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Militarizing the Menagerie
American Zoos from World War II to the Early Cold War

Joun M. KinpER

A zoo is a place of escape from the troubles of the world. A man can go
there and forget about the Russians, inflation, and a nagging wife.

William Mann, Director of the National Zoological Park in Washington, DC,
1948.

Every cultural institution is involved, in one way or another, in this world
maelstrom. In these times there are no happy, isolated, enchanted isles. As an
institution providing recreation and education of a virtually unique kind, as
an interpreter of nature and its principles, we face ever-growing opportuni-
ties and obligations.

Farfield Osborn Jr., President of the New York Zoological Society, 1g950.

Zoo in Oklahoma City, revealed the existence of a secret disaster plan

designed to meet the dangers of the atomic age. Interviewed by a local
paper, Frazier declared that, in the event of a Soviet attack, the zoo’s most
‘dangerous” residents—one tiger, two lions, two leopards, three panthers, and
cight mangy bears—would be locked away in their cages, which were as “deep
as the average air raid shelter, and under heavy concrete.” As for the zoos
prized collection of chimpanzees—also considered a flight risk and, if loose, a
public menace—Frazier reassured Sooner readers that, if a “stray bomber tried
to put the zoo out of whack,” the chimps would be “as scared as anyone else,”
adding that “any blast strong enough to open their steel pens would take care
of them too.” By Frazier's account, the zoo animals’ bunker-like enclosures,
routinely patrolled by gun-wielding animal keepers, were not only sufficiently
hardened against aerial assault; they were, in fact, the “safest place to live” in
the entire city.!

For all his bluster, Frazier was not the only “zooman” of his era—and they
were mainly men—to feel the hot winds of nuclear destruction blowing down

In April 1951, Julian Frazier, the swaggering director of the Lincoln Park
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his neck. From World War 11 to the early decades of the Cold War, zoo dire(f—
tors, animal keepers, exhibit designers, and wild game traders found their
professional aspirations bound up with geopolitical forces that, on the surfac.e
at least, had little to do with displays of caged animals. In many respects, this
nexus of beast and bomb was hardly new. From the mid-nineteenth century to
the present day, the histories of zoos and modern warfare have been inextrica-
bly intertwined. During the Victorian era, whc?n the' modern. 200 su.pp.lanted
the private menagerie as the primary mode of live animal exhibition in indus-
trial modernity, European and American zoos reaped the benefits of war and
imperial expansion, relying heavily upon military resources to StOCk-thCII‘ col-
lections with foreign species from around the globe.? Since that time, zoos
have been routinely mobilized in times of international conflict, hot and colfi,
as centers of military recruitment, sites of war memoria%i?,ation, and symbolic
spaces where military campaigns are publicized and leglltlrnatr::d.3
Zoo animals have seldom fared well during wartime, of course. Sho't,-
poisoned, massacred, and starved—often by the human-s charged with their
care—captive fauna rarely figured in wartime casualty hsts.' Much the same
can be said about the zoo itself, an institution whose martial past has been
largely ignored by academic and popular historians alike. This absence sh.ould
come as no surprise. Part circus, part museum, part laboratory, part prison:
the modern zoo defies neat categorization. Moreover, even the most inventive
historians of American warfare—and of the Cold War in particular—-vl'.lave
been slow to recognize the political significance of human-animal relations
and the structures that give them meaning. While the Cold War’s effects on
civil defense, science education, architecture, and urban planning }'Lave be.en
richly documented, the zoo—which draws upon all of thes.e pr(?fe551ona1 dls;
courses among many others—remains little more than a h1stor1f:al footn‘().te.
Nevertheless, zoos have much to teach us about the intersec’flon of 11'11hta-
rism, politics, and popular culture in midcentury America, particularly in the
early decades of the Cold War. At a time when zoo_atter'ldance topped that of
all major sports combined, US zoos were invested with highly charged, though
seemingly contradictory, political symbolism.* On the one hafid, Cold War—c?ra
zoos functioned as important nodes in what American Studies scholar C.hrls—
tina Klein has called a “global imaginary of integration.” One of the .“two ideo-
logical foundations of postwar foreign policy,” integration was premised on :che
belief that international “cooperation” and “mutuality” were the keys to ensuting
global security in the atomic age. Advocates of integration imagined a vision of
world community (under the leadership of the United States anc‘i other Western
capitalist powers) in which ideological “differences could b,e bridged and tran-
scended” through communication and exchange.® The zoo’s role as a_showc','lse
of such a vision was not lost on Cold War-era zoo leaders. In thelr.pubhc-
ity materials, professional practices, and private correspondence, America’s top
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“zoomen” not only forged working partnerships with their Sino-Soviet counter-
parts, but also championed a globally integrated zoo wor/d that, in one director’s
words, was not “bound by national ties.””

On the other hand, Cold War-era US zoos were affected by an equally
pervasive trend in post-World War IT American life: militarization. Historian
Michael S. Sherry, perhaps the foremost authority on the topic, has described
militarization as the “process by which war and national security became con-
suming anxieties and provided the memories, models, and metaphors that
shaped broad areas of national life” in twentieth century America. ® In rede-
ploying Sherry’s definition, I-do not mean to suggest that American zoos
adopted military tactics or were staffed by military personnel during the Cold
War. Rather, my use of “militarization” refers to zoos’ reliance upon military
power and diplomatic back-channels to carry out their institutional mis-
sions; zoo professionals’ attempts to leverage their Cold War status to boost
their civic and scientific standings; and—as Julian Frazier’s attack scenario
reveals—the extent to which anxieties about war and national security cast a
shadow over American zoo-keeping after World War II. In these ways, the
zoo came to mirror the values of the second “ideological foundation” of Cold
War American culture: containment, a military-political discourse premised
on the suppression of Communist power and ideology around the globe.

Focusing on the three largest and most influential US zoos of the post-
war era—the San Diego Zoo, the Bronx Zoo, and the National Zoological
Park—T argue that American zoos were deeply influenced by Cold War poli-
tics. From their publicity materials to their built environments, zoos embodied
key tenets of a two-pronged foreign policy designed to win American hege-
mony around the globe. In turn, I suggest that Cold War-era zoos operated
as part of a military-zoological complex, a network of relationships between

zoos, the US military, and the federal government that shapes American zoo-
keeping to this day.

American Zoos Go to War

Tounderstand the politics of American z00-keeping in the Cold War, we must
first look to World War II, a period when the forces of militarization radi-
cally transformed zoos around the globe. In Europe, for decades the center of
the zoo world, animal collections suffered incalculable damage from air raids,
looting, and wartime privation. Bombed twelve times between September 8,
1941, and February 24, 1945, the Berlin Zoo was reduced to a pile of rubble,
with fewer than 100 of its specimens surviving the war intact.” Other for-
eign zoos endured similar fates. In February 1943, more than 150 large mam-
mals were killed during a series of incendiary attacks on the world-famous
Hagenbeck Zoo, near Hamburg." In Japan, hundreds of zoo animals died
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from malnutrition, disease, and aerial bombardment, while a select number
of “dangerous animals"—including elephants, hippopotami, and large carni-
vores—were “prophylactically” slaughtered in the name of public safety and
national sacrifice."

Closer to home, American zoos spent the war years on high alert. Three

days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, W. H. Blackburne, head zookeeper

at the National Zoological Park (NZP) in Washington, DC, made an inven-
tory of zoo firearms (one Winchester .45, one .32- caliber rifle, one 12-gauge
shotgun, one .22-caliber Savage, an out-of-order Colt .22, and one cane gun)
in anticipation of future emergencies."” Shortly thereafter, NZP director
William Mann distributed air raid instructions to all employees. (If enemy
planes were approaching, the zoo’s signal system would deliver a “steady blast
of horns,” warning all zoo staff to get to their posts.)”® The story was the same
at zoos across the country. In San Diego, oo staff ran emergency bomb-
ing drills and shuttered their most vulnerable exhibits behind large plates
of metal.* At the Bronx Zoo, the nightly security ritual included chaining
the elephant herd and locking up all big cats in “steel and concrete compart-
ments.” Meanwhile, the entire zoo grounds was patrolled around the clock
by maintenance workers trained in marksmanship at a local police arinory."

In devising their defense strategies, American zoos were less concerned
with keeping their animals safe than preventing their escape—a nightmare
scenario even in times of peace.’® Fearing their homes would soon be over-
run by hordes of shell-shocked carnivores, some members of the public called
for the destruction of all “dangerous” zoo animals.” “Bombs would be bad
enough, or wild animals or big snakes,” one nervous DC resident complained,
“but having them together sure gives you the creeps.”® On February 26,
William Mann went on the local “Capital Motoring” radio show to reassure
District listeners that the zoo was safe. Working from a script, Mann explained
to co-hosts Ted Kellog and Larry Larrazole: “a bomb big enough to break the
walls of a Zoo building would more than likely kill the animals inside. But
just in case—we have our guns well oiled.””” However, most American zoos
decided against preemptively slaughtering their animal stock. Some zoo offi-
cials believed that the beefed-up security precautions were adequate to the
task. Others, including Capt. Jean Delacour, a French zoo authority on loan
to the Bronx Zoo during the war years, suggested that nature itself was the
most formidable obstacle to escape. As he explained to the New York Times
in December 1941, New York City’s cold winter climate would kill off any
poisonous snakes—often the locus of public fears about animal escape—that
managed to elude capture.”

Yet, even at the war’s darkest hour, many Americans continued to cham-
pion the zoo's civic mission. Once viewed as little more than glorified menag-
eries, wartime zoos were celebrated as bastions of normalcy, built reminders
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Many of the most prominent zoos of Europe and Asia were destroyed during World War IL. In
?erhn, thousands of animals were killed, and much of the zoo’s famed architecturehincl.ud—
ing the camel house (seen here in 1946)—was severely damaged during Allied bomb attacks
on the German capital. Image courtesy of Zoolischer Garten Berlin.

of pre-war innocence. In a letter to Fairfield Osborn Jr., president of the New
York Zoological Society, one zoo fan declared:

In the most troublesome times, people have always turned to the zoos in
ever increasing numbers for relaxation, amusement and scientific knowledge.
- As a matter of fact, I feel, it is as much of a patriotic contribution to the
winning of this war and to the post war future to keep the zoos going, for

their value to the public morale if not else, as it is to keep the wheels of
industry rolling.2*

Many zoo professionals agreed and, ever fearful of declining ticket sales, went
to great lengths to defend the zoo’s contributions to home front life. Writ-
ing in Zoonooz, the official magazine of the San Diego Zoo, in 1942, director
Belle Benchley pronounced the zoo the “most wholesome form of c’onstruc—
tive entertainment to be found in the city”—a sentiment echoed by zoos

large and small, across the United States. In Benchley’s mind, zoos performcc{
a s?dative function, easing the “tense and jittery nerves” of their patrons. At
a time when movies and radio were dedicated to the “tragedies of war,” she

argued, a trip to the zoo gave visitors a chance to “get close to nature” and
restore a “calm and sane perspective.”?
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In addition to boosting public morale, American zoos took part in a wide
range of military activities. At the Bronx Zoo and Aquarium, zoo staff tested
shark repellents and underwater “electrical detection devices”; studied the
viability of “parasitized fish” as emergency food rations; and, in a hidden labo-
ratory in the Lion House basement, conducted top-secret chemical warfare
experiments with electric eels. The zoos publishing office distributed books
on natural history to US troops stationed in the Pacific, and its “Lost in the
Jungle” exhibit—designed by the zoo’s world-renowned Department of Trop-
ical Research—taught more than 500,000 visitors how to survive in jungle
terrain. According to zoo officials, the exhibit was a special favorite with ser-
vicemen, who would spend hours copying down its instructions.” Other zoos
followed suit, hosting war bond rallies, donating animal specimens—alive and
dead—for military research, and bending their institutional agendas to the
needs of the wartime state. v

American zoos’ war work was significant £ several reasons. First, it dem-
onstrated zoos’ willingness to “do their bit” in times of national crisis. Chroni-
cally underfunded and lacking key personnel (the exodus of male zoo staff to
the military and war industries was so overwhelming that many zoos hired
their first female animal-keepers during World War II), American zoos were
eager to prove that they were a vital national resource, if only as a temporary
distraction from war’s horrors. Cooperating with military and defense offi-
cials also allowed zoo professionals to stake their claim within the burgeoning
military-zoological complex, a claim that would be cemented even further
in the early decades of the Cold War when the militarization of nonhuman
animal life—from bomb-detecting dolphins to chimpanzee astronauts—led
to heightened interest in zoological matters among military and defense plan-
ners. In turn, zoos’ contributions to the war effort reflected a broader trans-
formation in the priorities and politics of American science. Gone were the
days when zoos—or any scientific institution for that matter—could expect
to pursue matters of “pure” research. Rather, as Fairfield Osborn Jr. explained
in 1943, “War of the kind we are now waging raises problems that would
hardly be conceived in peace time and the answers must be sought in fields
that normally have little to do with the cataclysm of war. . . . By some twist of
war's necessities, some of the most theoretical considerations were adaptable
to pressing practical endeavors.”*

Unfortunately, such sentiments proved little comfort to zoo professionals
outside the United States. By 1945, years of violence and privation had left the
global zoo industry in shambles—international trade routes disrupted, animal
stock demolished, human expertise diminished for a generation. Initially, Euro-
pean zoo directors looked to their nations’ colonial possessions in Africa and
Asia to restock their devastated collections. Anticipating a large shipment of
elephants and primates from the “French Cameroons,” Paris Zoo director
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Achille Urbain told Life Magazine in 1948: “In one stroke, we shall restore the
glories of this zoo.” Much to the dismay of First World zoo professionals,
however, the rising tide of anticolonial movements across the Global South—
coupled with the relative decline of the European powers following World War
II—threatened to dissolve the centuries-old networks of imperial exploitation
and exchange which had provided the invisible backbone of the modern zoo
until that point.* Though European (and American) zoos would continue to
mount animal expeditions throughout the postwar years, they could depend less
and less upon colonial handlers to snare the most prized animal specimens.

Consequently, war-damaged zoos began to turn to the United States to
repopulate their animal collections. American zoos were primed to assume
hegemonic status in the immediate aftermath of World War II. Throughout
the war, civilian and naval vessels had sent a steady stream of exotic crea-
tures—many plucked straight from Pacific theater battlefields—to hometown
zoos in the United States. More important still, American zoos had survived
the war architecturally intact, having suffered none of the aerial bombard-
ment that had devastated so many of their European and Asian competitors.
Yet another factor working in US zoos’ favor was their relative isolation from
international networks of animal exchange. Even before war was declared,
a number of major American zoos had begun to cultivate extensive captive
breeding programs, allowing them to maintain vast collections, despite war-
time travel restrictions. Describing a rash of births at Chicago’s Brookfield
Zoo in September 1944, Life Magazine pronounced,

Brookfield’s multifarious births exemplify the solution US zoos have found

~ for their problem of wartime maintenance. Since exotic importations from
Asia, Africa and even South America have been curtailed by lack of safaris
and shipping space, zoomen have been encouraging intramural procreation.
Single males and females are shipped from zoo to zoo for breeding purposes,
or swapped outright as needs arise.”

Thanks to technology and careful planning, American zoos had no need for
international travel; they could reproduce zoo-worthy megafauna from the
safety of US soil.

In fact, zoo spokesmen were optimistic that the professional and techni-
cal innovations of the war years had laid the groundwork for a revolution in
American zoo-keeping for decades to come. In August 1945, The Billboard,
a popular magazine covering the entertainment industry, offered a typically
upbeat assessment of the war’s legacy on American zoos. Detailing ongoing
plans to renovate the Brookfield Zoo, the magazine explained: “Plastics, glass
and other materials developed during the last few years are being tested for
use in post-war construction.” In the zoo of the future, “Apes, now confined
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to behind bars, will be housed in a building made of plastic such as is used in
plane turrets.”? For many industry insiders, World War II was less a tragedy
than an opportunity for American zoos to jumpstart their plans for modern-
ization.”” Long in the shadow of their European competitors, it seemed the
American Century of zoo-keeping was finally at hand.”

It was against this backdrop that American zoos took up one of their most
important and influential missions of the immediate postwar period: restock-
ing the depleted zoos of Europe and Asia. In an analogue to the Marshall
Plan, US zoos routinely sent shipments of animals and supplies to former
allies and enemies alike, a gesture that went a long way towards confirming
US global leadership in zoo circles after World War I1.3 Much of this activ-
ity—which the New York Times described as a “lend-lease plan’—was cen-
tered on large metropolitan zoos, whose directors and staff were more likely
to have maintained international contacts from before the war.** In July 1946,
the San Diego Zoo—using Europe’s animal crisis to score publicity points at
home—urged Southern California residents to capture local snakes and bring
them to the reptile house, so that London Zoo’s collection could be replen-
ished.® A few years later the New York Zoological Society initiated its Point
TV Program, dedicated to aiding zoologists and scientific laboratories across
Western Europe.®* Smaller zoos also got in the act, with Salt Lake City’s
Hogle Zoo sending shipments of turtles, lions, pumas, skunks, macaws, and
coyotes to war-torn Japan throughout the late 19408.%

Such displays of generosity were motivated by more than altruism. Ameri-
can zoos frequently expected and received native species in return for the ones
they sent abroad. By helping their foreign competitors, zoos in the United
States also hoped to secure a dominant position within a rapidly changing zoo
world. However, perhaps the biggest motivating factor behind Americans’
efforts to restock the war-damaged zoos of Europe and Asia was a grow-
ing climate of postwar international integration. Even as the United States
sought to “contain” Soviet expansion, it forged alliances with nations across
the globe, drawing them together within a growing sphere of American influ-
ence and power. US zoos were keen to use their resources to help reconstruct
an international zoo community shattered by more than five years of deadly
conflict. At the same time, zoo professionals in the United States cooperated
with the federal government to position the zoo as an important site of cul-
tural diplomacy, a place where past and present enmities could be set aside in
the spirit of science and mutual collaboration.

Rebuilding the Bars of Friendship

Given zoos' absence in most Cold War accounts, it is somewhat ironic that—
for a brief moment at least—the zoo occupied center-stage in the drama of
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posmftr UsS f01.‘f:ign relations. In 1972, then President Richard Nixon returned
fror?l ‘ Rec'l China \lmth a pair of giant pandas, the first of their species to be
exhibited in the United States for more than two decades. Arriving in wooden
crates labeled in both Chinese and English:

GIANT PANDAS
Presented from the Peking Revolutionary Committee,

The People’s Republic of China

Ling-Ling and Hsing-Hsing came to symbolize a new era of openness
between the Cold War rivals. Over the following years, panda-mania swept
the nation, and millions of Americans flocked to Washington, DC, to catch a
glimpse of the furry visitors.* ’

Yet 200 animals’ role in mediating US foreign relations did not begin in
1972. Since the late nineteenth century, foreign leaders had made a habit of
sending native species to sitting US presidents (or the “children of America”
as tokens of international friendship, leading one commentator to note: “In
some respects the political history of the United States can be traced by the
successive donations to the Washington Zoo.”” US politicians responded
in kind, and by the end of World War II, the gifting of zoo animals had
become.an increasingly popular tactic for expressing American goodwill over-
seas. With the coming of the Cold War, zoological diplomacy expanded even
ﬁ{rthcr, as both the federal government and US industry sought new tech-
niques for winning hearts and minds around the globe. Throughout the 1950s
and 1960s, American zoos reached across the Iron and Bamboo Curtains to
exchange animals and information with their Communist counterparts.*

Meanwhile, z00s became regular stops for foreign dignitaries visiting the
Umted States and for American ambassadors stationed abroad. (In his 1959
victory tour of New York City, a young Fidel Castro dropped by the Bronx
Zf)o, calling it the “best thing” in the city.)*” From this perspective, Nixon’s
triumph in China appears less a singular achievement than the cuh,nination
of flearly a century of diplomatic tradition. Decades before Ling-Ling and
Hsing-Hsing’s arrival, zoo animals were already among the most visible and
beloved goodwill ambassadors of the atomic age.

In the United States, the preeminent staging ground for Cold War-era
zoological diplomacy was the National Zoological Park in Washington DC
Located fewer than three miles from the White House, the NZP bore wit—.
ness to a wide range of diplomatic activities—from routine visits by foreign
chplor.nats to high-profile animal presentation ceremonies designed to win the
affectlon of the American public. In the 1950s, animal presentation ceremo-
nies were exceedingly theatrical affairs, orchestrated to allow all parties—the
donor nation, US federal officials, and members of the zoo community—to
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testify to the occasions’ political significance. As William Mann, director of
the National Zoo from 1925 to 1956, recalled, no detail was left to chance:

Generally, the ambassador or other foreign representative makes the presen-
tation. Then a lad from our State Department in morning coat and striped
pants makes a speech of acceptance. After this it is protocol for me to add a
few words assuring everyone that the gift will be well fed and well cared for.
I always wear my official zoo clothes. Shirt sleeves in summer, suit jacket in
winter. With matching pants.

In April 1950, the National Zoo hosted one of the most publicized animal
presentations of the early Cold War, when more than 80,000 people flocked
to the National Zoo to watch Indian Ambassador Madame Vijaya Lakshmi
Pandit donate a pair of elephants, Ashoka and Skanti, on behalf of the newly
formed Indian government.* Like the People-to-People program (1956-pres-
ent) to which Cold War-era animal donations and exchanges were often com-
pared, such gestures “helped construct the global imaginary of integration
by insisting that vast differences among peoples could be bridged with rela-
tive ease.”? Specifically, they were premised on the sentimental belief that,
whatever two countries’ political divisions might be, they could always find
common ground on certain matters, including childrens seemingly universal
love of elephants.

As perhaps the most outwardly “international” of all American cultural
institutions, the zoo seemed the perfect setting for articulating a vision of
US-led global integration. In their staged simulacra of foreign locales, zoos
offered American visitors a chance to imagine themselves as world travel-
ers and to seek connections between disparate peoples, places, and wildlife.
More important still, zoo advocates believed that the zoo’s built environ-
ment fostered an atmosphere of conviviality and goodwill—ideal for inspiring

. the affective bonds upon which a global imaginary of integration depended.
Throughout the 19508 and 1960s, zoo publications cast the zoo as a distinctly
un-ideological space, an urban Eden where visitors’ political allegiances faded
against the backdrop of nature’s (caged) splendor. In June 1958, Osborn offered
a typical account of the zoo’s power to bridge national divides in the pages
of Animal Kingdom, the house organ of the New York Zoological Society.
Describing a recent visit of more than seventy representatives from the nearby
United Nations, Osborn told readers:

There was magic in the day which cast its spell over everyone. For once, one
felt that the problems of mankind had flown away into the bright May air.
Tt seemed that conflicts between countries must indeed be imaginary, for on
this day there was complete mutuality in the enjoyment of observing animals
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The exchange of animals and zoological expertise was an important venue of cultural diplo-
macy throughout the Cold War. Well before the “panda diplomacy” of the 1970s, both thF; us
g{overnment z.md individual zoos often donated animals to foreign zoos as token's of interna-
tmna.l goodwill. Here, coyotes and other “typical” American animals from zoos in Boston and
Washington, DC, are en route to the Delhi Zoological Park in February 1962. US Ambassador

John Kenneth Galbraith and his family i ivi
n Ke y inspect the living cargo. Courtesy of Smi i
Institution Image Archives, Image #2013-03565. T Smihsoran

a.nd contemplating the wonders of nature. For a while at least it was impos-
sible that there could be friction between man and man.*

Disolavine i . .
thlspc a};glg its pastoral landscapes, exotic motifs, and lush floral plantings,
d.e. -0 War-era 200 Was thought to offer an escape from the ideological
ivisiveness and existential emptiness of the atomic age. It was, as one indus-
try 1ns1derl later summarized, “a healing island of naturalness and reality in
a megalopitan sea of artificiality, an island that can give people glimpses of
bca}tzl)ty and mystery, and unexpected familiarity.”*
eS 2 > “, g = A
pite the 200’s aura of “mutuality,” conducting zoological diplomacy
wfas r:io easy affair. As Belle Benchley told Zoonooz readers in 1950, “any sort
l(; a .cz.d in zoological specimens comprises not only the usual dickering
argainin ippi i i :
lawf r i %-tax costs, and shipping arrangements, but it also involves many
egarding perm 1 i i
o gp its to capture, permits to export and permits to import;
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health certificates, shipping instructions, feeding en route, consular invoices,
inspection, insurance and quarantine regulations.”® Americans hoping to
use animals to win international goodwill faced additional challenges. The
semiotics of animal exchange was difficult to parse, and there was always the
danger of gifting animals that conveyed the wrong political message. In the
run-up to Nixon’s visit to China, for example, the State Department nixed
the idea of sending a bald eagle because it feared the bird would be seen as
overly aggressive. (After rejecting a number of “inappropriate” animals, US
officials eventually settled upon a pair of musk-oxen).* What's more, unlike
American jazz musicians and works of abstract art—both of which toured
the globe as American cultural ambassadors during the Cold War—zo0 ani-
mals had the all-too-frequent habit of dying before they could serve their
diplomatic purpose.” In October 1962, NZP director Theodore Reed raised
this point to an official at the United States¢Information Agency (USIA),
at the time eager to support the newly opened zoo in Baghdad. Fearful
that America’s latest corps of animal diplomats might expire in Irag’s sum-
mertime heat, Reed warned: “I am sure you are aware of the fact that a
shipment of dead animals arriving can be a great blow to national prestige,
and of course where there are live animals there is always the possibility of
a mishap, resulting in a tragic situation, both from the animals’ standpoint
and perhaps the USIA.”#

While most American zoos were happy to assist the US diplomatic mis-
sion, the zoo industry and federal government did not always see eye-to-€ye.
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Z00S’ insatiable desire for exotic creatures
occasionally clashed with official foreign policy, which severely restricted
trade with large chunks of the Communist world. In 1958, the State Depart-
ment prevented Chicago’s Brookfield Zoo from purchasing a panda from an
African animal dealer because the Chinese species was considered “enemy
goods.” (Chi-Chi was later sold to the London Zoo for $28,000.)* Even with
diplomatic approval, American Z00s sometimes resorted to cloak-and-dagger
tactics to carry out their institutional missions. In scenarios ripped from the
pages of a John le Carré thriller, zoo leaders often relied upon intermediar-
jes—usually animal dealers based in Africa and Western Europe—to swap
species with their Cold War rivals. Meetings typically took place in “neutral”
locations, including Rotterdam, home of the International Union of Directors

of Zoological Gardens (TUDZG), a global organization of zoo professionals
formed in 1946.*°

Ultimately, American zoos displayed the greatest commitment to & poli-
fics of international integration in their professional dealings with foreign
200s. Even as Joseph McCarthy thundered against the “Red Menace” infect-
ing American society, o0 leaders like William Mann and Theodore Reed
maintained an open dialogue with their Communist (and noncommunist)
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counterparts, excha.ngin_g information, participating in captive breeding pro-
%ramhs, and sponsoring 1nternsftional conferences on a wide range of subjgcts.
n the 19505 and 1960s, American zoos hosted scores of animal kee i
entists, and zoology students from overseas. (Among them was Dr. E&i}rsi 5(3_
Moreno, x-vho, in 1959, visited the National Zoo secking assist ; f g Ell‘he
recently “liberated” Cuban Zoological Gardens.)*! ’ e o e
: M(-zanwhile, American zoo leaders conducted their own brand of int
tion diplomacy, touring foreign zoological parks and forging close per 'jlglja“
with fellow zoo professionals from as far away as Moscow and Eaft Bforlli tj[‘es
be sure, US zoos had much to gain from such relationships. Working w:tlil gxlfer‘i)

seas 1 i i i 1
_ partners, including some in China, the Soviet Union, and Eastern Europe
b

e boowed e el e e ooty Botpeun fonted
e 1n 1
zoo world. Still, it would be a m?stakeg to thiniﬁ?ﬁir]iz;osszn_domiln?ted
solely by economic or professional self-interest. American “zoornersl”were 'c;weg
themselves part of a small, close-knit fraternity, one that, in their rrlci:()zl151 .
scended national and ideological divisions. Moreover l;y the mid—rtlws’ tr'an};
century, zoo leaders around the world understood tha,t their indust ’eIthmt
depended upon cooperation and mutual aid. Faced with the terrors chluctzr;

destructi i i
tion, environmental collapse, and species extinction, not even Ameri-
can zoos could afford to go it alone.

Cold Warriors in Khaki

Desoi ; ; ;

¢ spite Fhlflr gestures of friendship, not all zoo leaders were eager to join

. . .

W;:sthmtt thc;:n' Comr;mmst counterparts—particularly when the Cold

reatened to turn hot. In the late 1 i
. : 940s and 1950s, the United S

# _ ‘ ' y € tates
K optedj a foreign policy of Soviet containment designed, in diplomat George F.
dcnr.lan,sszv’vl?rds, to serve as a “counter-force” against “Russian expansive ten'

encies.”>* The flip side of international i i i —

onal integration, containm i

y . ofin ; ent was premised
d;c.o;dén'g to cultural historian Alan Nadel, on the notion that “the v€0r1d wa;

e - -
- Com}?to:wo n;ono?.tzl-rluc camps, one dedicated to promoting the inextrica-

mation of capitalism, democra isti
. cy, and (Judeo-Christian) religion
: ) and

one sej'ekmg to destroy that ideological amalgamation by any means.” éve;seas
CO - . aqe - ’
r ntainment P(-)hcy involved the mobilization of a vast array of state and public:
eicl)lurc_es—mlhtary, economic, and cultural—to validate US claims of global
au i
men?nlily a.mi to hal't the spread of Soviet power. At home, much of “contain-
b c tulrf:1 i w::i aimed at a different, albeit complementary, set of goals: dis

editing political and sexual “subversives,” i ol
: : : es, promoting conformity as a social
1deal,‘and celebrating the institutions—including the US military—that made
containment pOS-Sl'ble..SS In sum, containment demanded not just political con-
sensus but the militarization of most facets of American life
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Few cultural institutions better embodied the values of Cold War contain-
ment than zoos. With their iron cages, concrete moats, and cordons sanitaires,
many American zoos already resembled miniature prisons, their built envi-
ronments hardened against attacks from without and subversion from within.
More often than any other Cold War recreational space, the zoo also shared
containment’s paranoid worldview, its insistence on the need for constant
security, surveillance, and, in times of crisis, the use of violent force.

There were other parallels as well. In their publicity materials, zoos drew
upon the same imagery of nuclear family togetherness that provided the ideo-
logical glue of domestic containment. More significant still, by the early 1950s
the modern zoo and containment were increasingly justified in reference to
a similar apocalyptic imaginary, 2 vision of political and natural history at
an end Indeed, the threat of impending global destruction—either from
nuclear war or, more likely, hyper—industrial‘kzation—imbued Cold War zoo-
keeping with a heightened sense of urgency and mission, one that exceeded
its purpose even during World War IL Like the continuity of government
bunkers that undergirded the Cold War landscape, the zoo was meant to serve
as a metaphorical ark, preserving “order” in the face of imminent extinction.

Not surprisingly, in periods of international turmoil, American zoo lead-
ers were quick to adopt an antagonistic stance toward America’s Cold War
adversaries. In December 1951, with US troops locked in a bloody stalemate in
Korea, Osborn used his monthly Animal Kingdom editorial to deliver a blister-
ing critique of Communist expansion:

The Soviets have constructed a one-way street carrying a constant and
immense traffic of ideological power, of threats, and of fear. Its cargoes are
unloaded the world over, irresistibly influencing the economy and cultures of
every country.

Tt is hard to realize that these influences, spewing out from the one-way
street the Soviets have built, strike directly at the continuing welfare of our
cultural institutions. This, no doubt, is as the Soviets would wish it and it is
well to recognize the ugly fact.

A longtime advocate of international cooperation, Osborn blamed Soviet
aggression for stalling the Bronx Z.00’s latest building projects, including a
long-delayed aquarium. Nevertheless, he promised that American zo0s would
continue to play their part in the “struggle” to contain Communism both at
home and abroad:

Let us ourselves be prepared to meet this continuing challenge. Our Society
is part of the American scene, making its own special contributions to recre-
ation, to education and to scientific knowledge. No, we must not be checked,

5 _1:' % [ _" £ ;:-1 b .? 1'
Throughout 'the 1950s and 1960s, the San Diego Zoo's friendly relationship with the US mili-
taryr was an important part of its public image. The zoo's publicity materials, including the
zoo's popular magazine Zoonooz, routinely highlighted the zoo's contributions to the martial
state, both material and symbolic. Among the San Diego Zoo's most celebrated “enlistees”
was Duke,. a four-month-old lion cub, which the park donated to the navy minesweeper USS
Embattle in 1960. Image reproduced with permission from the San Diego Zoo.



30 JOHN M. KINDER
nor stopped, nor lose our sense of permanency and growth. As never before,
it is the time when all who believe these things can render support.*’

Other zoo leaders felt the same and were eager to do their part to meet the
needs of Cold War containment. Drawing upon their experiences in World
War 11, zoos built bomb and fallout shelters (frequently beneath the con-
crete floors of pachyderm houses), trained staff in civil defense activities, and
developed disaster scenarios in case of Soviet attack. Along with military mas-
cots, they housed animal veterans of the Korean War, the Space Race, and
the atomic bomb experiments at Bikini atoll, a symbolic gesture that vali-
dated the future militarization of other nonhuman animals. Most important,

American zoos developed close working relationships with a legion of gov-

ernment scientists, military officials, and defense planners, all of whom were
keen to mobilize the zoo—and the expertiserof those who worked there—to
thwart Communism’s growth around the globe. When the East Berlin Zoo
announced its intention to become the largest zoological park in the world in
1954, for example, the State Department urged “American zoological societies
to contribute money to the reconstruction” of the West Berlin Zoo, so that
this capitalist ally of the United States would not lose its “lead.” As State
Department officials saw it, the United States was engaged in a global propa-
ganda war and the zoo could play an important role in showcasing Western
zoological supremacy.

Nowhere was the militarization of American zoo-keeping more visible
than in San Diego, the city Roger W. Lotchin has deemed the “quintes-
sential martial metropolis” of Cold War America. A boomtown during
World War I1, San Diego expanded rapidly throughout the postwar years,
in no small part because of military development. By the 1950s, the navy in
particular was “inextricably bound up with [both] the city’s everyday work
life” and its “recreational and historical consciousness.”” Its influence was
especially pronounced at the San Diego Zoo, which had emerged from
World War 11 as one of the top zoological parks in the world. Born out of
abandoned animal exhibits at the 1915 Panama-California Exposition, the
San Diego Zoo had enjoyed a cozy relationship with the navy from the
ctart. As the zoo’s founder, Harry Wegeforth, recalled in It Began With a

Roar (1953),

In World War I, the infant Zoo had been strengthened by contributions of
bears and seals from navy vessels—and by jungle animals brought up from
Central America by marines. Species began to drift in during World War
11 from all over the world, wherever the American GI found himself, and
remembered the Zoo of his home town. From Asiatic and South Pacific
jungles, and even from Africa, service men captured and shipped to the

San Diego Zoo their contributions. Adm. W. F. Halsey informally expe-

Militarizing the Menagerie

dited such shipments of naval personnel on several occasions, mindful of
t.he tremendous role of the San Diego Zoo in the amusement and instruc-
tion of hundred of thousands of military personnel training in, and in transit

through San Diego.*®

A‘F ?var’s end, the San Diego Zoo continued to maintain close ties to the city’s
military, diplomatic, and civil defense establishment, as it would throughout
the early decades of the Cold War. In fact, so prevalent was the navy’s pres-
ence at the zoo in the 1950s and 1960s, visitors could have easily mistaken the
zoo grounds for a de facto recruiting post. As the zoo’s own publicity materi-
als make clear, references to the generosity and valor of the nation’s naval
-forces were ever-present. The US Navy and Marines funded exhibits (includ-
ing the $80o0o Ape Island), sponsored children’s events, staged patriotic ral-
lies, ‘and donated animals from overseas, all the while drawing a visible con-
nection between the zoo’s and the navy’s institutional missions.” In return
zoo staff worked closely with federal and military scientists eager to use thei;
professional know-how—in such varied fields as veterinary medicine, immu-
nology, and animal psychology—to serve the needs of the Cold VV’ar state
Zoo staff also used the zoo’s facilities to champion their naval benefactors'
and the global military mission of the United States. One especially telling
oppc,)rtu_mty came in December 1965, when Charles Schroeder, the San Diego
Zoo’s director throughout much of the Cold War era, received a letter from
jche commander of a US naval unit stationed in Vietnam. The officer asked
if the zoo would accept the unit’s mascot, a Vietnamese honey bear named
Boo Boo, for permanent display. A vocal navy supporter, Schroeder not onl
agreed, but his response—“The San Diego Zoo is US Navy!"—spoke volume};
about the zoo’s militarized public image.*

So why did San Diego and other Cold War era zoos embrace an ethos
of militarization? The simplest answer is that the military-zoological com-
plex proved beneficial for all concerned (except, of course, the animals). In
the zoo, the military and federal government gained not only a useful p.ro—
paganda venue, but an army of veterinarians and animal scientists willing to
lend their expertise—and, if needed, their animal test subjects—to the Cold
War struggle. For their part, American zoos received funding, prestige, and
above all, access to an increasingly powerful military-government bureau,crac :
Zoo officials used their contacts in the State Department, the US Inforrnezf
tion Agency, and the US military to secure rare animals and to raise their
ms'fltunonal status worldwide. ¢! Further, some zoo leaders believed that by
taking a side in the Cold War, they would boost their professional standing—
both within the zoo industry and, more importantly, within the increasingl
crmlvded field of “experts” that came to dominate early Cold War culturf 6}2,
Ultimately, zoos’ combined activities during World War II and the early Co-ld
War helped prove the case—at least, in zoo professionals’ own minds—that
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z00s were serious cultural and scientific institutions, playing their part to
assuage the anxieties of modern American life.

American Zoos and Cold Walj Culture

For scholars of American warfare, the history of American z00s from World
War II to the early Cold War offers some important lessons. First, it reminds
us that no institution, least of all one as globally connected as the modern
200, could escape America’s military encounters unscathed. Although zoos
often cast themselves as sanctuaries from the “troubles of the world,” war-
time and Cold War geopolitical rivalries had a profound impact on Amer'%can
zoos—from the ways they obtained their animals to the ways they concelyed
their institutional missions. In addition, this history demonstrates, against
popular stereotype, that American Cold War culture was .far from monol.ithic.
Both behind the scenes and, frequently, in public, American zoos functioned
as models of international integration, dedicated to fostering a professional
and political community that transcended national border.s. At the same time,
many zoos embraced a culture of militarization and containment, ecl?m.rfg the
pervasive belief that all institutions should do their part to halt So?net influ-
ence at home and overseas. That a single institution could so easily shuttle
back and forth between the two positions—even inhabit them simultane-
ously—speaks to the contradictions inherent in the zoo itself, a living museum
where the expansiveness and diversity of nature is invoked through man—n}ade
exhibits of concrete and iron. But it also reflects the broader schizophrenia of
American culture and foreign policy during the early Cold War—a time when
the United States promoted itself as both a global super-power, willi.n'g to
rain down world-ending nuclear weapons upon its enemies, and a political-
economic ideal seeking to liberate the globe from tyranny, poverty, an_d fc':ar.

By the 1970s, many of the outward vestiges of Cold War m1htar1zat‘10n
(bomb shelters, military memorials, references to nuclear att.ack scenarios,
etc.) began to disappear from American z0os. Although certain zo?s—such
as the San Diego Zoo and the National Zoological Park—continued to
exalt their close connections with the US military, they made little attempt
to frame their mission in explicitly nationalistic, let alone militaristic, terms.
In retrospect, it is impossible to pinpoint a single cause for the sh'tft, subtle
as it may have been. Nixon's trip to China, the State Department’s gradual
loosening of travel and trade restrictions, and the general waning of Cold,
War paranoia all played a part. Another important fac_tor was American 200s
growing recognition of the threat posed by global environmental destruction,
an enemy that trumped all national concerns. Nevertheless, the roots of the
military-zoological complex—that intimate and mutually beneficial relation-
ship between zoos, the armed forces, and the federal government—have not
withered entirely. Even today, the US military continues to use zoos to show-
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case nonhuman mascots and animal veterans of armed conflicts. Indeed, given
the US military’s and American zoos’ recent cooperation in restoring the war-
damaged zoos in Kabul and Baghdad, it appears the American zoo industry
has entered a new phase of militarization, putting a family-friendly face on
the aftermath of American warfare across the Muslim world.®*
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