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then and now

Arope,a bone,a stick.Time was, that was it for dog toys.Times have changed.
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One holiday season, she pur her skill at the kill on display during
a photo shoot with Santa. Nothing trumps a young Dal, SPOTHNE A
red sweatshirt, People flocked to see her.

I didn't notice the squeaky ruetle in the stock-boy-turned-
phaotographer’s hand unril it was too lare.

Penelope flew off Santa's lap, ricocheted across the sleigh's front
lip, and flew straight at the roy. She nabbed the rurtle, and 1ok out
the camera and tripod, too.

The crowd that had assembled to see an angel instead witnessed
a rltlll.l_‘ Massacre.

It’s a shame toys available today weren't around back then.
Mavybe, just maybe, one mighr have survived.

Thank goodness dog toys have evolved.
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Birth of a Market

The history of dog keeping in America shares watershed mo-
ments with indusrialization. Dogs as companions and a form of
leisure gained strength as we moved from a rural to an urban cul-
ture. Incomes grew. Store-bought products mulriplied as manu-
facturing improved, and markering efforts built excitement.

Much of whar we consider normal about loving our dogs
comes from an increasingly advertising-soaked America that
began in the mid-to-late 1800s, Fancy dog furniture, holiday
gifts, and even treadmills date back nearly 100 years.

And, for thar basketful of dog toys, you can thank Vicrorian-
era hird keepers, since the first per toys were for caged songbirds,
not dogs. “People became really interested in whar we would now
call ‘enrichment,” " explains Katherine C. Grier, Ph.D., author of
Pets in Amevica: A History (2006, The University of North Car-
olina Press) and professor of history at the University of
Delaware, “I's partly because they [songhirds] are confined and
cannot get out and make their own entertainment, so you have
to provide their entertainment.”

Surely, sticks from the field, ropes from the shed, bones from
the butcher, and homemade balls provided opporrunities for peo-

§ ple to play with their dogs, but true dog toys came later. “Tt was-
g 't just a marter of pers not having toys. Most kids chdn t have toys.
Until the late 19th century, toys were relatively rare,” says Grier.

Tweet Dreams

The pet industry began with bird stores in the 1840s. By the
1890s, pet stores opened in major cities, with broader merchan-
dise of both live animals and the accourrement ro care for them.
During the 1920s, department stores included pets and pet items
in their home sections.

Around this same time, Grier says there were advertisements
promoting holiday gifts for pets. In her book, she explains, “Pet
supplies and equipment ... were the most profitable aspect of the
pet trade; they still are.”

While a few industrious people or companies sewed leather
halls for sale as dog toys, items we'd recognize did not hit the
market until the 1950, following rechnological and socieral ad-
vancements after World War ll—hetrer rubber and manufactur-
ing and higher family incomes, for example. “You start to see the
development of dog toys, often from the same companies that
are making rubber squeaky toys for babies,” Grier says.
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[a dog toy timeline]
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Humorous mid-20th-century dog toys, such as rubber replicas
of men's dress shoes, women'’s gioves, and brooms, offen
winked at the potentially destructive nature of dogs.

Love Your Dog?

The first national per-store franchise launched in the 1960s.
The first big-box pet store arrived in the 1987, All this growth,
Grier explains in her hook, takes root in our consumer-based so-
ciety, where “ordinary practices such as per keeping spawned con-
stellations of purchasable ohjects.”

Early retailers marveled at the new breed of per shopper, or as
Girier puts ir: “dedicated customers driven to make purchases not
only by necessity but by emotion.”

That shift changed how pet products, including toys, were
marketed. What Grier calls *overtly psychological” ads began o
appear in the 1920,

“There is a particularly innate bond berween humans and dogs.
We can talk abour it through all sorts of evolutionary elements,
but a lot of it is deeply emotional. 1 think the development of
toys and our desire to play with those animals is just deeply
imbedded in the human psyche,” says Lynn Robertson, execu-
tive director of McKissick Museumn at the University of South
Carolina, where the exhibition Ar Home with Animals: People and
Pets in America was first mounted in 2005.

Robertsom explains that the study of “material culture” lets us
look into our everyday lives, and that includes all the little things
we buy for our dogs. “By collecting them and examining them,”
she says, “we have a berrer idea of the function of sociery as well
as its values and the different things thar are going on.”
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