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Visualizing the Animal 
City: Digital Experiments in 
Animal History1

Andrew Robichaud

“Where did the cows go?” This was the seemingly trivial question that 
emerged as I stared at a computer screen that displayed a map our small 
research team had just created showing the locations of animal industries 
in nineteenth-century San Francisco. It was a question that unfolded a 
series of questions, and it was a pivotal moment in a research process that 
ultimately led to important findings about urban development, politics, 
and everyday life in nineteenth-century American cities.

To know where something happened is to begin a process of inquiry 
and exploration that may lead to an understanding of why and how it hap-
pened. Over the course of several years, from 2010 to 2015, I began an 
extended process of inquiry into where animals lived in San Francisco 
through a series of digital mapping and visualization projects. At times, 
the project felt like a fool’s errand; at other times, mapping and visualiz-
ation enabled moments of discovery that would not have been possible 
otherwise. Mapping and visualizing the animal city became an import-
ant way that I processed research for a dissertation and book project on 
urban animal life in nineteenth-century America. The visualizations ul-
timately led to several research breakthroughs, the publication of three 
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online pieces, and important findings that would ultimately become part 
of the book Animal City: The Domestication of America.2 This essay out-
lines some of the main contours of that research at the Stanford Spatial 
History Project and suggests how this type of digital and spatial history 
might be useful to other scholars of animal history, and to historians more 
broadly—particularly those working in areas where sources are limited or 
appear to be limited.3 

The research for the book Animal City began with a relatively simple 
set of questions: What did nineteenth-century cities look like in their hu-
man and animal compositions? What can exploration of those changing 
environments tell us about environmental, urban, political, and social 
history more broadly? Other historians had blazed a trail in the field of 
animal history—largely a subfield of environmental history, but also com-
ing from cultural, social, and intellectual history.4 Some historians had 
already pointed to the centrality of animals in nineteenth-century cities, 
which contained a wide range of domesticated, semi-domesticated, and 
undomesticated species.5 Charles Dickens described the “gentlemen hogs” 
he encountered throughout New York City in 1842, and countless other 
writers and artists depicted nineteenth-century American street scenes 
with cows, pigs, dogs, and other non-human animals at the centre of 
urban life.6 In 2002, Theodore Steinberg summarized and built on some 
of the early literature of urban animals in a chapter called “Death of the 
Organic City” in Down to Earth: Nature’s Role in American History.7 

The descriptions offered by Steinberg and others—including 
Dickens—were enough to spark my imagination, but not enough to satisfy 
my curiosity. The picture of the animal city was incomplete. To say that 
semi-domesticated hogs, dogs, cattle, cows, and sheep inhabited nine-
teenth-century cities only gave the broadest outlines of what must have 
been a vivid (and pungent) reality of how humans and animals lived and 
interacted in cities. I wanted to spend more time on those city streets—in 
the alleyways, basements, and urban lots, and in the backyards, stock-
yards, and slaughterhouses, where animals lived and died. What was the 
experience of living in these cities? What were the conflicts that played 
out? What traces of this animal past still remain in our urban landscapes?

Uncovering this urban animal past also led to a clear question of 
change over time: What happened? What ultimately became of these 
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animal cities and the many species that were once part of urban life? What 
happened from the time of Dickens (with his all-too-visible hogs) to the 
time of Upton Sinclair (with his largely invisible cows, pigs, stockyards, 
and slaughterhouse workers)? There was evidence of massive urban animal 
change, but no clear or complete explanation of what happened and why. 
Soon, it became clear that Americans had engaged in a complex remaking 
of their urban environments. Transformation of cities came not merely in 
the subtraction or restriction of particular species and animal businesses, 
but also in the addition of a growing set of relationships with animals 
that included pet ownership, animal entertainment, and zoos.8 The trans-
formation of the nineteenth-century animal city was, in many ways, about 
something greater, too: urban residents were at the forefront of new and 
modern landscapes and combinations of human-animal interactions.9

Since the “Animal City” Spatial History Lab project launched in 2010, 
there has been a wave of animal history scholarship—including several 
important and fascinating works on animals in nineteenth-century cities, 
which emphasized the significance of animals in understanding a wide 
range of urban, social, political, and environmental changes.10 Additionally, 
a flurry of several new publications emphasized the importance of nine-
teenth-century animal protection and humane movements, and the pol-
itical and cultural dimensions of Humane Societies and Societies for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, which actively and forcefully remade 
human-animal relationships in nineteenth-century cities.11 

Seeing the Animal City
Historians seeking sources on the animal past face distinctive challen-
ges, the most obvious being that animals leave no first-hand accounts of 
their experiences. They do not keep diaries or records, or write letters 
and memoirs that fill archives. This is to say nothing of the opacity of 
their very experiences living in the world—and our limited capacities as 
humans to understand those experiences—a topic that we humans will 
debate endlessly. 

Nevertheless, sources on the presence, conditions, and experiences 
of many animals in nineteenth-century America are pervasive in more 
traditional sources, though these sources must be read cautiously and 
critically. There are ample travel accounts that describe urban animal 
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populations, along with paintings, photographs, and sketches of features 
of the animal city. There are countless newspaper articles about nuisances 
and conflicts that arose because of animals in cities. There are court cases, 
public records of city and state governments, and records of numerous 
agencies and organizations tasked with policing various aspects of ani-
mal life and death in nineteenth-century cities (health departments, city 
pounds, parks departments, and SPCAs).12 

But there were also many sources that seemed at first unusable, or 
of limited utility. What, for example, could be done with the hundreds 
of entries of animal businesses in San Francisco city directories? As I 
pored over the long lists of names and addresses in the Crocker-Langley 
city directories from the late 1800s, I could get a sense of the scale of the 
horse economy in San Francisco: hundreds of businesses listed under the 
categories “Horse Shoers,” “Horse Clippers,” “Bitters,” “Stables,” “Feed 
Stores,” “Hay and Grain” stores, and more.13 The directories also contained 
lists of businesses related to sheep (“Wool Pullers,” “Wool Manufacturers,” 
“Wool Graders and Packers,” etc.), with other sources suggesting that live 
animals were likely present at some of the sites. There were milk cows at 
many of the city’s “Milk Dealers” and “Wholesale Dairies,” and livestock 
at many “Wholesale Cattle,” “Wholesale Sheep,” and “Wholesale Hog” 
businesses. Ultimately, these sources charted a human-centred commer-
cial economy that was far from comprehensive in accounting for animal 
life. But the sources nevertheless contained valuable (though imperfect 
and incomplete) information on where animals lived and died in the city. 
What more could be done with this dense and flat collection of names and 
addresses? How could it be brought to life for historical scholarship?

The Stanford Spatial History Project (SHP) was essential in shaping 
how I came to think about these sources. With an existing interest in his-
torical geography and environmental history, I was already accustomed to 
thinking spatially. But the intellectual community at the SHP cultivated 
an environment of collective intellectual exploration. In 2009, I was part 
of an experimental course called “Spatial History,” taught by a team of his-
torians and digital specialists who worked at the SHP.14 A key part of the 
course was a collaborative group project that required learning basic skills 
in ArcGIS and Tableau. Students were supported by several staff members 
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at the SHP lab space, which included a half dozen computers and appro-
priate software.

More than anything, spatial history became a way of seeing sources—a 
lens that I began to use to think about the possibilities of archival sources. 
Sources just needed a name, a date, and a location to be mappable—and 
once mapped, previously invisible spatial and temporal patterns might 
become visible; distances, densities, and networks could potentially be 
measured and analyzed. There was a sense of experimentation that came 
from this sort of inquiry—and that sense of experimentation was a stated 
purpose of SHP projects. An ideal project was not merely an “illustra-
tion” or a visualization of something that was already known, but instead 
should contain some degree of experimentation and some attempt to “see” 
sources in ways previously impossible. In this sense, a good data visualiza-
tion could effectively create new sources for a historian to analyze, launch-
ing a dialogue or an iterative process of inquiry within a larger research 
project.15

City Directories
City directory data contained all three elements of a possible mapping 
project, along with an experimental quality of not knowing what our 
maps would ultimately look like. In an initial independent research pro-
ject (with the help of SHP lab staff), I was able to map city butchers from 
1860–1900—leading to a short online article about the transformation of 
San Francisco’s butchering, livestock, and slaughtering landscapes over 
the course of those decades.16 Though modest in scale, the project con-
vinced me that if I could map the tens of other animal industries in San 
Francisco, I might get closer to seeing and understanding some of the geo-
graphical nuances and trends in urban animal life in nineteenth-century 
San Francisco. Did animal businesses cluster in certain parts of town? And 
how did these geographies compare to one another and change over time?

But the city directory data would first need to be entered and refined, 
and that was no small task. The Animal City project launched with a single 
undergraduate research assistant (RA) working about five hours per week 
on data entry (funded through a modest Stanford undergraduate research 
opportunity fund). The initial tasks for the RA were straightforward: enter 
the city directory data for each animal business into an excel spreadsheet 
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that included the business name, the type of business, the year(s) it was ac-
tive, and the addresses listed. Once we had addresses, the whole set could 
be processed through a free online geocoder that would create latitude 
and longitude points that we could then plug into ArcGIS and Tableau. 
(As Sean Kheraj’s essay in this collection suggests, this process has become 
significantly easier over the past few years.)

But nineteenth-century addresses were not necessarily modern-day 
addresses. For example, 950 Brannan Street in 1870 might not be 950 
Brannan Street in 2012. We had to pay attention to where and when the 
city made changes to its street numbering systems—information that was 
printed in the front matter of city directories. Some nineteenth-century 
addresses needed to be converted into twenty-first-century equivalents, 
and this took time. Furthermore, some addresses were vague (i.e. “Foot 
of Scott”), which required further research into topography, historical 
context, and sometimes an educated estimate to assign a point on a map. 
Figuring this out took some time, additional research, and data refine-
ment, but ultimately it was a surmountable obstacle. Like any act of his-
torical scholarship, mapping was also an act of interpretation, an attempt 
at objectivity in the face of sometimes-imperfect information.

But the payoff of mapping soon started to appear, even if finalized 
visualizations were far in the future. Even as we were refining data, we 
could already begin to see discernible spatial patterns in the distribution 
of animal industries that suggested some underlying patterns of urban 
human and non-human animal life. Butchers clustered near Mission 
Creek in the 1860s, then abruptly shifted farther south to Islais Creek after 
1870, while a growing number of wholesalers began listing downtown “of-
fice” addresses. The wool industry clustered south of Market Street, near 
the wharves and depots where industrial goods changed hands—but also 
not far from the new slaughterhouse district known as Butchertown. The 
most spatially expansive features of the urban animal economy were those 
businesses related to horses, which spread out in a wide network across the 
developed city. The animal city was coming into sharper focus through 
mapping—and it was increasingly clear that there was not one animal city, 
but multiple animal cities. 

But like any exercise in abstraction or representation, mapping could 
also mislead and obscure. For one, animal businesses were only one facet 
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of urban animal life. They did not account for households that had one or 
two cows or pigs, or for small-scale or informal businesses not listed in 
city directories. What about the personal stable of a wealthy San Francisco 
gentleman? Or the cart mule of an Italian market farmer?17 Furthermore, 
through mapping itself, the very uncertainty of our data was revealed. 
For example, city directories did not contain clear definitions of “Milk 
Dealers.” The maps we made showed “Milk Dealers” occupying a geog-
raphy that suggested that most did indeed have cows, but we could also 
safely assume (in the context of other sources) that a “Milk Dealer” in the 
heart of San Francisco’s financial district was an office and did not have a 
herd of cows on site. The sources we had were primarily describing a hu-
man economy, and not necessarily the lives of animals. The maps we made 
(like any source) had to be critically and carefully read. Once mapped, we 
had to continue to read the sources against the grain, but they were now 
in visual form. 

But what stood out from the maps we created were the clusters of 
“Milk Dealers” on the suburban fringe—sites that seemed likely to be ac-
tual dairy farms with cows. Even more, these fringe “Milk Dealers” ap-
peared to be migrating over time. 

It was the changing geography of these semi-suburban “Milk Dealers” 
that captured my attention. In particular, I noticed that, beginning in the 
1880s, dairies in certain fringe parts of the city began migrating south-
ward and westward—moving out of the neighborhoods in the eastern and 
northern parts of the city (the Potrero, the Mission, and Cow Hollow), and 
moving to neighbourhoods farther south (Figure 13.1). “Where were the 
cows going, and why?” Perhaps something was happening in the 1880s and 
1890s to account for these geographic shifts, but what? City Directories 
tipped me off to the apparent movement, but could not explain why it 
was happening. More than providing a set of complete answers, mapping 
raised a new set of questions that I could then take back to other archival 
sources. In this sense, mapping animal industries was not so much an end 
in itself, but was instead part of an unfolding research process. It did not 
replace traditional research, but simply helped highlight certain questions.

Indeed, as I looked more closely at newspapers and laws from the 
1880s and 1890s, I began to see stricter rules and enforcement of urban 
dairy practices. In the 1880s, the city government began cracking down on 
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small-scale urban dairies—particularly those that used the marshy grass-
lands of Islais Creek in the southeastern part of the city. Islais Creek was 
an expansive brackish marsh—one of the few wet, green, and grassy parts 
of San Francisco. But in the 1880s, San Francisco’s city officials became in-
creasingly concerned about the pollution filling the creek and marshes. As 

 
Fig. 13.1 Milk Dealers in San Francisco. Image and cartography by Erik Steiner, with research 
assistance from Liz Fenje, Stanford Spatial History Project.
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it turned out, the contamination of the creek and the adjoining marshes 
was part of another set of animal transformation in the city. In the 1870s, 
the city had ordered the removal of the slaughterhouses, hog ranches, 
stockyards, and tanneries to the southeastern shores of the city—a part of 
town that would become known as Butchertown. By the 1880s, the pollu-
tion from these animal industries was wreaking havoc on Islais Creek and 
the expansive marshes.18 

The pollution of the creek had wider social implications. Since at least 
the 1870s, the grasslands around Islais Creek had been used as cow pas-
tures, particularly for small-scale dairy farmers—most notably Italian im-
migrants. The pollution of the creek—combined with an apparent aversion 
to the immigrant farmers themselves—animated city officials to prohibit 
grazing cows in the marshes. In the 1890s, the city hired a full-time milk 
inspector, who spent his days on armed patrol, and who focused much of 
his enforcement on the grasslands around Islais Creek. The city also began 
a process of widely expanding what was called the “Two-Cow Limit” far-
ther south, to encompass the Islais marshes (see Figures 13.2 and 13.3).19 

The crisis over the Islais Creek cows revealed an interconnected web 
of animal life, death, and decay in the city, which came under greater gov-
ernmental control and scrutiny in the 1890s. Would I have discovered this 
important phase of regulation had it not been for the mapping? Perhaps. 
But I might not have looked so closely. Mapping the dairy industry offered 
me a hint that there were big changes in urban dairy production in the last 
two decades of the 1800s, and refocused my attention on important per-
iods and places of change. But, ultimately, it was more traditional sources 
and methods that explained and contextualized that change. In turn, the 
maps themselves—the changing geography of dairy production—also 
evinced the force of city policies. 

City Ordinances
As the Two-Cow Limit suggests, there were also animals in city ordinances. 
But, like city directories, the data was flat and seemingly abstruse. Take, 
for example, the city’s spatial restrictions on slaughterhouses. In 1864, a 
San Francisco ordinance prohibited residents from keeping more than five 
swine or slaughtering animals within an area delineated as follows: 
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Fig. 13.2 and 13.3 Visualizations of San Francisco’s “Two-Cow Limit” in 1887 (left) and 1905 
(right). The Two-Cow limit allowed residents to keep no more than two cows in the area 
mapped in blue (with some additional restrictions). In 1910, the city extended the “Two-
Cow Limit” to encompass the entire city and county of San Francisco. Liz Fenje and Mark 
Sanchez, Stanford Spatial History Project.
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Beginning at a point at the intersection of the Bay of San Francis-
co with the west line of Divisadero street; thence south along the 
west line of said street to its intersection with Ridley street; thence 
along the south line of Ridley street to Castro street; thence along 
the westerly line of Castro street to its intersection with the Char-
ter line of 1851 of the City of San Francisco thence easterly along 
said Charter line to the deep waters of the bay of San Francisco.20 

The ordinance was a jumble of words with little discernable meaning 
without visualization.

Like the dairy industry, the geographies of slaughterhouses, hog 
ranches, and stockyards were shifting, too. This was visible not only in 
city directories, but also in the growing number of municipal ordinances. 
Visualizing and mapping these early forms of zoning might offer a better 
understanding of how city officials were thinking about regulation, urban 
space, and urban development. To visualize these laws was relatively sim-
ple, but was nevertheless revealing of important shifts in how city officials 
were thinking about urban space, planning, and development. In this 
case, we had a sense of what mapping the laws would reveal; it was no big 
surprise what would come out of these visualizations. But the visualiza-
tions were a more direct and powerful form of communication—a visual 
argument that could more effectively express a trend than words, senten-
ces, and paragraphs alone. 

Tracing the evolution of slaughterhouse space also revealed an import-
ant shift in how city officials were thinking about animal nuisances, urban 
environments, and urban development. This became clear only through 
mapping. The early ordinances from the 1850s and early 1860s showed 
what was effectively a “negative space”—slaughterhouses could not exist in 
certain densely inhabited parts of the city. Over the 1850s and early 1860s, 
those ordinances continued to expand that negative space outward from 
the city centre. But in 1866, something shifted. The shape of the slaugh-
terhouse space changed to create a confined and secluded area of dense 
animal populations and slaughterhouses. In 1870, the city confined the 
slaughterhouses even further, to a thirty-six-block area on the southeast-
ern coast of the city, which opened up larger tracts of undeveloped land as 
part of a vision of permanent urban growth.21 
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Fig. 13.4 Areas of permissible slaughter, according to San Francisco city laws. Visualizing 
these laws offered a powerful visual argument about the transformation of slaughterhouse 
and livestock landscapes in San Francisco. Image and cartography by Erik Steiner, with 
research assistance from Liz Fenje, Stanford Spatial History Project.
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But the new slaughterhouse space was also designed to effect a cer-
tain environmental relationship. The 1870 “Butchers’ Reservation” 
(Butchertown) appears in city ordinances as an area confined by a specific 
set of street names. Visualizing the extent of Butchertown using a map 
that showed the city’s shoreline revealed an important feature of the space: 
half of Butchertown existed in the shallow waters of the San Francisco 
Bay. City officials sought to establish a particular form of environment-
al relationship between the slaughterhouses and the San Francisco Bay 

 
Fig. 13.5 The “Butchers’ Reservation” (commonly known as “Butchertown”) is shown here 
overlaid on this 1911 map. Map detail from August Chevalier, “The ‘Chevalier’ Commercial, 
Pictorial and Tourist Map of San Francisco From Latest U.S. Gov. and Official Surveys” 
(1911), courtesy of David Rumsey Map Collection. Cartography by Erik Steiner, Stanford 
Spatial History Project.
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that would create a lasting and permanent solution to the slaughterhouse 
nuisance. But the waters of the San Francisco Bay could not keep up with 
the new scale of industrial waste, creating a new pollution problems that 
lasted into the twentieth century and beyond.

Animal Law Enforcement
Another important development in nineteenth-century urban animal life 
was the widespread establishment of Societies for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Animals (SPCAs)—cultural, political, and legal institutions that first 
emerged in the United States in major American cities. San Francisco had 
been among the first SPCAs founded in the United States—established 
in 1868, only two years after Henry Bergh established the first American 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals in New York City. In 
San Francisco, I had the good fortune of encountering an unprocessed 
and previously unused collection of San Francisco SPCA (SFSPCA) ar-
chival materials that had recently been gifted to the San Francisco Public 
Library. Within that collection were the bound diaries of San Francisco 
SPCA officers. These were law enforcement agents whose primary work 
was enforcing the expanding set of anti-cruelty laws in San Francisco, 
beginning in the 1870s. For historians of animals, these collections are 
valuable sources for understanding urban animal life, along with social 
relationships that were also being policed. 

The officer diaries testified to the powerful police and law enforcement 
powers of SPCAs in the nineteenth century. Like many SPCAs, the San 
Francisco SPCA was an active and powerful corporation that acted as law 
enforcement and, effectively, as an extension of state government.22 The 
SFSPCA ultimately employed a full-time officer to police the city, and the 
SFSPCA was legally entitled to collect whatever fines the court assessed 
for trial convictions. Those agents kept detailed diaries describing their 
daily activities and routes through the city—where they had made arrests, 
issued warnings, or simply observed animal suffering.

The diaries contained a wealth of spatial data embedded in the offi-
cers’ daily accounts, often pointing to specific places where animals were 
found abused or suffering. But in certain ways, the diaries were also in-
complete: they did not have reliable details about arrests or specific infrac-
tions—and they made no mention of prosecutions or legal outcomes. That 
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information was, however, contained in a separate volume of “Prosecution 
Records,” which was devoid of spatial data. Combined, these sources could 
be used to create some sense of the geography of law enforcement and ar-
rests, which would offer a fuller picture of how the SFSPCA’s power was 
exerted in real space. Were laws enforced evenly across parts of the city? 
Were the slaughterhouses and stockyards as policed as the horse stables 
and downtown streets? Were certain human and animal populations and 
geographies more or less surveilled and policed? 

Tracing out and mapping every route would have been effectively im-
possible for our small research team at the Spatial History Project—and 
probably not worth the protracted and tiresome effort. But tracing out a 
sample of routes was possible—and we could focus on the routes that we 
knew had the greatest legal impact: those that resulted in prosecutions. 
A research assistant used the prosecution ledger to locate specific names 
and dates that could be matched with specific routes in the officer diaries. 
Using a feature of Google Earth, the research assistant then traced out the 
agent route as it was described in the diary. Those geocoded routes could 
then be overlaid on a map to show the routes of nearly two hundred cases 
that resulted in prosecutions. The map would give us a strong sample of 
where officers had travelled and exerted police power within the city of 
San Francisco.

The results from this visualization were somewhat surprising. 
The routes showed a density of enforcement routes in downtown San 
Francisco—near city markets where horses transported goods from market 
farms, and also in residential districts north of Market Street where fam-
ilies lived. There was also concentrated enforcement in some of the more 
industrial parts of town south of Market Street, and near the rail depots 
and wharves where horses carried heavy loads and where some livestock 
were unloaded from boats and trains and driven south to Butchertown. 
What was more informative, perhaps, was where SFSPCA officers did 
not travel, based on the sample of routes we mapped. In this particular 
sample, there was no trace of SFSPCA officers setting foot in and around 
Butchertown—where thousands of animals lived and died in the stock-
yards, hog ranches, and slaughterhouses. Why? Was the SFSPCA simply 
not interested in the cattle, pigs, and sheep in and around Butchertown, 
or in the milk cows and livestock that inhabited the city’s suburban areas? 
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This question of why the SFSPCA was so spatially limited ultimately 
became another research question that mapping posed but did not itself 
answer. Additional research revealed that there were a few practical lim-
itations to the geography of SFSPCA enforcement. First, as officers made 
greater numbers of arrests, they were forced to appear as witnesses in court 

 
Fig. 13.6 This visualization was created using a sample of routes from cases that led to 
prosecutions from 1878–1883. This visualization allowed us to see the geographic extent and 
concentration of animal law enforcement. Research by Mark Sanchez and cartography by 
Erik Steiner, Stanford Spatial History Project.
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on most mornings. A trip to Butchertown required at least several hours—
and often a full day for travel and observation. A second factor was that 
because the SFSPCA depended on fines collected from successful pros-
ecutions, they favoured enforcing laws that would lead to this outcome. In 
short, there was less money to be made in Butchertown, where personal 
fault for animal suffering was often less easy to discern and prove. There 
were other reasons for the spatial limitations on SFSPCA power, but the 
intentional, legally made invisibility and distance of Butchertown was a 
key limitation when it came to enforcing laws. Increasingly, the geography 
of animal law enforcement overlapped significantly with human popula-
tions and the overlapping geography of horses in the city. Overwhelmingly, 
SFSPCA arrests related to the suffering of equine residents (and their hu-
man owners and observers) in downtown San Francisco. 

In considering animal welfare as a means of social control, there was 
another part of town where I expected to see heavy SFSPCA presence, but 
where it was visibly absent: Chinatown. Our maps showed agents patrol-
ling around the edges of Chinatown, but rarely within it. Prosecution and 
enforcement records also showed few Chinese names. The reason for the 
absence of the SFSPCA’s presence in Chinatown is hard to pin down with 
any certainty. In some ways, the SFSPCA (which was largely—and prob-
ably entirely—white) seemed mostly uninterested in reforming Chinese 
practices when it came to animals. Perhaps reformers saw Chinese San 
Franciscans as beyond the circle of civilization that partly defined animal 
welfare movements of the period. Perhaps Chinatown was already under 
such heavy police surveillance that the SFSPCA did not see it necessary 
to police there.23 Perhaps Chinese San Franciscans owned few horses and 
pets, which were increasingly the focus of SFSPCA officers. 

But there is also some evidence to suggest that many SFSPCA mem-
bers had a prevailing (though certainly condescending and demeaning) 
sympathy for Chinese immigrants—that many in the organization in fact 
sought to improve the wider treatment of Chinese San Franciscans, in part 
by reforming human relationships with animals. This came as many white 
Americans otherized and dehumanized Chinese immigrants more broad-
ly, often comparing them to animals. Where Chinese San Franciscans 
do appear in SFSPCA records, they are at times objects of sympathy, not 
unlike the horses, dogs, and other animals the Society actively policed. 
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In one case, a San Francisco humane organization celebrated a boy who 
intervened to stop a child from throwing stones at a Chinese man.24 This 
act of mercy stood in contrast to the wider, prevailing anti-Chinese racism 
and violence across the United States. Ultimately, however, the answer as 
to why SFSPCA agents did not spend much time in Chinatown remains 
elusive and perhaps multi-faceted. Nevertheless, mapping agent routes 
raised the question. 

Mapping in these various ways was also useful in thinking about 
the legacies of nineteenth-century animal spaces. Understanding the 
geography of nineteenth-century animal landscapes had the potential to 
explain how certain parts of American cities developed over time, and 
how these invisible animal landscapes of the past continue to shape the 
way cities look today. Why was it that the areas devoted to stockyards, 
slaughterhouses, tanneries, and hog ranches in nineteenth-century San 
Francisco became an African-American ghetto of the twentieth century? 
Home Owners’ Loan Corporation (HOLC) maps from the 1930s showed 
that the neighbourhoods in and around Butchertown were redlined—in 
large part because of their proximity to environmental conditions of con-
centrated animal life and death. “Occasional winds from the northeast 
bring obnoxious odors from stockyards and packing plants located in 
that direction.”25 The same was true of other neighbourhoods adjoining 
stockyard and slaughterhouse districts in other cities across the country. 
Nineteenth-century animal industry geographies had lasting effects—evi-
denced, too, in the property value maps that are now part of online real 
estate websites, suggesting that this past continues to shape the city and 
patterns of property values today. Understanding geographies of nine-
teenth-century animal life also shapes how I walk city streets—something 
I can now share with students in teaching them how to think about the 
construction of modern-day urban landscapes.

Conclusions and Questions
Most of the data visualizations from the Animal City project remain un-
published, stowed away in a cloud server. The findings were useful in terms 
of raising new questions, but the additional labour of refining and pub-
lishing them seemed to be daunting and of limited utility. In this sense, 
digital history might be closer to research that never appears in prose 
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or in footnotes—or writing that is ultimately cut from a final draft. But 
there are traces of it everywhere. Digital analysis had an important place 
in building the foundations of the research that ultimately comprised the 
book Animal City—a book of narrative and analytical history that is not 
obviously built around digital mapping. Digital work informed a more 
traditional approach to writing and storytelling—scaffolding that was ul-
timately removed to reveal a structure more familiar to historians. 

And though it is “research,” digital work in many ways resembles 
teaching. Each of these projects had social, collaborative, and pedagogical 
elements. As a “primary investigator,” I worked closely with one under-
graduate research assistant at a time. For both of the students who worked 
on this project, digital work was an entry point into a wider inquiry on the 
topic. Both students sought to read books and articles on the topic, and 
asked incisive questions that could, at times, open up the research process 
further. “Why do you think there was a cluster of stables here?” one might 
ask. On one occasion, a student ventured into San Francisco and stood on 
the street corner that he had earlier read was the site of a brutal incident 
of horse abuse. There was multi-directional instruction at every turn—
between the student, me, and the lab staff—where each person engaged 
the project through different forms of labour, knowledge, and expertise, 
and with varying perspectives that strengthened the whole of the research 
project. This sort of collaboration is all too rare in historical scholarship, 
which is usually a lonely and solitary endeavour. As this sort of digital 
scholarship becomes more manageable for individuals to do alone (as 
Sean Kheraj’s essay in this collection suggests), what, if anything is lost in 
erasing the social and collaborative nature of digital history?

For all the energetic collaborative work, there were also unexpected 
challenges and frustrations. Studying the history of animals can be emo-
tionally and mentally exhausting. I had become accustomed to spending 
my days reading reports of animals who suffered—horses beaten until their 
skin was raw or bloodied, or driven until they were hobbled or collapsed 
on the street. There were accounts of cattle with their “eyes punched out,” 
of turtles strung together on their backs and kept alive in holds of ships 
to be sold alive in New York markets, and of sheep coming off trains and 
boats, prodded aggressively but unable to stand. As historians, we under-
stand part of our work as bearing witness. But, at a certain point, I had 
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forgotten just how bleak and dismal this animal history could be—and 
that an undergraduate new to the topic might find it overwhelming. A 
couple of weeks into a summer research job of recording spatial data from 
the SFSPCA officer diaries, an undergraduate working on the project told 
me frankly how distressing it all was. The student had just spent two weeks 
straight of his summer in Palo Alto reading and recording one case of ani-
mal suffering and brutality after another. Understandably, it was starting 
to take a psychological toll. We backed off and did other work for a while. 
But the conversation revealed to me an important part of both research 
and teaching that often goes unspoken: that we ought to be mindful of the 
heavy mental toll of doing research of any kind that requires the historian 
to take an unflinching look at the brutality and violence of the past. The 
violent history of human relations with animals makes animal history 
particularly vulnerable to such challenges.

In the end, mapping and visualizing aspects of the animal city did 
not contain a discrete set of answers and conclusions. A map can appear 
tidy and pat, but its construction and underlying data are messy and filled 
with human decisions and uncertainty at every turn. The conversion of 
human and animal lives into zeros and ones, and dots on a map, was never 
a perfect translation. These Animal City mapping projects were as much 
starting points as ending points. But the process and conversations al-
lowed for an extended meditation on the subject—the sort of long-term, 
internal processing most historians do—but one that activated visual and 
spatial thinking, and had social and collaborative components that made 
it distinct from the verbal, solitary, and intellectual work that dominates 
so much of traditional historical scholarship. For that reason, the exact 
payoff of the Animal City project is hard to define in metrics of publi-
cations, citations, and footnotes. It was part of a collaborative process of 
asking and answering questions that ultimately led to more questions and 
more research. Digital and spatial history never replaced more traditional 
forms of research or writing, but it did shape that scholarship in ways that 
were sometimes unexpected. The cows, it turned out, had something to 
tell when we were willing to pay attention.
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