
lore than a century ago, impresario P. T. Barnum snatched the giant 
elephant from England, and New York cheered while London wept 

JUMBO, the World's 
Most Beloved Animal 

Condensed from SMITHSONIAN 
r - p H E year was 1880, and Ameri-
X cans were entering the "Ele

gant Eighties" with optimism. Vast 
fortunes had been made in the West. 
The first telephone and first electric 
light had appeared. And for diver
sion, millions flocked to see Phineas 
Taylor Barnum's great traveling cir
cus. But Barnum's "Greatest Show 
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on Earth" was in trouble. Competi
tion from James A. Bailey's "Lon
don Circus" was cutting into his 
profits, so he offered Bailey a joint 
venture. The Barnum and London 
circus, later known as the Barnum 
and Bailey circus, was bom. 

Barnum wanted to acquire a spec
tacular attraction and there was one 
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premacy: Jumbo the elephant, larg
est pachyderm in captivity. Bom in 
Africa, he had been captured and 
transported to the Paris zoo. In 
1865 London's Zoological Gardens 
had acquired him in exchange for a 
rhinoceros. Then about 1.5 metres 
tall. Jumbo eventually grew to a 
height of 3.3 metres. 

In 1881 Bamum's agents, travel
ing in Europe, arrived at the Lon
don zoo. Stmck by the enormous 
size of Jumbo, they suggested to 
Bamum that he make the superin
tendent a handsome oflFer. Cables 
sped between London and New 
York, and a price of $10,000 was 
agreed. Within days Bamum's ele
phant trainer left for London with 
orders to transport Jumbo safely to 
the United States. 

Had the London zoo anticipated 
the ensuing clamor in the British 
Isles, it might never have sold the 
elephant. The press thundered daily 
against the sale. Many people were 
angry that the newly rich, upstart 
United States should be raiding the 
treasures of the "mother country." 
Hundreds of children who had rid
den on the elephant's back begged 
Barnum not to take their friend 
away. Even Queen Victoria tele
graphed the zoo superintendent 
with questions about the sale. 

"No more quiet garden strolls, 
no shady trees and flowery thick
ets," lamented London's Daily Tele
graph. "Our amiable monster must 
dwell in a tent, take part in a circus, 
and, instead of his friendly trots 

with British girls and boys, and lun
cheon on buns and oranges, must 
amuse a Yankee mob, and put up 
with peanuts and waffles." 

Barnum was urged by U.S. news
papers to stick to his guns and go 
through with the arrangement. The 
New York Times ran daily front
page articles about the controversy. 

From London, the editor of the 
Daily Telegraph cabled Bamum ask
ing him to name a price for which 
he would cancel the sale. Bamum 
cabled back: F I F T Y - O N E M I L L I O N S 
O F A M E R I C A N C I T I Z E N S A N X I O U S 
L Y A W A I T I N G J U M B O ' S A R R I V A L . 
H U N D R E D T H O U S A N D P O U N D S 
W O U L D B E N O I N D U C E M E N T T O 
C A N C E L P U R C H A S E . . . . P . T . 
B A R N U M . 

In a last-ditch attempt to pre
vent the sale, some members of the 
Zoological Society filed a court in
junction; but the transaction was de
clared valid. 

With the sale irrevocably made, 
all London swarmed to the zoo. As 
many as 24,000 persons a day came 
for a final look at Jumbo. Vast quan
tities of buns were sold, all fed to 
the elephant. Jumbo souvenirs were 
sold by the thousand and Jumbo's 
March was played to death in pubs 
and parks. 

In February 1882 preparations 
began for Jumbo's transatlantic voy
age. The first attempt to lead him 
from the zoo was futile. Upon reach
ing the street, he lay down and re
fused to go any further, bellowing 
pitifully. 

Matthew Scott, Jumbo's keeper, 
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tried to induce Jumbo to rise, but 
to no avail. Barnum's agent cabled 
New York: J U M B O H A S L A I D D O W N 
I N T H E S T R E E T A N D W O N ' T G E T 
U P - W H A T S H A L L W E D O ? Bar
num cabled back: L E T H I M L I E 
T H E R E A W E E K I F H E W A N T S T O . 
I T IS T H E B E S T A D V E R T I S E M E N T I N 
T H E W O R L D . 

Finally Jumbo's obduracy won 
the day and he ambled back to his 
old quarters. An immense wheeled 
crate was built, with both ends left 
open. For Jumbo to pass from his 
zoo enclosure to the fresh air, 
he was forced to go through the 
contraption. 

With much coaxing, Scott per
suaded the elephant to follow him 
through the crate. For more than a 
week this procedure was repeated, 
until the day before departure. This 
time, as Jumbo entered the crate, he 
was secured with chains, and planks 
were nailed into place to close the 
crate's ends. Jumbo was ready for 
his journey. 

A large crowd had gathered at 
the zoo to bid farewell to their be
loved beast. Scott, who had been 
asked to accompany the behemoth 
to the United States, supervised the 
workers. The ponderous crate be
came mired while still inside the zoo 
grounds, and several attempts were 
made to dislodge it without success. 
The crowd shouted with joy at the 
failure. At one point, the elephant, 
unnerved by the commotion, trum
peted defiantly, temporarily scatter
ing the assemblage. 

At last the crate was wrenched 

lOST BELOVED ANIMAL 89 
from the mud, and the sad proces
sion to the docks ensued. A team of 
ten horses drew the elephant. People 
shouted "Good-by, Jumbo! Good-
by, Scott old fellow!" At 5 a.m., the 
legendary elephant, weighing more 
than 11 tonnes with his crate, was 
ready to be hoisted aboard a barge 
which would transport him to the 
transatlantic steamship Assyrian 
Monarch. He was, however, to re
ceive one final tender tribute. 

Early that morning, an elderly 
lady had arrived at the zoo to pres
ent him with a last bun. Alas, Jumbo 
had already departed. The deter
mined lady then walked 9Vi kilo
metres to the docks and headed 
straight for Jumbo. Upon seeing 
her, he reportedly trumpeted and 
extended his trunk as she pulled out 
not his favorite buns, but two quart 
bottles of beer. She poured their 
frothy contents into his trunk which 
he then transferred to his mouth. 
After that she fed him buns and 
tearfully bade him farewell. 

Two days later, America's most 
celebrated immigrant sailed for 
New York, where on April 9, 1882, 
Easter Sunday, he was given a tri
umphant welcome. Thousands of 
spectators gathered in doorways 
and on rooftops, and burst into 
a roar of applause which almost 
shook the city to its foundations. 

A large floating derrick removed 
the crate from the steamship, and 
16 horses began hauling Barnum's 
prize uptown to Madison Square 
Garden followed by an elated 
crowd. At 1:20 a.m., the procession 
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finally ar r ived at the Garden 
entrance. 

Barnum had invested $30,000 in 
Jumbo, which he recouped in less 
than a week after he placed the ele
phant on display. Every perform
ance was sold out. To emphasize the 
animal's enormous size, the show
man displayed him alongside a baby 
elephant named Tom Thumb. 

Hundreds of gifts poured into the 
Garden from all over the country. 
One newspaper reported that the 
elephant was fond of onions. Within 
a week, truckloads of onions were 
delivered. After awhile, gifts became 
less practical: fine cigars, crocheted 
potholders, even a sewing machine. 

In 1884, one year after the Brook
lyn Bridge was completed, Barnum 
offered 20 elephants, including Jum
bo, to test its strength "in the inter
est of the dear public." Trainers led 
the elephants across the span as 
thousands gazed from the banks of 
the East River. The bridge survived 
the crossing although, according to 
author Neil Harris, "Scott worried 
lest the elephant begin to dance, for 
each of his footsteps caused loud 
vibrations." 

Many consumer products bore 
Jumbo's image. Shoe fasteners, 
soaps, liniments and laxatives were 
sold with his unofficial endorse
ment. The Willimantic Thread 
Company boasted that its thread 
was strong enough to pull the ele
phant. And all the while Jumbo con
tinued to beguile children and adults 
alike at performances in Manhattan 

and on the road. During the ensuing 
three years, more than 4 milUon 
children and 16 million adults went 
to see him. 

And then on Tuesday, September 
15, 1885, tragedy occurred. Bar
num's circus was presenting its eve
ning performance in St. Thomas, 
Ont. During the final hour of the 
spectacle, as was customary, the 30 
elephants in the show were being 
loaded onto the circus train. 

Trainer Scott was leading Jumbo 
and Tom Thumb along the main line 
of the Grand Trunk Railway when 
he was horrified to see a freight train 
approaching. Scott frantically tried 
to get Jumbo off the track, but there 
was no time to get him out of the 
way of the oncoming train. The engi
neer saw the elephants, threw the en
gine into reverse and called for the 
brakes. The steel wheels screeched 
and sparks flew from the rails. But, 
alas, it was too late. Jumbo received 
the full impact of the collision and 
died of a skull fracture and internal 
injuries. Tom Thumb was injured 
but survived. 

Bamum released the news and it 
was cabled all over the world. Mil
lions felt they had lost an old friend. 

Never before had a single animal 
been seen by so many people. Esti
mates of his Nor th Amer ican 
friends run as high as 20 million. In 
London, millions more had seen and 
doted on him. A century after his 
death. Jumbo remains the most be
loved animal ever to have roamed 
the earth. 


