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The transition from horse-drawn carriage to automobile is often told as a story of 
mechanical innovation and human adaptation. Less often considered are the nonhuman 
animals whose lives were organised around those earlier systems of transport, and for 
whom the arrival of the motorcar marked displacement rather than progress (Bowman 
1). In 1911, Isabel Vallé (a wealthy St Louis philanthropist) captured this dislocation 
in her epitaph poem “Saco: A Coach Dog,” mourning a Dalmatian whose role as a 
Coach Dog involved running alongside the family carriage: 
 

How many leagues did Saco run 
‘Neath sodden skies and blazing sun 
Beside the old red “breaking” cart! 
But when a touring car we bought 
He pined away, as if he thought 
His day was done – it broke his heart! (Vallé 31) 

 
When the carriage, and more significantly the horses who powered it, are replaced by 
a gasoline engine, the dog “pined away, as if he thought / His day was done – it broke 
his heart.” Saco’s decline reframes the history of automobility through the figure of the 
working animal, drawing attention to the emotional and relational consequences of 
technological change. It is not only human workers who are displaced when systems 
shift, but other animals whose lives have been structured through particular forms of 
labour and attachment. Early twentieth-century literary texts repeatedly return to the 
figure of the dog to register these dislocations, using canine experience to render the 
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uneven transition from horse to motor. In Vallé’s poem, the Dalmatian cannot transfer 
either his skills or affections to the new machine. Taking Saco’s heartbreak as a point 
of departure, this article asks what is lost when nonhuman forms of labour are rendered 
obsolete – when the practice of coaching was gone to (and for) the dogs (Bowman 2). 

Approached from the perspective of literary studies, such moments both 
illustrate historical change and help to shape how that change is understood. Reading 
early twentieth-century fiction and travel writing alongside materials from animal 
history and automotive periodicals, I trace how narratives about dogs and cars 
contributed to the emerging cultural meaning of the automobile. At a moment when the 
horse had by no means disappeared from everyday life and remained a figure of 
familiarity and affection, literary representations often positioned canine figures as 
mediators between older and newer understandings of horsepower. Through dogs, the 
automobile could be rendered more legible, acquiring personality and appearing 
continuous with the emotional bonds associated with equine transport culture. This 
representational work also corresponded to a material shift in the roles dogs were 
expected to perform. As coaching declined, a new figure began to emerge in both 
cultural discourse and everyday practice: the automobile dog. No longer required to run 
alongside the vehicle or coordinate with horses, these animals were instead positioned 
within the car as companions, ornaments, and occasional guards. In this sense, stories 
about dogs riding in cars helped to define the terms of this technological transition, 
shaping a vocabulary in which changes in technology were accompanied by changes in 
canine labour and breed requirements. 

While the transition from horse-drawn carriage to horse-powered automobile 
has been extensively documented, the Dalmatian draws attention to those animals who 
occupied more ambiguous positions within transport systems (McShane and Tarr; 
Norton Greene; Chiu; Raulff). Known as Coach Dogs, these distinctive black and white 
spotted animals ran alongside or beneath elite carriages, where they performed both 
practical and symbolic functions, guarding the vehicle and marking the status of its 
occupants. Their suitability for this role rested on physical endurance – being “built to 
run hard over long distances” (Treen and Treen 37) – as well as on their striking 
appearance, which made them a conspicuous feature of the fashionable society carriage 
(Babcock 10). Just as important as their capacity, however, was their apparent 
inclination to perform the role. Dalmatians were widely described as natural Coach 
Dogs, noted for an “innate love for horses” and a marked preference for equine 
company (Lauer 22). This combination of bodily and emotional traits made the Coach 
Dogs’ identity inseparable from the carriage system they accompanied. Despite 
functioning as parts within a human-arranged technical system, both the Coach Dogs 
and the horses they ran alongside were sentient, feeling creatures. Accounts of coaching 
repeatedly emphasise the bond between dog and horse, suggesting a form of 
interspecies coordination grounded in familiarity and attachment as much as training. 
In this sense, the Coach Dog was a product of human design and a participant in a 
relational ecology that extended beyond the human alone. 

 The arrival of the automobile disrupted this arrangement. Although early 
motorcars retained certain functional similarities to carriages – including the need for 
guarding – the job description for canine companions began to shift. Agility, endurance, 
and affinity with horses gave way to different expectations. Smaller size, behavioural 
restraint, and a closer orientation toward human companionship were the new desirable 
criteria. For breeds such as the Coach Dog, whose capacities and even nomenclature 
had been shaped within a horse-based mobility regime, this transition proved difficult 
to negotiate. 



Journal of Literature and Science 19 (2026)                            Bowman, “Coach Dog to Automobile Dog”: 18-27 

 
© JLS 2026.   Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND 

Downloaded from <http://www.literatureandscience.org/> 

20 

As I have shown elsewhere, the Dalmatian’s association with coaching culture 
was already well established by the late nineteenth century (Bowman 5–7). In Thomas 
Bewick’s General History of Quadrupeds (1790), the “Dalmatian, or Coach Dog” is 
described as being “frequently kept in genteel houses, as an elegant attendant on a 
carriage” (Bewick 339), a characterisation echoed in later records from the American 
Kennel Club, which describe the “Coach Dog” (not called Dalmatian) as “elegantly and 
fully marked with black spots […] being esteemed an elegant attendant on a carriage” 
(Babcock 10–11). Yet this elegance was only one aspect of their role. As John 
Rowlands notes in Our Friend the Dalmatian (1934), the dogs were also “useful as 
guards,” particularly when “carriages were left in inn-yards” (12), while other accounts 
describe them as “invaluable as a guard against highwaymen” (Hubbard 208). 

What distinguished the Dalmatian most clearly from other working or 
companion breeds, however, was their reported affinity with horses, with observers 
frequently noting the breed’s “marked fondness” for equine company (Agassiz Fuertes 
and Baynes 33). As Fred Lauer suggests, Dalmatians possess “an innate love for horses, 
and the stable is their choice,” a disposition that contributed significantly to their value 
within coaching culture (Lauer 22). While such tendencies were undoubtedly cultivated 
by human handlers, they point to a form of co-adaptation in which animal preferences 
were incorporated into a technological system (Treen and Treen 43; Lauer 22). Horses, 
in turn, were said to respond positively to the presence of Dalmatians, particularly in 
the sensory complexity of urban environments, where the dogs’ familiarity could help 
steady them amid noise and congestion (Parlow and Parlow 900). In this respect, the 
Dalmatian can be understood as a specialised component within a broader transport 
ecology organised around the horse. Its role emerged through a process of mutual 
adjustment, in which animal capacities and human needs were aligned within a specific 
technological framework. Yet this very specialisation also rendered the breed 
vulnerable. The rise of the automobile reconfigured the conditions under which 
mobility was organised, displacing the animals that had once helped to sustain it. 

The emergence of the automobile in the United States during the 1890s did not 
immediately eliminate horses from the street, but it did initiate what contemporaries 
described – somewhat aspirationally – as the horseless age. The phrase, which gave its 
name to the earliest automotive periodical in the English language, captured both the 
decline of equine labour and the promise of technology to redefine the place and 
visibility of nonhuman animals in the human urban environment. While few suggested 
that dogs themselves would disappear – there was no corresponding dogless age – their 
roles were nonetheless reshaped. Under the influence of urban reform movements, dogs 
were increasingly confined to domestic spaces, with value placed on quietness, 
obedience, and compatibility with interior life (Pearson 2). 

Within this emerging framework, the Dalmatian appeared increasingly out of 
place. Large, energetic, and oriented toward horses rather than humans, the breed did 
not conform to the expectations of the modern urban companion animal. Yet the 
disappearance of the Coach Dog did not signal the end of canine presence within elite 
transport. Rather, it marked the emergence of a new category. Touring cars, like the 
carriages they replaced, still required guarding, and their owners continued to seek 
canine companions that could signal refinement, taste, or eccentricity. 

In 1906, Life magazine captured this transition in a fictional exchange between 
a dog dealer and the society figure “Mrs. Ultra DeSwell,” in which the latter declared, 
“coach dogs are out of style. I want an automobile dog.” When the dealer claims to 
have one available, DeSwell asks whether “you are sure that he is an automobile dog,” 
prompting the reply: “I should say so, he will follow the scent of gasoline for miles” 
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(“Styles in Dogs” 322). The humour (to be generous) relies on the reader understanding 
the Coach Dog as a social type (even if the dealer doesn’t), as well as on the emerging 
association of the automobile with new forms of status display. Although the 
Automobile Dog initially appears here as part of a joke, its presence in such a widely 
circulated publication suggests that the idea was already intelligible, if not yet fully 
defined. Whatever form it would take, the new canine role was expected to inherit the 
aesthetic and social functions of its predecessor. 

Continuing this theme, a Life cartoon published the following year depicts a 
Dalmatian dressed in a chauffeur’s cap and goggles, explaining that, with his career as 
a Coach Dog over, he is “trying to get a job as an automobile dog” (“What’s the 
Meaning of that Strange Rig-Out?” 103).  The satire (to be extremely generous) lies in 
the mismatch between breed and role: the Dalmatian, emblem of motion and equine 
companionship, appears awkwardly repurposed for a technological system that no 
longer requires his defining attributes. By contrast, a smaller companion dog (possibly 
a terrier of some kind), dressed as a gentleman, appears more naturally suited to the 
new regime, embodying the shift toward ornamentation and passive display. This also 
resonated with a parallel human anxiety, whether coachmen themselves could adapt to 
the new technological order by becoming chauffeurs. The cartoon thus registers, in 
exaggerated form, a broader cultural uncertainty about which animals and which forms 
of labour could successfully transition to the age of the automobile. 

As the idea gained traction, articles in society and dog-interest periodicals began 
to spell out what precisely qualified a dog for the position. The design features of many 
automobile models in the early 1900s left their interiors relatively exposed; solid roofs, 
side windows, and even windshields were not considered standard features before 1911. 
As such, one Country Life article noted that: 

 
It has been found necessary to provide a rear watchman for the average big car, 
to guard it while the owner, for instance, is shopping. If there is a chauffeur he 
generally has all he can do to protect the front of the automobile in crowded 
streets, and it is easy enough for a sneak thief to grab whatever may be lying 
loose on the back seat and run. (Woolley 120)  

 
Thus, guarding both the automobile and its contents was a significant part of an 
automobile dog’s job, carried over from the Coach Dog. In 1910, another breeder 
claimed in The Dog Fancier that the Bulldog and English Bull Terrier make 
“automobile dogs par excellence,” allowing “no man to touch their master’s auto” 
(Kelly 16). 

One of the most famous early automobile dogs was a bulldog. Bud joined 
Horatio Nelson Jackson and Sewall K. Crocker as they became the first people to 
successfully complete a transcontinental automobile trip across the United States in 
1903, driving from San Francisco to New York City in 63 days, 12 hours, and 30 
minutes. Undertaken at a moment when no continuous road infrastructure yet existed, 
the journey required the travellers to navigate a patchwork of dirt tracks, railway lines, 
and barely passable terrain, frequently becoming lost or stuck, and requiring the 
assistance of horses on more than one occasion (“Ocean to Ocean in a Winton” 3-35). 
The trip unfolded in advance of the very infrastructure it would later help to justify, 
contributing to growing public and governmental interest in the construction of coast-
to-coast highways, such as the Lincoln Highway, opened just over a decade later in 
1914. 
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Relatively early on in their journey they acquired their canine driving 
companion. Photographed wearing driving goggles and even posed at the wheel of the 
Winton touring car, Bud became a minor celebrity, appearing on the cover of The Auto 
Era, the trade publication of the Winton Motor Company (“I Crossed the Continent” 
front cover). The journey itself was serialised across multiple issues of the magazine, 
transforming a precarious mechanical experiment (which started out as a bet) into an 
unfolding narrative of technological adventure and possibility. In this sense, the trip 
helped to establish what would become a familiar narrative structure of automobility: 
the long-distance road journey as a test of both machine and traveller, and as a means 
of imagining the nation as traversable space. 

 

 
 
 
 
In images such as this (Fig. 1), where Bud “properly goggled, takes his turn at the 
wheel” (“Ocean to Ocean in a Winton” 30), the dog functions less as a working animal 
than as a reassuring companion to modern machinery – a mascot figure through which 
the unfamiliar technology of the automobile could be rendered socially legible, even 
playful and loyal. The apparent comfort of the dog within the automobile served to 
reassure human observers that they, too, would be safe inside this noisy, dirty, and 
mechanically complex machine. At the same time, Bud’s presence contributed to the 
narrative framing of the journey itself, offering a familiar and affective point of 
identification within an otherwise uncertain technological landscape. 

The Winton automobile was later donated to the Smithsonian Institution, where 
it is displayed alongside a model of Bud the bulldog, complete with his signature 
driving goggles (Fig. 2). The curatorial decision to preserve dog and machine together 
as co-participants in the origins of American automobility speaks to the significant role 
of canines in the story of the car. That Bud is remembered alongside the vehicle itself 

Figure 1: In which “Bud”, properly goggled, takes his turn at the wheel 
(“Ocean to Ocean in a Winton 30). Public domain. 
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suggests the extent to which canine companionship was embedded in the earliest 
narratives of the road, as part of the cultural vocabulary through which the automobile 
was made meaningful. 
 

 

 

Yet this reassuring image depends upon a particular framing of the animal’s 
experience, one that privileges human perception over canine reality. Bud’s apparent 
ease within the automobile works to domesticate the machine for its human observers, 
smoothing over the sensory and physical demands it places upon the animal body. 
When viewed from a different canine perspective, however – for example from a breed 
less easily assimilated to the role of companion or mascot – the automobile appears in 
very different terms. Literary fiction makes this disjunction especially visible. In White 
Fang (1906), Jack London renders mechanical horsepower through the sensory 
imagination of a wolf-dog navigating the transition from wilderness to human society. 
The novel follows White Fang, a wolf-dog hybrid born wild in the Yukon, as he is 
progressively drawn into human worlds of ownership, violence, and eventual 
domestication. As a creature only partially acclimatised to human environments, White 
Fang occupies an unstable position between wild and domestic life, making his 
encounters with modern technology particularly revealing. This disjunction is most 
vividly expressed in the passage describing his recurring nightmare, in which electric 
cars are perceived as predatory beings: 

 
[T]here was one particular nightmare from which he suffered – the clanking, 
clanging monsters of electric cars that were to him colossal screaming lynxes. 

Figure 2: Exhibit at the National Museum of American History recreating H. Nelson 
Jackson's first successful North American transcontinental automobile trip in a 1903 
Winton touring car, the Vermont. Image courtesy of Mario Roberto Duran Ortiz. 
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He would lie in a screen of bushes, watching for a squirrel to venture far enough 
out on the ground from its tree-refuge. Then, when he sprang out upon it, it 
would transform itself into an electric car, menacing and terrible […]. It was the 
same when he challenged the hawk down out of the sky. Down out of the blue 
it would rush, as it dropped upon him changing itself into the ubiquitous electric 
car. Or again, he would be in the pen of Beauty Smith […]. He watched the door 
for his antagonist to enter. The door would open, and thrust in upon him would 
come the awful electric car. (London 268-269) 
 

In these dream sequences, familiar elements of the animal’s world – squirrel, hawk, or 
human – undergo sudden and terrifying transformation into the “awful electric car.” 
The machine is not apprehended as a technological object but assimilated into an 
existing perceptual vocabulary structured by predation and threat. Earlier in the novel, 
when White Fang is first exposed to the metropolis of San Francisco, the built 
environment of wagons, vehicles, and towering buildings appears to him as “the 
manifestation of power,” an overwhelming expression of human mastery over nature 
(London 234). Taken together, these moments suggest that modern transport 
technologies are not simply new objects within the animal’s world but phenomena that 
must be interpreted through pre-existing sensory and cognitive frameworks. 

We can read more than just a fear of a new technology into London’s imagery, 
which reveals a mismatch between the sensory world of the animal and the forms of 
mechanised modernity. If Bud’s comical goggles and bulldog grin reassure human 
observers that the automobile is safe, White Fang’s nightmare suggests that, from the 
perspective of a dog not predisposed to companionship within human technological 
systems, the automobile registers as something violent and unrecognisable, as 
fundamentally alien. It does not replicate the horse as a legible partner in mobility but 
instead appears as a hostile presence that cannot be easily integrated into existing 
patterns of perception or behaviour. While London’s representation of animal 
consciousness remains heavily anthropomorphic – what Mark Seltzer described as 
“men in furs” (Seltzer 166) – the novel nevertheless provides a powerful imaginative 
account of how technological modernity might be experienced from a nonhuman 
perspective. This contrast also underscores the specificity of the Dalmatian’s earlier 
role within horse-powered transport. Where coach dogs were able to form sustained 
affective and behavioural bonds with horses, the automobile offers no equivalent 
relational structure. If Bud represents the fantasy that dogs might seamlessly 
accompany humans into the age of the automobile, London’s White Fang exposes the 
limits of that fantasy, revealing a technological environment that resists, rather than 
invites, interspecies affiliation. 

By the 1910s, both literary and periodical accounts began to normalise a 
different canine role within automotive culture. As Vanity Fair noted of one breed 
gaining prominence as an automobile dog (the Chow), it was a familiar sight in New 
York to see a “big red fellow calmly surveying the procession on Fifth Avenue from 
the seat of a limousine or touring car,” exuding an air of “detached and complacent 
boredom that would indicate long familiarity with such luxury” (“The Chow and Some 
Other Dogs” 122). One of the first examples of the road-trip narrative (a genre that 
would soon become synonymous with the pursuit of freedom, mobility, and a distinctly 
American modernity) began on Fifth Avenue and Forty-Second in New York City. 
Louise Closser Hale’s We Discover the Old Dominion (1916) offers an early example 
of how the automobile could be reimagined as a space of interspecies companionship. 
Commissioned by Harper’s as an account of a long-distance motoring tour, the 
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narrative follows Closser Hale, her husband Walter, her pet West Highland terrier, 
Toby, and their chauffeur, as they travel through Virginia and Maryland (note that the 
dog is named, but the chauffeur remains unnamed throughout). 

From the outset, Toby is positioned as one of the journey’s central participants. 
Closser Hale repeatedly anthropomorphises the dog, claiming (not seriously) to 
understand his speech and recording extended imagined conversations between them. 
One such conversation occurs during the selection of the automobile itself, where Toby 
is depicted as an active evaluator of different models, insisting on test drives and 
offering opinions on their performance. In fact, “it was Toby who cast the deciding vote 
for the type of roadster which took us to – and away from – the Old Dominion” (Closser 
Hale 6), a formulation that grants the dog an improbable but symbolically significant 
role in the determination of modern mobility. Unlike the Dalmatian, whose role had 
been defined by its capacity to run alongside the vehicle, Toby’s acceptance of the 
automobile is figured as a matter of comfort and preference within it. 

At one point, Toby “insinuated himself by every wile known to dog into the 
front seat and beamed over the wind shield […]” (Closser Hale 359), a description that 
emphasises his claim to prime interior real estate within the machine. Later, Closser 
Hale extends this anthropomorphic register further still, noting that “Toby leaned out 
on his elbow as does an engineer from his cab. […] The wind blew through his young 
white hairs. ‘This is the life,’ he said” (Closser Hale 326). Thus, Closser Hale and Toby 
recreate (or even create) what is now a recognisable trope of car culture more broadly: 
the image of a happy dog leaning out of a moving car. The comparison to an engineer 
is also telling in that Toby is momentarily aligned with the figure who historically 
mediated between human intention and mechanical motion, suggesting a slippage 
between animal embodiment and technological role. 

Unlike the coach dog running beneath or alongside the carriage, Toby’s 
experience is mediated by the vehicle itself. He neither powers the vehicle nor 
coordinates his movement with another species, as the Dalmatian and horse once did. 
Instead, he experiences speed and sensation from within the protective frame of the 
machine. The automobile, as Closser Hale’s narrative makes clear, produces a division 
between those animals permitted within its interior space and those excluded from it. 
While Toby is welcomed as part of the travelling party, other animals encountered 
along the journey must move aside or become roadkill, a newly emerging genus in the 
early 1900s. The freedom celebrated by the motoring narrative thus depends upon a 
spatial and hierarchical reordering of interspecies relations, in which some animals are 
incorporated into the technological assemblage while others are rendered collateral 
damage. 

The shift marks both a change in breed preference and a broader redefinition of 
where dogs could belong within urban transport systems. To remain respectable in the 
automobile age, they had to move from running outside, exposed to the dirt and disorder 
of the street, to riding inside as companions of refinement. Within the enclosed space 
of the car, dogs were recast as civilized nonhuman passengers, aligned with the wealth 
and status of their human owners. The car quite literally built a barrier between the 
animals admitted to its interior and those left in the street, drawing new lines between 
civility and unruliness. For the Dalmatian – associated with horses and too large and 
restless to ride contentedly in a car – this boundary was especially unforgiving, casting 
the former Coach Dog on the wrong side of the divide.  

Despite the rhetoric of early automobile manufacturers who often described cars 
as natural successors to the carriage, animate horse power and mechanical horsepower 
shared little beyond a superficial analogy. The transition from horse to automobile was 
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uneven and geographically varied, yet in terms of labour it constituted a rupture that 
displaced both human and nonhuman workers in a horseless age. Literary texts are 
particularly sensitive to this disruption, returning repeatedly to the figure of the dog as 
a means of expressing the dislocations of automobility. This is why the grief of dogs 
like Saco cannot be dismissed as mere sentimental anecdote. This Coach Dog’s 
heartbreak reveals a story where technological change is registered as loss of friendship 
and purpose. The Coach Dog’s inability to adapt to the new regime of the automobile 
is, in this sense, also a literary problem of translation: how to render intelligible a world 
in which familiar bonds no longer find their objects. To mourn the Coach Dog, as Isabel 
Vallé does in her epitaph poem, is therefore to recognise that technological 
transformation was also a transformation of narrative and affective life – one in which 
neither human coachmen nor Coach Dogs could so easily change their spots. 
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