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Gypsy is found stumbling along Gaston County’s main
highway in North Carolina. Her right front leg is shred-
ded. Flesh falls from her face, exposing teeth and gums
in a perpetual bite. But the battered pit bull can no longer
bite anyone. Her lips and nose have dissolved into pus.

This dog with no face is a familiar sight to Tri-County
Animal Rescue staff who admit her in April 2005. She is
dogfighter’s garbage. Her moneymaking days are over.

Months later, three boys meet at a levy in Algiers,
Louisiana. Their pit bulls display “gameness,” the bat-
tle-till-death vigor dogfighters covet. The boys, ages 9
to 14, face two dogs nose to nose and release them.
One sinks razor-sharp teeth into the other’s throat and
savagely shakes his head. Blood sprays as the losing
dog howls. The boys jab both dogs and cheer them on.

A 100 yards away, Jeff Dorson crouches in shadows. The
founder and executive director of Humane Society of
Louisiana simultaneously flips on his video camera and
dials 911. But the police never show. After 15 minutes,
the boys yank their limping dogs away on heavy chains.

Dogfighting is illegal in 50 states and as of 2007, a felony
nationwide. Still, American Pit Bull Terriers and other pit
bull breeds are raised to compete on the underground cir-
cuit. Dogfighting statutes in 46 states forbid possession
of fighting dogs and 48 states ban presence at matches.

Dogfighters play their dogs in plywood-walled arenas
hastily erected in empty homes, garages and warehous-
es or remote parks and barns. “Dogmen” compete
nationwide, attracting fans who bet as high as $10,000
to $50,000 on dogs honed in “hard bite, athleticism and
gameness,” reporter Eileen Loh-Harrist writes in Fight
Clubs for the Gambit Weekly in New Orleans (2001).
“Professional dogmen are akin to the Mafia, bestowing
to the illicit activity a set of generally accepted rules.”

During matches that last two or more hours, dogs paired
by weight are situated behind “scratch lines” etched on
either side of a soft-surface pit. A referee orders each
handler to “face your dog.” Upon the “let go” command,

with scores of dogfighters. He logs their war stories as
evidence for law enforcers.

In 1987, PETA hired the Midwest native to spearhead a
campaign for monkeys removed from a Silver Spring, MD
research laboratory after the conviction of psychologist
Edward Taub on animal cruelty charges. The Silver Spring
Monkeys were held at Tulane University in Louisiana.

After PETA's contract expired, Dorson formed League in
Support of Animals (LISA) to lobby for stronger animal pro-
tection laws and track cruelty cases. LISA evolved to
Humane Society of Louisiana with a dual mission to enforce
state laws and rehabilitate/adopt abandoned animals.

Dorson focused on dogfighting in Louisiana, a state revered
for its champion bloodlines and fight circles. The Boudreaux 
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dogs are freed to attack until one turns his head and
shoulders away from his rival.

Trainers then align them for a repeat encounter. The
dog who turned gets 10 seconds to cross the line and
clamp down on his opponent (a scratch). “The match
[ends] when one dog is too injured or unwilling to con-
tinue, jumps the pit, or is killed,” Loh-Harrist explains.

Unlike career dogmen, hobbyists rarely vie beyond local
levels. But they do adhere to the precepts of a refereed
brawl. Street fighters ignore rules and bloodlines, prefer-
ring big fierce dogs symbolic of gang culture. Many are
restless kids drawn to the thrill of an illegal blood sport.

Jeff Dorson knows them all. For the past 18 years, he's
done the sitting-on-the-porch-drinking-lemonade thing

FATAL FIGHTS
DOGS FORCED INTO BATTLE


