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The stakes are deceptively high in this little moment, which goes far beyond an easy riff on the storied stubbornness of 
donkeys. Light as it is, it touches on a history with profound effects, especially in the American context that Keaton’s films 
thoroughly processed. This is the history of the maiming, killing, and paralyzing of both animals and humans by passing 
trains during the decades of rapid railway expansion in the nineteenth century, particularly following the Civil War. It’s hard to 
overstate how widespread and consequential this reckoning with new forms of mechanized death was, both in rural contexts 
where trains slaughtered grazing cattle and other livestock, and in urban ones where bloody collisions inevitably followed 
from prioritizing the paths of railway lines over the lives of humans and animals in the streets. One of the first large-scale 
“terrorist” plots in the United States was planned in 1850 by farmers in Michigan, who were, in the words of Ann Larabee, 
enraged at the new fifteen-mile-per-hour rail run by the Michigan Central Railroad, because trains were slamming into their 
wandering sheep and cows. Resenting the railroad company because it refused to compensate them for their losses, the 
farmers, led by Abel Fitch, plotted to blow up tracks with powder kegs and percussion caps and carry out other acts of 
sabotage, including train derailments. 
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