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Dr Roger Mugford is widely acknowledged as being Britain’s leading animal psychologist. He holds advanced degrees in zoology and psychology. After pioneering the practice of behavioural therapy for pets, Mugford founded the Animal Behaviour Centre in 1979, which is currently the biggest of its kind. His methodology has been embraced by veterinary surgeons throughout the UK.

Roger is a frequent contributor to international symposia, books, radio and TV programmes about pets. He is also responsible for the invention of numerous training accessories, including the world famous HALTI head collar.
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Introduction

This book is a celebration of my 32 years of working with people who have a passion for their dogs, sharing emotions that are as strong as those that exist between lovers or a mother and child. My practice of canine behavioural therapy or problem solving and troubleshooting has given me a privileged insight into the lives and needs of owners wanting to create a better relationship with their dog. We are never so honest and open about ourselves when talking to our doctor, accountant or lawyer as we are when we recount feelings about our dogs, the worries we have and the silly, fun things we do together.

Fortunately, much of dog behaviour is like that of humans, and our anthropomorphic projections onto them provide a reasonably accurate insight into why dogs do what they do. Like children, they have to be educated, stimulated to learn and hopefully to grow into confident, trustworthy adults. The benefit for you is that your pet might get a little closer to fulfilling your ambition of becoming the ‘perfect’ dog.

The art and science of dog training is rooted in a very simple truism: animals repeat behaviours that have a pleasurable outcome and learn to avoid those with an unpleasant one. I call this principle ‘payoffs’ and ‘penalties’, because dogs operate along much the same lines as people, enjoying the payoffs of good food, company or home comforts, as opposed to the penalties of pain, social embarrassment and hunger. Everything we do is governed by the consequences of our actions: drive through a red light and we might die; touch a hot stove and we burn (but we will only do it once!). So it is that a disobedient or troublesome dog learns to do what he does because there were payoffs for doing so – gaining your attention, even if you are scolding him, may be a positive outcome for him – whereas relevant and timely penalties were absent. Dogs are incredibly clever and manipulative when it comes to extracting time, attention and resources from us humans. That is why some owners need help from professionals.

I hope that, after reading this book, most people will know how to change things for the better without going to that trouble and expense. Training and even reforming your dog can really be simple! Broadly speaking, there are two opposing philosophies of dog training today; I characterize them as the abusers versus the amusers. The abusers are those who compel dogs rather than persuade them, relying on the delivery of pain from choke chains, shock collars and the like. But the amusers are just as wrong for their naïve, even sole reliance on reward-based methods and the exclusion of any penalties for dogs that behave badly.

These are extremes: the better approach lies somewhere in between. Sometimes a good parent has to set boundaries to behaviour and assert rules or the child will grow into an unpleasant and unemployable adult. In the same way, over-indulged puppies too often become unruly and even dangerous. Beware of trainers who use an exclusively reward-based approach – they can produce happy dogs but problematic pets. Setting consistent boundaries within which your pet must operate does not mean being cruel or violent; but it is essential for a balanced relationship.

My professional role is to solve everyday behavioural problems that dogs present to their owners. I am very happy to share the technology, the techniques and even the tricks of my trade, with fellow scientists, veterinarians and anyone else with a sincere interest in the welfare of dogs. My greatest hope is that, having read this book, you will understand your dog better than you did, become a more effective trainer and keep him safe in a dangerous world. Consider yourself privileged to have a dog you can call your own…and always consider that he thinks that it is you who belongs to him?

‘Animals learn to repeat behaviours that have pleasant outcomes and avoid those with unpleasant ones.’


1 Dogs Past, Present & Future

The truth about dogs
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Dogs Past, Present & Future

The origins of dogs – they are not descended from wolves. The evolution of their role in our lives, from worker to companion. The development of breeds. The surprising ways in which dogs resemble us. Dogs’ super senses and how we may be able to harness them in the future.

Say ‘man’s best friend’ and we immediately think of dogs. They have earned that title because they are (usually) easily trained, loyal and make useful companions. This book will explore the myriad ways in which the man-dog relationship has evolved and how you can bring out the best in your dog, for his benefit and for yours.

If dogs were really as difficult to live with as their detractors often claim, they would not have become your and my best friend. Living with a dog, your dog, should be an easy relationship that doesn’t require great knowledge or training expertise on your part. As I will indicate throughout this book, there is no one right way to create the perfect dog; I want you, the reader, to let your relationship develop as you want it to and not in the over-trained and over-disciplined way that you may have been led to believe is ‘correct’. This is a book that glories in our dogs’ individual personalities and the differences in their relationships with people. It also aims to debunk many of the myths and preconceived ideas that abound in the world of dog training.

‘Living with a dog, your dog, should be an easy relationship that doesn’t require great knowledge on your part’

My way of training is to be very positive about the benign quirks that your pet develops, but to help to remove the troublesome negative habits that a few individuals may acquire. I have spent most of my professional life perfecting specialized techniques of behaviour modification and I am going to share them with you. I want you to celebrate your successes and be optimistic about managing those irritating misbehaviours which most dogs (and some people!) have. The key feature of my ‘Mugford Method’ is that you find a pragmatic balance between payoffs that motivate your dog’s behaviour and penalties that discourage them. ‘Payoffs vs penalties’ is the main theme of this book and will provide you with the most certain and effective way to train your dog to do what you want him to do.
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Rock carvings such as these from Bronze-Age Sweden show the human-dog relationship dating back tens of thousands of years.


Myth-Busting: Your Dog Is Not a Wolf

A wolf is often said to lurk inside the brain, if not the body, of a dog, on the assumption that dogs were created by the domestication of wolves, perhaps from several different species and geographical races found in Asia, Europe and the Americas. However, close analysis of their comparative anatomy and especially of their teeth, behaviour and communicatory habits reveals significant differences between dogs and wolves. For instance, the vocal repertoire of the grey wolf, which is found in large parts of the northern hemisphere, is much more extensive than that of modern domestic dogs, but even so dogs tend to be noisier than their wolf counterparts. The territorial bark of ‘Who goes there?’ has become the nuisance noise of modern dogs, but is rarely heard in wolves. Similarly, the whining of adult dogs seeking food or attention is normal and common, whereas in wolves it is a strictly juvenile characteristic of puppies begging from their mother. On the other hand, the wolf’s long-range contact call is unusual in dogs, though they can be trained to perform a wolf-like howl to amuse us or to attract attention.

My experience tells me that if you want to understand dogs, you should study dogs and not wolves. Then why, you may ask, do so many scientists and popular writers preface their work about dogs by comparing them to wolves? The big change in scientific thinking about the dog-wolf relationship came with the recent unravelling of the canine genome and the study of mitochondrial DNA. The latter allows scientists to track relationships between geographically distinct races of dogs, by their breed and the region of the world in which they evolved. That is why we can be certain that at least two thirds of today’s dog breeds derive from the Asian protocanis ancestor.
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Wolves howl to maintain contact with other members of their pack: one of a number of behaviours they don’t share with domestic dogs.
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The jaw of a dog (Canis lupus familiaris), bottom, and that of a wolf (Canis lupus), top, show the prominent canines being distinctive of a wolf.



How Did Dogs Evolve?

There is a long-founded belief in both scientific and popular literature that dogs are descended from wolves and that your pet is somehow a wolf in domesticated form. I have always been dubious about this theory because the dogs, wolves and wolf hybrids that I have known are all so different: simply put, dogs behave like dogs, not like wolves. I think it is important to question this myth, because it produces an unwarranted fear of dogs as dangerous animals that suddenly turn on their human caretakers, and because it can be used to justify our treating them in a harsh and domineering fashion. What I have found over the years is that a giving and forgiving approach works best for most human-dog relationships.

The Perfect Companion

Keeping a dog as a companion is not some modern indulgence of our affluent societies. Rather, our relationship with dogs goes back over thousands of years and we evolved together to achieve the near-perfect partnership many of us share today.

‘What I have found is that a giving and forgiving approach works best for most human-dog relationships’

Archaeological evidence links dogs to humans in burial sites excavated in Europe and the Middle East from 12–14,000 years ago. However, our recently improved understanding of DNA (which I will talk more about later in this chapter) enables us to estimate that these ancient dogs came in from the proverbial cold and may have hitched themselves to the human wagon even earlier. This seems to have occurred primarily in Asia, where a small but now extinct species Canis lupus variabilis provides the missing link between wild and domesticated dogs. Let’s refer to this ancestral dog as protocanis, and the key point is that it was not a wolf (see box, page 11).
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Dogs give me more pleasure than almost any other facet of my life. Each dog in the ‘Mugford pack’ found me through rescue or court cases, and are all so different from each other.

The association between early man and protocanis may not have been due to any planned efforts by our ancestors. Rather, they were probably ‘adopted’ by a small carnivore that benefited from hanging around human settlements. Protocanis could clean up or steal leftover food, gain protection from larger and more dangerous predators and later was in a good position to reap the many benefits that followed the adoption of settled agriculture. In return, from our ancestors’ point of view, these early dogs would warn of danger, help in hunts, and even offer hygiene services: by eating human faeces!

So if you wonder why dogs make such perfect companions, are so sensitive to our moods, tolerate human foibles and find fun in almost everything we do, it may be because their association with us goes back much further and more intimately than any other of our domesticated animals. Dogs have, in their special way, become almost as human as humans.

The Diversity of Dogs

Skipping over thousands of years of human and canine evolution, if we now fast-forward to the last 500 years, when there are reliable historical and artistic accounts of dogs with people, we can see that there has been an amazing explosion in the number and diversity of breeds. People have become fascinated with breeding varieties of all manner of domesticated animals: pigeons, sheep, cattle, poultry, goats and, of course, dogs. Clubs were formed of like-minded breeders, and for dogs these became the Kennel Clubs of Great Britain, America and indeed of most countries. Dog breeds quickly became defined by critical physical characteristics, which may have had some bearing on their original purpose to hunt, herd, guard, race and so on, but may no longer be closely connected with these roles.

The pursuit of ‘perfection’ in the breeding of pedigree dogs has sometimes had unfortunate consequences. A uniform appearance in each breed can be created only by the crossing of related individuals, sometimes as close as fathers mating with their own daughters. This inbreeding – which in humans is called incest and is forbidden by law and prevented by cultural taboos – has been tolerated by some dog breeders under the euphemism ‘line breeding’. It certainly limits physical variability, but at the price of reducing variation of other beneficial traits. The visible effects often mask hidden defects to genetic material. Inbreeding favours the accumulation of unhealthy genes which, when they are carried by both parents, often produce life-threatening and disabling anatomical or metabolic defects.


Myth-Busting: Not All Pedigree Dogs Are Unhealthy

Hybrid vigour is a biological phenomenon that is widely exploited in livestock farming, where the offspring of crosses between pure breeds of sheep, cattle and poultry grow faster and are usually healthier than their pure-bred cohorts. Despite a few extremes in the world of dogs, my experience is that most pedigree dogs are healthy and can expect to live to a good age. For instance, we rarely see unhealthy Border Terriers or Jack Russells. However, other breeds such as Golden Retrievers, which are prone to certain cancers, German Shepherds and of course the big-headed English Bulldog are a major challenge to veterinary scientists and to you and to me, who just want our dogs to live a long, healthy life.

Some conditions can be eased by veterinary intervention but only at considerable cost, which is reflected in the elevated premiums charged for insuring some breeds. There are no simple answers to these complex issues, which arise because fashion rather than fitness has guided the selection criteria of judges at dog shows, and ‘winning’ dogs get to breed more than the ‘losers’.

Let’s hope that the world’s most iconic working dog, the German Shepherd, can be rescued from its decline. Fortunately, healthy, easy-going, companionable German Shepherds do exist, but those who judge and breed poor specimens need calling to account for what they have done.
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The characteristics of individual breeds have often been exaggerated in the pursuit of what a few people regard as ‘perfection’. The Cavalier King Charles Spaniel’s domed skull, the Bulldog’s square head and the German Shepherd’s nervous temperament are all areas of concern for veterinary surgeons and dog lovers alike.




The Role of Genetics
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The perils of inbreeding have been voiced repeatedly by geneticists and have come into sharp relief in recent years with media focus upon the most extreme and least fit breeds such as Cavalier King Charles Spaniels, English Bulldogs and German Shepherd Dogs. It may come as a surprise to learn that the German Shepherd is genetically vulnerable, given its massive popularity as a working dog with the police and military. Sadly it probably harbours more genetically determined ailments than almost any other breed, despite experts’ best efforts to rid it of hip dysplasia (a painful condition which can lead to arthritis and lameness), spinal malformations, epilepsy and a nervous disposition which predisposes it to becoming an over-protective protector. To their credit, many Kennel Clubs around the world have changed the wording of breed standards so that they encourage better breeding practices and healthier offspring. This might involve the shape of dogs’ eyes, the size of a Bulldog’s head, angulation of hips and so on. Kennel Clubs and veterinary specialists have a system for registering individuals suffering from hereditary conditions such as hip dysplasia, the eye condition retinal atrophy or epilepsy. Developments in genetic screening enable breeders to be warned of the existence of between 50 and 60 unhealthy genes in the DNA of a prospective sire or dam, before a planned mating takes place. To put this in perspective, there are more than 200 genetic markers of inherited ailments afflicting humans. It seems likely that genetic counselling will become a growth industry as we aim to breed healthier humans and canines.
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A comparison between old pictures and modern photographs of the Old English Bull Terrier (top), the Greyhound (centre) and the Labrador (bottom). Many dogs that were originally bred to hunt, guard or herd are no longer much used for those purposes; more recently their characteristics have been selected for form rather than function.

Breed Developments

Most dogs today don’t have to perform useful tasks such as ratting, pulling a cart or catching hares. The many different breeds are often no more than a statement of fashion, an expression of beauty in the eyes of their owners. However, what was beautiful to European eyes 150–200 years ago may be very different to what we admire today. Old photographs and paintings of dogs show that most breeds have changed massively in appearance over the last hundred years. For instance, look at the Bull Terrier from the 1920s compared to today (see photos, page 15). Of course, there are some breeds that have not much changed across the ages. The Greyhound, for instance, has always been subjected to relentless selection for speed over appearance, making it the perfect running machine whose function, rather than fashion, defines its form.

‘Dogs have adapted incredibly well to life in small house with exercise in overcrowded city parks’

Even in my 30 years of practice as a behaviour consultant, I have seen dog breeds undergo marked changes in both temperament and appearance. When I began my career, show Labradors in the UK were usually heavyweight creatures with over-sized heads, low body sensitivity and impulsive temperaments that made them difficult to train. Fashion has changed since the 1970s and now judges favour a smaller, more compact and usually more agreeable animal. There has also been a marked divergence of ‘type’ between the working and show strains of Labradors, Cocker Spaniels, Border Collies and many other breeds. The working strains can make very demanding pets because of their high energy levels, whereas show versions may present more companionable traits, such as sitting quietly at your feet and sleeping a lot. Working Border Collies are the best example of this phenomenon, as they are programmed to constantly harry and herd livestock, which can be a problem if you don’t happen to run sheep on a Welsh mountain!
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Does the Boxer on the right bear an expression of guilt and remorse, or is he fearful of punishment for his destructive antics?

Dogs in the Modern World

The pace of change in human society is constantly increasing under the dual onslaughts of information technology and urbanization. Overall, dogs have adapted incredibly well to the move from being an ally of prehistoric hunter-gatherers to working as farm dogs, and now to life in small houses with exercise in overcrowded city parks. They travel with us, tolerate obnoxious noises and smells and thrive on weird manmade diets. But what does the future hold for them?

It seems certain that we humans will become an increasingly sedentary species, less willing to walk, run or work outdoors. The historical role of dogs, which was to alert and protect against danger, seems no longer to apply. Instead, we have CCTV cameras, movement detectors and, as the ultimate deterrent, guns. But a dog’s secret recipe for coping with this rapidly changing world of humans is to continue with what has worked so well in the past: enhancing our self-esteem, flattering our egos, being funny and just occasionally even being useful.




Party Trick?

There is a good way of exploring your dog’s similarity to us humans: yawning! We all know that yawning is infectious; it is a physiological response designed to increase oxygen supply to the brain and has a strong social-psychological component. So it is with dogs, as referenced in a study by researchers at University of London in 2008, who found that dogs tended to yawn in response to their owners yawning.
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More Like Us than You Might Think

The rise and rise in the popularity of dogs as pets confirms that today we want them for psychological rather than utilitarian qualities. We seek companionship from the animals in our lives. Dogs can express most of the emotions that anthropologists consider to be human and those who say, ‘He’s only a dog’ or, in scientific jargon, ‘Don’t anthropomorphize’ may be wrong. My dogs are insanely jealous if we favour one over the other. They are depressed when left, and one of them, PC, even punishes us by being slow to greet us if we have gone travelling without him. Dogs have tempers just as humans do and some wear an expression of remorse or guilt if they have done something ‘wrong’ or even witnessed another dog in the household breaking the rules.

There are many similarities between how dogs and people react to given situations. Each of us learns from the other and clever dogs soon learn to anticipate our next move, our preferences, the significance of small gestures and changes in our facial expression. Indeed, it is as though those closely integrated, ‘special’ man-dog relationships can create a canine mind reader. However, there are other sensory issues where it is clear that dogs perceive the world differently from humans.
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Humans harness dogs’ ‘super senses’ to hunt everything from criminals to pheasants. A Bloodhound (left) and Cocker Spaniel (centre) trap scent in the muzzle; Greyhounds (right) respond to a mere flicker of movement.

Special Powers

Dogs have a much greater sensitivity to high-frequency sounds than most people, up to the ultrasonic range of 25 kilohertz and beyond. By contrast, adult humans respond only to sounds up to about 20 kilohertz.

‘The tiniest flick of a rabbit’s ears may be the critical cue to direct a predator’s hunt for food’

It used to be thought that dogs were colour-blind, although we now know that this is not true. However, their spectral sensitivity is different to ours. At the upper end of the visible spectrum dogs are poor at distinguishing red, whereas they have a good perception of green and blue at lower wavelengths. Their world of colour is rather like human deuteranopia or colour blindness, whose sufferers cannot distinguish red from green or blue unless the objects in question differ in brightness. It would, therefore, make sense to design toys and tasks for dogs in blue rather than red. Dogs are exceptionally good at detecting movement, which is useful to a predator for whom the tiniest flick of a rabbit’s ears may be the critical cue to direct his hunt for food. But it is in the realm of smell that they really have the edge over us. It matters not whether they are a hundred, thousand or million times more times sensitive than humans; the important thing is that they can focus on particular smells and follow them to source even when they are becoming less intense. That is the secret of tracking by dogs, either homing in on an individual’s particular smell of sweat, or following the odour of crushed vegetation. Whereas tracking is a practical illustration of a dog’s ability to discriminate differences in concentration of chemicals, they can also detect incredibly low concentrations of odorants.

I witnessed this at first hand when I was a post-doctoral researcher at the University of Pennsylvania Monell Chemical Senses Center in Philadelphia. We studied the olfactory skills of a German Shepherd Dog called Max and found that he could detect the presence of -ionone at a concentration of 10-14, which is something like one molecule in a large room of air!
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When two dogs meet, sniffing helps them ‘get to know each other’, as they pick up important information about sexual state and emotions. Similarly, a dog can learn a lot from the urine-marking of another individual who passed by earlier in the day.




Canine ‘Pheromones’: Sexy Perfumes for Dogs

There has been great interest in the past few years in the marketing of odours that, allegedly, alter a dog’s emotional life. They are often described as canine pheromones, but before we can say that we need to understand what pheromones are. They were originally identified in insects, in which tiny quantities of a certain chemical can dramatically change the behaviour of another insect of the same species. These chemicals are always species-specific and produce predictable responses in the receiving animal. Usually, they are associated with sex, so that a male moth might search for a female who is exuding a ‘come and get me’ perfume: he will follow it to source, et voilà, sex!

In mammals, behaviour is altogether more complicated than in insects and is affected by learned experiences from previous encounters with particular odours. The smell of urine and vaginal secretions from a bitch in season is attractive to a male dog because he has experienced them before, in an encounter when sex was the happy outcome. Experimental studies have shown that sexually naive dogs (those that have never been mated) are less reactive to the smell of a bitch in season than are sexually experienced dogs. It is wrong to describe the cocktail of chemicals that a bitch in heat produces as a pheromone – rather it is a signal or an invitation to a prospective lover, with the upshot depending on his previous experiences.

Marketeers have exploited the mistaken notion of canine pheromones to modify various aspects of dog behaviour. One product claims to mimic chemicals associated with the mammary glands of a lactating bitch, so that it calms adult dogs in the same way as naturally occurring chemicals might calm puppies suckling from their mother’s teats. The experimental evidence of the efficacy of this so-called ‘appeasing’ pheromone is flimsy, but it is a nice story – would that it were true!

Where such mixtures are effective, they can be explained simply on the basis that the aroma evokes pleasant memories from the past, just as scent evokes powerful memories of past encounters for us, whether it is the perfume worn by a girl on our first date or the smell of our first new car.

After many years of study, I have concluded that complex animals such as dogs, cats and certainly humans are not affected by pheromones in anything like the way that insects are. Nevertheless, certain aromas do influence our emotional and endocrine (hormonal) systems. Aromas from lavender and other herbs may have a demonstrable calming effect upon both people and animals. Dogs love to explore the world using their sense of smell, and have a remarkably good memory for significant odours.

For your dog’s greater pleasure I recommend you expose him to many natural and ideally plant-based aromas. Rub the leaves of flowers in your hands and offer them to him to find out those which he likes and dislikes. You will probably discover that his preferences are remarkably like yours: another example of parallel evolution at work in our two species.
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‘There are well-recorded cases of dogs and cats travelling hundreds, even thousands of kilometres across cities’

The sense of smell is very important to dogs in the wild, just as it must have been to our paleolithic human ancestors. Nowadays we tend to wash away the natural chemicals that coat our skin and that would otherwise carry information about our individual identity, emotions, sexual state and most importantly about our health. All this data is still available to the more olfactorily attuned dog.

Medical Miracles

It should not surprise us that dogs are able to use their remarkable sense of smell to identify the underlying chemicals associated with cancer, epilepsy or diabetes. The British charity Medical Detection Dogs (MDD) trains dogs to warn diabetes sufferers in advance of a hypoglycaemic crisis. Their work is at an early stage, but they have also trained one dog to warn a lady with Addison’s disease of an impending imbalance, while another alerts his owner to life-threatening allergies. The possibilities of dogs being used as a diagnostic aid in human medicine are only now being appreciated by doctors and scientists; it is a new and exciting area of research.
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Medical Detection Dogs are trained to detect a range of life-threatening medical conditions.

The Curse of Super Senses

Practically speaking, you might imagine that dogs’ extreme sensitivity to sound and to smells would handicap them in the noisy and polluted world that we share. Fair and foul noises and smells must, I hypothesize, be the triggers for many behavioural problems. We see this in some dogs exhibiting bang phobias, but quite often city dogs are distressed by more subtle, high-frequency sounds from air-conditioning units, radio emissions, trains, trucks and the like. Scented household products can also upset dogs. Individually, any one of these assaults on the canine senses may seem trivial and transient, but in combination and over long periods of exposure they must surely have psychological consequences for sensitive individuals.

Homing Instincts and Lost Dogs

You will have heard about amazing journeys made by animals when they were lost far from home. There are well-recorded cases of dogs and cats travelling hundreds, even thousands of kilometres across cities, highways and natural obstacles. I myself had a cat, Johnny, who travelled back to a farm we had left six months previously from our new home. Not only was this 30km (20 miles) away, it was separated by a substantial river.
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Dogs are equipped with remarkable homing abilities yet are easily distracted in urban environments and can become lost.




Is Your Dog Psychic?

Many people would like to believe that some dogs are so clever and perform such amazing feats that they must possess a psychic sixth sense. Rupert Sheldrake performed interesting experiments to test whether or not dogs are able to anticipate the return of their owners. He concludes that pet dogs perform at better-than-chance levels by becoming excited when their owners are on their way home.

Critics say that there were methodological shortcomings in Sheldrake’s tests that, in some inadvertent way, skewed the results or aided the dog in anticipating its owner’s return. As far as I am concerned, the jury’s out on this issue, because I have seen indications of this behaviour in my own dogs and have had it reported to me by clients. One case that I investigated concerned a German Shepherd who seemed to know when his owner was leaving an office 6km (4 miles) away across London. Was the dog responding to the sound of a rather noisy Volvo driving through town, or to some minute change in the behavioural physiology of the man’s wife?

Many of us have seen our dogs wake up in the car as we get close to home or even close to a friend’s home that we have previously visited together. This common experience is, I am sure, based on the ‘map sense’ that I describe in the context of homing pigeons. Dogs pick up on the smells, sounds and then sights of the home environment.

And, of course, as they wake up and give their excited ‘you have arrived at your destination’ squeaks, we reward them with praise and astonishment at their cleverness.

What amazes me is that some dogs are able to form these homing associations following just one visit to the place in question.

More remarkably still, my little dog PC regularly anticipates my arrival at an address I have never visited before.

This does not mean that he has a ‘sixth sense’, rather that he is able to detect minute changes in me that signal we are close to our destination. The challenge for me and for science is to identify those signals, be they changes in brain activity, increased sweating or other subtle cues yet to be determined.

[image: ]

Dogs respond to auditory and visual signals as well as picking up on owners’ behaviour. Cooking in the kitchen, a car pulling into the driveway and children arriving home, may all be signals that a walk or meal is imminent.





Having found that we were no longer at the old farm, Johnny made the return journey and arrived exhausted two months later at the new address (and thereafter had a pampered and happy life).

The question always arises in cases of this sort: how do they do it?

The subject of homing has been well researched in pigeons, because they are the iconic species that was a vital communication aid in the days before the Internet, even before the telegraph. It seems that pigeons use the same hierarchy of senses as birds such as swallows, swifts or Arctic terns, which make amazing north-south migrations over thousands of kilometres. Many species of mammals, such as the African wildebeest and the North American caribou, also make long journeys on a seasonal basis, so it is not unreasonable that dogs should be able to do the same.
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