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Praise for Citizen Canine

“An engaging account of how dogs and cats came to be our best friends.”—Michiko Kakutani, New York Times

“Citizen Canine is an easy, enjoyable, must-read for all who want to know more about these fascinating beings.”—The Bark

“A fascinating exploration of the changing status of dogs and cats in
society.”—Cat Fancy

“Grimm traces the evolution of today’s pets, from once being considered feral beasts and valueless subjects to family members and quasicitizens. The author’s research includes fascinating travels across the country interviewing detectives investigating animal cruelty cases, soldiers training military working dogs, and animal law attorneys, and he also visits a wolf sanctuary. . . . Engrossing, enjoyable, and well-researched.”—Library Journal, starred review

“Grimm, deputy news editor at Science, investigates the ever-changing roles played by cats and dogs throughout history and travels the U.S. speaking to those on the cutting edge of animal science and welfare. [His] most valuable contribution . . . is his reasoned and well-researched discussion of the pet ‘personhood’ movement, particularly its legal implications for veterinarians, scientific research, and agriculture.”—Publishers Weekly

“Well researched and also very personable, this book will make readers think as they look into the eyes of those furry beings that share their lives.”—Booklist

“Grimm does an excellent job of documenting how Fido became family
and how that relationship may be changing..”—Science News

“An arresting and valuable overview, it’s packed with inspiration and imagination for our future relationship with our four-legged friends.”—Seattle Kennel Club

“Fascinating. . . . Anyone who wants to gain a better understanding of how our relationships with cats and dogs evolved will find this book enlightening.”—The Conscious Cat

“A fascinating account of how our conceptions of dogs and cats are
changing-and what the outcome may mean for their futures. I was
gripped throughout.”—John Bradshaw, New York Times bestselling author of  Dog Sense and  Cat Sense

“Well-researched, wide ranging, and well-written. A must read for those who share their lives with dogs and cats. You’ll come to realize that our interactions with these animals are central to defining who we are.”—Marc Bekoff, author of The Emotional Lives of Animals and Why Dogs Hump and Bees Get Depressed

“Citizen Canine is a fascinating journey through time and space, documenting our relationship with our closest domestic friends. Meticulously researched and brilliantly written, Grimm’s work is relevant, not just to every dog and cat lover, but anyone interested in how we came to be the humans we are today.”—Dr. Brian Hare, Associate Professor of Evolutionary Anthropology, Duke
University, and author of the New York Times Bestseller, The Genius of Dogs

“David Grimm brings a uniquely balanced perspective to a subject that is often overwrought with emotions: the modern relationship between pets and their people. Whether you are a devoted pet lover or a skeptical spouse, Citizen Canine is as entertaining as it is eye-opening.”—Ken Foster, bestselling author of The Dogs Who Found Me and I’m a Good Dog

“No one who loves cats and dogs should miss this book. Grimm tackles
the tough questions of our times: Should cats and dogs, and other animals be regarded as persons? Would they be happier leading feral lives? Grab this book and read it now for some surprising and inspiring answers.”—Virginia Morell, author of Animal Wise a Kirkus Reviews “Best Book of 2013”
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To Jasper and Jezebel,

who inspired me,

and Amy,

who put up with me


Introduction

Alex wasn’t the kind of pet you’d imagine people fighting over. The thirteen-year-old golden retriever was hobbled by arthritis and kidney disease. He had to take glucosamine twice a day, swim to keep his joints limber, and visit a veterinarian multiple times a week. Yet, when his owner, a wealthy Memphis businessman named Ronald Callan Jr., took his own life on New Year’s Day 2007, all his survivors wanted was the dog. Callan’s divorced parents each filed for custody, as did his ex-girlfriend and his fiancée. Things got nasty. At one point, the father accused the mother of trying to kidnap Alex. So the judge appointed the animal an attorney, who represented his interests in court and eventually hammered out a four-way visitation agreement. For the first time in US history, a dog had a lawyer.

It’s been a long road from campsite to courtroom. Dogs and cats were once wild animals, lurking in the shadows as our ancestors gathered around the fire pit. But over the course of thousands of years, a few individuals mustered the courage to join us. Wolves followed nomadic bands of humans across vast grassy plains, inching closer and closer until, one day, they were eating out of our hands. Wildcats slunk out of the desert, drawn to early farming villages and the rodents they attracted. Early dogs were hunting companions. The first cats protected crops. And slowly, these formerly feral creatures became our friends.

The ancient Egyptians deified cats, and the Romans mourned their fallen dogs as they would children, but the good times didn’t last. Pets lost their souls in the centuries that followed. A paranoid pope linked felines to Satan, sparking a mass slaughter that nearly exterminated them in medieval Europe. A famed French philosopher declared that animals were mere machines without thought or feeling, a doctrine that helped justify canine vivisection in the seventeenth century and beyond. Yet, through it all, dogs and cats stuck with us. And we returned to them. We welcomed them into our homes; we treated them like children; we loved and pampered them like never before. They are no longer companions or even friends. They are family.

An equally dramatic transformation has taken place in the legal system. Early American laws ignored cats and dogs, dismissing them as worthless objects that didn’t even warrant the meager legal status of property. They could be stolen and killed without repercussion. But as pets have become family in our homes, they’ve also become family in the eyes of the law. State legislatures have passed tough anticruelty acts, imposing fines of up to $125,000 and ten years in prison for anyone who harms a dog or cat. Judges have begun awarding damages for mental suffering and loss of companionship to the owners of slain pets, legal claims typically reserved for the wrongful death of a spouse or child. And the federal government, spurred by the ultimate sacrifice so many made for their animals during Hurricane Katrina, now impels rescue agencies to save pets as well as people during natural disasters. Today, cats and dogs are the most valued and legally protected animals in the country.

Pets aren’t just becoming more like people in our laws and homes. They’re also becoming more like people in our society. Every year, they take on more roles and more responsibilities, providing critical services in our increasingly dangerous and fractured world. A new generation of assistance animals is treating everything from high blood pressure to autism. Canine soldiers are laying down their lives in unprecedented numbers for their human counterparts. Even the dogs and cats that share our beds may be indispensable, filling the emotional void created by technology and our disintegrating human relationships.

Our pets are becoming as much a part of our world as we are. They are, in effect, becoming fellow citizens. Yet the path to citizenship is not a smooth one, and cats and dogs may not complete the journey. They’ll face segregation and discrimination. They’ll even be put on trial. Meanwhile, owners—now “guardians”—may have to adjust to a new reality in which pets are seen as people. Soon pet guardians could be treated like the parents of human children, getting fined or having their animals taken away by a sort of Pet Protective Services if they don’t walk their dog enough or spring for their cat’s chemotherapy. The impact could extend to society itself. Veterinarians worry that a flood of malpractice cases could destroy their profession, and the biomedical research and agriculture industries have fought the pet “personhood” movement tooth and claw, concerned it could bleed over to lab rats and farm animals, jeopardizing cures for human diseases and shutting down meat production. One prominent legal scholar frets for the future of humanity. “A powerful argument may be made,” he writes, “that assigning rights to animals that do not possess moral responsibility represents a rejection of the foundation of human civilization.”

How did we get here—and what happens next? That’s what this book is all about. In the pages that follow, I’ll travel the country to trace the evolution of dogs and cats from wild animals to quasi-citizens. I’ll ride along with police detectives as they investigate animal cruelty in Los Angeles, tour the devastation of New Orleans in search of the pet survivors of Katrina, and come face to face with gray wolves and feral cats. I’ll also take a virtual seat in the courtroom, witnessing how some of the most fascinating cases of the last century have dramatically altered the legal status of pets in society—and continue to do so. Along the way, I’ll meet some of the nation’s top animal thinkers and doers, including one man who wants to wipe cats and dogs from the face of the earth and another who’s trying to find a compromise before it’s too late.

The book is divided into three parts. The first, “Family,” uncovers how pets became our virtual children, trekking the long—and often tortuous—path from feral animal to family member. The second, “Person,” follows the legal evolution of dogs and cats from valueless objects to beings on the precipice of personhood. And the final section, “Citizen,” explores how these social and legal revolutions are transforming society and what the future holds for both us and our pets. Each section begins with a chapter that illustrates where we are now; the remaining chapters reveal how we got here.

This is a story about more than dogs and cats. It’s about what it means to be a person and what it means to be valued by society. And ultimately, it’s about how the quest for inclusion defines us all, animal and man.
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The Pet Republic

I never imagined that writing a book about cats and dogs would land me in jail. Yet here I am on a Friday afternoon in mid-September, surrounded by inmates in the middle of Cell Block B. At the moment, I’m more cold than afraid. The guards have cranked up the air conditioner, and I stand shivering, my arms crossed tightly against my chest. The space is two stories high, with a drab gray floor, chalky cinder block walls, and round convex mirrors hinged on every corner. The only color comes from thirty dark orange doors that line both floors, each sporting a large white number and two narrow slits for windows. A couple of minutes ago these doors swung open, and inmates poured out from their closet-sized cells. Now they’re all around me. One—heavily tattooed, with a bald head, tan skin, and a long, ragged goatee—heads my way. He has something in his hand.

I’m here by choice. A month ago, I phoned Marc Bekoff, the world’s foremost authority on animal emotions, to ask about his work on pets. During our conversation, he mentioned that he volunteers at the Boulder County Jail, just a few miles from his Colorado home. He teaches a class on animal behavior as part of Roots & Shoots, a community outreach program founded by his friend, renowned primatologist Jane Goodall. Sometimes, he told me, he chats with the inmates about dogs and cats. My interest was piqued. I asked if I could fly out and sit in on a class. He shot a couple of e-mails to the jail, and I was cleared for takeoff.

I met Bekoff in person earlier this morning. A wiry sixty-six-year-old with reddish-gray hair tied back in a long ponytail, he lives in a cabin in the woods about a ten-minute drive from downtown Boulder. After a short hike around his property, we hopped into his car and drove to the jail. On the way, he told me he started teaching the class eleven years ago. The inmates who take it are “in transition,” meaning they’re either coming from a maximum-security prison or are about to enter one. “I’ve had everyone from a virtuoso pianist to a guy who killed his step-parents,” he told me. One inmate used to act as Bekoff’s bodyguard while he was inside. “I only needed him once,” he said cryptically.

After about fifteen minutes we pulled into a large asphalt parking lot surrounded by grass and trees. A small lake was just a few hundred yards away; the Rocky Mountains dominated the horizon. The view was wasted on the adobe-colored structure hunkered in the middle of the lot, a boxy behemoth of tall, windowless walls. We parked the car and headed in.

I had never been inside a jail before. On first impression, it reminded me of a doctor’s office. Bekoff and I entered a modest lobby, where a receptionist handed me a clipboard heavy with paperwork. A vending machine buzzed nearby. A handful of people sat in chairs lining the perimeter of the room, seemingly waiting for their appointments. But the doctor’s office vibe quickly faded when the receptionist told me to remove everything from my pockets and handed me a badge with a large black E on it. (I would later learn it stood for “escorted visitor.”) Then, a burly guard everyone referred to as “the Commander” entered the room and led Bekoff and me into the heart of the jail. We walked a maze of narrow hallways, occasionally stopping to stare up at a security camera before a door would open. Finally, we arrived at the command center, a glass room with a couple of guards sitting in swivel chairs before a control panel of knobs and monitors. On the other side was the door to Cell Block B. Bekoff and I walked through it. The Commander closed the door behind us, remaining with the other guards. I’d never felt so vulnerable.

And now the cell doors have swung open, the inmates have streamed out, and one is heading straight for me. “Hey!” he shouts, advancing on me in blue scrubs and bright orange sneakers. “I want to show you something.” He thrusts an object in my face.

It’s a photo of his cats. “These are my little ones,” he beams. “My wife sends me pictures of them instead of the kids.” The inmate, whose name I would later learn is Richard, owns a couple of pit bulls as well, plus a turtle and three fish. He begins to tell me about them when another man approaches. This one, named George, is in his mid-sixties with short white hair and a Band-Aid slapped across his left temple. He shows me a picture of two collies standing on a stack of tires. “These are my grand dogs,” he says. “The one on the left is the fastest dog west of the Mississippi.” More inmates crowd around me. More pictures of pets. I feel like a judge at a proud-parent contest.

“Come on,” Bekoff smiles, tugging my arm. “Help me set up.” We grab some plastic chairs from the sides of the room and begin to place them in the center of the cell block. The inmates pitch in. Then Bekoff and I take a seat, and everyone else follows suit. Staring out at a motley crew of ages, temperaments, and tattoo patterns, this doesn’t feel like any class I’ve ever been in. But as we start chatting, I find the men surprisingly attentive, gregarious, and well-spoken.

Bekoff asks if any of the guys consider their pets members of the family. He’s met with an enthusiastic chorus of yeahs. “Our dogs get Christmas and birthday presents,” says George, who I learn used to be a lawyer. “Our cats run our house,” hollers Mark, a redhead with light crimson skin. “When one of our animals dies, it’s like a death in the family,” murmurs another inmate, Darren. “We cry like nobody’s business.” Many of the men see themselves in their animals. Russell, a muscular fellow with short black hair who has been in and out of prisons his entire life, says his dog was saved from an abusive home, just like he was. “Me, my wife, my German shepherd—we’re all rescues. We’ve all had the same life.” Matt, in his mid-forties with spiky white hair, says that in here he feels like a stray no one wants. “We’re outcasts.” Growing up, he says, his parents beat his pets. That’s not an attitude he’s inherited, at least when it comes to animals. “I’ll punch a guy in the mouth, but not a cat or a dog,” he says. “I’ll pet my kitten and not think twice about getting into a bar fight.”

We talk for an hour. The men tell me stories about their dogs experiencing separation anxiety while they’re behind bars, sniffing their old clothes and whimpering; about their cats curling up with them in bed when they get out; about how their pets eat better at home than they do in here. They seem acutely aware that, over the decades, their status in society has stagnated while the status of cats and dogs has skyrocketed. “Years ago, these guys would have said, ‘They’re treating me like a dog in here,’” Bekoff tells me later. “They don’t say that anymore.”

The Commander enters the room, and the men fall silent. Bekoff nods to me. We get up, thank the inmates for their time, and exit the cell block. On the drive back to his cabin, I tell Bekoff I had been surprised by how much the men cared for their pets. Given the low value many of them seemed to place on human life, I hadn’t expected them to hold animals in high regard. He says the opposite is true. A lot of these guys come from broken or abusive homes, he notes. “For many, their best friend growing up was a cat or a dog—someone who loved them no matter what.” Their pets were the only real family they had.

A Society Transformed

My journey to the Boulder County Jail didn’t begin the day I phoned Marc Bekoff. It started a few years earlier in an emergency hospital. My fiancée and I had driven there late one night with a dying patient in our car: Jasper, our five-month-old gray-and-white kitten, who was in the final stages of kidney failure. We had adopted him from a shelter just three months earlier, along with his nearly identical sister, Jezebel. Both of us had grown up with cats, but these were the first we had lived with since leaving home and the first we owned together. We treated the decision to get pets the way some couples might consider having their first child. College wasn’t the right time. And when we were living together in graduate school, we moved around so much and had so little money, it didn’t make sense then either. So we waited. And then waited some more.

It wasn’t until we moved to Baltimore, with me starting a career as a science writer and my fiancée beginning her medical residency, that we felt ready to adopt. Years of anticipation didn’t do wonders for our self-control. We walked into a humane society one Saturday morning and picked the first cats we saw. Spotting Jasper and Jezebel (then “Jack” and “Jill”) in a cage together—their fuzzy white bellies, their gray striped backs, their tiny heads with oversized ears staring back at us from behind the bars—we lost all sense of patience or reason. “We’ll take them,” I said to a slightly stunned shelter worker. They were a package deal: one cat for $85; both for $130. It was a steal. Or so we thought.

By the time my fiancée and I raced to the emergency hospital, Jasper was well on his way to costing us $3,000—and we were just getting started. This typically energetic kitten, who leaped between countertops, dove into empty soda cartons, and had even learned to fetch, had lately grown still as a stone. He sat crumpled into himself on our bed, staring into space, barely aware of our presence. We took him to the veterinarian, who drew blood, x-rayed him, and cultured his urine. The diagnosis: acute renal failure. She didn’t know what had caused it. Perhaps he had gotten into an ant trap or some of my medication. Perhaps he was just born with a bum pair of kidneys. What she did know was that he might have only a few days to live. The emergency hospital was our last hope.

The location didn’t inspire confidence. Situated in a dimly lit strip mall beyond the outer edge of the city, the PET+E.R. sat in a large parking lot next to a clothing warehouse and a big-screen-TV store. I felt like we were about to bargain shop, not save our kitten. But once inside, we may as well have been in a human trauma center. Assistants in light blue scrubs raced in and out of hallways. Doctor’s names blared through overhead speakers. People sat nervously in the waiting room. And that’s only what I could see. Behind metal double doors, the clinic opened up into a state-of-the-art intensive care unit, with surgical suites, an in-house lab, and a blood bank. On-site specialists were trained in everything from cardiology to neurology. One of the world’s best hospitals, Johns Hopkins, was just a few miles away, but this place seemed to be giving it a run for its money.

We took a seat in the waiting room, with Jasper worryingly silent in a carrier at our feet. Desperate. Exhausted. Distraught. We began to have some crazy thoughts. Our veterinarian had mentioned one option we hadn’t considered at the time: a $20,000 kidney transplant. We didn’t have the money, but we did have something few people do: a feline sibling. As a close blood relative, Jezebel could donate a kidney to save her brother—though we’d be using the word “donate” loosely. The two didn’t exactly get along. Given the choice, she’d surely refuse.

Fortunately, it never came to that. Jasper saw an internist that night, then a nephrologist the following day. He spent three days in the ICU, hooked up to a catheter and IV antibiotics while he underwent ultrasounds, urinalyses, and blood-chemistry profiles. Slowly he began to improve. The doctors never figured out why his kidneys failed. And they weren’t sure why he got better. He’d have permanent damage, but he was alive—and he was coming home.

Sitting there in the reception area, waiting for the hospital to discharge him, I wondered if we had taken things too far: the crying, the sleepless nights, the damage to our bank accounts—all for a cat we had only known for a few months. But as I looked around the room, I realized we were not alone. A heavyset man sat near the exit, fingering an empty dog collar. An elderly couple stood by the register, the woman cradling an orange tabby as the man dipped into his wallet for a second credit card. A wife sobbed to her husband on the phone. We weren’t the only worried parents in the room.

It wasn’t a thought I spent much time on that day. But a while later, with Jasper safe at home (and Jezebel still in possession of both her kidneys), I began to think back on that week. A couple of decades ago, we would have been laughed at for doing so much for an animal. I wasn’t sure that was still the case. Cats and dogs, once mere pets, had become family. Or so I thought. A journalist by trade and a scientist by training, I didn’t want to base such a sweeping conclusion on a highly emotional week at a pet emergency clinic. I needed a larger sample size.

The Washington National Cathedral may be the closest thing America has to a medieval castle. Gleaming white, with limestone towers, giant stained glass windows, and more than a hundred gargoyles springing from its stone walls, the gothic structure commands a forested hillside overlooking Washington, DC. It’s the highest point in the city, the sixth-largest church in the world, the site of Ronald Reagan’s state funeral and Martin Luther King Jr.’s final sermon. One day a year, however, it belongs to pets.

I drove down on a bright and breezy Sunday afternoon in early October. The cathedral was hosting its annual Blessing of the Animals ceremony, an event that actually encourages congregants to bring their pets to church. I was here to find out if Christianity, the world’s most popular religion, had begun to treat cats and dogs like family members. If it had, perhaps my experience in the PET+E.R. wasn’t such an anomaly.

I could hear the barking as I drove up. Hundreds of people and animals had gathered on a small brick plaza near the western steps of the church. Fluffy white bichons pulled on short pink leashes. Tiny tan Chihuahuas shivered in their owners’ arms. Saint Bernards drooled. Collies yapped. Cats . . . well, the cats mostly stared at the dogs. Cats in carriers. Cats on shoulders. One cat sat between a fish bowl and a birdcage. He stared at the dogs too.

The Blessing of the Animals is a celebration of St. Francis of Assisi, the patron saint of animals and the environment. St. Francis, it turns out, was an early tree hugger. The thirteenth-century Italian friar preached to the birds and called the moon his sister and the wind and air his brothers. He let a donkey have his hovel; he convinced locals to feed a ferocious wolf. For more than seven hundred years, churches around the world have honored his legacy by blessing congregants’ animals. Until recently, these creatures were typically farm animals, brought to church by owners who prayed God’s grace would shepherd their pigs, cows, and goats through the winter, allowing them to sire plenty of progeny in the spring. Human survival depended on it. Now we bring our pets.

The National Cathedral has held a Blessing of the Animals service since 1999. Turnout grows every year, and in the last decade, hundreds of churches (and some synagogues) have added the ceremony. The largest takes place at New York City’s Cathedral of Saint John the Divine. Recent services there have hosted as many as 1,500 animals and 2,000 humans, most of whom wait in line for hours for a spot inside. During the proceedings, the church opens the central doors of its sanctuary, an event that typically happens only two other times during the year: at Christmas and Easter.

Back at the National Cathedral, I had begun to wander through the crowd. One animal in particular caught my eye: a Chesapeake Bay retriever with a faded chestnut coat and tired yellow eyes. A rickshaw-like contraption was harnessed to the lower half of her body; black straps secured her torso to an aluminum frame, and wheels replaced her back legs, which hung slightly off the ground. As I approached the dog’s owners, the massive cast-bronze doors behind the church steps creaked open, wide as ten men and twice as tall. Out processed a choir in long purple robes, then a handful of clergy in white robes. I almost didn’t notice that one of them was cradling a cat.

The service began. “Bless the Lord, all you creatures,” boomed the officiant, Reverend Gwendolyn Tobias, a middle-aged woman with short, sandy hair. “Let us praise and exalt our Creator forever,” the audience chimed back. The reverend read a passage from the Book of Job (“Ask the animals, and they will teach you”), the choir sang “All Things Bright and Beautiful,” and the reverend continued her dialogue with the crowd, giving thanks for the pets in attendance and calling on the cats and dogs to live lives of purpose and serve the Lord.

Aside from the regular references to animals, I assume a lot of services go like this. But I doubt they culminate in the blessing of the church cat. It turns out the pet I had seen in the arms of the clergy member was the National Cathedral’s new resident feline, an eighteen-month-old black tortoiseshell named Carmina, after the Carmina Burana cantata. Adopted from a local humane society, she has her run of the building. Though the benediction of pets is a relatively new phenomenon, Carmina’s role goes back centuries. Records from England’s famed Exeter Cathedral indicate that from 1305 to 1467, the parish paid its cat a penny a week to catch rodents; there is still a cat hole in the door of the north transept wall. Today, church cats don’t get paid. They apparently get blessed—though I suspect Carmina would have traded eternal salvation for a warm spot in the sun.

The cat cringed as another reverend, the cherub-faced Samuel Lloyd III, dipped a small branch from a boxwood bush into a silver bowl of holy water and shook it over her head. “May God bless you and keep you as you grow into all the creature you were made to be,” he said. A chorus of dogs barked in the audience. The reverend laughed. “There are a lot of jealous creatures out there, great and small.”

Carmina’s was just the first of many blessings. As the choir sang a closing hymn, the clergy fanned out into the crowd, sprinkling holy water on wagging pups and flinching felines. I caught Reverend Tobias as she finished spritzing an Old English sheepdog whose head came up to her waist. “I just blessed a cocker spaniel with hay fever,” she told me. “I didn’t know dogs got hay fever.” I asked her if the ceremony tacitly acknowledged that cats and dogs had become family members. She said there were certainly differences between the modern services and the ones geared toward farm animals. For one thing, the relationship between people and their pets is one of love, not survival. For another, many congregants seem to believe that their dogs and cats have souls. “Last year, several people asked us to pray for animals that had died,” she noted. She added that she would like to take the ceremony inside, so that pets could sit in pews with their owners. “We had a parish at home that did that, and they were all very well behaved.”

I thanked the reverend for her time and continued through the crowd. There I saw the handicapped retriever I had spotted earlier. The older couple who owned her told me that the dog, Dasher, had suffered an embolism earlier that year and was paralyzed from the waist down. This was the eleven-year-old’s fourth Blessing of the Animals and possibly her last. “We’re asking for God’s blessing for her continued life,” said the husband, a retired naval officer. “However long that may be.”

Next I ran into Hunter and Katie, law and journalism students, respectively, who had just moved to DC from Arkansas. “Darby brought us to church today,” said Katie, referring to their two-and-a-half-year-old wheaten terrier, a medium-size, well-postured canine with the shaggy white sideburns of a Civil War general. She said she and her husband were Catholic, and the ceremony was a way to welcome the dog as a spiritual member of their household. “We don’t have kids, so she’s our baby.” Hunter volunteered that the holy water was for washing away sin. “I don’t think we’re doing that with Darby,” he laughed, “though she did eat my textbook.” They had thought about bringing their cat as well—“She’s just as important,” Katie said—but the logistics were too hard.

The crowd was beginning to disperse. As I made my way out, I stopped for one last chat on the church steps. There, dragging his floppy ears against the pavement as he waddled behind his owners, was a ten-year-old basset hound named Flash. “He’s my first dog,” boasted Rick, a husky federal employee in his early forties. He said he’d grown up without pets; yet he and the hound had become inseparable. Owning Flash, he said, helped him and his wife, Jenny, feel like part of their community for the first time. “When you have kids or dogs, you tend to meet people.” The couple has fully embraced canine culture. They fund-raise for a local basset hound rescue, and last year they marched in a St. Patrick’s Day parade with sixty other dogs and their owners. “We’re even thinking about getting him a Sherlock Holmes costume for Halloween,” Rick said. “We view him as a member of the family,” he smiled. “I guess we’re sick that way.”

As I drove home from the National Cathedral, I wondered how sick Rick and Jenny really were. Certainly no sicker than those of us at the PET+E.R., who had gone through so much for our dogs and cats, or the hundreds of other folks who had gathered on the cathedral steps, bringing their pets to church as they might their children. If there’s something wrong with Rick and Jenny, there’s something wrong with all of us.

Pets have become an integral part of our lives. Cats and dogs are everywhere. Nearly 150 million of them live with us in the United States, one for every two people. About 37 percent of homes have a dog; 30 percent have a cat. More than half of all dwellings contain either animal, five times more than have birds, horses, and fish combined. Dog and cat ownership has quadrupled since the mid-1960s, double the growth rate of the human population. More homes have cats and dogs than have kids.

As these animals have filled our homes, we’ve grown closer to them than ever before. Eighty-three percent of owners refer to themselves as their pet’s “mom” or “dad,” up from 55 percent just twenty years ago. More than 90 percent consider their dog or cat a family member. Seventy percent celebrate their pet’s birthday. Half would be “very likely” to risk their life to save their pet, and another third would be “somewhat likely” to do so. And perhaps my favorite stat: if trapped on a desert island, half of all owners would rather live out their days with a cat or dog than with a human companion.

All of this talk isn’t cheap. We shelled out a staggering $55 billion on our companion animals in 2013, two and half times what we spent in 2000. From 2007 to 2012 alone—a period that marks the Great Recession—pet spending jumped 28 percent. We may have tightened our belts in other areas, but we kept pulling the credit card out for our dogs and cats. In those five years, PetSmart’s shares rose more than 150 percent, outperforming Walmart, Target, and Macy’s. The pet industry is now the seventh-largest retail industry in the United States. We spend more on our animals than the entire economic outputs of over half the world’s countries.

As we spend, society changes. It’s not just the church services and the pet emergency clinics. Walk the streets of any major city, and you’ll see a world transformed by cats and dogs. That’s certainly the case in Baltimore. After my visit to the National Cathedral, I decided to conduct one final experiment: I wanted to see how many signs of our modern pet republic I could spot on a one-mile stroll from my house to downtown.

It didn’t take long for me to hit my first stop, and it was a doozy. Just a few blocks from my neighborhood, I encountered that paragon of modern pet culture, the pet-supply superstore. This one, called PetValu, is significantly smaller than its big-box counterparts, but it’s still crammed with hundreds of products. Multicolored bags of food line the shelves; toys and treats hang from hooks, curtaining entire walls; pet beds are piled high on the floor, stacked smallest to largest to create cushiony brown pyramids. There’s a dog wash station with rubber smocks and three deep sinks, a cat adoption area housing felines from a local shelter in black wire cages, and a large flat-screen TV on the far wall, looping an infomercial extolling the virtues of a grain-free diet. It’s like a mall, grocery store, and salon rolled into one.

The toy section alone is staggering. Gone are the days of pale rubber dog bones. There are stuffed squirrels and dragons, soft rubber Frisbees, and bright red chew cones. Plastic puzzles hide treats to boost your dog’s IQ. The K9 Kannon Ball Launcher fires tennis balls into the air so you don’t have to. For felines there are furry mice that feel and sound like the real thing, cigars filled with catnip, and a plastic obelisk that shoots random patterns of laser light onto the floor, guaranteed to keep your kitty busy for . . . well, at least a few minutes.

Half the store is dedicated to a seemingly infinite selection of pet food. With images of bucolic farms and brand names like Natural Balance, Harvest Moon, and Earthborn, shoppers could be forgiven for thinking they just wandered into a high-end supermarket. It isn’t just the packaging; it’s the ingredients: venison, rabbit, duck, and bison. And the way they’re prepared: soupy, crunchy, chunky, and pâté. There’s even a tube of lamb and brown rice you cut like salami. The choices are bound to overwhelm even the most experienced owner. What should I feed my pet tonight? Free-range chicken or grass-fed beef? Gluten-free or hormone-free? Organic or holistic? It’s a carnivore’s dilemma.

For dessert, a nearby glass case displays the latest in canine confections. Lining the shelves are cookies, cakes, and bonbons made of carob and peanut butter and topped with pastel yogurt frostings. Next to that is the supplement section, with salves for aches and pains and herbs for constipation and travel anxiety. Then there is the doggy mouthwash and waterless cat shampoo, the hoodies and sunglasses, the booster seats and life vests. There are also wee-wee pads and environmentally friendly cat litter made from naturally processed wheat (which, I’m embarrassed to say, Jasper ate when he was a kitten. Now we buy the cheap stuff). It’s no wonder PetSmart’s stock performance is putting Walmart’s to shame.

After the pet store, I walked a bit farther south, entering the Mount Vernon neighborhood, where grand nineteenth-century brownstones mingle with museums and pricey restaurants. Here, I discovered a portrait studio that paints pets and a plaza plastered with fliers advertising a monthly “Yappy Hour,” where owners can bring their dogs to meet and greet other local pooches while their humans enjoy free beer and live music. Someone seemed early to the party: parked on the street was a Honda Element, decked out with a dog-friendly package that included paw-print seat covers and a back end converted into a nylon-webbed kennel, complete with pet bed, spill-resistant water bowl, and poop bag dispenser.

As I continued to walk, the streets widened, and the buildings rose. I had reached downtown. There were hotels everywhere, but two caught my eye: one for humans and one for pets—though you might be hard-pressed to tell the difference. Charm City Dogs offers twenty-four-hour doggy day care that features orthopedic beds, agility classes, and food specially designed by a local chef. The Hotel Monaco, with its marble staircases, crystal chandeliers, and Tiffany stained glass windows, was designed for people, but today it also welcomes canine and feline guests. Upon check-in, owners receive a gift bag that includes treats, a map of doggy jogging spots, and a copy of The Pet Times, which lists nearby pet-friendly restaurants and canine day spas. A pet concierge can arrange everything from dog walking to kitty day care. Want your Saint Bernard to be best man at your wedding? He can take care of that too.

At this point it’s probably worth mentioning that Baltimore doesn’t qualify as one of the country’s most pet-friendly cities, at least according to countless Internet rankings. That honor goes to places like Austin, Texas, which boasts 180 veterinarians and thirty-five pet photographers, and Portland, Oregon, home to more than a dozen pet massage therapists and thirty-three dog parks, the most per capita in the nation. Other cities offer pet taxis and dog yoga. There are even a few where you can be buried with your pet, a practice that was once illegal but which has gained acceptance in recent years. Humans can be laid to rest in some pet cemeteries and pets in some human cemeteries. If the trend continues, the distinction may disappear. They’ll all just be family plots.

There was one more stop on my walk worth mentioning: Kirby insurance. Located in a gray, four-story building downtown, the company writes the traditional policies—home, car, and life—but it also offers pet insurance. In these days of CAT scans for dogs and Prozac for cats—not to mention pet acupuncture, cancer vaccines, high-tech radiation, heart surgery, eye surgery, hip replacements, knee replacements, gene therapy, and stem cell therapy—pet insurance is not the extravagance it used to be. Indeed, it’s the third-most-requested employee benefit after health and dental insurance and offered by a third of Fortune 500 companies. I only wish we had known about it when we adopted Jasper. His stint at the emergency hospital put such a crimp in our savings that for the next two years, my fiancée and I didn’t exchange presents; we just passed Jasper back and forth. Still, it’s the best money we’ve ever spent.

Thinking back on that week at the PET+E.R., I didn’t feel so bad for everything we had done for Jasper. The love, the pain, the financial sacrifice—they didn’t make us eccentric pet owners. They made us intimately part of society. Cats and dogs really are our family. Yet I was still left with one lingering mystery: How had these animals become our family in the first place? I thought I had reached the end of my journey, but I was only at the beginning. I would spend the next two years traveling the country in search of answers to this seemingly simple question. Along the way, I’d meet some brilliant people, face some ferocious animals, and, yes, even end up in the Boulder County Jail.

But first things first. Let’s start where it all begins.


TWO
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Wolves and Wildcats

Seventy miles northwest of Indianapolis, at the end of a narrow road that crosses a one-lane bridge over the Wabash River, lies the faded town of Battle Ground, Indiana, a square-mile patch of grass and asphalt bisected by a railroad track and dotted with a few modest houses, a tavern, and an antiques shop. Battle Ground is home to two main attractions: Tippecanoe Battlefield, where US soldiers under William Henry Harrison dealt a crushing blow to Native American forces in the early 1800s, and Wolf Park, a seventy-five-acre oasis of forest and lake dedicated to studying the gray wolf. I had come for the wolves.

Of the millions of creatures on earth, only cats and dogs have become our true family members. They sleep in our beds; they play with our children; they love and are loved. Yet these were once wild animals, too terrified to approach, too ferocious to touch. Something remarkable must have happened to transform them into the pets we know today. I hoped that a visit to Wolf Park would shed some light on this mystery. There are no cat ancestors here—solving the riddle of where our feline pals came from would have to wait a while—but the reserve is home to gray wolves, widely accepted as the predecessor of today’s mutts. So I arrived on a brisk, clear morning in late September to meet the beginnings of the dog.

When I enter the park, I’m directed to a safety-training seminar. That’s my first clue that I’m not dealing with a domesticated animal. The second is the chain-link fence topped with razor wire that separates the wolves from everyone else. As I walk along a dirt path that leads from the visitor’s center to the beige bunkhouse where the safety briefing will be held, I catch my first glimpse of a wolf. There, on the other side of the fence, stands a small black female, her eyes glowing yellow, her ears on alert. She’s staring at me, and not in a way that makes me feel comfortable. Despite what I’ve heard about the similarities between wolves and dogs, there’s nothing doglike about this animal. She’s cold, she’s tense, and she clearly doesn’t want me here. Nevertheless, we will soon meet face-to-face.

The safety lecture is led by John Davis, a lean sixty-four-year-old with white stubble on his face and a baseball cap on his head. Davis is in charge of children’s programs at the park, and he breezes through much of his talk with the energy and humor of someone doing it for the first time. But when it comes to how to interact with the wolves, he turns dead serious. The list of prohibitions seems endless. Don’t stare at the wolves: they’ll take it as a sign of aggression. Don’t pat them on the head or rub their belly. Don’t panic if they “muzzle” you—that is, grab your arm or face in their mouths; though they could easily crush you, they’re probably just asserting dominance. Don’t make any sudden movements, especially with your arms. Kneel on the ground so you don’t look threatening, but don’t kneel on both knees or the wolves will knock you over. And if you drop something, don’t reach down to grab it; the wolves will beat you to it, and their teeth are much bigger than yours. Oh, and don’t forget to sign the legal release, which includes this frightening bit of prose: “I understand that I am at some risk of being injured and that the injury may not be trivial.”

“OK!” says Davis, smiling again. “Are you ready to meet the wolves?”

I enter the wolf enclosure with two other guests and six staff members, including Davis. That’s a good ratio, he tells me. “When you make mistakes, they’re not as forgiving as dogs,” he says. “All of us have pulled wolves off each other.” I instinctively shove both of my hands—the only bits of exposed skin—into my pockets. We aren’t able to enter the wolf enclosure directly. First, we all huddle into a narrow gated antechamber, referred to as “the airlock,” and the staff bars the door behind us. Then we open a second gate into the enclosure itself. It’s a peaceful setting, with a small lake, yellow flowers, and tall grass. The wolves aren’t around, so we sit on a log to make ourselves look small and vulnerable. The strategy appears to work: soon the black wolf I saw earlier emerges from behind some trees and cautiously makes her way over.

Her name is Dharma. She’s about a year and a half old and seventy pounds—scrawnier than the other wolves I’d meet, but alert and agile. She has a reputation for pushing the social envelope. Wolf packs organize themselves into rigid hierarchies, with alphas at the top, betas below them, and so on. Dharma is technically near the bottom of the totem pole, but she doesn’t act that way. The staff tells me that when a dominant wolf approaches her, she rolls over on her back and licks and paws the other wolf’s face like she’s supposed to, but she’s overly zealous about it, licking and pawing so much that the other wolf gets irritated and backs off. She has elevated her social standing in the pack simply by being annoying.

Dharma is more reserved with us, and she seems to have warmed slightly since our first encounter. She approaches me cautiously and stands on my feet, her paws eclipsing my sneakers. Then, slowly, she brings her muzzle up to my face, her mouth less than an inch from mine. I freeze. She hovers there near my lips, her mouth slightly open, her hot breath sucking in. If Dharma were a dog, I would be half covered in slobber by now. But she isn’t loving me; she’s probing me. I gingerly reach out to pet her, but she jerks away and trots off.

Then I notice another wolf wandering over. This one, named Wotan, is much larger, with a sandy brown coat, noble golden eyes, and markings like a Siberian husky’s. He’s a direct descendent of the first two wolves that came to the park in 1972, and he knows it. Wotan is confident and intense, and when he circles us, I feel like a diver in a shark cage. He finally approaches and lets me touch him. I pass my hand along the coarse fur of his body. He doesn’t lean into my touch like a dog would, and he doesn’t look at me; instead, he stares off toward the lake. This isn’t two animals forming a bond; it’s one barely tolerating the attention of another.

And yet, the remarkable thing is that these wolves are much friendlier than their wild counterparts. They have been raised by people since they were two weeks old: they’ve been bottle fed, they’ve been played with, and they’ve spent more than 2,000 hours closely interacting with their caretakers. All of this, and Davis doesn’t let his guard down for a second. When I walk over to chat, he keeps one eye on me and one on the wolves. “I’ve got five dogs at home, and we’re one big family,” he says. “I’ve been here for thirteen years, and I’m still an outsider.”

I start to ask Davis a question, but he stops me. Off in the distance, Wotan has begun rapidly pacing back and forth, a sign of stress. Davis rounds us up and hustles us back through the airlock. And once again, I’m looking at a wolf through a chain-link fence, marveling at the vast gulf between it and a dog. How on earth did these wild animals end up sleeping in our beds?

Man’s Oldest Friend

In 1868, a young geologist named Edouard Dupont dug up what he thought was a fairly worthless object in a cave in southern Belgium: the skull of a wolf in a lair littered with thousands of other bones. Dutifully, he brought the specimen back to his museum, where he promptly forgot about it. Lost among the archives, it would be nearly a century and a half before one scientist realized the importance of the find. The skull, she believed, didn’t belong to a wolf at all—a proposition that would upend major assumptions about dog domestication.

Dupont was twenty-seven years old at the time, yet he had already racked up quite the resume. Inspired by the recent publication of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, this handsome and headstrong son of an amateur archaeologist was determined to make his newly independent country a major player in the budding field of paleoarchaeology. At age twenty-four, he had petitioned the minister of the interior to allow him to explore Belgium’s caves. Within three years, he had excavated nearly thirty sites, uncovered countless human bones and artifacts (including one of the first Neanderthal skulls in Europe), and thrown his name into the hat to become the next director of the Royal Museum of Natural History in Brussels.

But the 1868 discovery may be Dupont’s lasting legacy. Here, in a rural town on the banks of a small river, he entered the Goyet Cave, a vast labyrinth of hallways and chambers tunneled into a limestone cliff. Neanderthals had lived here, then modern humans, and at various points, cave bears and hyenas. All had left bones behind. The deeper Dupont ventured into the cavern, the more he found: lion and horse bones, bones chopped by human hands and stained with ochre, ivory beads, a shell necklace, a harpoon. Distant echoes of tens of thousands of years of occupation. In a small alcove off one of the rooms, Dupont found yet more bones: beneath the ground were the remains of mammoths, lynx, and deer—and among them, the skull of a wolf.

Dupont seems not to have thought much of the skull; it barely registers in his notes. He was far more excited about a caribou bone he found. Some ancient human had etched a fish into the side and drilled a hole at one end. The mysterious object, which Dupont referred to as a baton de commandement, was the only one of its kind discovered in Belgium. Archaeologists would later speculate that Ice Age people had used it either to straighten arrows or hurl spears. Dupont himself had little time to analyze his finds. When he returned to the natural history museum in Brussels, he learned he had been named director. Soon, bureaucratic duties took over his life. And the artifacts and bones he’d uncovered, including the wolf skull, began collecting dust in the archives.

Then, in late 2001, a paleontologist named Mietje Germonpré began doing some excavating of her own. She had embarked on a project comparing the features of Ice Age carnivores and had been burrowing into the archives of Dupont’s former museum, now the Royal Belgian Institute of Natural Sciences. After examining a few skulls belonging to bears and foxes, she set her eyes on the wolf cranium from the Goyet Cave. “I knew right away that this wasn’t a wolf,” she told me over the phone. Although the skull bared large, wolflike teeth, it was slender and sported a short, wide snout. This wasn’t like any wolf Germonpré had ever seen. She was, she believed, staring at the head of a dog.

Like Dupont before her, Germonpré didn’t think the skull was especially significant. Other ancient dog skulls had been found. The earliest specimens at that point were three craniums found in Germany dating to about 15,000 years ago. Germonpré doubted the Goyet find would be much older. But when she dated it, she had a hard time accepting her results; the skull was nearly 32,000 years old. That flew in the face of established thinking about dog domestication. Researchers had long believed that dogs first appeared somewhere between 12,000 and 16,000 years ago. The German remains supported this idea, as did a host of other archaeological evidence. Now Germonpré was saying that dogs had entered the picture as many as 20,000 years before this. “I have to admit, I was a bit disappointed when I found out the date,” she said. “I thought no one would believe me.”

She was nearly right. Germonpré’s analysis of the Goyet skull, published in 2009, has generated considerable controversy in the field. While some researchers accept that the specimen represents the earliest evidence of dog domestication, others contend that the skull merely belonged to a wolf that evolved a short face to better scavenge carcasses left behind by human hunters. Still others say the creature was an evolutionary dead end, an early dog that did not give rise to today’s canines.

Even if Germonpré is correct, the Goyet creature didn’t look like any of today’s dog breeds. It was a big, bulky animal with powerful jaws and a ferocious bite. If anything, it would have resembled a Siberian husky on steroids—not quite dog, but not quite wolf either. Nor would it have been a pet. The humans of this era, known as the Aurignacians, were the first modern people to inhabit Europe. Only Neanderthals had come before them. Though the Aurignacians gave us some of our earliest art—including a short, plump female figurine carved from a wooly mammoth tusk and cave paintings in southwestern France—they didn’t stay put for long. Small groups of twenty or so individuals were on the move for most of the year, following the seasonal migrations of horse, reindeer, and other animals over vast grassy plains. The climate would have been dry, with short summers and long, cold winters. Any doglike creature adopted by such a society would have been put to work. “Given their size and sturdiness, people probably strapped firewood, tent poles, and even food to them,” Germonpré told me. These animals would have functioned much like a donkey or mule today. As a reward, they probably got to eat a bit of whatever the people killed. And slowly, a closer relationship may have started to form.

But how did this relationship begin? That is, how was anyone able to survive strapping firewood to a husky on steroids?

Perhaps not surprisingly, Charles Darwin was one of the first scientists to ponder the origin of dogs. His 1868 book The Variation of Animals and Plants Under Domestication, published a decade after his tome on evolution, On the Origin of Species, devotes nearly its entire first chapter to the question (the rest of the chapter is dedicated to cats). Darwin wondered, for example, if dogs evolved from a single species or from several. The latter, he thought, could explain the great diversity of dog breeds. The hulky gray wolf may have given rise to large dogs like the mastiff, the skinny Ethiopian wolf to the greyhound, and so on. He even suspected that some breeds were the products of unusual hookups, like a wolf mating with a jackal. Ultimately, even the father of evolution threw up his hands on the question of where dogs came from. “We shall probably never be able to ascertain their origin with certainty,” he wrote.

But scientists did get to the truth eventually. As twentieth-century researchers began to closely examine the skeletons of various species on the canine family tree, they became more and more convinced that the many dog breeds had a single ancestor: the gray wolf. Recent genetic studies have backed this up. Dogs share a whopping 99.9 percent of their DNA with the gray wolf, versus only about 99.3 percent with the coyote, their next closest relative. As a result, dogs are no longer classified according to their original scientific name, Canis familiaris (literally, “friendly dog”); today they are known as Canis lupus familiaris, a designation that recognizes them as a subspecies of the gray wolf, Canis lupus.

And doing Darwin one better, researchers have now traced the dog lineage back 60 million years to weasel-like creatures known as miacids. These granddaddies of all carnivores gave rise to both dogs and cats, though the dog lineage eventually split off, along with seals, bears, and raccoons, while cats branched with hyenas and mongooses. Genetic studies also suggest that dogs may have been domesticated more than once: in Europe, the Middle East, and East Asia.

Still, none of this tells us how dogs became dogs.

Back at Wolf Park, I asked Clive Wynne about this. Wynne, an expert on dog and wolf behavior at Arizona State University in Tempe, has been coming here for five years to figure out, among other things, how the wolf became the dog. He’s not the first person I’d have thought would be interested in such a question. He’s spent much of his career being, by his own admission, “the wettest of wet blankets,” criticizing any study purporting to show a hint of animal emotion or self-recognition. Animals may very well experience joy, sorrow, and jealousy, Wynne says, but science hasn’t proven it. He’s written a book called Do Animals Think?, which seems to come down on the negative side, and he’s railed against anthropomorphism, the tendency to ascribe human attributes to animals, as “folk psychology” and “dirty bathwater.” I expected an ogre.

But Wynne is a charming fellow—a short, fifty-year-old Englishman with an easygoing disposition and dry sense of humor. His black, rectangular glasses contrast with a soft face, and he covers his balding head with an olive green cap that matches a messenger bag slung across his left shoulder. He seems genuinely perplexed that anyone would view him as a curmudgeon. “I don’t really like being so negative all the time,” he smiles.

When I chat with Wynne, he’s in the middle of supervising an unusual experiment. A few years ago, he flew through Russia’s Sheremetyevo Airport and noticed that the security guards were using dog-jackal hybrids to sniff for bombs. The thinking was that dogs’ wild relatives had superior noses, but no one had ever published scientific research to prove this. So earlier in the day, Wynne had driven out to a nearby hardware store and grabbed a couple of empty paint cans. While I watch, two of his graduate students fill the cans with pine shavings and cotton balls scented with either anise or almond extract. Then, because it’s too dangerous for them to work directly with the wolves, the students give the cans to a couple of staff members, who enter a small-gated enclosure with a wolf named Renki.

Renki is a large, black-and-white male named after Irenaus “Renki” Eibl-Eibesfeldt, a German scientist renowned for his study of animal behavior. Despite his namesake, this Renki displays little interest in the scientific process. He only has to show that he can distinguish between the smells in the two cans, but the staffers spend most of their time just trying to get his attention. As I chat with Wynne, calls of “Renki, Renki . . . Come on, Renki!” fill the background.

When I ask Wynne about how dogs became domesticated, he tells me that one early hypothesis, still espoused by a few scientists, is that ancient humans simply scooped up some wolf pups from a den and brought them back to their campsite. Raised among people, these animals would have grown up tame and quickly proven themselves useful hunters and guardians. If you’ve seen a picture of baby wolves, the idea doesn’t seem so far-fetched. Tiny, fluffy balls of fur with big eyes and oversized ears, how could you not want to pick one up and take it home? That’s certainly what happened to me and my fiancée when we impulsively adopted Jasper and Jezebel.

Anthropologists call this our “cute response.” The theory is that, to survive in a world with scarce resources, our ancestors had to take care of each other’s babies. This could only happen if we evolved to think that all babies were cute, not just our own. Big eyes, round foreheads, and snub noses became adorable—even when, by a sort of evolutionary accident, they didn’t belong to human beings. (That may be one reason cats and dogs far outnumber snakes and fish as pets, at least in the United States. Even Mickey Mouse has co-opted the cute response; as famed evolutionary biologist Stephen Jay Gould noted in a 1980 essay, the iconic Disney character’s face has become less rodent-like and more childlike over the years.)

There’s just one problem with the wolf-nabbing hypothesis: it doesn’t work. Dharma and Wotan—two decidedly undomesticated animals raised in the company of humans—seem to be evidence of that. In 2001, researchers in Budapest refuted the idea scientifically. They took a handful of week-old wolf and dog pups and gave them to human caretakers. Both animals were treated exactly the same. The caretakers spent twenty-four hours a day with them, bottle-feeding them, sleeping with them, and carrying them around in a pouch. Just like the dogs, the wolves were leash-trained and taught commands like “sit” and “stay.” Their caretakers even brought them to Christmas parties.

At first, the wolves behaved just like domesticated dogs. They came running when their caretakers called their names. They obeyed commands. And they allowed themselves to be muzzled. But as the animals grew older, things began to change. When someone they didn’t know tried to play with them, they growled and bared their teeth. Some began to bite. And unlike the dogs, the wolves didn’t seem attuned to human gestures. When a researcher pointed at a bowl with food in it, the dogs came running. But the wolves just sat there; they didn’t even make eye contact.

Most importantly, despite the incredible amount of work the caretakers had put into training their wolves, the offspring of these animals would have been just as feral as wolves born in the wild. The same goes for the animals at Wolf Park: it took thousands of hours of close human interaction for Dharma to even approach me; without the same socialization, her offspring would bolt at first sight. That’s the difference between a tame animal and a domesticated one: almost any animal can be tamed with enough human contact, but only a domesticated one remains tame generation after generation. A dog that has never encountered a human still acts very much like a dog; a wolf born in someone’s bedroom is still a wild animal.

Clearly then, turning a wolf into a dog wasn’t as simple as grabbing a few pups from a den and hoping for the best. Early humans may have started out with something tame, but they’d soon have a ferocious beast on their hands. And indeed, after a few months the Budapest wolves became so unmanageable that their caretakers had to release them to a wolf sanctuary.

The pup-abduction theory has another serious flaw. It assumes that early humans had some sort of conception that one animal could be changed into another. In their 2001 book Dogs, Raymond and Lorna Coppinger call this the “Pinocchio Hypothesis,” the idea being that early humans, like Geppetto sculpting himself a wooden son in his workshop, saw a wolf and wished it turned into a dog. The problem, the Coppingers note, is that these people had no conception of what a dog was, let alone that a wolf could be turned into one. Humans had never domesticated an animal before wolves came along.

Wynne is also skeptical. “For the [pup-abduction] argument to work, you have to imagine trying to share your dinner with a wolf. And that would show you a whole different side of its personality. Meanwhile, what’s the humans’ motivation? Wolves are big, bad, nasty, dangerous animals. The Big Bad Wolf story has an element of exaggeration to it, but if you kept wolves as pets, they would eat your children.” And, he grins, “from a biological point of view, that’s a really bad thing.” Plus, he says, “these people couldn’t have possibly known that domestication was a possibility. So there was no reason for them to put up with these wild animals for so long. They weren’t thinking, ‘You know, in a century or two, we’ll create this really handy animal, the dog.’”

So what really took place? Wynne, the Coppingers, and others have argued for a more passive mode of domestication. People didn’t turn the wolf into a dog—the transformation just sort of happened by itself. The idea, known as self-domestication, is based on the fact that ancient humans weren’t the most sanitary people. Their campsites and early settlements would have resembled garbage dumps, littered with bones, carcasses, and half-eaten fruit. For a hungry wolf, it was a virtual buffet. Most of these animals would have been too timid to approach the dump, however, especially while people were around. And if they waited for the people to move on, the food would be rotten. But a few wolves did approach. Those least fearful of humans emerged from the shadows to grab a quick bite. And then another bite. And then another.

No longer forced to eke out a living in the wild, these braver wolves would have survived longer and produced more offspring than their skittish counterparts. Some of these offspring would have ventured closer and closer to the camp, eating more food, surviving longer, and giving birth to even more pups. Over the course of hundreds or even thousands of years, the amount of space these wolves put between themselves and humans—what the Coppingers call their “flight distance”—would have continued to shrink, until one day a wolf was eating out of a person’s hand.

Wynne explains why the theory took so long to take hold. “Some people have a hard time coping with the idea that domestication, which some people have said is the single most important thing humans ever did, was just a natural process,” he said. “It dethrones us as the creators. But the truth of the matter is, we’re probably descended from dumpster divers ourselves.”

Dogs aren’t just friendly wolves, however. They come in numerous shapes, sizes, and colors; they bark; many have floppy ears and curled tails—all features wolves lack. Could such dramatic changes have happened simply because some wolves became less fearful of humans? An extraordinary experiment in Siberia showed that it could.

In 1959, a sturdy and serious Russian named Dmitri Belyaev began breeding foxes in Novosibirsk, Siberia’s largest city. He wasn’t a farmer or a fur trader. And he wasn’t there by choice. Belyaev had studied to become a geneticist, and by the mid-1940s he was head of the somewhat redundantly named Department of Fur Animal Breeding at the Central Research Laboratory of Fur Breeding in Moscow. He had begun investigating the genetics of silver foxes, but the Soviet government cut his research short. Joseph Stalin’s regime denounced genetics as a “bourgeois pseudoscience” and prosecuted anyone who practiced it. Belyaev’s brother, also a prominent geneticist, was arrested by the secret police and executed.

Belyaev himself suffered a less severe fate. He lost his job at the Moscow institute and fled to Novosibirsk. There, he continued his experiments on foxes as the head of the Department of Animal Genetics at the Institute of Cytology and Genetics, the last bastion of genetic research in the Soviet Union. And that’s where he came up with a revolutionary idea. He proposed that, simply by selecting for friendly behavior—not features like size or appearance—humans had domesticated a whole host of animals. To prove his point, Belyaev and colleagues would embark on a grand experiment: they would domesticate a wild animal from scratch.

Belyaev chose a creature he was familiar with: the silver fox. His team kept the animals outside, in long rows of barren, wire cages; and, unlike with the Budapest wolves, the researchers made no attempt to tame them. Instead, they simply stuck their hands into the enclosures. Most of the foxes cowered in the corner, and many tried to bite. But a few allowed themselves to be touched. These foxes got to keep breeding. And so it went, generation after generation, with only the friendliest foxes selected each time. After a mere nine years, something extraordinary happened. The tamest foxes stopped looking like foxes. Their silver-gray fur turned white and splotchy, sometimes resembling the “star” pattern seen on the faces of border collies and other dogs. Their rigid ears became floppy. Their bushy tails curled upward. Some even began to bark.

The foxes didn’t just look like dogs. They began to act like dogs too. Unlike their predecessors, which flinched when humans came near, these animals wanted to be held. They wagged their tails when people, even strangers, approached their cages; they answered to nicknames the scientists gave them; and when a hand reached toward them, they didn’t bite it—they licked it. Today, more than five decades after the “Farm-Fox Experiment” began, the tamest foxes are as tame as the tamest dogs. In behavior and temperament, they’re similar to a golden retriever. Indeed, some of the animals are now sold as pets around the world.

What was behind such a dramatic change? When Belyaev’s team looked under the hood, one of the biggest differences it found between the domesticated and the wild foxes was that the friendly foxes had far lower levels of cortisol coursing through their veins. In humans, this hormone spikes whenever we get stressed, whether from nerves related to public speaking, anxiety about a test, or fear of strangers. Like the gray wolf millennia ago, the Russian foxes had undergone a radical transformation, all because they had stopped being afraid. Belyaev had pulled on a single thread, and the entire sweater had unraveled. Of course, in the wild, without a human hand to guide the process, wolf domestication took a lot more time. But once it happened, human society would never be the same.

Dogs had an enormous impact on people right from the start. They made us more efficient, they made us safer, and they made us better hunters. Animals like the Goyet dog may have helped early people haul supplies over vast distances. Other canines, now having evolved the ability to bark, would have proven themselves useful sentries, alerting people when strangers or other animals approached a cave or campsite—and tearing them to pieces if necessary. Dogs also would have been valuable hunting companions: the first breeds may have been a mastiff-like animal that could bring large prey, like bears, to bay at close range, and a greyhound-like canine that could course for smaller creatures, like rabbits and mountain goats. Indeed, dogs may have proven such a valuable tool that people who kept them outcompeted their rivals for scarce resources. Some scientists even believe that dogs may have led to the downfall of Neanderthals, making our ancestors so successful, the thinking goes, that they left few resources behind for our closest human relatives. Just as wolves had gained an advantage by embracing people, people gained an advantage by embracing the dog.

Still, it took some time for this alliance to develop into a true friendship. And there were plenty of speed bumps along the way. A 14,000-year-old skull found near a Russian river—one of the earliest candidates for dog domestication before the Goyet find came to light—may have been a hunter and guardian, but it was also dinner. A large hole in the left side of its skull indicates that humans removed, and ate, its brain.

As early people began to give up their hunter-gatherer ways and settle down, however, their relationship with dogs changed. The most striking evidence for this comes from a find in northern Israel. In 1977, archaeologists were excavating an ancient village known as Ain Mallaha, sixteen miles north of the Sea of Galilee in the rolling Hula Valley. Here, about 12,000 years ago, people built one of the world’s first permanent settlements, a community of fifty small, circular houses made of limestone and sheltered with roofs of brushwood and animal hides. The inhabitants, known as Natufians, were a sort of transitional culture between hunter-gatherers and farmers. They fished for carp in a nearby lake, hunted gazelle and deer with bow and arrow in a surrounding forest, and ground wild nuts and grains in giant stone mortars. They also buried their dead beneath their homes.

When the archaeologists dug into the floor of one of the dwellings, they hit a large limestone slab, a common grave marker at the time. Underneath lay the skeletons of an elderly human and a four-month-old puppy. Unlike earlier canine finds, this was a complete skeleton, not a skull or some other bone fragment. The animal hadn’t been eaten, chopped up, or tossed away like so much garbage. This was an individual. This was a creature that mattered. And there was one more thing: the human’s hand was resting on the dog’s chest.

The Wildest of the Wildcats

After my visit to Wolf Park, I felt I had a pretty good idea of where dogs came from. But cats were another story. I didn’t imagine that their journey into human society was quite the same. For one thing, I had no idea what kind of creature could have eventually given rise to Jasper and Jezebel. For another, I was fairly sure that ancient cats didn’t follow early humans around from campsite to campsite—unless they were trying to eat them. And then there was the biggest issue: felines aren’t exactly known for doing a lot of work for people; surely someone hadn’t tried strapping firewood to a cat.

Alas, there is no cat version of Wolf Park. And scientists have only recently begun to untangle the origins of our feline companions. So the journey into the history of the cat doesn’t begin with a trip. It begins with an odd court case.

If you live in Scotland and you like to hunt birds, chances are you spend most of the year pining for the Glorious Twelfth. That’s the twelfth of August, for those in the know, the official opening of grouse-hunting season. It’s also the onset of a flood of business for grouse moors, vast expanses of hilly countryside where hunters pay big bucks to spend a day shooting at these chicken-sized, low-flying birds. When it comes to grouse killing, however, hunters have some unwelcome competition: cats.

Felines and other small carnivores like foxes and stoats can wreak havoc on a grouse moor, killing thousands of the birds every year. Gamekeepers do their best to minimize the damage. They prowl the moors at night, trekking through forestry and scrub with a flashlight fastened to their rifles. Occasionally, the light picks up a pair of glowing eyes in the distance, and the gamekeepers take aim and shoot. The technique, known as lamping, has proven successful. But not every cat is fair game. One gamekeeper found that out the hard way in 1990. After a witness saw him shoot three cats on a grouse moor in northern Scotland, he was taken to court and charged with killing an endangered species. The gamekeeper claimed he had dispatched feral cats. The witness said he had killed Scottish wildcats. The two animals can look nearly identical, but as far as UK law is concerned, there’s a world of difference.

The Scottish wildcat is a local variety of the European wildcat, itself a subspecies of the wildcat, an animal that arose in Europe a few hundred thousand years ago and eventually spread into Africa and Asia. Each region claims its own variety of wildcat, but you’d be hard-pressed to tell the difference. They’re all gray or brown, sport dark tiger stripes, and are about the size of a common house cat. Put them in a room with a mackerel tabby, and even experts have a hard time telling them apart.
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