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BREAKING 
THE CHAINS

One dog’s story reveals a nationwide 
problem worth barking about 

BY ELAINA STEINGARD    PHOTOS BY RYAN BERRY

The long white stripe is Max’s most distinct feature. It spans the 
length of his slender frame, thicker on his torso and thinner down his face. The stripe 
runs all the way to his muzzle and past his neck. It complements his chocolate-colored 
eyes and the little pink heart-shaped birthmark above the wet, curious nose that is 
distinct to a boxer or boxer mix.

His paws stand out, too. They’re large, even for a boxer mix with his build, roughly 
the size of an open palm. Max has grown into brown brindle, but his paws still signify a 
puppyhood he never got.

The stripe highlights a discolored circle around Max’s neck, a stomach-churning 
wound that worsened and deepened with each of the six years he spent choke-chained 
to a tree. Although the scar is healing, the gray-brown ring around his neck might never 
fade. Growing hair peeks out of the place where the chain used to be.

Melody Whitworth and her nonprofit dog-rescue organization, Unchained 
Melodies Dog Rescue, have allowed Max to live out a puppyhood that was taken away 
by a chain.

It was that chain that brought him to Columbia. This past February, Max’s rescuer 
drove him 14 hours from North Carolina to his safe haven. But Missouri is not a haven 
for all dogs. 

“Missouri has the most puppy mills in the United States,” says Bob Baker, the 
director of the Missouri Alliance for Animal Legislation. “At the same time, pet shops 
are looking for cheap sources for dogs. It’s become a perfect storm.”

MAAL spearheads the fight for animal welfare legislation in Missouri. “We’ve put 
1,200 puppy mills out of business,” Baker says. “There were about 2,000 and now there 
are about 800. We still have more than the next three states combined.”

Although organizations such as MAAL are fighting for proper treatment of animals 
in Missouri, there are dogs like Max all over the state feeling the brunt of antiquated 
ideologies about dogs, including beliefs on tethering and chaining.

The Humane Society defines tethering and chaining as: “The practice of fastening 
a dog to a stationary object and leaving him unattended. These terms are not meant to 
refer to an animal being walked on a leash, or cases of supervised, temporary tethering 
while an owner is present.” 

One of the most-needed steps against tethering came in 1996 when the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture issued a statement that read: “Our experience in enforcing 
the Animal Welfare Act has led us to conclude that continuous confinement of dogs 
by a tether is inhumane. A tether significantly restricts a dog’s movement. A tether can 
also become tangled around or hooked on the dog’s shelter structure or other objects, 
further restricting the dog’s movement and potentially causing injury.”

Max is a 6-year-old boxer 
mix from North Carolina. His 

rescuer drove 14 hours to 
Missouri to find him a home. 


