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Mercy: The Incredible Story of Henry Bergh, Founder of the ASPCA and Friend to
Animals

The story of Henry Bergh is one of passion, compassion, and the relentless pursuit of
justice for the voiceless. As the founder of the American Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA), Bergh dedicated his life to advocating for animal welfare in a
time when the plight of animals was largely ignored by society. His groundbreaking work
laid the foundation for the modern animal rights movement, and his legacy continues to
inspire millions today. This article will explore Bergh's life, his motivations, and the impact
he had on animals and society.

Early Life and Influences

Henry Bergh was born on August 29, 1813, in New York City to a well-to-do family. His
father, a successful merchant, provided the family with a comfortable lifestyle, allowing
Bergh to pursue his education and interests. As a young man, Bergh developed a love for
animals, which would eventually shape his future endeavors.

Education and Early Career

Bergh attended the University of the City of New York, where he studied for a brief period
before dropping out to join his father's business. He later traveled to Europe, where he
was exposed to various social movements, including the burgeoning animal welfare
movement. During his time in Europe, Bergh witnessed firsthand the mistreatment of
animals and the efforts of organizations striving to protect them.

Return to America

After returning to the United States in the 1850s, Bergh was profoundly affected by the
lack of legal protections for animals. He observed how horses were often overworked,
mistreated, and abused in urban environments. The inhumane conditions fueled his
determination to create a more compassionate world for animals.



The Birth of the ASPCA

In 1866, Bergh founded the ASPCA in New York City, marking a significant milestone in
the history of animal welfare. His vision was to create an organization that would advocate
for the protection of animals and promote kindness and compassion toward them.

Legal Protections for Animals

One of Bergh's primary goals was to establish legal protections for animals. He
successfully lobbied for the passage of the first anti-cruelty law in the United States,
which made it illegal to abuse or neglect animals. This landmark legislation set a
precedent for future animal welfare laws and demonstrated the importance of legal
advocacy in protecting animal rights.

Public Awareness and Education

Bergh understood that awareness and education were crucial to changing societal
attitudes toward animals. He embarked on a campaign to inform the public about the
importance of treating animals with respect and compassion. Through public speeches,
pamphlets, and even theatrical performances, he sought to raise awareness about the
plight of animals in society.

- Public Campaigns: Bergh organized campaigns to address various issues, including:
- The treatment of draft animals.

- The conditions of animals in circuses and zoos.

- The use of animals in experiments.

Challenges and Triumphs

Despite his passion and dedication, Bergh faced numerous challenges in his quest for
animal welfare. The public was often indifferent to the suffering of animals, and many
viewed them as mere property rather than sentient beings deserving of rights.

Opposition from Industries

Bergh's efforts to reform the treatment of animals met resistance from various industries
that relied on animal labor and exploitation. The horse-drawn carriage industry, for
instance, was heavily impacted by his campaigns, and many business owners fought
against the changes he advocated. However, Bergh remained steadfast in his mission,
using the law to hold abusers accountable and educating the public about the ethical
treatment of animals.



Establishing a Legacy

One of Bergh's most significant achievements was the establishment of a network of local
humane societies across the United States. His efforts inspired people from all walks of
life to take action against animal cruelty, leading to a nationwide movement advocating for
animal rights. By the time of his death in 1888, Bergh had laid the groundwork for a
robust animal welfare system that would continue to grow and evolve.

Impact on Animal Welfare Today

Henry Bergh's legacy is still felt in today's animal welfare landscape. The ASPCA has
grown to become one of the largest and most influential animal protection organizations in
the country, continuing Bergh's mission to prevent cruelty and promote kindness to
animals.

Modern Animal Rights Movement

Bergh's pioneering work set the stage for the modern animal rights movement. His
advocacy for legal protections inspired subsequent generations of activists, leading to the
establishment of various organizations focused on animal rights and welfare. Some of
these organizations include:

- The Humane Society of the United States (HSUS)
- The Animal Legal Defense Fund (ALDF)
- PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals)

Ongoing Challenges

Despite the progress made since Bergh's time, numerous challenges remain in the fight
for animal rights. Issues such as factory farming, animal testing, and the exploitation of
wildlife continue to raise concerns. Bergh's work serves as a reminder that the struggle
for animal welfare is ongoing and that continued advocacy is necessary.

Conclusion

Henry Bergh's life and work exemplify the power of compassion and determination in
effecting societal change. As the founder of the ASPCA, he not only transformed the way
animals are treated in society but also inspired countless individuals to advocate for the
rights of all living beings. His legacy serves as a testament to the enduring importance of
kindness and mercy toward animals, reminding us that every effort counts in the fight
against cruelty. Bergh’s story is one of hope, showing that one person can make a
difference and that through advocacy, education, and compassion, we can create a better



world for animals.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Henry Bergh and what motivated him to found
the ASPCA?

Henry Bergh was a prominent animal welfare advocate who founded the American Society
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) in 1866. He was motivated by his love for
animals and the need to protect them from cruelty and abuse, influenced by his
experiences in Europe witnessing similar organizations.

What were some of the initial challenges faced by the
ASPCA during its early years?

The ASPCA faced numerous challenges, including public apathy towards animal welfare,
lack of funding, and resistance from those who viewed animal rights as unimportant.
Additionally, there were legal hurdles in enforcing animal protection laws.

How did Bergh's work influence animal rights
movements in the United States?

Henry Bergh's work laid the foundation for the modern animal rights movement in the
U.S. He advocated for legal protections for animals, which inspired future legislation and
the establishment of numerous animal welfare organizations across the country.

What legacy did Henry Bergh leave behind after his
death?

Henry Bergh left a lasting legacy of compassion for animals through the ASPCA, which
continues to be a leading voice for animal welfare. His commitment to preventing cruelty
and promoting humane treatment has influenced generations of animal advocates.

How did Bergh's upbringing and experiences shape his
views on animals?

Bergh's upbringing in a wealthy and socially active family, along with his European travels
where he encountered animal protection efforts, shaped his compassion for animals and
his belief in the necessity of their protection and humane treatment.

In what ways does the ASPCA continue to honor Henry
Bergh's vision today?

The ASPCA honors Henry Bergh's vision by continuing to advocate for animal welfare,



rescue and rehabilitate abused animals, educate the public about responsible pet
ownership, and lobby for stronger animal protection laws.
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