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Summary

In the 1920s, Mathias F. Chapman traveled from Chile to Los Angeles, California, with eleven chinchillas and started the first successful
commercial chinchilla breeding farm. This trip represented the beginning of a new era in the fur industry: a transition from hunting to breeding,
from trappers to farmers, and from south to north. The farm became a site of knowledge, where people learned about domestication and
acclimation. But if domestication saved the chinchilla from extinction, it did not question the fur business. Throughout the US, farmers raised
chinchillas to supply a hungry and lucrative fur business.

When in 1923, Mathias F. Chapman arrived in the Port of Los Angeles with 11 chinchillas, few expected that he
would revolutionize the fur-trade business. Previous attempts to breed the little Andean mammal in captivity
had failed, and traders and consumers feared that the days of the chinchilla coat, a garment that usually required
110 skins, would soon be over. But despite all odds, in 1946, Life magazine reported, there were near 200,000
chinchillas raised in captivity in the United States. Breeding had replaced hunting, and the chinchilla became a
North American commodity.
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Chinchilla pelts in the warehouse of the auction house Kopenhagen Fur.
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To understand this radical transformation, we need to go back to the Andes and Chapman’s crossing. Traveling
through Chile in the 1830s, French naturalist Claudio Gay saw for the first time a chinchilla, one of the “most
beautiful animals,” as he wrote in his natural history. The Chinchilla lanigera (Molina 1782) was the most
sought and valued chinchilla. It originally lived in the Chilean valleys of Illapel and Choapa to the south of Peru
and Bolivia, a territory known for its mining industry, arid landscape, and limited vegetation. Indigenous people,
wrote José de Acosta in his Natural and Moral History of the Indies (1589), used animal hair to make blankets
and coverings. Throughout the nineteenth century, hunting came in tandem with the expansion of the mining
industry and the destruction of local habitats such as the algarrobilla, a shrub sought for its tannins that
chinchillas also consumed. The docile mammal with a soft coat became a global commodity, complementing a
collection of South American animals used for fur, including seals and guanacos. Between 1898 and 1910, Chile
exported about seven million chinchilla pelts per year. Pushed by high prices and soaring demand, hunters used
fire and dogs without discriminating between old and young or male and female animals. Hunting methods, lack
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of regulation, and rising demand in the North Atlantic created the perfect storm.

In 1919, Chapman got a job as a mining engineer in the copper town of Potrerillos, in the southern tip of the
Atacama Desert. By then, the chinchilla was almost extinct. Magazines and newspapers tell a similar story of how
he first encountered the animals and decided to capture them, transport them to the United States, and then
open a farm. While working at the mine, Chapman bought a chinchilla from a trapper and spent the next three
to four years looking for animals to raise. He worked closely with locals, and many times he joined them and
traveled throughout the Andes to Peru, Bolivia, and Argentina. His experience was not unique. US engineers
working in Latin America usually toured the surrounding areas. Hunting, exploration, and expeditions were part
of their culture, their recreational activity, which informed the way they experienced what they saw as remote
regions.
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Commemorative series Claude Gay, depicting a Chinchilla lanigera Molina, 1948.

Photo by Penarc, 2009. Accessed via Wikimedia Commons .
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Previous efforts to raise chinchillas in captivity had failed. In the early 1920s, scientific knowledge about this
animal was still scarce. It included a few references in natural history treatises, travelers’ accounts, and a detailed
study by Edward Turner Bennett, a zoologist at the London Zoo. In 1901, Federico Albert, a German-Chilean
naturalist, published a short and accessible survey of the animal and its behavior, calling attention to the
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devastating impact of unregulated hunting. Chapman may have had access to some of these books and articles,
but more probably, he learned from trappers and locals and, most importantly, by observing the habits of the
little animals. This method would become the basis of his and other breeders’ success.

Relocating chinchillas from their home environment to southern California was a grueling task. Chapman
designed a special cage for the ocean trip between Chile and Los Angeles. As John Angus Haig wrote in the
Nation’s Business magazine in 1937, Chapman “built an ingenious box with chinchilla pens in the ends and an
ice compartment in the middle.” He slowly moved them to lower altitudes to guarantee acclimation, and after a
year, they were ready to sail north. The trip from Iquique, Chile, to Los Angeles Harbor took about forty days
and was incredibly challenging. Despite his constant care, one chinchilla died, and all lost their hair. Chapman’s
first farm in Tehachapi, a small mountain town in the Sierras at 3,970 feet above sea level, was unsuitable for his
business. Then, he moved the animals down to Inglewood, South Los Angeles.

The Chapman farm produced knowledge about domestication and acclimation, attracting visitors from
Hollywood stars to animal experts. Many would come to replicate his route, method, and, especially, the icebox.
In 1939, the LA Times reported that James F. Mitchell adapted the icebox to bring chinchillas from Peru to San
Diego, California, where he and his wife opened a ranch. The chinchilla business thrived. In the early 1940s,
Chapman’s son, Reginald, opened a new farm in Big Bear and a small factory specializing in cages, exercise
wheels, and other products.
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Mae Murray wearing a chinchilla coat.

Bain News Service, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, ca. 1920. Accessed via Flickr .
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The breeding business expanded in the 1930s—-1940s, and farms popped up throughout the western United
States and Canada. But while many advertised it as a lucrative activity that could supplement ranchers’ income,
raising chinchillas was hard work. The animals were delicate and susceptible to high temperatures and diseases,
the daily cleaning of the cages was time-consuming, and profit was unreliable. According to a booklet from the
US Department of Agriculture (USDA), ranchers kept the animals in metal, wood, or wired-floored pens in
basements or other dark buildings. Space was always an issue, especially in ranches located in semi-urban areas
such as the San Fernando Valley. While many admired their beauty and friendliness, they were a commodity and
a business. Ranchers kept records, weighed them regularly, and tattooed an identification number in one of their
ears. Most ranchers were breeders, but the largest ones also sold pelts. To kill a chinchilla without damaging the
fur, they injected Nembutal or strychnine, a method considered less cruel than hunting with dogs as tappers used
to do in the Andes. In the end, captivity may have saved the chinchilla from extinction but did not end its
exploitation.
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