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Abstract

This article explores the career of Henry Trefflich, America’s most prolific twenti-
eth-century animal merchant, by using previously unexamined historical media 
sources and Trefflich’s autobiographical writing. Trefflich’s outsized role within 
the twentieth-century global animal trade permits a uniquely penetrating view 
into a business rife with animal suffering and the exploitation of the Global 
South. Trefflich used European colonial networks in Africa and Asia for animal 
supply, relying heavily upon poorly-paid local labourers to carry out highly dan-
gerous hunts. Scrutinising Trefflich’s supply chain also reveals animal resistance 
and agency – many animals captured by his company vigorously resisted con-
finement and relocation. Finally, I analyse Trefflich’s role in catalysing mass exotic 
pet ownership in mid-century America. Trefflich was the era’s foremost advocate 
of exotic pet ownership and its primary supplier as he sought to realise his store 
motto: “a monkey in every home.”
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Introduction 

In 1948, the journalist Leslie Lieber profiled New York City’s pre-eminent ani
mal dealer Henry Trefflich for the Washington Evening Star.1 Dubbing Trefflich 
the “baboon tycoon,” Lieber gushed about the expansion of Trefflich’s unor-
thodox business in the decade and a half of its existence.2 Headquartered on 
Fulton Street in downtown Manhattan, Trefflich sold a wide variety of ani-
mals to circuses, zoos, and the general public. His primary product, however, 
was primates, which he sold in immense quantities to meet the mid-century 
American biomedical establishment’s ravenous need for research specimens. 
Upon Trefflich’s death in 1978, the New York Times reported that Trefflich had 
imported a staggering 1.5 million monkeys to America, giving real weight 
to Lieber’s flippant comment that Trefflich’s store was “anthropoid Ellis Is-
land.”3 Although his business fortunes would wax and wane over the rest of 
his life, by the close of the Second World War Trefflich had enduringly estab
lished himself as the largest and most famous animal dealer in the nation –  
a status he revelled in. As Trefflich told Lieber in 1948, immodestly but not 
inaccurately: “Today, I am considered the Monkey King.”4

Oddly enough given the magnitude of his business, Henry Trefflich has re-
ceived little attention from historians. The few works to take on aspects of the 
American animal trade either do not mention him, or discuss him only in pass-
ing.5 This article remedies this scholarly void by piecing together Trefflich’s ca-
reer from previously unexamined historical media sources as well as Trefflich’s 
autobiographical writing. What emerges is much greater than the story of mere-
ly one man or one business. Trefflich’s life and work offer a rare glimpse into the 
shadowy, poorly-understood historical trade in animals. Trefflich’s outsized role 
within the global animal trade of the 20th century – and his large contemporary 
media footprint – allows for a uniquely penetrating view into a business that was 
rife with animal suffering and the exploitation of the Global South. In so doing, I 
illuminate Trefflich’s use of European colonies in Africa to facilitate his business. 
I also explore Trefflich’s relationships to, and understanding of, the African and 
Asian labour that he employed. Sadly, this aspect of his business improved little 
on the exploitative practices of 19th-century American animal dealers.

The extent of Trefflich’s business and celebrity, moreover, permits an un-
usually granular analysis of the experience – and resistance – of some ani-
mals to their capture, confinement, and relocation to and within America. 
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Individual animals themselves are usually mute in animal history, but be-
cause Trefflich often featured in the media for misadventures his animals 
endured in transit or at his New York City store, much about the animal ex-
perience of transport and confinement can be recovered. Trefflich suffered, 
for instance, many animal escapes from his Manhattan store, usually from 
unhappy monkeys. Large mammals also occasionally refused to cooperate 
in transport. Trefflich had grave difficulty in flying elephants from Asia after 
he separated a bonded pair, as we shall see. Finally, Trefflich’s business even 
provoked the creation of unprecedented federal animal welfare laws, despite 
his objections. After a 1948 shipment of monkeys and elephants to Boston – 
consigned to but not overseen by Trefflich – ended with large-scale animal 
mortality owing to the crew’s neglect, Congress intervened to outlaw “other 
than humane” conditions for animals in international shipments arriving in 
America. Thus, Congress closed a loophole which had left international ani-
mal shipments unregulated, whereas domestic animals had been protected – 
at least on paper – since 1873’s 28-Hour Law, one of the first salient victories 
of the nascent American animal protection movement.6

I conclude by briefly assessing Trefflich’s impact on evolving American 
mores toward exotic petkeeping.7 Exact numbers are difficult to come by, but 
individual exotic pet ownership of creatures like monkeys, lions, tigers, and 
snakes seemingly reached new levels of mass popularity in America after 
the Second World War – the legacy of which still endures, despite the ar-
dent disapproval of modern animal rights groups.8 Trefflich played a major 
role in spearheading this trend. He was a vocal defender of Americans’ right 
to exotic species ownership against legal prohibitions. Trefflich was equally 
important on the supply side. He boasted to the press of selling big cats to 
private households.9 He was also quick to recommend monkeys for pet-seek-
ers, not just research labs. After all, Trefflich’s long-standing corporate mot-
to – anticipating Bill Gates’ famous slogan by many years – was “a monkey 
in every home.”10 
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The Early American Commercial Animal Trade:  
The Reiche Brothers and the Exploitation of Humans  
and Animals

The expansion of European colonial empires, and the excitement gener-
ated by Euro-American encounters with animals that they had never seen 
before, produced a sizeable market for exotic animals in Europe and North 
America by the middle of the 19th century.11 Meanwhile, increases in ship-
ping speed and volume meant mass shipments of animals were much more 
viable, although significant mortality and morbidity always attended the 
animal trade. Caged tropical birds, primarily parrots, emerged around the  
mid-19th century as popular house pets on both sides of the Atlantic. In both 
America and Europe, zoos, menageries, circuses, and roadside attractions 
sprung up in the second half of the 19th century too, dazzling the public with 
the megafauna of Africa, Asia, and Latin America.12 

America’s commercial animal trade was dominated from the start by Ger-
mans and German trading and imperial networks. The first American animal 
dealing firm of size was that of Charles and Henry Reiche, which enjoyed great 
success in selling tropical birds – usually canaries – sourced from their Euro-
pean base in Alfeld, Germany.13 In America, the Reiches were primarily based 
in New York City and came to exert significant influence in the city as their 
capital grew. As early as 1853, Charles claimed to have sold 20,000 birds since 
the early-1840s founding of his American business, a tally that associates con-
tended had risen to around half a million by 1875.14 By the 1870s, the Reiches 
had expanded well beyond birds. The Reiches’ firm was the major supplier as 
well as one of the public owners of the Great New-York Aquarium, founded in 
1876 and shuttered in 1881 due to persistent disagreements among the princi-
pal owners.15 The closure of the Aquarium did not spell the end of the Reiches’ 
business, though. In the 1880s, the Reiches would go on supplying American 
menageries, circuses, and zoos with all manner of animals – elephants, big 
cats, snakes, giraffes, and more – often to the delight of New Yorkers who 
watched the animals debark and then march to Hoboken, New Jersey, where 
the Reiches maintained a game farm to store their creatures.16

The Reiches procured many of their non-avian animals from what they 
called “Nubia,” likely modern-day Ethiopia and Sudan.17 Animal acquisitions 
from this area allowed the Reiches to launch ambitious new endeavours – 
for example, the Reiches acquired ostriches from “Nubia” in order to set up 
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America’s first commercial ostrich farm in Sylvan Lake, Florida, in 1883.18 But 
the Reiches’ activity in this area also revealed the sordid, often racialised, ex-
ploitation at the heart of the animal trade – a recurring theme in Trefflich’s 
era, too. Reiche employee Chris Schauman, who led hunting trips in Africa, 
described a typical hunting expedition and voyage to the Chicago Tribune 
in 1882. Implying that he relied on unfree and unpaid labour, Schauman 
said that he obtained the services of sixty “natives” from “the sheiks or Arab 
chiefs of the place” in exchange for animal skins and elephant tusks.19 The 
skins and tusks were then acquired when “plenty of animals are killed” – 
in addition to those taken alive for the company – by the white men with 
“native” assistance.20 A lengthy 1878 account of the Reiches’ operations in 
Africa is even more explicit about the racial hierarchy that prevailed there. 
White hunters lived in relative luxury while “distinctions of caste” relative 
to the “half-civilized natives” were “strictly maintained.”21 Many participat-
ing “natives” received payment in precious metals or animal products, but 
some received nothing. A white hunter employed by the Reiches, Paul Luhn, 
revealed that while paid “natives” did the brunt of the work of capturing and 
caring for the animals, “the menial duties [of camp life] are performed by 
Nubian slaves.”22 

The young animals captured alive for transport to Europe and America 
had to first march across forbidding desert climes to reach the nearest sea-
port, a gruelling odyssey that could take up to thirty or forty days.23 Paul Luhn 
testified that here, too, the Reiches relied upon enslaved labour to feed and 
care for the animals.24 After marching across the desert, an arduous sea voy-
age to America awaited, but not all creatures even made it that far. Schauman 
recounted that during his 1882 expedition, a lion cage broke on the dock, 
and the beast escaped into the Red Sea, where it was shot.25 Schauman said 
most of the other animals handled the voyage well, but “the monkeys were 
seasick, however. They always are, and you never saw such miserable-looking 
objects in all your life.”26

As their profile rose in the 1880s, the Reiches stirred up New Yorkers with 
publicity-seeking behaviour, much like Trefflich would in his heyday, though 
the Reiches were tawdrier. In 1884, the firm trumpeted to local newspapers 
that it had discovered live woolly mammoths in the forests of the Malay Pen-
insula. Met with scepticism by reporters who wondered how such colossal 
beasts could have previously eluded attention, Charles Reiche claimed that 
his discovery was made in the “Malay mountains,” a remote area never before 
explored by “intelligent people from civilized lands.”27 The two mammals 
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brought to America, however, were surely just a hirsute pair of elephants, not 
the last survivors of the extinct pachyderm.28 That did not stop the Reiches 
from displaying “Quedah” – the only “Mysterious Malay Mountain Mam-
moth” that long survived in America – with the travelling Van Amburgh Cir-
cus. Quedah received top billing in advertisements, as the Reiches contended 
that Quedah was “the Rarest Animal Alive,” descendant of “prehistoric mon-
sters” that cohabited with “the Pterodactyl,” and the first of his kind discov-
ered since “the deluge.”29

The Reiches’ interest in anthropological-evolutionary “discovery” could 
be even sleazier. In 1879, the Reiches displayed indigenous American people  
at the Great New-York Aquarium. The Reiches wanted, according to the  
New-York Tribune, to showcase “real full-blooded Indians belonging to an 
uncivilized tribe.” For this, they had captured nine Iroquois and two Coman-
ches, whom the Reiches eventually sent to Europe to be exhibited there.30 
Even uglier behaviour followed. In 1887, the Reiche firm obtained what the 
New York Times called “two queer African babies” courtesy of a trip Hermann 
Reiche – son of Henry – made to London.31 In these “wild children from  
Africa,” as Hermann Reiche put it, the New York Times hoped for living evi-
dence for “the Missing Link” in human evolution.32 Here the Reiches hoped 
to indulge in a sad trope of the “ethnographic” exhibition genre common to 
zoological display in this era: portraying supposedly less-advanced humans 
as evolutionary forebears.33 

The Reiches’ odious schemes, however, would be dashed by the physical 
and psychological rigors of their harsh trade, an especially poignant remind-
er of the physical and emotional trauma inflicted by the industry. Hermann 
bought the two male children, plus a third female child who died in London, 
from a South African hunter, Hunter Wilhelm, who claimed to have pur-
chased the children from a previously uncontacted African people located 
on the Zambesi River. Wilhelm’s story was that these three children were the 
offspring of a woman from the people he had met and a man of an unknown 
“fierce tribe of powerful hairy men.”34 After Hermann Reiche acquired the 
three children, he crassly named them She, He, and It, and shipped them to 
New York City. Only “He” and “It” made it alive to America, upon which Re-
iche sought “a good, reliable, colored woman” for a nurse and kept the one-
year-old children in cages.35 Soon after, “It” died, having sustained severe or-
gan damage from unknown causes.36 The Times described his death in vile, yet 
telling, terms: “It has been gathered unto his forefathers, whoever or whatever 
they were [emphasis mine]… but business is not suspended, and the traffic in 
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animals still goes on.”37 The fate of “He” – described by the Times as “incon-
solable” over the death of “It” – is not known to me, but this person does not 
appear to have been exploited as an evolutionary curiosity hereafter.

Charles and Henry Reiche also passed away in the mid-1880s, but the epi
center of the American animal trade remained in New York City and in the 
hands of Germans or German-descended Americans. The Reiche business 
stayed in the family for a while, but eventually the competing Ruhe family 
firm, with its American headquarters also based in New York City, bought it 
in 1910.38 The concern of Carl Hagenbeck – like Ruhe and Reiche, also a Ger-
man company – rivalled the Reiches in supplying America with animals in 
the 19th century and remained prominent in the early years of the 20th.39 Early 
20th century New York City also saw the rise of Henry Bartels, another animal 
dealer of German extraction. Bartels’ firm lasted until the early 1930s, but 
has left little historical trace. It is possibly most relevant, though, for playing 
a pivotal role in the early career of the young Henry Trefflich.

The Rise of the “Monkey King”:  
Trefflich’s Primate Provisioning and Global Business Network

Henry Trefflich was born in a zoo in Hamburg, Germany, in 1908.40 The zoo 
was Fockelman’s Tiergarten, to be precise, where Trefflich’s father served as 
the zoo’s manager. Trefflich’s father was also in the animal trade in a “free 
lance” capacity, as his son put it, making frequent expeditions to Asia and 
Africa to amass creatures for Europe’s burgeoning zoos and private menag-
eries.41 Thus born into the business, Trefflich would follow in his father’s 
footsteps and then some, but not in Germany. As a fifteen-year-old, Trefflich 
parlayed working on the steamship Thuringia into illegally entering the Unit-
ed States, jumping ship upon Thuringia’s arrival in New York City.42 After a 
few years working in a restaurant, he was persuaded by his mother to return 
to Germany in order to try to enter the United States legally—otherwise, he 
could never obtain citizenship and might be deported back to an increas-
ingly volatile Germany. Although that process was complicated by Trefflich’s 
earlier skulduggery, he was eventually permitted to enter the US legally in 
October 1928. He resided there until his death fifty years later.43

Once back on U.S. soil, Trefflich soon after set about emulating his fa-
ther’s “free lance” hunter-supplier role. Henry accompanied his father on an  
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animal-collecting expedition to Calcutta in 1930 and the two hatched plans 
to form a father-son exotic-animal-gathering business based in New York City, 
but fate intervened. Trefflich senior fell ill and died the following year. Mean-
while, Henry Trefflich returned to New York City, picked up a commission 
from the Bartels company to obtain animals in India, and returned to Calcutta 
to fulfil it. Unfortunately, Bartels folded while Trefflich was gone – perhaps a 
victim of the Great Depression – stranding Trefflich in Calcutta without pay for 
the animals he had secured. Trefflich spent a “dismal year” in Calcutta staying 
with a friend of his late father’s before he could raise the money to get back to 
New York City. Once there, it seems, Trefflich reflected on his experience and 
decided that he would continue animal-collecting, but only for himself.44

Exact details of the early days of Trefflich’s animal-dealing business are mys-
terious, but he was established at 215 Fulton Street in downtown Manhattan by 
at latest 1934.45 From the beginning, Trefflich capitalised on the surging bio-
medical demand for small primates, usually rhesus monkeys, as research sub-
jects for American polio vaccine trials. As early as 1935, Trefflich was acquiring 
monkeys for various American researchers and institutions, and this trade was 
the abiding engine of his business.46 Indeed, by early 1936, local press had al-
ready dubbed him “Manhattan’s monkey magnate.”47 Trefflich, however, sold a 
wide variety of animals even then. He sold birds, dogs, and cats to pet aficiona-
dos and stocked zoos and circuses with charismatic megafauna.48 Yet small pri-
mates were his perennial seller – in 1967, Trefflich estimated that he had grossed 
25 million dollars over the life of his business from their sale alone.49

Although candid about his youthful adventures in animal collecting in 
his 1967 autobiography, Trefflich offered few details about the supply side of 
his business in the decades after he went into business for himself. Trefflich 
was also careful to omit the violence often involved in animal capture, or 
to downplay the harrowing harms caused by intercontinental animal trans-
port. Despite Trefflich’s silence and the problem of fragmentary sources, 
though, Trefflich’s reliance on pre-existing European colonial networks and 
norms to source his animals, particularly in Africa, is clear. In fact, Trefflich’s 
methods in some cases seem little evolved from those of the Reiche brothers. 
Much as they did, Trefflich contracted with white hunters who would then 
assemble groups of “natives” to hunt key animals. In this way, Trefflich relied 
heavily on the labour of Africans and Asians, though they got little credit or 
remuneration and faced the greatest danger.

Trefflich’s relationship with the hunter Philip Carroll is a case in point. Treff
lich employed Carroll in the 1940s to mine French-controlled Equatorial Africa 
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for gorillas. Carroll was a major source of smaller monkeys, too.50 Carroll was 
a white American, but his activities had the approval of the Free French colo-
nial government. As the New York Daily News reported in 1942 in comment-
ing on Carroll’s (Trefflich-funded) capture and importation of eight baby 
gorillas to America, 

prior to the entry of these animals, it took practically an international treaty 
to permit capture and shipment of a gorilla. Since the Free French have taken 
over that section of the Dark Continent, however, … [they have] loosened up a 
little in the interests of trade and good will.51 

Indeed, Trefflich’s fauna-ransacking rarely met with the objection of colonial 
governments, although post-colonial national governments would some-
times object.52

Carroll’s (Fig. 1) hunting techniques were bloody, dangerous, and com-
pletely reliant on African labourers. Reporter Charles Neville of the El Paso 
Times narrated a 1941 “jungle trek” in which Carroll assembled 400 “na-
tives” – seemingly from the Teke people – to capture gorillas. The natives 
bore the brunt of the danger. Neville reports that three men had their skulls 
shattered by an enraged and encircled gorilla, a rampage ended only by 
Carroll’s gunshots. Six other men were “gravely injured” by the beast. The 
endeavour was a success in Carroll’s eyes, though. He obtained the eight 
baby gorillas referred to above and dispatched them to Trefflich. If Carroll’s 
African helpers were compensated, it is unrecorded by Neville and unmen-
tioned by Carroll, although Neville hints that their payment came in the 
form of gorilla carcasses and adult gorilla captives – the expedition cap-
tured 49 living gorillas in all.53

Trefflich’s business had a number of key hubs around the world. He de-
rived many of the one and a half million small monkeys he sold from In-
dia and Pakistan, although he zealously guarded the exact locations and 
the details of his arrangement with locals lest competitors undercut him.54 
He dispatched his collectors, like the charismatic New Jerseyite Genevieve 
“Jungle Jenny” Cuprys, to barter for animals in the “Chinese bazaars” of Sin-
gapore.55 He also created a formal branch office in Freetown, Sierra Leone.  
This branch was run by Alieu Sesay, who was African, although I know 
nothing else about his background. While Trefflich mentions Sesay in 
his autobiography, and even includes a photograph of him, Trefflich does 
not discuss the financial or logistical details of their relationship.56 Some 
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clue, however, might be derived from remarks that Trefflich made on the 
post-World War II increase in animal prices. Trefflich lamented the trend 
as early as 1946, when he blamed unwary American soldiers stationed in 
Asia for driving up costs by overpaying “natives” for exotic animals, thus 
altering the merchants’ sense of their products’ worth.57 Trefflich thought 
similar processes were at work in other facets of the industry. In 1951, he 
complained that Africans could no longer be employed on the cheap: “The 
natives who trap the animals are getting smart, too smart. They’ve heard 
of the labour movement. It used to be that you could get a big gorilla for a  
song … now you have to pay $2,000.”58 

Figure 1  |  Philip Carroll and “Pancho” photograph each other at Trefflich’s store, 1949. The reality of 
capturing such animals was much less whimsical. Source: “Camera Monkey from Cameroon,” in: Southern 
Illinoisian, 11 July 1949, p. 24. © Out of copyright
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Transport Trouble:  
Life, Death, and Resistance in the American Animal Trade

The power asymmetries between humans in the animal trade were large 
and long-standing, and they conformed to the dynamics of Western coloni-
alism. The industry’s greatest power differential, however, has always been 
between human and non-human. Animals unlucky enough to encounter 
the commercial animal trade faced grim prospects. If they survived capture 
unharmed – a major uncertainty – they were then subjected to confinement 
and transportation, often in wretched conditions. Animals were often poor-
ly fed during transport, exposed to harsh weather, or roughly jostled about, 
leading to injuries and fatalities.59 Many creatures suffered emotionally, too. 
Mammals are social, and separation from their kin can send them into de-
pression or worse. Primates frequently suffer from depression upon being 
captured – some refuse all food and perish.60 Juvenile animals, of course, are 
at even greater physical and emotional peril from separation.

Those who reach their final destination often obtain cruel rewards for 
their perseverance. The primates Henry Trefflich imported for medical re-
search could look forward to a life confined to cages, subject to painful, iso-
lating, or even fatal experiments.61 Although some primate experiments have 
undeniably produced major advances in medicine and scientific knowledge, 
many creatures perished in repetitive or unnecessary experiments that ac-
complished very little.62 Circus and zoo life, the destination for many more 
animals, could also be abysmal, although the potential for a pleasant exist-
ence was certainly greater. The same could be said for those animals sold 
into private pet ownership. Whatever the destination, animals resisted their 
entrapment, confinement, and transport. Their unwillingness to be reduced 
to inert objects highlighted their individuality while creating constant pro
blems for Trefflich and his employees.

From the earliest days of Trefflich’s establishment in lower Manhattan, ani
mal escapes periodically enlivened the surrounding neighbourhood (Fig. 2). 
Usually the culprits were primates. “Jocko” – a rhesus macaque monkey – 
scrambled up a 15-story building in fall 1934 after fleeing Trefflich’s attempts 
to have him sent to California.63 He was eventually nabbed by the police after 
re-entering the building through a window the authorities had left ajar. A 
year later, “Mike” – another rhesus – went on the lam for five days, swing-
ing from building to building in “death-defying leaps,” the press reported.64  
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Finally apprehended by Trefflich himself, the New York Times reported that 
the captured Mike “still had happy memories of his escapade … occasionally 
he shook the bars of his cage, hoping for another taste of liberty.”65

Many other monkeys would pursue similar liberty from Trefflich’s store, 
but he was not the only New Yorker with this problem. The exotic animal 
hunter and film star Frank Buck, based on Long Island, suffered the escape 
of 100 monkeys from his menagerie in the summer of 1935.66 These roamed 
the south shore of Long Island for days – ironically, Trefflich assured the  
media that his monkeys would never do the same as he gathered a shipment 
of 448 monkeys from India shortly after Buck’s misadventure.67 His promise 
was empty. In 1936, Trefflich lost control of three monkeys while “sorting 
them for delivery” at Boston’s seaport. Two were eventually recovered but  

Figure 2  |  Trefflich smokes a cigar with Joseph the chimpanzee, 1942. Perhaps this was one reason why 
chimpanzees sought escape, although Trefflich insisted that Joseph was already addicted to nicotine 
before he captured him. Source: Akron Beacon Journal, 13 December 1942, p. 113.  
© Akron Beacon Journal – USA TODAY NETWORK 
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one could not be enticed down from the rafters of a nearby building –  
Trefflich, reportedly “disgusted,” said the monkey was free to whoever would 
have him.68 The year after, the fire department had to be called to retrieve a 
Trefflich monkey from the eaves of a Manhattan post office.69 The frequent 
escapes tried the patience of city authorities and Trefflich alike. In 1938, four 
rhesus monkeys got loose and ambled into the Washington Market grocery 
store. A police officer tore his pants in pursuit of the simians, the repair of 
which Trefflich had to reimburse. Finally, three of the monkeys were corralled 
but the fourth was wilier, tossing purloined bananas at pursuers. When the 
police finally apprehended the final monkey, Trefflich crankily proclaimed 
that “the police could shoot the banana-thrower.” The police declined, hand-
ing the primate over to the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals instead.70

Monkey escapes were a perennial occupational hazard for Trefflich, but per-
haps the most significant one of all came on 11 May 1946.71 Nearly 100 rhesus  
macaque monkeys slipped their bonds and romped through downtown 
Manhattan, drawing a large crowd and snarling traffic as the creatures made 
what the press called “their bold bid for liberty.”72 The exodus came after  
an employee opened the cage in order to free a baby monkey that had be-
come ensnared in wire netting. Two days later, Trefflich told the media that 
20 monkeys were still unaccounted for.73 In the intervening period, most had 
been corralled, but some had met their deaths. One monkey mistimed a leap 
from the 12th floor of a building and fell to the pavement, dying instantly.74 
Trefflich was hauled into court to answer for the escape and for a monkey bite 
sustained by a boy during the commotion.75 Luckily for Trefflich, the charges 
against him were dismissed six days later.76 Ultimately, Trefflich averred that 
the media coverage of the mass escape had catalysed his business – around 
one hundred prospective pet owners wrote to Trefflich in the days after the 
escape to express their desire to own a rhesus macaque.77 The last of the es-
caped monkeys was not recaptured until August.78 Other species also proved 
problematic. Frighteningly, Trefflich claimed to have lost seven pythons in a 
1950 move from 215 Fulton Street to 228 Fulton Street –they were never seen 
again.79 Bears were often uncooperative, too. In 1937, a Himalayan black bear 
cub destined for Trefflich’s store broke free of his bonds and jumped ship in 
the Suez Canal.80 Loose for six days, the cub’s original ship carried on without 
him. The cub was later recaptured by what Trefflich called the “canal guard” 
and put on another ship to New York City, though. On arrival, Trefflich main-
tained the cub – now dubbed “Suez” – in his store but was anxious to give 
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him away. Trefflich thought the cub was “trouble,” remarking “I wish I had 
never seen him.”81 Although I do not know Suez’s ultimate fate, Trefflich was 
trying to give him away free of charge to the Bronx Zoo.82 Nearly 15 years 
later, Trefflich would again experience a bear escape but this time in front of 
his store, when a small Malaysian sun bear broke out of her cage and cavorted 
around the neighbourhood.83 No one was injured before Trefflich recaptured 
her with the help of his staff.

One of Trefflich’s poignant misadventures with elephants is perhaps most 
illustrative of the individuality and agency that animals can express, even in 
confinement.84 In 1954, Trefflich imported a pair of baby female elephants 
from India by plane. The animals, although bonded, were meant for different 
zoos – one would stay in New York City, the other would go to Little Rock, 
Arkansas. But the 1,000-pound elephants had other ideas. Separated from 
her friend and placed on a plane, the Little Rock-bound elephant became 
distressed. Trefflich reported that the beast “got pretty rough,” jeopardising 
the safety of the flight. The plane turned back, and both elephants were then 
brought to America on the same flight, which quelled their distress. There 
they resided together in Brooklyn’s Prospect Park, showing their attachment 
by frequently entwining their trunks. Trefflich was unmoved, though. He was 
determined to press ahead with the separation, telling the press that “they’ll 
love her in Little Rock,” and blithely dismissing the potential for similar 
problems in transport from Brooklyn to Little Rock.85

Elephants were a minute portion of the animals that passed through  
Trefflich’s network – he claimed in 1967 to have imported 98 in total – but 
they proved especially hard to force into the regimens of the animal trade.86 
In 1949, six baby female elephants at Idlewild Airport (now JFK) refused to 
deplane for five hours, resisting even the coaxing of Jungle Jenny before de-
ciding to cooperate only when they became hungry.87 Far more serious con-
sequences attended Trefflich’s mishandling of “Dumbo” (Fig. 3), the youngest 
elephant ever brought to America at just five months old (courtesy, again, 
of Philip Carroll).88 Upon Dumbo’s arrival at Idlewild in July 1949, Trefflich 
made the dubious decision to pack Dumbo into the backseat of his sedan – 
trunk trailing out the window – and drove him into the city.89 Intended for 
St. Louis’ zoo, the unfortunate Dumbo died later that night of pneumonia, 
despite Trefflich’s best efforts to save him through the use of antibiotics and 
oxygen.90 Some members of the media plausibly speculated that Dumbo’s 
pneumonia was caused by his breezy ride through New York.91
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Thus far, I have mostly concentrated on transportation mishaps that occurred 
after animals had arrived in New York City, but the journey to America’s shores 
could be even more dangerous. Once hunters and trappers engaged by Trefflich,  
like Philip Carroll, had obtained animals and brought them to a port –  
with all the morbidity and mortality that capture and transport had already 
exacted – long plane or ship journeys awaited. Trefflich sometimes accom-
panied his animals on planes to America, but for the most part, unaffiliated 
airline and shipping companies performed the labour of loading, unloading, 
and caring for animals in transit. Often, these voyages experienced massive 
loss of life. In 1936, for instance, Trefflich lost 100 out of 600 rhesus monkeys 
during the 47-day oceanic journey from Calcutta to Boston.92 The monkeys 
were contained in 27 cages placed on deck and covered in a canvas to protect 
them from the elements. If they were evenly distributed, there would have 
been 22 monkeys in each cage, a recipe for disease and infighting.

Such loss of life was routine and unregulated. Unlike interstate shipments 
of animals, no US law mandated humane standards in international animal 
shipping. But Trefflich inadvertently caused that to change. On 25 December 
1946, a shipment commissioned by Trefflich of 300 monkeys and 6 elephants 
arrived in Boston’s harbour.93 The animals had suffered atrociously. Dozens 
of the monkeys were deceased, as were half of the elephants. The monkeys’ 
food was contaminated by parasites, and the animals had not been protected 
from the elements. Frigid sea water had washed over the deck into the cages, 

Figure 3  |  The ill-fated Dumbo. “$5,000 Baby Catches Pneumonia”.  
Source: New York Daily News, 10 July 1949, p. 51. © New York Daily News
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chilling and killing the animals.94 Members of the Animal Rescue League of 
Boston intervened to help unload the ship and to care for the remaining an-
imals. Soon Congress took up the matter, likely as a result of pressure from 
animal welfare advocates. In summer 1948, legislators heard of the horrors 
of this shipment and many others, soliciting testimony from zoo people, an-
imal welfare advocates, and, of course, Henry Trefflich himself. 

Trefflich painted himself as virtuous and dismissed the need for regula-
tion in a letter to the American Humane Association which was read into the 
congressional record at the Senate hearings regarding the matter. Although 
Trefflich conceded that it was “very disagreeable” to witness the elephants’ 
condition, he said only 42 of 300 monkeys had died, refuting testimony from 
an animal welfare advocate who gave a death toll of one-third. While Treff
lich believed that “something should be done” about situations like the ele-
phants had experienced, he did not think that the government should inter-
vene, because new legislation would only hurt “legitimate animal dealers” 
like himself. He asked Congress rhetorically, “How is possible that the aver-
age animal dealer could want to be cruel to animals, when this is our busi-
ness, and only the best healthy animals will sell?” Trefflich went on to claim 
that the death rate in his monkey shipments was typically “only” 5–10%, and 
that he paid bonuses to caretaking sailors for safe delivery.95 He was, he as-
sured Congress, doing “everything possible … to insure the well-being and 
good health of these monkeys,” comments which seemed to sidestep the fact 
that Trefflich’s control over the shipping companies with which he contracted 
was minimal.96

Trefflich’s protests failed to convince Congress, deluged as it was by tales 
of animal misery in international shipment and letters supporting punitive 
laws. A letter from the director of the San Francisco Zoological Gardens stated 
that one shipment of birds saw only 111 survive out of 750 shipped.97 The 
Curator of Mammals of Philadelphia’s Zoo, Frederick Ulmer, told Congress 
that what had happened to the elephants that landed at Boston was “perfect-
ly horrible” but “not an isolated case.” Ships regularly sailed from tropical 
climes to wintery ones, and their masters often left their animals above deck 
with no protection from the changing seasons or storms. This was due to ne-
glect, malice, or ignorance, habits of mind also present in crewmen. Ulmer 
told Congress that “few seamen have any regard for animals” and that they 
dislike the additional burden imposed on them by living cargo. Ulmer re-
counted that one seaman told him – “with fiendish glee” – of soaking caged 
rhesus monkeys with water from a fire hose, “battering them about the cage 
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and half-drowning them in the process.” Many died.98 A letter from the West-
ern Pennsylvania Humane Society likened the “pitiful conditions” of ani-
mals in international transport to the slave trade and urged Congress to take 
action against such cruelty “as a policy and as an example in our ambition to 
build a better world.”99 Congress ultimately passed amendments to the Lacey 
Act to prohibit inhumane treatment in international animal shipments and 
to provide for criminal penalties for violators.100

Trefflich’s preference may have been ignored by Congress, but his self-de-
fence was not meritless. He did try to limit animal mortality and morbidity 
in transport, such as in pioneering airplane transport of animals after the 
Second World War. While not without hazard, this quicker mode of travel 
generally resulted in lower mortality. For example, Trefflich crowed about a 
1949 monkey shipment from southeast Asia – “the largest air shipment of 
animals ever made” – which saw only 30 deaths of the 700 on board, or less 
than 5 %.101 Trefflich professed to love his animals, too, although he tried not 
to become attached to the “merchandise.”102 His profit motive also surely in-
centivised him to try to maximise animal survival in transit. Trefflich was, 
however, also somewhat insulated by insurance from the untimely deaths 
of his animals. Although a reconstruction of exactly how much insurance 
buffered Trefflich’s losses cannot be made with the extant sources, one story 
is instructive. In 1955, a fire ravaged Trefflich’s Manhattan store, killing four 
gorillas, four orangutans, and four chimpanzees, all from French Equatorial 
Africa.103 Trefflich estimated their value at $39,000, telling the media that 
the loss was fully covered by insurance. On the whole, Trefflich surely cared 
about many of his animals, and he tried to mitigate the dangers they faced. 
But they were, ultimately, just merchandise.

Conclusion: Henry Trefflich and the  
Rise of American Exotic Pet Ownership

Supplying primates to American science was the backbone of Trefflich’s business 
and a major part of his legacy.104 But he was equally enthusiastic about peddling 
primates – and other exotic animals – as pets. Trefflich was the most vocal and 
charismatic proponent of exotic pet ownership of his era and asserted that mon-
keys were the ideal solution to empty nest syndrome, advising that “when a boy 
or girl goes away to college is a good time to get a monkey to take his place.”105 
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He alleged that “caring for a chimp is just like rearing a baby” – after all, “they 
only cost about $500 or $1,000 and you don’t have to educate them.”106 Trefflich 
thought other animals were excellent companions, too. “Extroverts,” he bizarre-
ly insisted in 1947, could get “quite attached” to a python.107 Meanwhile, he pro-
fessed to have sold ocelots to women as a matching accessory for their fur coats, 
and leopard cubs to women “who have feline instincts.”108

Such madcap statements were more than marketing hype. Trefflich furi-
ously defended exotic pet owners when they faced censure. In 1949, Manhat-
tan chef Jack Crawford ran afoul of Section 22 of New York City's sanitary 
code. This edict outlawed the keeping of “lions, bears, wolves, foxes, snakes, 
or other animals of similar vicious propensities” within the city.109 Crawford 
had five monkeys in his apartment, sparking debate over their viciousness. 
Trefflich testified for the defence that monkeys were “mischievous rather than 
vicious,” and offered (in vain) to demonstrate his point by bringing a chim-
panzee into the courtroom.110 Crawford was given a five-day suspended work-
house sentence, which prompted Trefflich to indignant rhetorical heights 
outside the courtroom. He thundered to the “people of New York City” that

you have lost your parrots and other hook-billed birds, and now they are taking 
away your monkeys. The next thing that you know they will be taking away 
your dogs and cats. I appeal to the people to protest at once to the proper 
authorities!111 

Trefflich’s fears that government would curtail exotic pet ownership were not ir-
rational, but for most of his lifetime, few prohibitions existed. Trefflich continued 
to sell his products to enthusiastic private buyers – in 1950, he estimated that he 
sold 100 monkeys per month as pets.112 Two decades later, Trefflich reported his 
pride in “sell[ing] lion and tiger cubs to private homes every day of the week.”113

One tends to be scornful when considering the exotic pet-buyers of 
mid-century America, a period the journalist Bryan Christy has called “the 
gilded age” of the American pet industry, when rules and scruples were few.114 
Yet no comprehensive history of American exotic pet ownership exists.115 My 
study of Trefflich’s career, however, indicates that complex motives and ex-
periences defined American exotic pet ownership. Exotic pet-buyers were 
sometimes frivolous, to be sure, but many were committed and caring own-
ers. Jack Crawford, rather than surrender his monkeys, relocated them to a 
Brooklyn apartment owned by a woman who said she would rather be jailed 
than surrender the monkeys.116 Crawford’s lawyer, when Crawford was later 
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threatened with the reactivation of his suspended sentence, told the court 
that, “to this man, the loss of these animals will be a tragedy.”117

Others were just as passionate. In the mid-1950s, ocelot enthusiasts found-
ed the Long Island Ocelot Club (LIOC) to promote best practices in keeping 
the small South American wild cats.118 Despite its New York origin, the Club 
soon enrolled a national membership of dedicated ocelot owners – by 1975, 
it had 1,700 members nationwide.119 These members were quick to defend 
persecuted peers. When the Environmental Protection Agency seized three 
ocelots from a New Jersey family and placed them in a zoo – the family did 
not have a permit to keep endangered species, as the recent Endangered Spe-
cies Act had mandated – LIOC rallied to their defence, talking up the ocelot’s 
docility and merits as a pet to the media. The family, meanwhile, was genu-
inely distraught, protesting that the cats “were members of the family,” and 
worrying about their health in the cold confines of a zoo cage.120 

By the 1970s, laws protecting endangered species and bolstering animal pro-
tections slapped new constraints on animal importers like Trefflich and exotic 
pet owners. This trend has roughly, albeit unevenly, continued to the present, 
although American states vary widely in which animals can be kept by private 
citizens and in what manner. Nonetheless, American exotic pet ownership was 
already big business by the early 1970s – one highly critical 1972 article by a for-
mer Congressional aide estimated that Americans spent 20 to 30 million dollars 
annually on exotic pets.121 Trefflich, however, was by then struggling to capitalise 
on this industry which he had done so much to champion. The construction of 
the World Trade Center complex displaced Trefflich’s store in the late 1960s, and –  
despite relocation – Trefflich’s once lucrative business declined badly by the  
early 1970s, prompting his retirement. For historians like Daniel Bender, the sun-
set of Trefflich’s store also represented the end of an era in the animal trade.122 It 
had become less acceptable to peddle exotic animals as more attention focused 
on their abysmal rates of attrition during the journey from wild to captive. Feel-
ing that pressure, zoos increasingly turned to captive breeding. Greater aware-
ness of the depletion, and potential extinction, of charismatic megafauna also  
galvanised backlash against the animal importers and the criminal smuggling 
networks often on the other side of the American animal trade.

Yet the American exotic animal trade has hardly ceased, despite shifting 
mores toward animals and a tighter regulatory environment. Animal dealers 
still import tens of thousands of primates into the U.S. every year to serve the 
medical research industry.123 While many zoos and aquaria have backed away 
from obtaining rare species, especially those which are palpably unhappy in 
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captivity, they still do acquire animals, particularly fish and marine mam-
mals which are difficult to breed in captivity. Meanwhile, the exotic animal 
trade continues, often in illicit form. American customs authorities annu-
ally seize millions of dollars of animal appendages destined for varied uses 
ranging from clothing to potions of dubious medicinal validity.124 Moreover, 
charismatic species like tigers and lions still find their way legally, or other
wise, into and around the U.S. to tickle the fancies of the nation’s exotic ani-
mal aficionados.125

In fact, in this last point there lies a final, unlikely connection to Trefflich: He 
is only two degrees of separation from the notorious Joe Exotic of Netflix infamy. 
In the latter years of Trefflich’s business, he employed Joan Byron-Marasek, who 
would later rise to national notoriety as the “Tiger Lady” of New Jersey when 
one of her prized beasts escaped her compound in 1999.126 The State of New Jer-
sey subsequently won a lengthy court battle to shut down Byron-Marasek’s ti-
ger-hoarding, seizing her animals in 2003.127 The felines were then transported 
to an animal rescue in San Antonio with the state suing for the expense. In 2010, 
three of the animals were relocated to the Florida big cat sanctuary of Carole 
Baskin, who, of course, was later the target of Joe Exotic’s murderous ire.128

All told, the often-squalid worldwide trade in animals continues, even 
if its main participants now shun rather than court the spotlight. Much re-
mains mysterious about it, just as there remains much that we do not know 
about Americans’ historical relationships to exotic animals. Having focused 
here on the supply side of the animal trade, I hope scholars will soon take 
up the demand side in greater depth. What ideological justifications enabled 
exotic pet ownership, both historically and currently? How did exotic pet 
ownership inflect or reflect class, gender, and racial stratifications? Henry 
Trefflich’s oft-repeated slogan – “a monkey in every home” – may not have 
come true, but he certainly got monkeys into many homes. We should know 
more about those homes and their more-than-human families.
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