Mastiff 6 yrs. - M Loose dog on sidewalk NJ Severe wounds

4 yrs. - M Little brother went to help Serious

Feb. 1892 Ferocious dog Child - M Unknown circumstances IN Fatal

Feb. 1892 Pack strays Adult - M Starving pack of dogs KS Fatal

17 yrs. - F attacked father & daughter Fatal

May 1892 Bulldog Adult - M Drunken man, chained dog IN Serious

Jul. 1892 Ferocious dog 5 yrs. - M Loose roaming dog WI Critical

Aug. 1892 Bulldogs Adult - M Prize-fighter's fighting dogs NJ Serious

Oct. 1892 Vicious dogs 14 yrs. - M Loose dogs on road IL Fatal

Feb. 1893 Black Eng. Mastiff Adult - F Neighbor's dog in yard KY Fatal

Mar. 1893 St. Bernard 11 yrs. - F Mother breeding dogs NY Scalp torn off

May 1893 Mastiff 12 yrs. - M Dog chained at shop NY Serious

Jul. 1893 Newfoundland 6 yrs. - M Tried to pet dog NJ Fear may die

Jul. 1893 Cur dog Adult - M Chained in bakery cellar NY Serious

Jul. 1893 Mastiff Adult - M Guard dog at livery stables PA Serious

Aug. 1893 Siberian Bloodhound Adult - F Dog with history of attacks NY Serious

Sept. 1893 Big brown mongrel 2 yrs. - F Approached dog being fed NY Doubtful recovery

Dec. 1893 Newfoundland 14 yrs. - M Attacked after kicking dog OH Fatal

Dec. 1893 Savage dog 6 yrs. - F Loose dog on street PA Fatal

Jan. 1894 Vicious dog 6 yrs. - F Unknown circumstances IL Fatal

Feb. 1894 Newfoundland 4 yrs. - M Boy playing with dog IL Fatal

Mar. 1894 Newfoundland Adult - M Attacked by neighbor's dog PA Serious

Mar. 1894 Bulldog 3 yr. - F Female dog w/puppies MA Serious
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Jul. 1894 St. Bernard Girl Went near dog w/bone Unk. Serious

Jul. 1894 St. Bernard 6 yrs. - M Attacked and nearly killed MD Precarious condition

Aug. 1894 Bloodhound Youth - M Guard dog at orchard CA May not recover

Oct. 1894 Newfoundlands 6 yrs . - M Loose dogs on sidewalk NY Serious

Dec. 1894 Newfoundland 50 yrs. - M Guard dog attacked owner NY Severe, hospitalized

Dec. 1894 German Boarhound Adult - M Tried to stop dogs fighting CT Serious

Feb. 1895 Newfoundland 9 yrs. - M Child attacked by loose dog IN Severe

Feb. 1895 Mastiff 9 yrs. - M Attacked & bitten IN Serious

Apr. 1895 Mastiff 19 yrs. - M Guard dog at opera house NJ Serious

May 1895 Several dogs Adult - M Attacked by several dogs NY Likely prove fatal

Jun. 1895 Vicious dog 5 yrs. - M Neighbor's dog IN Fatal

Sept. 1895 Newfoundland 4 yrs. - M Playing near his house PA Serious face injury

May 1896 Ferocious dog Elderly - F Unknown circumstances OH Will probably die

May 1896 Vicious hounds 10 yrs. - M Entered neighbor's yard OH Fatal results feared

Jul. 1896 Water Spaniel 3 yrs. - U Attacked by hunter's dog OH Feared will die

Aug. 1896 Newfoundland Adult - M Unknown circumstances OH Serious

Sept. 1896 Guard dog 6 yrs. - M Watchdog at tannery NY Fatal

Sept. 1896 St. Bernard 7 yrs. - F Attacked girl at house party MO Fatal

Oct. 1896 Newfoundland 5 yrs. - M Family pet attacked boy OH Serious head injury

Jul. 1897 Dog 4 yrs. - F Child attacked by dog PA Severe, lost eye

Jul. 1897 Pack stray dogs Boy Dogs near slaughterhouse OH Severe

Aug. 1897 Shepherd dog 8 yrs. - F Took bone from dog MD Doubtful recovery

Aug. 1897 Newfoundland 3 yrs. - F Dog returning from "romp" NY Severe head injury

Oct. 1897 Newfoundland 17 yrs. - F Dog hurt by rocking chair NJ Serious
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Dec. 1897 Bulldog 6 yrs. - M Feeding dog chained in barn OH Fatal

Dec. 1897 Bloodhound Mix 14 yrs. - F Entered neighbor's yard NY Serious

Jan. 1898 Newfoundland 11 yrs. - M Prolonged attack on child NY Fatal

Apr. 1898 Prized family pet 5 yrs. - M Child playing in yard w/dog OH Critical head injuries

May 1898 Pet dog 15 dys. - U Infant left alone w/dog IL Fatal

Sept. 1898 Savage dog Adult - F Entered yard to visit neighbor CT Fatal

Sept. 1898 Bloodhounds Adult - F Walking past house w/dogs NY Serious

Aug. 1899 St. Bernard 6 yrs. - M Children playing with dog NY Bit ear off & lost eye

Sept. 1899 Great Dane Adult - F Feeding chained guard dog NY Fatal

Nov. 1899 Bloodhound Mix 5 yrs. - M Loose dogs in alleyway NJ Severe

* Note * During the next century (1900-1999), fatal attacks by Bloodhounds and Newfoundlands

decreased dramatically, with only one reported fatal attack by a Bloodhound in 1910,

and only two reported cases of a fatal attack by a Newfoundland, one in 1912, and

one in 1988.
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May 1963 German Shep 3 yrs. - F Neighbor's dog in yard PA Severe

Jun. 1963 Siberian husky 3 yrs. - M Chained, starving dog CO Fatal

Jul. 1963 German Shep 2 yrs. - F Child alone in yard w/dog AR Serious

Aug. 1963 Husky 5 yrs. - F Only had dog a few "minutes" NV Serious

Oct. 1963 Pointer 7 yrs. - M Loose dog dragged boy down WI Severe

Oct. 1963 German Shep 2 yrs. - F Babysitter's abused dog PA Fatal

Nov. 1963 (3) Mixed 10 yrs. - M Boy on bike - loose dogs MD Critical

Nov. 1963 Malamute 2 mo. - M Father's "new" guard dog IL Fatal

Dec. 1963 German Shep 11 yrs. - F 9 yr old girl walking dog NJ Serious

Mar. 1964 German Shep 23 yrs. - M Loose roaming dogs PA Serious

46 yrs. - M attacked elderly man and Serious

85 yrs. - M two men who tried to help Severe

May 1964 Hunting dog 7 yrs. - M Boy playing with chained dog KS Severe

Aug. 1964 Mixed breed 4 yrs. - M Grandfather's dog MO Fatal

Aug. 1964 (5) Ger Shep 2 yrs. - F Parent's breeding dogs IN Fatal

Aug. 1964 German Shep 9 yrs. - M Loose roaming dog PA Severe

Oct. 1964 (3) Boxers 2 yrs. - F Child alone in yard w/dogs MA Severe

Mar. 1965 (3) Boxers 4 yrs. - M Loose dogs in alley TX Serious

Mar. 1965 Mongrel 22 mo. - M Newly acquired, chained dog CA Fatal

Apr. 1965 Pit bull 4 yrs. - M Wandered to chained dog UT Fatal

Apr. 1965 Siberian husky 4 yrs. - F Wandered to chained dog NY Fatal

Jun. 1965 Collie 4 yrs. - M Child visiting at friend's home NJ Severe

Jul. 1965 Labrador Ret. 4 yrs. - M Tried to pet restrained dog WI Fatal

Aug. 1965 German Shep 3 yrs. - F Attacked at motel by loose dog VA > 100 stitches

Aug. 1965 Spitz/Chow X 4 yrs. - M Newly acquired chained dog MO Fatal *
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Sept. 1965 Bulldog 2 yrs. - M Neighbor's chained dog TX Fatal

Nov. 1965 Shepherd-type 60 yrs. - F 3rd & fatal attack on owner WI Fatal

Nov. 1965 (3) Gr. Shep 2 yrs. - F Child alone w/neighbor's dog TX Very critical

Dec. 1965 (2) Great Dane 59 yrs. - F Loose dogs on street LA Severe

Jan. 1966 German Shep 7 yrs. - M Saved smaller child from attack FL > 270 stitches

Mar. 1966 GS & Gr. Dane 18 mo - M Babysitter's dogs in yard CA Fatal

Apr. 1966 Shepherd-type 6 yrs. - F Walking to school - loose dog CA Serious

Apr. 1966 German Shep 7 yrs. - M Visiting child attacked in house NJ Severe

Jun. 1966 Mongrel 2 yrs. - M Attacked by neighbor's dog PA Fatal

Jun. 1966 German Shep 10 yrs. - M Dog escaped from kennel PA Severe

Aug. 1966 (5) Great Dane 5 yrs. - F Dogs escaped f/kennel MD Fatal

4 yrs. - M and attacked two children Severe

Aug. 1966 Great Dane 2 yrs. - M Went near dog eating PA Critical

Aug. 1966 Shep/Collie X 5 yrs. - F Playing in neighbor's yard PA Serious

Nov. 1966 (2) Samoyed 4 yrs. - M Loose dogs at schoolyard AK Fatal

Jan. 1967 (2) Malamute 6 yrs. - M Loose dogs in alley WI > 100 bites

Feb. 1967 Four dogs 7 yrs. - M Attacked by neighbor's dogs MI Severe

Feb. 1967 (15) Collies & 72 yrs. - F Owner attacked by her dogs WI Fatal

Mixed breeds

May 1967 Dog 3 yrs. - F Wandered to chained dog NM Severe

Jul. 1967 Mastiff 73 yrs. - M Owner walking dog in woods PA Fatal

Aug. 1967 German police 6 yrs. - F Watchdog attacked visiting girl SC Serious

Aug. 1967 (2) Wolf/Lab Xs 3 yrs. - F Attacked in babysitter's yard AK Fatal

Aug. 1967 Miniature Poodle Elderly - F Owner "mutilated" after fainting CA Severe

Sept. 1967 German Shep 7 yrs. - M Chained, breeding dogs NJ Severe

Dec. 1967 German Shep 7 yrs. - F Police shot dog to stop attack PA Very critical
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Dec. 1967 (2) Sheepdog 7 yrs. - M Riding bicycle near kennels VA Serious

Dec. 1967 (2) Gr. Shep & 5 yrs. - M Two boys killed by neighbor's VA Fatal

Mixed 4 yrs. - M loose dogs & 2 stray dogs Fatal

Dec. 1967 (3) Wolfhounds 7 yrs. - M Dogs escaped from yard CA Severe

Dec. 1967 Great Dane 5 yrs. - F Newly acquired guard dog GA Fatal

Feb. 1968 Shepherd-type 3 yrs. - M Unknown circumstances NE 80 stitches

Mar. 1968 German Shep 5 yrs. - F Dog jumped 5 ft. fence to attack IA Severe

Mar. 1968 German Shep 42 yrs. - F Tripped over sleeping dog PA Serious

Apr. 1968 Irish Setter 3 yrs. - F Wandered to chained dog PA Serious

May 1968 Belgian Shep 3 yrs. - F Grandmother's chained dog CA > 125 stitches

Jun. 1968 (2) Ger Shep 6 yrs. - M Boy fell into guard dogs' pen PA Critical

Jun. 1968 German Shep 21 yrs. - M Guard dog at auto shop NJ Severe

Jun. 1968 German Shep 3 yrs. - M Children hit dog with pipe first FL Severe

Jul. 1968 German Shep 10 yrs. - M Paperboy - dog chained to log NJ Serious

Jul. 1968 German police 3 yrs. - M Child attacked by loose dog NY > 100 stitches

Oct. 1968 Doberman 5 yrs. - M 1-day-old puppies in house PA Serious

Mar. 1969 German Shep 1 mo. - F Family dog jumped into crib NY Fatal

Apr. 1969 German Shep 4 yrs. - F Ran past chained dog in yard NJ Severe

Apr. 1969 Husky-type 22 mo. - F Unsupervised child w/dog ME Fatal *

May 1969 Cocker Spaniel 3 yrs. - F Stray dog attacked child in yard PA Serious

Jun. 1969 German Shep 9 yrs. - M Attacked by relative's dog KY > 200 stitches

Jul. 1969 <Crazed> GS 8 yrs. - F Loose dog on street PA Serious

67 yrs. - M Also attacked rescuer Severe

Jul. 1969 Sentry dog Adult - F Recently purchased dog NY Severe

Jul. 1969 Dog 18 mo. - M Child pushed dog NY Critical
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Jul. 1969 Wolf dog 2 yrs. - F Child left alone w/dog AK Fatal

Sept. 1969 Shepherd-type 5 yrs.- M 2 other dogs "saved" boy CA Serious

Oct. 1969 German Shep 33 yrs. - F Shelter worker attacked in pen PA Serious

Oct. 1969 (Pack) Mixed 2 yrs. - F Loose dogs entered yard CA Fatal

Dec. 1969 (2) Gr. Shep 59 yrs. - F Released dogs f/pen FL Severe

Feb. 1970 German Shep 18 mo. - M Child alone with dog MO Fatal

Feb. 1970 German Shep 3 yrs. - F Visiting girl & new dog PA Critical

May 1970 German Shep 5 yrs. - M Loose dog in street PA Serious

Jul. 1970 German Shep 5 yrs. - F Child feeding dog OH Serious

Aug. 1970 German Shep 8 yrs. - F Playing in yard w/dog WI Serious

Aug. 1970 (4) Mongrels 6 yrs. - M Boy on bike - stray dogs MD Severe *

Oct. 1970 German Shep 3 yrs. - F Entered neighbor's home NY Severe

Nov. 1970 (2) Gr. Shep 4 yrs. - M Dogs in backyard VA Severe

Dec. 1970 Malamute 3 mo. - M Child left alone w/dog WI Fatal

Jan. 1971 Great Dane 3 yrs. - F Child climbed 6 ft. fence CA Severe

Apr. 1971 Malamute 13 yrs. - F Dog broke chain, jumped fence PA Severe

May 1971 Husky 4 mo. - F Child left alone w/dog IL Fatal

Jul. 1971 (3) German Shep. 3 yrs. - M Boy climbed in dogs' kennel AL Fatal *

Jul. 1971 Chow chow 18 yrs. - F Attempting to chain dog AR Serious

Sept. 1971 GS/Wolf X 21 mo. - F Child "playing" w/chained dog CA Fatal

Oct. 1971 Irish Setter 2 yrs. - M Wandered to chained dog CA Serious

Dec. 1971 Stray dog 4 yrs. - M Female dog protecting pups NJ Critical

Jan. 1972 Collie/GS X 7 yrs. - M Attacked by loose dog on road PA Severe *

Feb. 1972 St. Bernard 15 yrs. - M Playing with dog at home PA Ear torn off
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Feb. 1972 (3) Shep-type 50 yrs. - M Attacked at farmhouse VA Fatal

Mar. 1972 Dog 4 yrs. - F Female dog w/puppies OH > 400 stitches

Mar. 1972 St. Bernard 8 yrs. - F Playing w/neighbor's dog CA Fatal

Mar. 1972 (2) Gr. Shep 3 yrs. - F Climbed into guard dogs' pen NY Fatal

Apr. 1972 (3) Boxers 63 yrs. - F Owner - dogs fighting AZ Fatal

May 1972 St. Bernard 12 yrs. - M Loose dog at rest stop IN Fatal

Jun. 1972 Husky 4 yrs. - F Guard dog at store CA Critical

Jun. 1972 German Shep 13 yrs. - M Unknown circumstances CA Serious

Jun. 1972 GS & Mixed 27 yrs. - F Neighbor's dogs PA Bitten to bone

Aug. 1972 Mongrel 3 yrs. - M Loose dogs on street PA Serious

Aug. 1972 German Shep 2 yrs. - M Family dog inside house FL Fatal

Sept. 1972 German Shep 2 yrs. - M Wandered to chained dog NY Severe

Sept. 1972 Malamute 2 yrs. - M Wandered to chained dog PA Fatal

Nov. 1972 Hunting dog 6 yrs. - F Neighbor's newly adopted dog NJ Skull exposed

Feb. 1973 Bulldog 20 mo. - F Fell near chained dog eating NC Fatal

Mar. 1973 (2) Great Danes 8 yrs. - M Loose roaming dogs MI Fatal

May 1973 Irish Setter 4 yrs. - F Wandered to chained dog OH > 150 stitches

May 1973 German Shep 59 yrs. - F Attacked by chained dog NE Died in 3 days

Jun. 1973 (2) Great Danes 15 yrs. - F Loose dogs on street NE Serious

Jun. 1973 Mixed breed 2 yrs. - M Entangled in dog's chain PA Fatal

Aug. 1973 Doberman 2 yrs. - M Approached chained dog CA Severe

Sept. 1973 Beagle X 4 yrs. - M Boy playing in yard with dog FL > 200 stitches *

Oct. 1973 German Shep 11 yrs. - M Dog barged into house WV > 300 stitches

Nov. 1973 (2) Gr. Shep 6 yrs. - M Loose dogs in vacant lot NJ Fatal
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Nov. 1973 (3) Gr. Shep Xs 5 yrs. - M Neighbor's loose dogs VA Critical *

Nov. 1973 English Setter 3 yrs. - M Resident chained dog WV Fatal *

Jan. 1974 St. Bernard 4 yrs. - M Attacked by neighbor's dog IN Fatal

Jan. 1974 (2) St. Bernard 9 yrs. - F Loose dogs attacked girl PA Serious

Apr. 1974 St. Bernard 6 yrs. - M Friend's dog in house NY Fatal

Apr. 1974 Shaggy hound 6 yrs. - F Boy climbed into yard TX Severe

May 1974 Golden Ret. 6 yrs. - F Attacked by neighbor's dog NC Fatal

May 1974 Irish Setter 2 yrs. - M Child alone w/neighbor's dog TX Fatal

Jun. 1974 St. Bernard 68 yrs. - M Attempted to chase dog away WI Fatal *

Jul. 1974 German Shep 5 yrs. - M Threw rocks at chained dog MD Fatal

Jul. 1974 Malamute 3 yrs. - M Wandered to chained dog AK Fatal

Sept. 1974 Dachshund 7 mo. - M Newly acquired dog NY Fatal

Sept. 1974 German Shepherd 17 yrs. - F Impaired girl entered kennel MI Fatal *

Oct. 1974 Akita 2 yrs. - M Neighbor's chained dog NE Fatal

Nov. 1974 Br. Collie & Lab 5 yrs. - M Loose dogs entered yard IL Fatal

Nov. 1974 Great Dane 25 yrs. - F Killed in house by family dog NY Fatal

Dec. 1974 German Shep 8 yrs. - F Neighbor's loose dogs PA Ear torn off

Dec. 1974 (2) Terriers 78 yrs. - F Attacked burying her dog MI Critical

Jan. 1975 Basenji 5 mo. - F Baby left on floor w/dog MO Fatal

Feb. 1975 Great Dane 5 yrs. - F Loose dogs on street CA Serious

Mar. 1975 Labrador & GS 6 yr. - M Loose dogs entered yard CO Severe

Mar. 1975 Collie/Shep X 75 yrs. - M Owner killed by her dog MO Fatal

Mar. 1975 Husky-type 4 yrs.. - M Playing with chained dog AK Fatal

Apr. 1975 (3) Gr. Shep & 7 yrs. - M Dogs pulled boy over fence OK > 400 stitches

Schnauzer



May 1975 German Shep 2 yrs. - M Chained dog broke loose TX Fatal

Jun. 1975 German Shep 3 yrs. - M Newly acquired guard dog OH Serious

Jun. 1975 Small Husky-type 3 yrs. - F Chained dog behind store MT Fatal

Aug. 1975 (7) Shep/Lab Xs 5 yrs. - M Entered into neighbor's yard NV Fatal

Aug. 1975 Great Dane 17 yrs. - F Neighbor's dog OH Fatal

Dec. 1975 German Shep 9 mo. - M Dog burned by hot water NY Severe

Dec. 1975 Mixed breeds 78 yrs. - F Owner of 40+ dogs MI Fatal

Note: Severe and fatal attacks by German Shepherd dogs consistently and steadily decreased over

the next three decades.

Over the last decade (1997-2006) fatal attacks by German Shepherds were reduced to five

deaths, with two of the five fatalities inflicted by severely abused, chained dogs.

* Additional documented cases (since first printing)
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APPENDIX C

Denver, Colorado
“Evidence” Used to Ban Pit Bulls

(Breed-Specific Legislation)

In 1989, the Denver City Council enacted an ordinance making it “unlawful to own, pos-

sess, keep, exercise control over, maintain, harbor, transport, or sell within the city any Pit

bull.”

A “Pit bull” was defined by Denver as “any dog that is an American Pit Bull Terrier,

American Staffordshire Terrier, Staffordshire Bull Terrier, or any dog displaying the major-

ity of physical traits of any one (1) or more of the above breeds, or any dog exhibiting those

distinguishing characteristics which substantially conform to the standards established by

the American Kennel Club or United Kennel Club for any of the above breeds.”

In 2005, Denver’s Assistant City Attorney, Kory Nelson, in defending the ban on Pit

bulls in the city and the findings of the court which “found” Pit bulls to be different than

other dogs, claimed that there is “only new relevant evidence that adds additional support

for breed specific legislation, as the differential treatment of Pit bulls is based upon logi-

cal, rational evidence from the scientific field of ethology” (canine behavior).1

The “logical, rational evidence from the scientific field of ethology” that Denver intro-

duced and their City Attorney continues to tout as “proof” of the “differentness” of Pit bulls

is in reality critically flawed, limited and inaccurate data and is a combination of pseudo-

science, anecdotal evidence, media generated hysteria, and unexplainable conclusions drawn

from irrelevant data interpreted by those who have little to no knowledge about the “field

of ethology.”

In hearings defending the ban on Pit bulls, Denver presented 15 reasons or “evidence”

explaining that, as a group, Pit bulls are different than other breeds of dogs. The trial court,

while not believing all of Denver’s 15 claims about the “dangerousness” of Pit bulls, did

find “evidence” to support the following:

(Note: The court’s findings are in italics)

1. Biting
“The court finds no scientific evidence proving that the biting power of pit bull
dogs exceeds that of other dogs. However, the City did prove that they inflict



more serious wounds than other breeds. They tend to attack the deep muscles, to
hold on, to shake, and to cause ripping of tissues. Pit bull attacks were compared
to shark attacks.”

The major flaw in all of the conclusions drawn by the court about the behaviors and tem-

perament of the Pit bull is the failure to use a significant study population and the use of

seriously flawed and inaccurate data presented by the City of Denver as “evidence.”

Because severe and, to a much larger degree, fatal attacks are relatively rare, and since

the focus of most epidemiological studies in the past two decades has been on breed only,

there was a scarcity of comprehensive data on the types of injuries other breeds of dogs

have inflicted and, as such, no valid comparison could be made between the types of wounds

inflicted by Pit bulls versus other breeds of dogs. 

Shaking, holding and tearing are NOT breed-specific behaviors—they are canine behav-

iors. Injury to deep muscles and the ripping of tissue are easily and frequently accomplished

by any large dog during the process of a severe attack. The fact is, one cannot examine

autopsy reports or autopsy photographs and determine the breed of dog by the injuries

inflicted. There are hundreds of examples of grievous, tearing- type injuries inflicted by

other breeds of dogs. They were simply not entered into evidence or presented to the court.

The shark analogy has been discussed in Chapter 11, but will be addressed here as it

was presented by the City of Denver. Denver introduced a plastic surgeon from Arizona to

testify as to the specific types of injuries caused by Pit bulls. Despite the fact that this plas-

tic surgeon had stated he had personally treated only three non-fatal cases of victims attacked

by “Pit bulls,” he was nevertheless entered into the record as an “expert” witness. To bol-

ster his lack of personal experience with victims of Pit bull and shark attacks, this witness

then entered into the record the alleged “learned treatise” on the subject of reconstructive

surgery in Pit bull attacks printed in a Texas Medicine Report.2
The following claim was read from this study and entered into court record as evidence: 

“Fourteen of the 20 recorded fatal dog attacks on people between October, 1983, and

November, 1986, were from Pit bulls or Pit bull mixes. During the one year period between

June 1986 and June 1987, 14 people were killed by dogs in the United States; ten of those

14 deaths are attributed to Pit bulls. Thus, 71 percent of the deaths during that period were

attributed to a type of dog that accounts for one percent of the dog population.” 

The fact is that from October 1983 to November 1986, at least 48 people were killed

by dogs in the United States (not 20). Of the 28 fatal attacks shockingly absent in this study,

24 were by breeds of dogs other than Pit bulls.3 This degree of statistical error is so signif-

icant that it renders any conclusions based on this data invalid.

That errors of this magnitude were entered into court records to “prove” the danger-

ousness of Pit bulls is highly disturbing.

Equally distressing is another claim reported in this study (Texas Medicine Report) and

entered into evidence that “Pit bull attacks are like shark attacks.” The report states: “Most
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breeds do not repeatedly bite their victims; however, a pit bull attack has been compared

to a shark attack and often results in multiple bites and extensive soft-tissue loss.” 

The study cited two sources for this claim:

“Prophylactic antibiotics in common dog bite wounds: controlled study” (Annals
of Emergency Medicine),4
“The Pit Bull: friend and killer” (Sports Illustrated).5

The first cited source is a detailed medical journal report on the management of dog

bite wounds. There is no mention or reference to Pit bulls or sharks anywhere in this study.

The second cited source is not a scientific or medical journal study, but an article writ-

ten in Sports Illustrated magazine. The only reference to sharks versus Pit bulls is found

in a comment by a field officer from a Humane Society when he stated, “A pit bull attack

is like a shark attack. He keeps coming back.”

It hardly needs to be said that a single comment from a single person, quoted in a Sports
Illustrated Magazine article, does not qualify as evidence to be used in a scientific journal,

nor does it qualify as evidence by which a Court can uphold a claim that Pit bull attacks

are “found” to be like shark attacks.

2. Destructiveness 
“The Court finds that some pit bull type dogs, due to their strength and athletic
ability, can damage facilities and equipment. There is a disproportionate number
of attacks by chained pit bull dogs which is indicative of their strength.” 

There is simply no way to explain how the Court could possibly have come to the conclu-

sion that being attacked by a chained dog is indicative of strength. It simply is not a

reasonable or valid conclusion.

The only possible explanation is that they were basing this finding on a chained dog

breaking a restraint and then attacking a person (breaking a chain allegedly being indica-

tive of strength)—see Finding #6 addressing this.

3. Fighting Ability and killing Instinct 
“Importantly, there was no evidence that any AKC registered American
Staffordshire Terrier or Staffordshire Bull Terrier or any UKC registered
American Pit Bull Terrier was involved in any severe or fatal attack.
Nevertheless, the City did prove that unregistered pit bull type dogs were
responsible for a disproportionate number of severe or fatal attacks on other
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dogs and human beings. Credible testimony also proved that, when a pit bull dog
begins to fight, it often will not retreat.”

Since the data on fatal attacks presented by the City was so significantly flawed and biased

(see Finding #1), it is little wonder that Pit bull attacks appeared “disproportionate” to the

Court. 

As for the “often will not retreat” remark, see Finding #4.

4. Frenzy 
“Many aggressive and vicious dogs can become uncontrollable when excited or
challenged. No credible evidence proved that pit bull dogs were more likely to
enter a frenzied state than other dogs. However, the evidence proved that once pit
bull type dogs do attack, they are less likely to retreat than other dogs.”

These two findings of the Court contradict each other. The Court found that Pit bulls are

not more likely to become frenzied or uncontrollable than other breeds of dogs, but were

less likely to retreat. A frenzied, uncontrollable attack by a dog is highly aberrant and abnor-

mal behavior. The very definition of “frenzied” is “wildly uncontrollable or abnormally

excessive.” What the court is implying is that other breeds behave “normally” during a fren-

zied attack and Pit bulls behave “abnormally” during a frenzied attack.

Also, how can retreat be defined or measured in a frenzied and uncontrolled attack? At

what point in time is retreat during a frenzy determined to be normal versus abnormal? One

minute or five minutes after the attack? When the victim stops moving? When the dogs are

subjected to other stimuli or interference? None of these components were defined or

accounted for, yet the court, nevertheless, concluded that anecdotal evidence presented by

the City was sufficient to find that Pit bulls “were less likely to retreat.”

5. Manageability
“American Staffordshire Terriers, Staffordshire Bull Terriers, American Pit Bull
Terriers, and their mixed breeds can make excellent, gentle pets. Nevertheless,
credible testimony proved that proper handling, including early socialization to
humans, is very important for these dogs. Even their most ardent admirers agree
that these dogs are not for everyone and they require special attention and
discipline. The Lockwood study reported that 13.3 percent of pit bull type dogs
attacked their owners as compared with 2.2 percent of other dogs.”

The study from which these claims are based (Lockwood) did not identify or define the

relationship between the “owner” and the dog. Was the owner an abusive owner? Was the
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dog maintained on a chain 100 feet from the owner’s residence? How long did the owner

have the dog: 1 day, 1 month or 5 years? These are extremely important details that explain

behavior and aggression, yet they were not defined, accounted for, or qualified, rendering

any conclusions or statistics about aggression towards owners meaningless.

The court found that Pit bulls can make “excellent and gentle pets,” yet stated it was

important for Pit bulls to receive “proper handling and early socialization to humans.” If

Pit bulls can become excellent and gentle pets with proper handling and socialization, then

how is this evidence that the breed is “different” than any other breed? This “finding” of

the court about the “manageability” of Pit bulls has been recognized for centuries as the

essence of all dogs—it is the very foundation on which thousands of years of dog owner-

ship and management have been based. “Proper handling and early socialization to

humans” is how all dogs come to be “excellent and gentle pets” and certainly is not a char-

acteristic particular to Pit bulls. 

6. Strength
“Pit bull dogs are stronger than many other dogs. The evidence showed that 42.7
percent of the pit bull type dogs attacked while restrained (Defendants’ Exhibit
CC and Plaintiffs’ Exhibit 50).”

The court came to this totally inaccurate conclusion quoting data that in no way implied

or supported this.

The statistics used to prove “strength” was a study that stated, “42.7% of Pit bull type

dogs attacked while restrained.”6 The entire quote from this study reads: “Virtually all the

dogs in the cases we studied were owned. A surprising number, however, were restrained

at the time of the attack. In the case of pit bull bites, 61 of 143 (42.7%) involved animals

that were fenced, chained, or inside prior to the incident. Twenty cases (14%) involved pit

bulls that escaped by jumping fences or breaking chains immediately before the attack. Of

the 135 cases involving other breeds, 36 (26.7%) involved restrained animals, but only 1

(0.7%) broke restraint to initiate the attack.”

The authors of this study did not imply or suggest that this statistic was indicative of
strength. The authors of this study defined “restrained” to be “animals that were fenced,

chained, or inside prior to the incident.” How does 42.7 percent of Pit bulls attacking some-

one while fenced, chained or inside a house indicate strength?

An equally disturbing possibility is that Denver, and/or the trial court, used the wrong

statistic, meaning they should have used the 14% quoted in this study of Pit bulls jumping

fences or breaking chains as indicative of strength. But again, this would be an inaccurate

and totally baseless conclusion since the type and strength of the “restraint” is not defined

and therefore cannot be used as evidence of strength. For example, was the fence these Pit

bulls jumped three feet high or five feet high? Did all of these owners use chains with the
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same thickness and gauge? Did the Pit bull break loose of a bicycle chain or a logging chain?

None of these vital qualifiers were taken into account or measured; therefore any conclu-

sions about the strength of any of the dogs in this study are invalid.

7. Unpredictability
“The evidence showed that most dog attacks (by all breeds) are unprovoked.
However, pit bull dogs, unlike other dogs, often give no warning signals before
they attack.”

This is simply not true. All information about provocation and warning signals from any

breed of dog is anecdotal at best and, at worst, unreliable (see chapters 11, 12, 13). A large

majority of victims of dog attacks are very young children. Young children are most fre-
quently bitten by dogs precisely because they are unable to read and understand the warning
signals that dogs so often give prior to an attack. Also, in a highly litigious society, both

victims and owners are increasingly less than truthful about their involvement or behavior

preceding a dog attack, making their testimony about provocation suspicious. Additionally,

any cases in which media accounts were used as evidence to support the argument that dog

attacks are unprovoked are meaningless, as the media is NOT a credible or impartial source

of information on the nature or behavior of dogs involved in attacks.

Notes
1. “One City’s Experience, Why Pit Bulls Are More Dangerous and Breed-Specific Legislation

is Justified.” Nelson, Kory A., Municipal Lawyer. July/August 2005, Vol. 46, No. 6, p.

12–15, 29.

2. “Pit Bull Case Report Nurture Review.” Viegas, Steven F., Calhoun, Jason H., Mader, Jon.

Texas Medicine. Vol. 84; Nov. 1988. (Exhibit KK).

3. “Fatal Dog Attacks: The Stories Behind the Statistics.” Delise, Karen. Anubis Publishing,

Manorville, NY, 2002.

4. “Prophylactic antibiotics in common dog bite wounds: controlled study.” Callaham, M. Ann
Emer Med 9 (8): 410–414, 1980.

5. “The pit bull: friend and killer.” Swift, E.M. Sports Illustrated 67: 72–84, 1987.
6. “Are ‘Pit bulls’ Different? An analysis of the Pit Bull Terrier Controversy.” Lockwood, R.,

Rinky, K. 1987 Anthrozoos. Vol.1 No. 1, 1987: pg. 2–8.

196 Karen Delise



197

APPENDIX D

Denver, Colorado: 
An Ineffective and Uninformed

Approach to Dog Attacks

After a fatal dog attack in 1986 and a severe dog attack in 1989 in Denver, Colorado, the

city/county of Denver enacted a ban against Pit bulls and any dog which may be determined

to resemble a Pit bull (the type of dog involved in these two attacks). The city/county of

Denver chose to blatantly ignore the dangerous and irresponsible behavior of the owners

of these dogs and instead placed the blame for these attacks squarely on the back of a “breed

of dog.” Not addressed by their breed-specific legislation was how these dogs had access

to their victims, nor was the maintenance, function, condition or history of the dogs and

their owners considered relevant. 

An examination of Appendices A and B demonstrates that the breeds of dogs involved

in severe and fatal attacks change over the decades. A serious analysis of severe and fatal

attacks reveals that while the breeds change, many of the circumstances surrounding these

attacks are seen with remarkable consistency throughout the last 150 years.

The factors which contribute to canine aggression and have been found consistently in

cases of fatal dog attacks over the past century are:

• Dogs obtained and maintained for negative functions—This includes dogs obtained

for fighting, guarding, and protection, dogs used for intimidation or as status

symbols, and dogs being bred for financial gain.

• Failure of owners to humanely care for and control their dogs—This includes

owners who maintain dogs on chains or allow dogs to run loose, owners who fail

to socialize, train and supervise their dogs, owners who abuse or neglect their

dogs, and owners who allow or encourage their dogs to behave aggressively.

• Young unsupervised children and dogs—This includes newborns left alone with

dogs, young children allowed to interact with unfamiliar dogs or children allowed

to play with multiple resident dogs (pack) without adult supervision.

• Reproductive status of dog—This includes intact animals actively used for

breeding, bitches guarding puppies, pregnant bitches, and intact males in the

vicinity of a female dog in estrus.



In the decade from 1966–1975, fewer than 2% of all dogs involved in fatal attacks in

the United States were of the breeds which today are targeted so frequently as the solution

to canine aggression (Pit bull or Rottweiler). However, one or more of the critical factors

listed above were evidenced in over 90% of the fatal attacks during these years. 

An Examination of Fatal Dog Attacks—Colorado, 1963–2006 
1963—Boulder

An unsupervised 2-year-old boy was attacked and killed by one of two chained Husky dogs

in the backyard of a duplex where he lived. The owner of the dogs had gone on a three-

day fishing trip and left the dogs unattended without food or water.

1977—Breckenridge 

The owners of three dogs responsible for killing a 6-year old girl were charged with Crim-

inally Negligent Homicide. The girl was walking to a friend’s home when the dogs, a St.

Bernard, Norwegian elkhound and German shepherd/Husky mix, attacked her, biting her

repeatedly. A man caring for the dogs while one owner was out of town was also charged

with Criminally Negligent Homicide as the dogs were off the property when they attacked

the girl. 

1985—Littleton 

A five-year-old boy was killed by his babysitter’s Doberman Pinscher. The intact, male dog

mauled the child while he was playing with the dog. 

1986—Denver

An unsupervised 3-year-old boy was attacked and killed when he wandered away from home

and over to a chained, intact female Pit bull. The owner of the dog had previously been

sued, charged and was on probation after another one of his dogs severely bit an 8-year-

old child three years previously. Since he was unable to pay the medical bills of the previous

victim, the civil suit against him was dropped. Undaunted by his inability to meet his finan-

cial and moral responsibility to the previous victim of one of his dogs, this owner proceeded

to obtain additional dogs and maintain them in an environment which invited aggression

(intact, chained, unsocialized, etc). One of these dogs would later be the dog responsible

for the attack on the unsupervised 3-year-old child. 

Instead of instituting laws to severely penalize or punish owners such as this who repeat-
edly obtain dogs, breed these dogs, and maintain these animals in a condition in which they
have the ability and opportunity to attack children, Denver opted to ban the breed of dog. 
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1990—Arapahoe County 

A 4-year-old boy wandered out of his house and was killed by a neighbor’s loose roaming

dog. The male dog was identified to be either a Chow/Malamute mix or a Malamute. The

dog was maintained primarily as a chained or outside dog. The owner was charged with

letting a dog run loose and harboring a vicious animal. 

1994—Northglenn 

A woman had borrowed a 120-lb. male Rottweiler from a friend for protection. Two days

later her 5-year-old daughter was playing on a swing in the backyard when the dog “snatched

her from the swing, and shook her like a rag doll.” Only later was it discovered that the

intact, male dog had a history of aggression and previously attacked another child in 1993. 

1996—Black Forest 

Two wolf hybrids attacked and killed their caretaker, a 39-year-old woman. The woman

was attempting to get them back into a pen when the dogs turned on her and killed her.

The wolf dogs were a male and female used for breeding and kept in outside pens. The

woman was dragged over 1/10 of a mile by the animals as they continued their attack. 

1998—Denver 

A neutered, male Rott/Mastiff mix attacked and killed a 21-month old boy, as the child was

crawling on the floor towards his father, seated on the couch. This fatal attack is the rare

“exception to the rule” in which the parents/owners had neutered the dog, had it obedience

trained and maintained the dog as a household pet. Additionally, unlike most fatal attacks,

the child and dog were in the presence of supervising adults at the time of the attack. 

2003—Ebert County 

Three loose roaming intact Pit bulls attacked and killed a 40-year-old woman in her barn.

These dogs and their owners were well known in the community due to previous aggres-

sive episodes involving the dogs and the owners repeatedly allowing these (and other dogs)

to roam the area, harassing and attacking other beings. One neighbor had previously sus-

tained a very severe bite to her leg from dogs alleged to belong to these owners. The female

owner was convicted of owning dangerous dogs resulting in a death, and received a 6-year

prison sentence. The male owner of these dogs fled the jurisdiction, was a suspect in a mur-

der case in another state and was finally apprehended in 2005. 

2005—Fruita 

A 7-year-old girl was attacked and killed after her mother left her in the yard alone with

newly acquired male and female Malamutes. It is believed only the male attacked the girl

and the child was dead when the mother re-emerged from the house a few minutes later. 
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An examination of fatal attacks in the state of Colorado reveals that not only are these

incidents incredibly rare (10 fatal attacks in the state over a 45-year period, 1962–2006),

but they involve complex human and canine behaviors.

Denver’s approach to the first documented fatal attack in the state of Colorado by a Pit

bull-type dog was to ban the breed. There was no examination or discussion of previous

fatal attacks in Colorado or the critical role owners play in allowing their dogs to behave

aggressively. Denver chose to criminalize a breed of dog rather than enact laws that would

impose strict penalties to control the behavior of dangerous dog owners. 
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