The Urbanization of the Eastern Gray
Squirrel in the United States

If they had tuned in to radio station  on July 12, 1934, residents of Washington, D.C.,
could have heard a talk by Vernon Bailey, the recently retired chief ﬁeld naturalist of the
U.S. Bureau of Biological Survey. Bailey was best known for his involvement in controversies over wolf eradication in the West, but his radio talk that day was on a subject closer to
home and less politically charged, at least on the surface: “Animals Worth Knowing around
the Capitol.” While he touched on a number of Washington-area animals that were “worth
knowing,” he singled out one type for special attention: gray squirrels, which he described
as “probably our best-known and most loved native wild animals, as they are not very wild
and, being very intelligent, accept and appreciate our hospitality and friendship.”1
Compared to most of his listeners, Bailey was unusually well informed about the biology
and ecology of urban squirrels, which he had been feeding in the backyard of his townhouse in the Kalorama Triangle neighborhood for decades. Even so, his interest in the species
and his belief in its virtues would probably not have surprised many of his fellow Washingtonians. By the early twentieth century, eastern gray squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis), once
limited to rural areas, had become the most visible nondomesticated mammals in American
cities. Like Bailey, numerous naturalists, zoo directors, educators, park designers, and poets
had attempted to convince the public of gray squirrels’ contribution to the urban landscape
and their value as members of the urban community. The arboreal rodents were protected,
sheltered, and fed by the humans who treated them as public pets, even as they aroused the
resentment and distaste of those who viewed them as pests.2
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Arriving
Given the present ubiquity of gray squirrels, it may be difﬁcult to believe that they have not
always been common in American cities. In fact, they seem to have been entirely absent
during the ﬁrst half of the nineteenth century. The lack of systematic surveys before the twentieth century hinders estimates of the size of historical squirrel populations, which can ﬂuctuate
dramatically from year to year depending on food supplies, weather conditions, and other
factors. Even indirect measurements can be elusive. Information that would allow the mapping of urban vegetation, including nut- and acorn-bearing trees, is exceedingly sparse for
periods as recent as the turn of the twentieth century. Nonetheless, using biological ﬁndings
as a source of bounds on plausibility, it is possible to draw some rough conclusions about population and presence on the basis of newspaper reports, scientiﬁc studies, historical photographs, diaries, and other sources. On the whole, these sources suggest a dramatic expansion
of the number and range of urban squirrels in the second half of the nineteenth century
due to three interacting factors: human efforts to foster urban squirrel populations, changes
in the urban landscape, and the squirrels’ efforts to adapt and thrive.4
3
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Critique, 80 (Winter 2012), 56–95.
4
On the challenges of reconstructing past animal population numbers, see Yolanda F. Wiersma and John
Sandlos, “Once There Were So Many: Animals as Ecological Baselines,” Environmental History, 16 (July 2011),
400–407. For model examples of such reconstructions for historical purposes, see Elinor G. K. Melville, A Plague of
Sheep: Environmental Consequences of the Conquest of Mexico (New York, 1994); and Adam R. Hodge, “‘In Want of
Nourishment for to Keep Them Alive’: Climate Fluctuations, Bison Scarcity, and the Smallpox Epidemic of 1780–
82 on the Northern Great Plains,” Environmental History, 17 (April 2012), 365–403.

Downloaded from http://jah.oxfordjournals.org/ at Indiana University Libraries on May 13, 2014

The urbanization of the gray squirrel in the United States between the mid-nineteenth century and the early twentieth century was an ecological and cultural process that changed the
squirrels’ ways of life, altered the urban landscape, and adjusted human understandings of
nature, the city, and the boundaries of community. Squirrels were part of the new complex
of human-animal relationships that emerged in the American city at the turn of the twentieth century as laboring animals were replaced by machines, and as dairy, meat, and egg production
and processing were shifted to the urban margins. Accounts of urban squirrels in newspapers,
magazines, scientiﬁc journals, diaries, and other sources provide evidence of these changes
and of the development of a new understanding of community that crossed species borders
to include some types of animals and exclude some types of humans. These sources help explain why Bailey and many others saw the eastern gray squirrel not merely as an interesting object
of nature study but also as a morally signiﬁcant member of the urban community.3
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The dominant image of the eastern gray squirrel in early nineteenth-century American
culture was as a shy woodland creature that supplied meat for frontiersmen and Indians
and game for the recreational hunter but could also become a pest in agricultural areas.
Although some other members of the squirrel family, such as the American red squirrel
(Tamiasciurus hudsonicus, also known as the pine squirrel), were present in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century American cities, and although small numbers of gray squirrels could
be found in woodlands on urban fringes, the gray squirrel was effectively absent from densely
settled areas. Sometimes called the “migratory” squirrel, the species was known for unpredictable mass movements by the thousands or even millions across the rural landscape. In
The Winning of the West Theodore Roosevelt wrote of the eighteenth-century American
backwoodsman’s ﬁght against “black and gray squirrels [that] swarmed, devastating the
cornﬁelds, and at times gathering in immense companies and migrating across mountain
and river.” Crop depredation by gray squirrels—Roosevelt’s “black squirrels” were merely a
color variant of the species—led residents to set bounties and carry out large-scale squirrel
hunts well into the nineteenth century.5
The only gray squirrels found in urban areas during this period were pets, such as Mungo, memorialized by Benjamin Franklin in a 1772 epitaph, who escaped from captivity
and was killed by a dog after surviving a transatlantic journey to England. In most cases such
pets had been taken from nests while young, and many were probably abandoned, killed,
or had managed to escape after they matured. Nonetheless, they provided opportunities for
urban Americans to form opinions about the habits and character of squirrels that complemented and sometimes contradicted those opinions formed in the context of hunting and
farming. Pet squirrels, for example, which were widely available from live-animal dealers,
were not shy like the wild squirrels in areas where hunting was common, and they often
became importunate in their search for food in pockets and pantries. Familiar within the
home, these pets appeared exotic and out of place when they escaped into the urban environment. In 1856 the New-York Daily Times reported that the appearance of an “unusual visitor” in a tree in the park near city hall had attracted a crowd of hundreds; until they were
scattered by a policeman, the onlookers cheered the efforts to recapture the pet squirrel.6
The ﬁrst introductions of free-living squirrels to urban centers took place in cities along
the Eastern Seaboard between the 1840s and the 1860s. Philadelphia seems to have been
the pioneering city, with Boston and New Haven, Connecticut, following soon after. In
1847 three squirrels were released in Philadelphia’s Franklin Square and were provided with
food and boxes for nesting. Additional squirrels were introduced in the following years, and
by 1853 gray squirrels were reported to be present in Independence, Walnut Street, and
Logan Squares, where the city supplied nest boxes and food, and where visiting children often provided supplementary nuts and cakes. In 1857 a recent visitor to Philadelphia noted
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Nature: Or, Physical Geography as Modiﬁed by Human Action (New York, 1864), 121. On shade trees, see Thomas
J. Campanella, Republic of Shade: New England and the American Elm (New Haven, 2003). On the development of
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that the city’s squirrels were “so tame that they will come and take nuts out of one’s hand”
and added so much to the liveliness of the parks that “it was a wonder that they are not in
the public parks of all great cities.” Boston followed Philadelphia’s example by introducing
a handful of gray squirrels to Boston Common in 1855, and New Haven had a population
of squirrels on its town green by the early 1860s.7
The people who introduced squirrels and other animals to public squares and commons
in Philadelphia, Boston, and New Haven sought to beautify and enliven the urban landscape at a time when American cities were growing in geographic extent, population density,
and cultural diversity. A typical expression of the motivation behind this effort can be found
in an 1853 article in the Philadelphia press describing the introduction of squirrels, deer, and
peacocks as steps toward making public squares into “truly delightful resorts, affording the
means of increasing enjoyment to the increasing multitudes that throng this metropolis.”
In Boston the release of squirrels on the Common was the project of Jerome V. C. Smith,
a physician, natural historian, member of the short-lived Native American party, and Boston’s mayor from 1854 to 1856. Smith’s decision to have Vermont squirrels released on Boston Common was interpreted even by his critics as an attempt to “augment the attractions”
of an increasingly leisure-oriented public space. For George Perkins Marsh, the author of
Man and Nature, the tameness of the squirrels of the Common was a foretaste of the rewards
to be expected when man moderated his destructive behavior toward nature. Like the
planting of elms and other shade trees in cities and towns across the United States, the conversion of town commons and greens from pastures and spaces of labor into leisure grounds,
and the creation of quasi-rural retreats such as Mount Auburn Cemetery (established outside Boston in the 1830s), the fostering of semitame squirrels in urban spaces aimed to
create oases of restful nature in the industrializing city.8
As habitats for squirrels, Philadelphia’s public squares, Boston Common, and New Haven
Green were indeed oases: isolated refuges offering water, shelter, and food in the middle of
an urban desert. The ﬁfty-acre Boston Common was the largest of these areas, but even it,
comprising mostly open ﬁelds and bordered on one side by the marshy tidal ﬂats of the
Charles River and on the other by dense commercial and residential settlement, was capable
of supporting only a limited number of squirrels. By the summer of 1856, a year after they
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were ﬁrst introduced, the squirrels of the Common appeared to be thriving and even expanding into the neighboring Granary Burying Yard, but there is no evidence that they
were able to range beyond these public spaces into nearby residential or commercial areas.
In the winter, the squirrels left their summer nests in the Granary Burying Yard and retreated to
the Boston Common nest boxes, tree holes, and city-provided food (which cost Boston $33.27
during the years 1856–1857). An 1863 proposal to plant nut-bearing trees to relieve the burden on the city’s coffers may have been made in jest, but it suggests that food sources besides
those directly provided by humans were scarce. The English elms could have provided edible
seeds and buds for a brief time in the spring, but on the whole the vegetation in the Common
provided sparse squirrel food and virtually nothing that could be stored for the winter months.9
Whether the Boston squirrels actually faced a shortage of food, or of sufﬁciently nourishing food, is unclear. In New Haven, at least, this seems not to have been the case, judging by
an 1865 report that the squirrels of New Haven Green had “become so obese from good living
that they are continually missing their hold and falling from the tree tops.” Nonetheless, any
undernourishment or malnourishment might have led the squirrels to adopt otherwise-unusual
food habits, such as eating birds and their eggs or stripping bark from trees. Some of Boston’s
and Philadelphia’s residents opposed the introduction of squirrels, fearing that they would
prey on songbirds and their eggs, and indirectly cause an increase in insect populations. In
1855 a pseudonymous writer for the Boston Evening Transcript denounced the introduction
of squirrels as an “absurd and reprehensible experiment” likely to lead to damage to trees
and other plantings once the squirrels had exhausted birds as a food source. In Philadelphia
such concerns led the city to request the advice of the Committee on Entomology of the
Pennsylvania Horticultural Society, which concluded in 1864 that even though there was no
evidence of squirrels eating birds or disturbing nests, the likelihood of squirrels having some
negative effect on birds was high, since both species resided in trees.10
Following the issuance of the entomological committee’s report, Philadelphia’s squirrels
were captured or killed, their nest boxes were removed, and the city made an attempt to establish insectivorous European and American songbirds in their place. Boston’s experiment
with squirrels also came to an end around 1864 or 1865, though it is unclear whether the
cause was concern about birds and insects, plain neglect, or the use of Boston Common as
a military exercise and mustering ground during the Civil War. According to the former Boston mayor Nathaniel Bradstreet Shurtleff, writing in 1871, the squirrels simply died out. Even
on New Haven Green, where a small squirrel population seems to have survived, by 1865
dogs were reported to have killed all but eight squirrels out of a population that had at one
point reached as many as ﬁfty.11
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The gray squirrel populations of Philadelphia, Boston, and New Haven were vulnerable
to intentional or accidental eradication in the 1860s because their small populations were
almost entirely dependent on human provision of food and were unable to expand beyond
the conﬁnes of the public spaces to which they had originally been introduced. Female eastern gray squirrels usually begin breeding in their second year of life and under exceptional
circumstances can give birth to two litters per year, with each litter averaging about 2.5 young.
The species’ high reproductive potential means that under favorable conditions an initial
population of one or two dozen squirrels can explode into hundreds or even thousands within a few years. Once grown, young squirrels, especially males, can disperse a mile or more from
their natal sites in search of new nesting areas, food resources, and mates. Thus, squirrels could
rapidly move into newly available urban habitats, although actual rates of colonization were
slowed by various factors, and some introductions failed entirely. In American cities in the 1850s
and 1860s squirrels had little chance of surviving outside of parks and public squares.12
The conditions of existence for squirrels in American cities improved signiﬁcantly from
the 1870s onward, in large part due to the landscape park movement led by Frederick Law
Olmsted. Compared with public squares, commons, and town greens, Olmstedian landscape
parks provided much larger and more suitable habitats for squirrels, while also bolstering
the justiﬁcation for introducing and maintaining them. For urban reformers of the time,
squirrels and other animals helped enliven urban green spaces and contributed to a bucolic
atmosphere that was entertaining, enlightening, and salubrious. The gray squirrel was seen
as a particularly desirable park resident, since it was understood to be, as the naturalist John
Burroughs would later write, an “elegant creature, so cleanly in its habits, so graceful in its carriage, so nimble and daring in its movements,” and one that “excites feelings of admiration akin
to those awakened by the birds and the fairer forms of nature.” Urbanites who encountered
such admirable creatures living in the middle of the metropolis would, reformers hoped, be
projected into a more wholesome and natural world, if only for a moment. Once landscape
parks had been constructed in New York, Boston, the District of Columbia, Chicago, and
other cities, it was only natural to populate them with squirrels. These populations ultimately
served as the foundation for the dissemination of squirrels throughout the urban landscape.13
New York City was at the forefront of this development, inaugurating a second and ultimately much more consequential phase of squirrel introductions to urban areas, including, eventually,
to cities such as Seattle and London, which were well outside the native range of the gray squirrel.
(In some North American cities a behaviorally similar species, the fox squirrel [Sciurus niger],
was introduced alongside or instead of the eastern gray squirrel.) In 1877, just a few years after
the ofﬁcial completion of Central Park in accordance with Olmsted and Calvert Vaux’s 1858
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8; “A Big Hunt in Central Park,” ibid., Feb. 20, 1886, p. 1; “Squirrels in the City Parks,” New York Times, April 6,
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Greensward Plan, the staff of the Central Park Menagerie released a handful of gray squirrels,
ﬂying squirrels, and chipmunks in the Ramble, a wooded “wild garden” of about thirty-eight
acres located roughly near the center of the park. The population of gray squirrels was supplemented the following year by an additional thirty pairs. By 1883, just six years after the ﬁrst
release, the park’s gray squirrels had expanded in number and range to the point that the
menagerie’s director, William Conklin, told the press that he was considering a cull to reduce
their impact on the park’s trees, which the squirrels had stripped of leaves and small branches
to make their nests.14
Several estimates of the squirrel population in Central Park are available for this period.
At the time of the proposed cull, Conklin estimated the total population at 1,500 squirrels.
A few years later, despite opposition from Henry Bergh of the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, a series of early-morning hunts for squirrels and rabbits was
carried out under Conklin’s direction, the last of which resulted in a take of “fully a hundred
ﬁne fat squirrels.” Nonetheless, the park squirrels were still estimated to number no fewer than
ﬁve hundred. In 1902, about ﬁfteen years after the cull, a writer for the New York Times reported
that he had counted two hundred squirrels in the course of a walking tour through Central
Park. Just ﬁve years after that, another New York Times reporter who had consulted with the
staff of the Central Park Menagerie gave an estimate of ﬁve thousand squirrels, some of which
had begun to “invade” the Upper East Side as far east as Third Avenue, nearly a mile from the
park. Finally, in 1920 the naturalist and nature writer Ernest Thompson Seton estimated
that there had at one point been “over 1,000” squirrels in Central Park, although the period he
was referencing is not clear. None of these estimates were based on systematic surveys or
rigorous statistical methods, as those tools for estimating animal populations were then in
their infancy. All of the estimates taken together, however, suggest that Central Park’s squirrel population from the 1880s to the early 1900s ranged somewhere between a few hundred
and a few thousand.15
Regardless of the exact number of squirrels in Central Park and in other city parks at the
turn of the twentieth century, it is clear that intentional introduction of the species and the
squirrels’ own reproductive and dispersal efforts led to a dramatic geographical expansion of
their range. In New York City in 1902, for example, in addition to the population in Central
Park, there were small populations of introduced squirrels in Riverside Park, on the Columbia
University campus, in Washington Park, and across the Harlem River in Bronx Park and Van
Cortlandt Park, where Bronx Zoo director William T. Hornaday had supervised their release two
or three years earlier. In Washington, D.C., squirrels were released on the National Mall and
in Rock Creek Park, the site of the recently established National Zoological Park. Numerous smaller cities such as Olney, Illinois, which still bills itself as the “home of the white squirrels” (that is, albino gray squirrels), introduced them to their town greens and parks during
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the early twentieth century. Once squirrels were introduced and given sufﬁcient food, shelter,
and protection from hunting and other forms of predation, they were capable of establishing self-sustaining populations.16
The urban parks movement provided a set of protected enclaves large enough to harbor
substantial squirrel populations and capable of serving as sources of surplus squirrels that
could expand into neighboring residential areas, which were becoming increasingly amenable to squirrels. After Boston reclaimed marshy land along the Charles River to create the
Back Bay neighborhood in the late nineteenth century, for example, numerous trees were
planted along the Charles River Esplanade and Commonwealth Boulevard, creating new
habitats that squirrels from the Common could colonize with the help of food boxes
stocked by neighborhood children. The tree-lined streets of New York City’s Upper East
Side and the northwest quadrant of Washington, D.C., similarly provided habitats into
which squirrels could extend their range from core populations in parks, at ﬁrst only seasonally but eventually year-round.17
On the outskirts of the city, the growth of streetcar suburbs during the late nineteenth
century often involved the conversion of farmland into small lots with single-family homes
surrounded by gardens and trees and in close proximity to new suburban parks. On farmland, squirrels had been seen as pests or game and had been trapped or shot on sight, but
in residential suburbs they were often protected and fed and sometimes provided with nest
boxes. The resulting geographical expansion began to weave the squirrel populations of parks,
common areas, and public squares into connected metapopulations that were resilient to
local extirpations of the kind that had eliminated Boston’s and Philadelphia’s squirrel populations in the 1860s.18
Two other examples may make clear how the expansion of squirrel populations throughout the urban landscape resulted from the interaction of human introduction and protection, changes in the urban landscape, and squirrels’ reproductive and dispersal efforts. The
ﬁrst comes from Cambridge, Massachusetts, where the ornithologist and lifelong Cambridge
resident William Brewster closely observed the growth of gray squirrel populations from the
1890s to the 1910s. According to Brewster, who published “Squirrels in Cambridge” in Harvard Graduates’ Magazine in 1912, it took about a decade, starting in the early 1890s, for gray
squirrels to make their way from Mount Auburn Cemetery at the western edge of the city to
the densely settled area around Harvard Square, a distance of a little more than a mile. This
advance, he noted, had been facilitated by the change in the landscape of West Cambridge
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from large estates and orchards, where squirrels had been shot as pests (by his own father,
among others), to smaller residential lots, where they were tolerated and even welcomed.
In 1900 an acquaintance of Brewster who had surveyed the city’s trees as part of an effort
to eliminate nonnative gypsy moths told him that gray squirrel populations were growing in
all of Boston’s suburbs, while populations of red squirrels were declining. These gray squirrels
had not been intentionally introduced, at least not on any large scale. Instead, they had
migrated from wooded areas at the fringes of the city into habitat that had recently become
capable of supporting them and to which they were capable of adapting with the help of human
residents. Among those who aided this colonization process was Brewster, who regularly fed
the squirrels that began nesting in his yard in the mid-1890s.19
A second example comes from Washington, D.C., where the government naturalist Vernon Bailey had observed an increase in numbers and geographical range of the city’s gray
squirrel population from the 1890sto the 1930s. By the ﬁrst decade of the twentieth century, gray
squirrels were present in wooded areas in the undeveloped northwest part of the District of
Columbia, where remnant populations had been protected from hunting, and on the National Mall, where squirrels had been intentionally released. These releases included a number
of blackish gray squirrels imported from Ontario.20
Over the next two decades, as the northwestern part of the District of Columbia was developed into middle-class residential neighborhoods, the gray-phase and black-phase gray
squirrels expanded their ranges from the National Mall and Rock Creek Park into nearby
areas, including the backyard of Bailey’s townhouse in Kalorama Triangle and the grounds of
the White House. This expansion was aided by the Smithsonian Institution’s (and many Washington residents’) provision of food and nest boxes.21
Gray squirrels also thrived in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Chicago, and many other
cities and towns from the late nineteenth century onward not only because they received
food, shelter, and protection from the cities’ human residents but also because they took
advantage of the changing urban landscape and built environment in ways that their new
human neighbors had neither planned nor necessarily desired. Attics and spaces within walls
offered nesting sites that exceeded even the best tree holes for security against predators and
the elements. Human food waste provided a year-round source of nourishment that partly
made up for the paucity of nut-bearing trees in many locations. Telephone and electric power lines provided security from dogs and cats and facilitated transit across the increasingly
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crowded, busy, and dangerous city streets. As early as 1902 Harvard University’s squirrels were
described as running “along the telephone cables, high in air, at lightning speed, something
like tightrope walkers, when pursued by barking dogs.” The offspring of squirrels that had
learned to exploit a new food source, route, or nesting site often incorporated those discoveries into their own behavioral repertoires. The nuts and nest boxes offered by squirrel lovers
were crucial to the establishment of squirrel populations in American cities, but the persistence and growth of those resilient populations depended on the squirrels’ adaptation to an
environment that had little in common with the woodlands where they had evolved.22

Settling In
As gray squirrels spread throughout the American urban landscape in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries and as opportunities for human-squirrel interactions increased,
urban reformers and humane activists articulated a vision of community that extended
beyond humans. Because gray squirrels were nondomesticated but appeared to be responsive
22
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Tarr, Horse in the City; and Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier.
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The left side of this 1877 map of Cambridge, Massachusetts, shows Mount Auburn Cemetery and
the orchards and estates of West Cambridge before they were divided into smaller residential lots in
the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Harvard Square, where gray squirrels were ﬁrst observed
around 1900, is near the middle of the map. Courtesy Norman B. Leventhal Map Center, Boston Public
Library, G3764.C2A3 1877 .C5.
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to and solicitous of human charity, they held a special place in this vision of a more-thanhuman community. The most enthusiastic proposals for introducing squirrels to American
cities came from a small number of naturalists, conservationists, activists, and educators, but
their arguments were widely disseminated and accompanied the actual spread of squirrels
throughout American cities. For these advocates, the squirrels’ readiness to trust humans and
their ability to ﬂourish in the heart of the city seemed to make them living proof of the rewards
of extending charity and community beyond the bounds of humanity. At the same time,
the vision of community that these reformers advocated excluded from moral consideration
some humans and animals, including gray squirrels when they failed to meet certain standards. Borders were drawn and redrawn around a community to strengthen the bonds of trust
among diverse residents and to exclude those who threatened to break those bonds.23
The provision of food and nest boxes for squirrels became a way for institutions and individuals to demonstrate publicly their commitment to an expanded vision of urban community,
even if they did not share all of the convictions of the most enthusiastic urban-squirrel advocates. The administrators of many city parks and college campuses, who had sometimes been
responsible for introducing squirrel populations, placed nest boxes in trees and provided
squirrels with peanuts and other food sources, particularly during especially harsh or snowy
winters. In the ﬁrst years of the twentieth century, Harvard University built nest boxes for
squirrels in the elms of the college yard and distributed bags of peanuts over the winter, as
did the authorities in Central Park, Boston Common, and many other city parks and squares.
In 1902 the superintendent of Mount Auburn Cemetery assured one concerned lot owner
that her unsolicited donation of $6 for winter squirrel feed was appreciated but unnecessary,
since “not only the squirrels but the pigeons, crows, and sparrows as well, are all regularly fed
and cared for.” With relatively little effort or ﬁnancial outlay these institutions were able to
demonstrate a commitment to pleasant, civil, and lively public spaces.24
The large institutions and municipal agencies that administered public and semipublic
spaces such as college campuses were, however, only one component of a broader network of
support for urban squirrels. Other individuals and institutions also provided squirrels with
food and thereby helped consolidate their presence in the urban landscape. In the winter of
1907–1908, for example, when thick snow buried the stores of Cambridge’s squirrels, Harvard professor Charles Eliot Norton offered children near his estate in western Massachusetts
ﬁfty cents for each bushel of acorns they gathered, which he then distributed to squirrels throughout Cambridge. In 1905 the Evanston, Illinois, resident William C. McGill donated hickory
nuts to the municipal police force, which then distributed them to the city’s squirrels. Humane organizations also engaged in large-scale, regular feeding of urban squirrels in public
spaces. In 1914 both the Animal Rescue League of Boston and the Massachusetts Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals distributed food to the squirrels and birds of Boston Common during the winter months. Through such feeding efforts, a wide variety of institutions
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and individuals—not just those with nominal control over the sites inhabited by squirrels—
shaped the moral-ecological character of urban public spaces.25
Less organized feeding efforts could also have a signiﬁcant impact on squirrel populations.
In the late twentieth century, biologists would determine that a handful of devoted squirrel
feeders in Lafayette Square in Washington, D.C., were collectively distributing over seventyﬁve pounds of peanuts each week, thereby helping maintain one of the densest gray squirrel
populations ever recorded. In the 1880s the press had already begun noting the appearance
of such devoted feeders in city parks. Often these feeders were described as elderly, solitary
men. In 1891 the New York Times described an “elderly gentleman—a member of a noted
dry-goods ﬁrm in this city,” who distributed bags of peanuts to park squirrels during his daily walk; many of the squirrels jumped on his arms and shoulders in anticipation. In 1893 the
New York Herald reported that a “tall, gray-haired man of military bearing” fed a dozen squirrels
near the Central Park Menagerie every morning; a second man had taught one “bright-eyed animal friend” to take peanuts out of his mouth.26
Reports of such committed squirrel feeders in New York and other cities continued to
appear in the following decades. While older men continued to receive the most attention,
women and working men whose jobs placed them in close proximity to squirrels were
also mentioned. In 1912 the New-York Tribune reported that Mrs. Smith, the motherin-law of a troubled lawyer who had just committed suicide, was known as “the squirrel
woman” to children who observed her distributing nuts in Central Park. In 1927 the Washington Star reported that the squirrel population of Dupont Circle had tripled from two to six
in the four years since the arrival of a “beneﬁcent deity,” a pushcart vendor named William
Mandas, who fed them daily. Although devoted feeders sometimes established individual
relationships with park squirrels, they never acquired ownership over them, with the occasional exception of injured or orphaned squirrels. Even the tamest of park squirrels remained public pets rather than private property.27
Many other urban parkgoers also played a role in maintaining the squirrel populations
on a more casual basis, purchasing nuts from park vendors to feed to the squirrels or sharing
scraps of bread or other food. Children and women were often singled out by the press as the
most common among casual feeders, as opposed to the devoted, mostly male feeders described above. When New York City built new nest boxes for Central Park’s squirrels in 1906,
the expense was justiﬁed as a concession to the demands of such young and female feeders,
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who were seen as among the most desirable users of the park and who therefore helped legitimize efforts to maintain squirrel populations.28
Nonetheless, the practice of feeding squirrels was not conﬁned to children, women, and
older men. It became popular among students on some college campuses, and newspaper features about beautiful days in the park mentioned the feeding of squirrels by all genders, classes,
and ages. Feeding was undoubtedly entertaining to many, but it also allowed urban residents
to demonstrate their generosity toward the needy. The headline of a Boston Globe article about
Thanksgiving on Boston Common in 1908 put it this way: “Beggars, Squirrels, Birds—All
Remembered.” Because of the presence of urban squirrels, even the least powerful members of
human society could demonstrate the virtue of charity and display their own moral worth. Gray
squirrels helped reshape the American urban park into a site for the performance of charity and
compassion for the weak, providing a nearly ideal opportunity for the extension into public
spaces of what Katherine Grier has called the “domestic ethic of kindness to animals.”29
Squirrels were particularly well suited to the role of recipient of kindness because they
not only accepted human charity but also seemed to actively seek it. Their habit of approaching a potential feeder and then sitting up on their hind legs with empty paws held in front
of their chests, as if in supplication, was widely noted, as was the sense of obligation that
such apparent begging created in susceptible park visitors. In 1893, some ﬁfteen years after
squirrels had ﬁrst been introduced to Central Park, a visitor to the Ramble described encountering a squirrel that “literally begged for something to eat by sitting up and looking at him
in an appealing manner.” Begging was evidence of need and vulnerability, but it was not
passive. On the contrary, squirrels seemed to hail parkgoers into the position of potential
benefactors with such vigor that even those sympathetic to them sometimes hesitated before
the animals’ apparent audacity.30
The active nature of squirrels’ intervention into urban spaces complicated efforts to depict
them as community members deserving of charity. This is evident even in such sentimental fare as “The Pensioner in Gray,” a poem by Marian Longfellow that appeared in the family magazine St. Nicholas in 1908 and was later reprinted in Our Dumb Animals, the magazine
of the Massachusetts Association for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. The speaker
in the poem addresses a squirrel encountered at Harvard University’s gates that “dost bar
my way, / With tiny paws upon thy breast / And eyes that challenge and arrest.” Although
the speaker expresses admiration and pity for the squirrel and promises to return with more
than a verse to offer, the poem’s compassionate tone is undermined by the suggestion of the
squirrel’s relentless self-interest. Another Cambridge resident, writing about the feeding of
urban squirrels in 1904, noted that the expectant look of his or her favorite squirrel was just
as likely to mean “See, how hungry I am!” as “See, how much I love you!”31
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For those with less affection for squirrels, the animals’ demands put them in the same rank
as shameless, albeit sometimes-entertaining, human beggars. A cartoon by a Harvard undergraduate published in the Harvard Lampoon in 1903 proposed an analogy between Harvard
Yard’s squirrels, depicted in acrobatic poses while begging a student to “scramble a nut,” and the
“muckers” of Harvard Square—poor street boys who were known for asking well-heeled students to “scramble a cent.” The ambivalence toward begging is reﬂected in the poses of two of
the squirrels on the left side of the image: one standing deferentially with a single paw outstretched
and the other leaping as if to attack. Harvard’s student newspaper, the Crimson, praised the
cartoon as providing “something really new and refreshing on the squirrel question.”32
The squirrels’ apparent dependence on human handouts led some observers to question
whether their mendicant life in the city had led them into moral decay. In 1904 the
Springﬁeld Republican reported on the Central Park squirrels’ supposed indolence under
the headline “Squirrels Pauperized.” It is possible to read such articles as thinly veiled allegories about the moral degeneracy of the city, just as readers can interpret the Harvard Lampoon cartoon as a reﬂection of Harvard students’ views of the poor, and it is not unlikely that
this explains much about these items’ appeal. Even so, these sources can also be used as evidence of changing human-animal relationships. Attitudes toward begging by squirrels ran
the gamut from compassion to contempt, just as they did with regard to begging by humans.
Without knowing it, the “pensioner in gray” who approached a person strolling through a
city park or a college quadrangle created a morally and ecologically signiﬁcant situation that
helped deﬁne the boundaries of a more-than-human community.33
Those boundaries were sometimes redrawn to exclude certain human residents of the city,
even as they were extended to include urban squirrels. Poor boys such as Harvard’s “muckers”
were among those who lived on the margins of community, capable of becoming full members if they treated squirrels with charity or of being identiﬁed as brutes if they did not. For
social reformers, squirrels offered an opportunity to teach young boys the value of compassion and kindness in the public sphere, just as domestic pets did in the home. One of these
reformers was the naturalist Ernest Thompson Seton, who had helped found the Boy
Scouts of America in 1910 and brieﬂy led the organization before splitting with it in 1915,
partly in protest of its increasing embrace of nationalism and militarism. In a 1914 issue of
Boys’ Life Seton argued for introducing “missionary squirrels” to cities and towns to cure
boys of their tendency toward cruelty: “Everyone who feeds squirrels will become their
friend, and this means that before many months the young community will have been
turned into squirrel protectors.” Like Theodore Roosevelt, Seton believed that relationships
with wild animals were crucial to the formation of manly character. Roosevelt, however,
saw wild animals primarily as opportunities for boys and men to test their courage, and he
had publicly accused Seton and other popular nature writers of deluding the public with
sentimental accounts of animal behavior. In contrast, Seton, Vernon Bailey, William T. Hornaday, and other urban-squirrel advocates saw squirrels as opportunities for boys to establish
trusting, sympathetic, and paternalistic relationships with animal others.34
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Boys who failed to learn the lesson of charity offered by urban squirrels were seen as having
fallen outside the bounds of civilized community and as manifesting harmful tendencies
that might eventually lead to even more serious consequences. Such concerns were often informed by class prejudices, but they were not focused solely on “muckers” and other children of the poor. In the early 1890s the New York Herald reported that some sons of
well-to-do fathers had “infested” Central Park, damaging vegetation and injuring birds and
squirrels with stones and slingshots despite the best preventative efforts of park police. Such
vandalism undermined the park’s bucolic atmosphere and suggested a deeper moral disorder in the individual boy and in the community that had produced him. Concern about the
mutilation and killing of squirrels in Central Park and elsewhere by young “hoodlums” and
“urchins” continued through the 1890s and beyond in New York and other cities.35
Killers of park squirrels who mimicked the gestures of charity to lure squirrels within
striking distance were viewed as particularly abhorrent because they betrayed the trust that
had been inculcated in urban squirrels by human benefactors. Wary woodland squirrels would
never have fallen for such tricks; it was only the quasi-tame city squirrel that had been made
vulnerable by human compassion. In 1901 the Cambridge Chronicle reported that a young
man, sighted near the Harvard gates but “evidently not a student,” had killed a squirrel with
a stone after tempting it with a fake offer of a nut. Under other circumstances, the killing of a
squirrel might have been seen as sport. In the urban landscape, where such an act involved
a betrayal of trust, it represented “the extremity of cruelty and brutality.” Precisely because
of the habits and expectations that had been established in response to the kindness of the
city’s human residents, the urban squirrel provided a test of boys’ worthiness to membership
in the moral community.36
Attitudes toward squirrels were also used to measure the level of civilization among
immigrants and visitors to the United States from supposedly less civilized lands. In 1902
one member of a group of Puerto Rican teachers studying at Harvard was reported to have
exclaimed, after witnessing the kindness toward animals on display in the city, “Everything
is civilized here, even the squirrels!” For one Boston journalist, such observations served as
evidence that the visit was achieving its “other great purpose” beyond education: inspiring
the visitors with a sense of the grandeur and reﬁnement of American civilization. In contrast, whereas the Puerto Rican visitors seemed to appreciate Cambridge’s love of animals,
Italian immigrants were singled out as posing a particularly signiﬁcant threat to squirrels and
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to the community that included them. In 1900 keepers of the Central Park Menagerie told
the press that Italian laborers on their way home from work in the evenings were killing
squirrels for food, an accusation that was echoed by Hornaday about the squirrels in and
around the Bronx Zoo. A few months later a guard in Bronx Park was struck on the head with
a shotgun and beaten senseless by the confederate of a squirrel poacher he had attempted
to arrest. By 1903 the New York Zoological Society Bulletin was reporting that the squirrel
population in Bronx Park had been decimated by “pot hunters.” In Cambridge in 1903 the
killing by Joseph Baccheri, an Italian fruit peddler, of a free-living squirrel that had become
a “favorite pet” of neighborhood children spurred the editor of the Cambridge Chronicle into
a tirade against such “brutal work.”37
Like boys and immigrants, nonhuman predators were also perceived as a threat to the
bonds of trust that held humans, squirrels, and other members of the urban community together. In 1902 one observer of Harvard’s squirrels described cats as “the chief terror and enemy of the squirrel race”—an assessment shared by many observers of cats and squirrels in
American cities. To turn-of-the-century observers it was clear that cats—and, less often, dogs,
though not for want of trying—not only injured and killed squirrels but also made them fearful and less likely to place their trust in humans.38
Recent ecological research has described this phenomenon as the creation of a “landscape of fear,” now often seen as having desirable ecological effects—preventing herbivores,
for instance, from overgrazing in areas where they are vulnerable to predation. Around the
turn of the twentieth century, however, the fear and suspicion created by the presence of
predators was understood as one of the compelling reasons for eliminating them from the
community. Whether they were human or nonhuman, predators poisoned the atmosphere
of trust on which a harmonious community depended. The effect of predation on city
squirrels was therefore understood as much in moral and psychological terms as in ecological ones. In 1893 one writer noted with regret that Central Park’s squirrels “might become
much more numerous than they are and extremely tame if they were not hunted so vigorously by the wild cats.” On a smaller scale, Theodore Roosevelt noted in 1908 that the
sadness caused his wife by the death of the family dog Scamp had been mitigated by the
fact that the White House’s squirrels had since become trusting and fearless. Through such
experiences, urban residents learned that the wariness of some wild animals was contingent
upon circumstance and social norms rather than ﬁxed by instinct.39
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Framed by ideals of charity and compassion toward the weak, the reports of brutality
toward squirrels by boys, Italians, cats, and dogs helped establish boundaries of community
that cut across the human-animal divide. When Hornaday wrote in 1909 that Bronx Park was
the only place in northern New York City where squirrels and other desirable animals were protected from “stray dogs, cats, poachers and other vermin,” he was asserting the existence of a
hierarchically organized multispecies community that included some nonhuman animals and
excluded some humans. In effect, by extending the category of “vermin” to include human
poachers, Hornaday was revealing the exclusionary side of the vision of community that
grouped together “Beggars, Squirrels, [and] Birds” as recipients of charity. Those who treated
squirrels and other valued and vulnerable creatures with compassion were helping strengthen
the community; those who did not were placed beyond moral consideration.40
Legal mechanisms for punishing cruelty to squirrels and other animals were few. In Joseph
Baccheri’s case, for example, despite outrage from Cambridge’s animal lovers, the punishment for killing a favored neighborhood squirrel was limited to a $15 ﬁne for illegally discharging a ﬁrearm within the city limits. The Cambridge Chronicle glossed the sentence as
“Cruelty Rewarded.” Even so, extralegal social pressure was not insigniﬁcant. Those who
were unable or unwilling to abide by community standards of kindness toward squirrels
and other valued animals—particularly individuals who were poor, immigrant, nonwhite,
or otherwise on the social margins—received little sympathy or moral consideration from
those at the social center. In the case of cats, dogs, and other nonhuman predators, the violators of such standards were quickly “made killable”—that is, placed in a category of living
things whose killing did not have any moral signiﬁcance. As the verbal and physical attacks
on the assumed Italian hunters in New York’s urban parks suggest, even humans who violated these moral standards could become the subject of dehumanizing language and forceful retribution.41
The early twentieth-century culture of charitable feeding was a boon for urban squirrels
but not an unmitigated one. Human benefactors expected gratitude, or at the very least entertainment, from the squirrels to whom they provided nuts and other food. When squirrels
failed to evince such gratitude, or, even worse, bit the hands that fed them, they were sometimes subject to quick retribution, as in the case of a Cambridge squirrel that bit a girl attempting
to feed it a nut; the animal was killed immediately by a blow from her father. Others
who were bitten by squirrels, such as the day watchmen who distributed nuts to squirrels in
Harvard Yard, were more tolerant, but the cumulative effect of such apparent ingratitude
was to temper urban residents’ enthusiasm for feeding. At the same time, some feeders who
were more interested in entertainment than in food provisioning forced squirrels to expend
large amounts of energy in pursuit of apparently easy calories. An example is the Harvard student who was observed in 1901 repeatedly teasing a squirrel with a nut. Eventually, the
Cambridge Chronicle reported, the squirrel gave up and began looking elsewhere.42
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From Charity to Ecology
These patterns of urban human-squirrel relationships and the charity- and trust-centered understanding of multispecies community were well established by the 1910s and remained
fairly stable through the middle of the twentieth century. The willingness to attribute human
moral attributes to squirrels faded in the face of an increasingly mechanistic biology, which
43
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More signiﬁcant for the squirrels’ ability to thrive was the questionable nutritional value
of much of what they received. While it is not always clear from the record what kinds of
nuts squirrels were given, peanuts seemed to have been the most common handout. One
letter writer to the New York Times in 1906 noted that peanuts did not provide all of the
nutrients squirrels needed, as evidenced by the poor condition of the coats of many park
squirrels; moreover, peanuts, even in the shell, did not help squirrels prevent their front
teeth, which grew continuously, from exceeding the proper length. Hard-shelled hickory
nuts, pecans, and hazelnuts, the writer suggested, were preferable to the soft-shelled peanuts
and chestnuts that park squirrels usually received. Some of the foods that squirrels scavenged
or were given by humans, such as bread and fresh fruits and vegetables, were not suitable for
caching, which may partly explain why park squirrels were increasingly accused of becoming
“lazy” or “pauperized” and dependent on human handouts during the winter.43
Despite such limitations, public feeding of squirrels in parks and elsewhere in the city
did provide an enormous amount of easily accessible food. Such abundance had its own
mixed consequences. Unlike American red squirrels, which usually hoard nuts and seeds
in single, large caches and defend them aggressively from conspeciﬁcs, gray squirrels are socalled scatter hoarders, which bury each food item separately and do not tend to defend
territories. Gray squirrels’ lack of territoriality helped them establish dense and rapidly expanding populations throughout the urban landscape. Nonetheless, even gray squirrels tend
to become more aggressive toward other members of their species when population densities rise, and they spend more time and energy caching and re-caching nuts to reduce the
chance of losing them to other squirrels. Squirrel populations, growing in response to abundant food and the relative absence of predators in parks, eventually reached densities that
facilitated the spread of diseases and parasites and that increased intraspeciﬁc aggression and
competition for food, nesting sites, and mates. This population density put the squirrels
at heightened risk of starvation when human-provided food sources faltered for any reason.
Population growth that was driven by relatively unlimited food supplies probably also placed
pressure on more limited resources such as winter nesting holes and nest boxes, as biologists
would later argue regarding the dense squirrel population of Lafayette Square. Human visions of cross-species community and charity therefore transformed not only human-squirrel
relationships in the city but also the ecological and social structure of urban squirrel communities, which took on a distinctive character in comparison to gray squirrel communities in rural
and woodland areas.44
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attempted to explain animal behavior in terms of material causes rather than in terms of
human-like intentions, emotions, or character traits. Nonetheless, naturalists, humane activists, and park designers continued to laud the moral advantages of having squirrels in the city,
while park visitors and urban residents continued to see the feeding of squirrels as an entertaining pastime and a sign of compassion and community-mindedness. During this time
squirrels were introduced to a number of new cities in the United Kingdom, Australia,
Italy, and South Africa. Some of these locations, well outside of the species’ native North
American range, had ecological and cultural patterns similar but not identical to those of
eastern North America. Squirrels continued to inspire the ire of their human neighbors
when they nested in attics or destroyed ﬂowerbeds, and they continued to be labeled “beggars” and “thieves” by those who did not appreciate their presence in the city. Nonetheless,
few seriously proposed either eliminating urban squirrel populations or prohibiting their
feeding.45
That opinion began to change in the last three or four decades of the twentieth century
with the emergence of the environmental movement and a new ecological vision of humananimal relationships. In the United States the roots of this ecological turn lie in the 1920s
and 1930s, when ecologists and wildlife managers began to advance arguments for the preservation of wolves and other predators, although it took several decades before the turn impacted
policy. In national parks, predator control came to a deﬁnitive end only in the 1950s, and
although a campaign against roadside feeding by tourists was launched around the same time,
bears were allowed to feed from open-pit dumps in Yellowstone National Park through the end
of the 1960s, when the last dump was closed and a policy of “natural regulation” was put in
place. It took even longer for this ecological vision of human-animal relationships to arrive in
urban areas. Even those who vigorously opposed what they saw as the transformation of national
park wildlife into “bums” and “beggars” typically excluded from consideration urban squirrels and other urbanized animals, which were thought to be so far removed from their natural
habits and habitats that there was no hope of returning them to a state of true wildness. Urban
squirrels, like the urban landscape, seemed to lie somewhere outside of nature.46
By the 1980s, however, the ecological turn had also arrived in the city and had begun
to reshape human relationships to squirrels and other urban wildlife. In public squares and
parks, where the feeding of squirrels, pigeons, and other wild animals had been actively encouraged or at least tolerated for decades, municipalities began posting No Feeding signs
and informing animal lovers that feeding, however compassionate it might seem on the
surface, was ultimately harmful to the animals. Controversial proposals to cull the squirrel
population of Lafayette Square and intensive efforts to prevent feeding signaled the transition
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toward an ecological rather than a charitable foundation for human-squirrel relationships in
the city. In the beginning of the twentieth century the feeding of squirrels had been seen as a
way to civilize the parks and rechannel the energies of young boys from aggression and vandalism toward compassion and charity. With the shift to an ecological perspective, feeding
itself became the source of concern. The solitary old man with the bag of nuts or bread
crumbs—rather than the gang of street urchins with slingshots—was now seen as a threat to
the moral-ecological order.47
The rise of an ecological vision also changed the place of predation in the city. Within its
native range, the gray squirrel continued to be accepted as a permanent and welcome, or at
least inoffensive, aspect of the urban and suburban landscape, as long as its populations did
not reach excessive densities. At the same time, however, the human residents of cities also
began celebrating the presence of certain kinds of predators that would have been ruthlessly
eliminated a century earlier as threats to the physical survival of squirrels and to the bonds
of trust that held the community together. Peregrine falcons and red-tailed hawks, in particular, were welcomed into American cities even though they preyed upon pigeons and
squirrels—two species that had earlier been seen as deserving of protection and charity.
Concern about animal welfare had not disappeared; if anything, it had grown stronger, but
it was tempered by a sense that the killing of squirrels by hawks, while perhaps distasteful, was
natural and a sign of the city’s ecological revival. Where the gray squirrel could be identiﬁed as an “exotic,” “invasive,” or even “foreign” species, as in the United Kingdom, environmentalists supported campaigns of extermination and distributed recipes for squirrel pie.
Together, the discouragement of feeding and the encouragement of certain kinds of predation marked the end of the vision of moral community that had initially brought squirrels into
the city. The squirrels, however, remained.48

