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Poppy


For all my canine companions, past, present and future, and the wild spirit of the wolf which inhabits their beloved souls.




“The greatness of a nation and its moral progress can be judged by the way its animals are treated.”


Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948)
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CHAPTER ONE


THE ORIGINS OF THE DOG


“Dog. n. A kind of additional or subsidiary deity designed to catch the overflow and surplus of the world’s worship.”


Ambrose Bierce, The Devil’s Dictionary (1911)


The puzzle of the domestic dog’s ancestry has exercised the minds of pet-lovers for thousands of years and still does so today. At the end of the 20th century geneticists were convinced that all dogs, from the Pekingese to the Rhodesian ridgeback, had evolved from the intelligent, sociable, and self-sufficient wolf. Then in 2019 researchers at the Center for Palaeogenetics in Sweden began sequencing the DNA of an 18,000-year-old puppy preserved in Siberia’s permafrost, and were unable to determine whether it was wolf or dog. Potentially, it could be the common ancestor of both dogs and wolves.
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Robert Wayne, Professor of Biology at the University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) discovered that the mitochondrial DNA (invaluable in tracking a species’ biological ancestors) in seven different dog breeds and the gray wolf were virtually identical, differing at most by 0.2 percent. As mtDNA only reproduces asexually through the maternal line, this means that originally they all came from the same maternal stock—the gray wolf, or perhaps tantalisingly the same common ancestor.
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As David Mech, the world’s leading expert on wolves, puts it: “Wolves are not just wild dogs. Rather, dogs are domesticated wolves.” This does not preclude some genetic material from the wolf’s other close relatives (see table, p.10) with whom sometimes it quite naturally interbreeds, producing fertile offspring. And of course, humans intervened from time to time by introducing wild blood into domestic stocks to increase hunting ability—as Great Plains American Indians did by periodically mating their dogs with coyotes.
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How Did the Wolf Become Man’s Best Friend?


Fifty-five million years ago the animals that we now class in the order Carnivora were far less specialized than they are today. However, as the millennia inexorably moved on, different creatures began to fill specialized ecological niches, developing the characteristics most useful to them as they did so. Felines developed tongues capable of rasping flesh from bone which they chewed carefully, and became ambush predators; canids evolved into co-operative pack hunters, whose teeth tore lumps of flesh from their prey, which they gulped down whole. It took around 45 million years for the wolf to come into being, and almost another ten million for the domestic dog to be curled up at his human’s feet.
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It would be almost another ten million years before the domestic dog was curled up peacefully at his human’s feet.


Although hugely adaptable omnivores, both wolves and humans are at heart ruthless predators competing for the same prey, be it hare or bison, so it is not surprising that they inhabit the same geographical areas or that they eventually developed a symbiotic relationship. Their bones have been found in close proximity from 400,000 years ago, but the exact nature of their relationship remains speculative. For the wolf there were distinct advantages to lurking in the environs of hominid (any member of the primate family hominidae which includes man and his fossil ancestors) encampments. They were less likely to be harassed by predators more fearsome than themselves, such as the giant sabre-toothed cats; the pressure of the their 1000-pound-per-square-inch (200kg/cm2) jaws could easily crack open juicy bones impenetrable to the puny hominids; and there was the added bonus of hominid excreta to devour.


Wolves, dogs, and pigs have far more efficient digestive systems than humans, which allow them to extract nutrition from human and animal waste. Many contemporary people are disgusted when their dogs eat excreta and this behavior, labeled as “having a depraved appetite,” means that the poor canine is often roundly chastised. However, although sophisticated urban humans now find this perfectly natural behavior repulsive, we should remember that wolves, dogs, and pigs—both in the past and now in areas such as rural India—have done man a great service by acting as a flesh-and-blood sewage system, a characteristic that was clearly not lost on ancient man, who kept those animals close by.




Close Relatives of the Gray Wolf


This table shows all the members of the Order Carnivora including the Family Canidae (dogs, wild dogs, wolves, and jackals)—the same Order and Family as the gray wolf. Canis, lycaon, and cuon all possess 78 stable diploid chromosomes, a fact that allows these members of the family to interbreed and produce fertile offspring. Members who can interbreed are shown above the dotted line. Below the line we see other members, including foxes, of the Canidae family.






	

GENERA




	

SPECIES




	

COMMON NAME









	 

	 

	 






	Canis

	Canis familiaris

	Domestic dog






	 

	Canis adustus

	Side-striped jackal






	 

	Canis aureus

	Golden jackal






	 

	Canis mesomelus

	Black-backed jackal






	 

	Canis simensis

	Ethiopian wolf






	 

	Canis lupus

	Gray wolf






	 

	Canis rufus

	Red wolf






	 

	Canis latrans

	Coyote






	 

	Canis familiaris dingo

	Dingo






	Lycaon

	Lycaon pictus

	African wild dog






	Cuon

	Cuon alpinus

	Dhole






	Nyctereutes

	Nyctereutes procyonoides

	Raccoon dog






	Fennecus

	Fennecus zerda

	Fennec fox






	Vulpes

	Vulpes chama

	Cape fox






	 

	Vulpes velox

	Swift fox






	 

	Vulpes macrotis

	Kit fox






	 

	Vulpes vulpes

	Red fox






	 

	Vulpes cana

	Blanford’s fox






	 

	Vulpes pallida

	Pale fox






	 

	Vulpes rueppelli

	Ruppell’s fox






	 

	Vulpes benglensis

	Bengal fox






	 

	Vulpes corsac

	Corsac fox






	 

	Vulpes ferrilata

	Tibetan sand fox






	Chrysocyon

	Chrysocyon brachyurus

	Maned wolf






	Cerdocyon

	Cerdocyon thous

	Crab-eating zorro






	Dusicyon

	Dusicyon culpaeus

	Culpeo






	 

	Dusicyon griseus

	Gray zorro






	 

	Dusicyon gymnocerus

	Azara’s zorro






	 

	Dusicyon microtis

	Small-eared zorro






	 

	Dusicyon sechurae aka

	Sechuran zorro






	 

	Pseudalopex sechurae

	 






	 

	Dusicyon vetulus aka

	Hoary zorro






	 

	Pseudatopex vetulus

	 






	Speothos

	Speothos venaticus

	Bush dog






	Urocyon

	Urocyon cinereoargenteus

	Gray fox






	 

	Urocyon littoralis

	Island Gray fox






	Alopex

	Alopex lagopus

	Arctic fox










Living Together


However, waste disposal was not the only advantage to be gained from coexisting with the wolf. Wolves were skilled and successful predators at a time when the hominids’ hunting skills were still primitive. Even the world’s supreme predator, the tiger, is successful only on an average of one attack in ten. The hominids’ strike rate was no doubt much less than this and it would have been well worth their while to follow the wolves in order to scavenge their leftovers. This is a custom rural inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent have always adhered to with abandoned tiger-kills, which are often large and extremely tasty deer.


Early man may also consciously have copied some of the successful wolf’s hunting tactics. In Wyoming, once dominated by prairie grass, the wolves lay down and waved their tails to attract shy but curious antelope close enough to be killed; Shoshoni Indians use the same ploy to trap their dinner, merely substituting a strip of hide for a tail. Both wolves and American Indians drive large animals on to ice, where they lose their footing and become easy prey.
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In Bharatpur, Rajasthan, jackals have taken to lurking near human habitation to find food, including in the environs of ancient temples.
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Learning from the Jackal


In contemporary times the first glimmerings of the process of domestication may be seen in another canid, the golden (or Asiatic) jackal. Keoladeo National Park in Bharatpur, Rajasthan, is home to as many as a thousand of these intelligent creatures, but increasingly, times are hard for wildlife. Droughts occur sometimes, as happened in 2001 for the third year in a row, and an ever-burgeoning human population means that cattle are taken into national parks where they compete with wild herbivores for food, depriving carnivorous predators of their prey species. Some of these golden jackals, like the wolves before them, are capitalizing on the advantages of lurking near friendly human habitation, in this case the Hanuman, or monkey-god, temple on the fringes of the forest. The temple is a little ramshackle, the walls of its courtyard cracked and in disrepair, leaving it conveniently open to nature. Monkeys chatter on its corrugated iron roof while colorful birds sing in the trees, but as dusk falls these creatures become silent and the creatures of the night begin to stir. It is now that Baba, the temple priest, sits in his courtyard calling to the jackals with a high-pitched cry. It may take thirty minutes or even longer for the first jackal to appear, timidly putting its muzzle through a crack in the wall. Baba continues to call while throwing the jackal a scrap, which normally occasions it to run back to the safety of the ghana, but very slowly the jackals gain confidence and finally venture into the courtyard and gobble down the scraps. But no tidbit is succulent enough to induce the jackals to come nearer than ten feet (approximately three and a half meters) to a human, and the slightest movement causes them to melt into the darkness of the forest.
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A jackal waits in the dusky night for the call of the temple Baba.


Losing the Fear of Man


Hundreds of thousands of years of physical proximity and ever-increasing familiarity between wolf and human led finally to a close and interdependent relationship, not because the wolf’s essential wild nature changed, but because over the generations a kind of natural selection occurred. The wolves who were least frightened of humankind were naturally the wolves bold enough to enter the fringes of human encampments. Interbreeding between these, braver wolves very slowly altered the levels of neuro-transmitters such as serotonin, and hormones such as adrenaline in generations of their offspring, which meant that, along with other wild characteristics, they lost their fear of man altogether.


Behavior modification as radical as this brought with it many morphological, or physical, changes which can be seen in exaggerated form in today’s pet dogs: Dwarfs—miniature dachshunds; giants—Great Danes; wavy and curly hair—water spaniels; curly tails—Basenjis; floppy ears—Afghans. These are traits not usually seen in the wild and have resulted from the interbreeding of tame animals. Confirmation of this theory has been demonstrated by Belyaev and Trut in Russia in their transformation from wild to tame of another member of the dog family, the beautiful and curious silver fox.
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A domestic fox returns home from a stroll with a companion in Siberia.


Learning from the Fox


Taken from incarceration in Russian fur farms, Belyaev and Trut selectively bred silver foxes exclusively for tameness. Only cubs that on sexual maturity showed some affection toward their handlers, such as wagging their tails, were allowed to procreate and produce the following generation. In the beginning the overwhelming majority of the wild foxes either fled from their handlers, bit them, or, when stroked or handled, resolutely ignored them. However, after just six generations of breeding for tiny forms of affection, foxes were being born that were actively interested in communicating with people. They whimpered, sniffed their handlers, and licked them with enthusiasm. By the tenth generation these tame foxes represented 18 percent of the population; by the twentieth, 35 percent; and finally, after forty years and thirty-five generations, 70–80 percent. Such was these foxes affection for humans that, when some escaped, they turned their backs on their natural habitat and returned “home.” Docile and friendly just like pet dogs, they competed with one another for human attention.


Over the years Trut and others have raised these tame foxes at home as pets. Trut says of them: “They have shown themselves to be good-tempered creatures, as devoted as dogs, but as independent as cats, and capable of forming deep-rooted pair bonds with human beings—mutual bonds as those of us who work with them know.” Although not identical to dogs (foxes start off with a slightly different genome), Trut believes they could be just as rewarding as pets. She says: “If fox pups could be raised and trained the way dog puppies are now, there is no telling what sort of animal they might one day become.”
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Changes in the chemical make-up of the dog, after millions of years of domestication, mean that emotionally adult dogs carry the traits of their puppyhood.


Obviously the transformation of wild wolf to domestic dog took tens of thousands years because the natural selection process was much less intense than that with Trut’s foxes, but the neuro-chemical and neuro-hormonal changes that produced tameness in the fox and the wolf are similar. For example, over the generations, as the foxes became more tame, their adrenal glands’ hormone production constantly fell until after thirty generations it was just 25 percent of that of a wild fox.


An animal or human produces adrenaline when it is stressed, so this drop in its production meant that, unlike wild foxes, Trut’s foxes were not stressed by human contact. Conversely they also produced much more serotonin than their wild relatives, which inhibited aggression. Their mating season lengthened—some bred out of season, some twice a year but, to date, no offspring have survived from this second mating. All these neuro-chemical and hormonal changes mean that in tame foxes, and dogs (as tame wolves are generally known) the emotional traits of cub- and puppyhood fail to disappear at maturity, as they would in wild animals, but endure for life.
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Dog breeds illustrated in Leclerc De Buffon’s Histoire Naturelle.


Many people believe they can tame a top predator such as a wolf and that this “tame” animal will feel affection for them. This is fantasy: wild predators, even crosses, behave in a tame manner only out of need or fear. During the eighteenth century exotic menageries were de rigueur for the wealthy and many aristocrats took a great interest in natural history. A not infrequent experiment was to cross wolves with domestic dogs. M. le marquis de Spontin was generous enough to give some such crosses to the greatest French naturalist of the time, Leclerc De Buffon. Writing in his seminal work Histoire Naturelle with great perspicacity, Buffon explains that the nature of these crosses was such that if the creatures were given their freedom they would immediately revert to wild ways, and writes that although once he recognized the man who brought him meat he would lick his hands and face, he did this only out of need. The animals attacked all others who approached them.


William Philadelphia, a noted big-cat trainer in the early twentieth century, explains with outstanding clarity the mechanism behind the “tame” behavior of wild animals:
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“The wild beast is afraid, not so much of any pain that may be inflicted upon him, but of some vague unknown power too great for him to understand or cope with. This is what gives the tamer control of his lions and tigers. It is not any personal magnetism or any inherent virtue not possessed by other men—it is merely that one particular man, by untiring patience has succeeded in making himself appear in the lion’s eye as the one great and boundless force of the universe before which he must bow.”





Wolves, like big cats, can be trained but never tamed. In fact some might say that it is both cruel and irresponsible to want a top predator as a pet. In a domestic environment they are constantly anxious, being unable to exercise their natural desire to flee from humans and to kill for their food. They are intelligent animals placed in situations that bore and frustrate them. And, as a result of this boredom and frustration, many animals may even attack the person who apparently (in our human eyes) seems to be taking care of them.


As well as the hormonal and chemical changes, Trut’s tame foxes underwent morphological transformations—just as did wolves as they became dogs. The color of the foxes’ coats began to change, and some developed areas of white fur, often in the form of stars on their heads, something frequently seen in dogs and domestic horses. A few generations later fox cubs with floppy ears or curly tails were born. After twenty generations shorter legs and tails became evident; and by 1991 even the shape of the foxes’ skulls was altering, a phenomenon which is very noticeable in tame wolves.
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Early signs of domestication include the appearance of piebald coloring.




When Did Wolf Morph into Dog?


MtDNA, which showed us that the wolf and the dog are one (see p.8), undergoes mutations in its makeup at relatively constant time intervals. By comparing the number of mutations in the mtDNA of 162 wolves in 27 different geographical areas with that of 140 dogs from 67 different breeds, Robert Wayne (from UCLA) was able to estimate that the true tame wolf—or pet dog—first appeared on earth one hundred thousand years ago.


GRAY WOLF


The gray wolf is the direct ancestor of all modern pet dogs.
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Archeology, however, tells a different story. In 2017 researchers in Germany sequenced the genomes of early and end Neolithic canines that dated domestication, at least in Germany to a mere 20-40,000 years ago. And a 2018 study in Illinois carbon-dated two domestic dogs to around ten thousand years old, which according to the researchers is the earliest confirmed evidence of domestic dogs in the Americas.


So what of the 85,000 years or so in between? Could it be that ancient dog fossils exist but have yet to be discovered, or is it that for tens of thousands of years the domestic dog retained the morphology or shape of the gray wolf along with its DNA, but its phenotype, or behavior changed; in short it was a pet in wolf’s clothing, and so never dated.


Skeletal changes were among the last to occur in Trut’s tame foxes (see pp.13–15) and no doubt this would have been the same for wolves. Although the wolf populations that lived on the fringes of human encampments would have formed their own packs, facilitating the development of a gene pool, which would in time turn the wolf into the domestic dog, there would always have been sporadic out-breeding. This would have added to their genetic diversity and slowed down the development of the more extreme morphological changes. It is perhaps no coincidence that the period during which man began to abandon a hunter–gatherer’s lifestyle for that of a farmer is also the period from which the first domestic dog remains date. An agrarian culture would have made quite different demands on the tame wolf. Humans would have found specialist activities, such as herding and guarding, increasingly desirable. In addition the all-too-human desire for a friendly furry companion would have asserted itself, leading humans to select and breed tame wolves with these embryonic qualities. The morphological changes of domestication, such as curly tails and diminutive stature, would also have appealed to these early settlers, who would have begun to breed for looks they found appealing, fixing and amplifying these early changes.
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Instinctively, early farmers would have begun to breed the first domestic dogs, not only for their ability to help with human work, but for their friendly behavior toward humans and looks they found appealing.





The Saluki


Perhaps the earliest purebred dog is the Arabic Saluki, whom some say can see for up to a mile! The desert Arabs used to carry their precious Salukis to the scene of the hunt on the front of their saddles so that they would be fresh for the chase and keen to spy and bring down game. In scrubland the Saluki takes her cue from a hawk trained to spy gazelles from his high vantage point. Once the gazelle is in its sight, the Saluki, running at speeds of up to forty miles an hour (65kmh) brings down her prey—dinner, not only for her master, but also for the tribe and herself.
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First Breeds in China


Seven thousand years ago the Chinese were already breeding dogs specifically to eat, which eventually led to the development of the extremely meaty Chow. By 3000BC the diminutive Pekingese had achieved cult status in the imperial court. The Emperor kept a “dog book” in which outstanding artists painted portraits of the most desirable Pekes, thereby establishing breed standards—a device much beloved of kennel clubs in the UK and US.





The Saluki’s exact origins are shrouded in mystery, although the Arabs, who prized the Saluki above all creatures—they were cared for with the children when puppies; placed on camel-back when the nomads moved camp; fed with succulent female goat’s flesh, camel and sheep’s milk thickened with couscous, and luscious sweet dates; and decorated with colored beads and amulets to ward off the evil eye—claim her for their own. Reputedly, she was first bred in the long-vanished town of Saluki, southern Arabia, and she was introduced to Egypt from Arabia. What is certain is that the first image of a Saluki dates back to somewhere between 4400 and 4000bc, engraved on ceremonial objects of green slate which were discovered at Hierakonopolis (modern Gebelen) in Egypt. From that time on the Saluki and other types of prototype sight hounds consistently appeared in tomb decoration. The renowned Egyptologist Howard Carter, writing in Cassell’s Magazine c.1929 noted: “They [dogs] are pictured on the rock-cut tombs of Beni-Hassan [c.2000bc] with pricked ears (some of the hounds imported [to England] after the First World War had pricked ears, the result of them being cropped by their Arab breeders) which identifies them with the Saluki. The hounds were essentially sporting dogs of graceful form, the very embodiment of aristocratic bearing, with feathered drooping ears, feathered tails and quarters, flexible loins, a deep chest, and long lithe limbs admirably adapted for the chase.”
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