

[image: images]




[image: images]




Praise for Born to Bark


“It’s the story of an underdog—the one who should have failed. A heartwarming read proving that there is no such thing as impossible.”


—Toronto Star


“Internationally recognized dog expert… writes about one of his own extraordinary dogs. Charming… blends Coren’s personal history into the story of his much loved Cairn terrier, with lots of insightful information.”


—The Vancouver Sun


“If you like animal stories that give you a chuckle or make your eyes well up, pick up psychologist Stanley Coren’s new book about the dogs he has known who have brought warmth, love, and humor to his life.… His relationship with Flint became the stuff of legend. Delightful.”


—The Free Lance–Star (Fredericksburg, Va.)


“Coren’s sharp insight into the species and man’s relationship to it is magnified in this first-person story of true grit that ranges from perceptive narrative to tough realism. In the process, Coren serves up plenty of doggy escapades, accented with spot-on behavioral tips and why they work. Through the journey, Coren delivers humor, angst, perception, and correction.”


—SeattleKennelClub.com


“Stanley Coren’s funny and touching memoir, Born to Bark, reveals how the mentor we’ve come to know and love became so expert at reading the minds and hearts of dogs.”


—Ted Kerasote, author of the New York Times bestseller Merle’s Door: Lessons from a Freethinking Dog


“A deeply thoughtful yet lighthearted, fun read, this book had me alternately laughing and crying, and reflecting on my relationship with my own dog. I recommend this book to anyone who has ever loved a dog or tried to train one.”


—Stacey O’Brien, author of Wesley the Owl


“Just as Stanley Coren’s important books on dogs deserve prime spots in every animal lover’s library, so will his Cairn terrier, Flint, win a special place in each dog lover’s heart. This little dog with a big soul will utterly captivate you. Even when he’s misbehaving (which is rather often) you can’t help but love Flint’s fierce terrier courage, his boundless energy, and his mischievous sense of humor. In this personal and personable memoir, Dr. Coren offers respectful and penetrating insights into the lively mind of a special dog—and revealing glimpses into his own soul as well.”


—Sy Montgomery, author of Birdology


“Dr. Stanley Coren writes about the dogs he has owned, in particular his soul mate, Flint.… At every stage, Dr. Coren’s profound knowledge of dogs shines through as he relates inspiring and heartwarming stories of his precious time with Flint. This book will inform and educate, amuse and entertain any and all dog owners as well as those thinking of getting a dog. Yet another great contribution from Dr. Coren.”


—Professor Nicholas H. Dodman, author of The Dog Who Loved Too Much


“I’ve learned more from Stanley Coren about dogs and people than from just about any other writer and thinker on the subject. He… teaches us so much about ourselves and the intense way we connect with our dogs. Coren understands better than anyone how dogs think. Now he teaches us about how we think about them. A wonderful read for anyone who has ever loved a dog.”


—Jon Katz, author of Soul of a Dog
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Born to Bark





CHAPTER 1


FIRST MEMORIES
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For Christmas the woman who would become my wife bought me a dog—a little terrier. The next year her Christmas gift to me was a shotgun. Most of the people in my family believe that those two gifts were not unrelated.


The dog’s name was Flint. He was an oversized Cairn terrier, mostly gray with black pricked ears and a black mask. Weighing about 23 pounds and standing something over 13 inches at the shoulder, he looked for all the world like a jumbo version of Toto in the original film version of The Wizard of Oz. For thirteen years he was my dearly beloved companion, and for thirteen years he and my wife were at war with each other.


I was trained as a researcher and a psychologist; however, Flint was a key that unlocked for me a way of looking at canine behavior and human relationships with dogs. Some people consider me to be an expert on dog behavior and the bond that humans have with their dogs. If the opinion of those people is correct, then I must admit that my primary education came from growing up around dogs and watching and interacting with them. My university-level education came from my research and study of the scientific literature on how dogs think, but my postgraduate training was the result of living with Flint. It was Flint who taught me how to watch dogs and the reactions that they cause in the human world that they live in. He also introduced me to the world of “Dog People,” some of whom may be fanatical, loony, and misguided, but most of whom are empathetic, caring, and dedicated to their canine companions. Many of these Dog People became my friends and the source of much of the pleasure that I have experienced over the years.


My life’s activities are divided between two different environments. The first is the ordered and structured world of the university, scientific research, data, and research publications. It is a world populated with many staid, serious, and predictable people and equally predictable and structured situations. My other living space is the chaotic world of dogs, dog training, and dog competitions. This world is populated by dog owners, trainers, handlers, judges, and competitors, many with strange or unique ideas. It is also filled with dogs of every variety and temperament, some well trained, steady, and friendly, and others that have been allowed basically to run wild in their human habitat. The canine universe seems to be driven more by emotions than logic, so apparently random things may happen. As Flint soon taught me, often the best response to such unpredictable events is a sense of humor. Going back and forth between these two worlds is much like looking at a Hollywood feature film where the director is trying to give you a glimpse of the workings of the mind of a schizophrenic, alternating between ordered reality and delusional fantasy.


Flint became a part of both of those lives. He soon showed me that I had a lot more to learn about dogs and that there were some clear holes in my knowledge of how dogs think. However, there were even more holes in my understanding of the nature of the bond that humans have with dogs—or, as in my wife’s case, the bond we may not have with a particular dog.
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Let me start by giving you a bit of history about myself before that canine whirlwind arrived on the scene. Dogs have been the signposts that have marked the various stages in my life’s journey. For as long as I can remember there was always a dog in my home. The first dog of my memory is a beagle named Skipper, but there was at least one dog earlier than that. I have seen photos of me rolling around on the ground with Rex, who was a husky-type dog, either a Malamute or a Siberian husky. If we can read anything from the few photos we had, I dearly loved that dog and, according to my mother, he adored me. One photograph provides some evidence of why our bond was so strong. In it I am sitting next to Rex and I am happily chewing on a dog biscuit. My mother claimed that in that photo Rex was looking at me with great love and affection, but it appears to me that he was looking at the dog treat and hoping that something edible was about to happen for him.


One day, when I was around eight or nine years of age, my mother and her sister, my Aunt Sylvia, were having coffee together and looking at some old family snapshots. As they sat chatting and laughing at the black-and-white images, the page turned to reveal that particular picture of Rex and me. Sylvia was appalled.


“Chesna, that is disgusting!” my aunt said, and immediately went into the lecturing mode that she used when she felt that she needed to instruct someone and bring them to her own moral and intellectual high ground, “Stanley is chewing on a dog biscuit. It’s unsanitary. It’s unhealthy! It’s nearly child abuse!”


“Sylvia, it’s just a dog biscuit,” my mother gently replied. “The first time I gave Stan a biscuit to give to Rex, he started to chew on it himself. I don’t think that he much liked the taste, but he liked the fact that Rex would hang around him until he finally gave him what remained of the treat. After that, Stan wouldn’t go anyplace without a dog treat in his pocket, and Rex would never be more than an arm’s length away from him. That’s what saved Stanley’s life.”


During the early years of World War II, just after my father, Ben, had earned his officer’s commission, he had been assigned to Fort Knox, Kentucky, where we lived in a mostly military community just outside the gates of the camp. It was sort of rural, and the place we rented was pretty bare and run-down, but it did have a little fenced yard where Rex and I could play. My mother was inside doing the wash one day when she heard me give a frightened shout, followed by angry sounds from Rex. When she ran out of the house she found me hiding behind Rex who was barking and growling at a “nasty-looking snake, pink and black and orange, making hissing and buzzing sounds.” Rex had defensively put himself between me and the snake. My mother shouted for us to get back and as soon as she could, she pulled me away. Meanwhile, Rex dived at the snake and caught it in the middle of its body, but it swung around and bit him on the face. Rex yelped and dropped it and then grabbed its neck and snapped it up and down. When it stopped moving, Rex looked a bit dazed and blood was oozing from puncture wounds on his face.


My mother’s shouts and Rex’s barking attracted the attention of our next-door neighbor, who came running out to help. She was from Georgia and recognized the snake as a copperhead rattlesnake, which is poisonous but not as bad as a cottonmouth or some others, although such snakes can certainly kill a young child or dog. Fortunately, she knew what to do about Rex’s wounds. She made a little X-shaped cut over each of the bite holes and squeezed them until there was a good flow of blood that helped drain the poison. Afterward, Rex was pretty sick and his face swelled up, but he pulled through.


As my mother looked at the photo, she recalled that Rex and I had acted as if we were glued together, and that I had used those dog treats that I always had with me as rewards, managing to teach Rex dozens of different words and several tricks.
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Rex had put himself right in front of me for my protection.


When my father left with the troops to go to Europe, my mother began to pack our belongings to go back to her family in Philadelphia. Shortly before we left, a driver lost control of his Jeep and hit Rex, who died on our front lawn. My mother looked across the room to where I was sitting and told me, “You took it pretty hard. You kept kissing Rex’s face and telling him to wake up. For the next few weeks you insisted on taking a dog biscuit to bed with you because you said that Rex would expect it to be there when he came home.”


My mother told me the story of Rex only that one time, but it hurt me a great deal. Here was a dog who had loved me so much that he had nearly given his life for me, and I had no memory of him, no matter how hard I tried to recall the events. In fact, the only evidence that I had that he had ever lived was in a couple of small, faded black-and-white photos. It is difficult to imagine that I might never have survived to live the rest of my life if it had not been for an unremembered dog who had stayed close to me in the hopes of getting an occasional bit of dog treat, and whom I had clearly cherished.
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My first personal memories of a dog are all about Skipper, a beagle. He arrived in my life after we were back in Philadelphia, the war was over, and my father was home. I don’t remember Skippy as a puppy. In my mind he was always a full-sized beagle who loved to snuggle and run. Mostly he loved to sniff things, and he had enough strength and traction so that when he was on leash he could drag my light young body over to any target he needed to explore. I always carried around bits of food with me that I could use to reward Skipper to get him to do the things that I wanted him to. A typical beagle, Skipper was not particularly trainable, but he was sweet and social and willing to curl up next to me while I read, worked, or slept. I loved him dearly, in spite of my having been bitten by a rabid dog not too long before Skipper joined our family.


When I was growing up, dogs were not commonly being vaccinated, rabies was a greatly feared disease, and dog bites were the most usual means of transmission. Rabies symptoms include partial paralysis, an inability to speak or swallow, and psychological deterioration with confusion, anxiety, agitation, paranoia, hallucinations, bouts of hostility, and delirium. Without treatment, and once the symptoms show themselves, rabies is one hundred percent fatal within 2 to 10 days. Death by rabies is quite ugly and excruciatingly painful. Before 1885, the year when Louis Pasteur and Émile Roux first successfully cured a victim bitten by a rabid dog, the most common treatment for human rabies was euthanasia—doctors or close family members actually smothered the patient with a pillow, which was considered to be much kinder than allowing him to suffer an agonizing death from the disease.


Thankfully, when I was bitten, a treatment was available for the disease, but that treatment was itself painful and traumatic. I had gone to visit my Aunt Sylvia and Uncle Alex and my cousins who had rented a house for the summer in Atlantic City. Only one day into my holiday, I was approaching a dog with my hand out to pet it when it bit me. Although it hurt, my principal emotion at the time was surprise, since dogs had always responded well to me and I’d never been bitten before. Someone grabbed me and lifted me off the ground and away from the dog while someone else grabbed the dog by the collar, dragged it away, and locked it into another yard behind a gate.


The dog was believed to be rabid, and treatment—a series of horribly painful shots—was started immediately. The shots were given with a wide-bore needle (which looked like a lance to my young eyes) and injected directly into the abdominal muscles with no anesthetic. I came to dread the sight of the doctor and his needle, and left his office shaking and sobbing, pleading with my mother and aunt not to take me back for the next injection. Everybody in the family was in a state of panic, but after the fifth and last shot, since I wasn’t showing any symptoms, they knew that I would survive.


A colleague who is a clinical psychologist has told me that, given the pain involved in that treatment process, I should have been left with persistent posttraumatic stress–related symptoms that should appear whenever I am around dogs. It would be reasonable to expect that I would have a lifelong fear of dogs, but I have no fear or negative residual feelings for dogs because the dog hurt me a little bit and just once, while the doctors hurt me a lot, and many times. As a result I have been left with a lifelong discomfort associated with doctors and hospitals.


At the time that I had Skippy, we were living in West Philadelphia, in a duplex, where my family lived upstairs and my mother’s parents, Jake and Lena, lived downstairs. My grandmother was a significant influence when I was growing up. Since both of my parents were working, that meant that except for weekends I got to see my parents for only a few hours at night and in the morning, so my grandmother was my primary caretaker. In the early evenings I would curl up in my grandparents’ living room next to the large radio, which was our principal form of entertainment. This radio was a big piece of furniture, a floor model that stood about 4 feet high. Skipper would curl up beside me as I listened to the three radio programs that I loved: Superman, The Lone Ranger, and Lassie. Of the three, Lassie was my favorite.


The Lassie radio adventures were true to the spirit of the original Eric Knight story, in which Lassie was clearly a dog, not a human in a fur coat. Lassie never spoke human language, but simply barked. Pal, the dog who played Lassie in the original movies, also did the barking on the radio show, but listeners were never told that the whining, panting, snarling, and growling were all convincingly done by a human actor named Earl Keen.


Each episode involved Lassie playing a different dog in a different setting and situation. The show had a certain magical charm about it because of the dog’s intelligence, emotion, and dedication. Virtually every episode also demonstrated that somehow we humans could understand and communicate with dogs. Lassie did not speak English, Spanish, German, French, or any other human tongue, but her family and everybody who heard her understood her completely, nonetheless. In one episode Lassie’s barking could mean that a child was hurt and in need of rescue, in another that the house was on fire, or even “Your mother still loves you and wants you to come home.”


I would listen carefully, trying to work out the nuances of the barks, without great success. I was jealous of Lassie’s family and neighbors, who could all understand the language of dogs and knew how to make their dog understand exactly what they were saying as well. While I sat next to the big radio fondling Skippy’s long, flannel-textured ears and feeling linguistically inept, I began to form a resolve. I would learn how to talk to dogs and understand what they were saying in return.
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I got a head start in my attempts to learn all I could about dogs because my mother believed that it was possible to teach children how to read at a very young age and that such early literacy would give me an educational advantage. So she spent several hours each Saturday and Sunday morning teaching me how to read. I loved it and began to read everything I could lay my hands on. Well before my sixth birthday I could read at a third-grade level. This turned out to be fortunate, since my mother was now pregnant with my brother Dennis and our weekend mornings spent improving my reading ability were becoming shorter and less frequent.


In a sort of enlightened self-interest, my mother next arranged for me to get my own library card at the Cobbs Creek Parkway branch of the Philadelphia Public Library. Anticipating that her time with me would be radically more limited with the arrival of the new baby, she knew that, if I had an interesting book to read, I would tend to hide in a corner and pore over it, my dog beside me, rather than hanging around getting underfoot. I used that library card quite a bit, and by the time I was 7 or 8 years old I had read every book on dogs, wild animals, biology, and science that was in its tiny children’s collection. I also often read them aloud to Skipper, trying to imitate the instructional tones that my mother and first-grade teacher used when teaching. Sometimes, if it was a good story, I would try to read it dramatically, changing my voice according to what I thought the people in the book might sound like. My grandparents or my parents would occasionally walk into the room while I was doing one of my melodramatic readings for the dog and smile or stop for a few minutes to watch and listen, but they never interrupted me or commented.
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I not only read those books for myself, but often read them aloud to Skipper.


It was a good time in my life, until Skipper disappeared. I now know that Skippy had contracted canine distemper, a viral disease that is almost always fatal. There is no treatment for it, although now there are effective vaccines to prevent it. Even if there had been a treatment for distemper, however, my family had so little money then that sometimes adequate food for the humans could not be assured. My parents would rather have died than to have sought financial help if that meant that people would look upon us as being poor and unable to make it on our own. So if our dog became sick, home remedies were all that we could afford to offer, and if they didn’t work, the dog was simply lost.


Distemper is a virulent disease and the symptoms are ugly, with vomiting, diarrhea, discharge from the nose, red eyes, shivering, convulsions, and breathing difficulties. When a dog contracts it, the disease escalates rapidly and death often comes quickly. My parents had decided that this would be too gruesome and traumatic for me to see, since they remembered how hard it had been for me to deal with the loss of Rex. They thought that they were doing something kind when they secretly moved Skipper to the basement, next to the coal furnace where he would be warm but out of sight. They then told me that someone had accidentally left the door open and Skipper had run out and was now lost.


Today, I know that my parents were trying to ease my pain, but at the psychological level it was the worst thing that they could have said to a child. Death, especially by disease, is not something that carries with it feelings of shame, failure, or desertion. Individuals do not choose to die, and their passing away does not make a statement about those who they leave behind. Abandonment is something else. The idea that my dog had run away when I thought that he loved me and I cared for him so dearly meant that I had personally failed that dog. It meant that I had not communicated to him how important he was—that I was to blame for his deciding that he did not want to live with me any longer.


When my parents put me to bed that night, I was crying. As soon as they put out the light I dressed myself again and left the house. I was going to find Skipper and let him know that I loved him. I was going to bring him home where we could be together again, and I would never do anything to make my dearest friend unhappy. The police found me wandering the streets calling for Skippy at around 3 A.M. When I was finally brought back home my parents were nearly hysterical with worry.


By the next night my parents had spoken to someone who apparently explained to them what might be going on in my head. So my father and my mother tried to tell me that Skippy had gotten very sick and died. They tried to reassure me that it was not my fault and he had not run away. They told me that the only reason they had lied to me was that they didn’t want me to see my dog looking so awfully sick. I didn’t believe them but thought that they were now lying to try to make me feel better, rather than letting me face the horrible truth that I had inadequately understood and loved my dog, and he had left me for those reasons. Truth is a powerful weapon, but only if it is the first shot fired. I had built armor against it by then, and my pain and doubt about Skipper would not be washed away by later explanations.


My mother seemed to know that something further had to be done to lift me out of my grief. So she took the day off from work and had me help her clean the house with some especially nasty-smelling cleaner that was dissolved in water. She explained to me that it was a disinfectant and that we had to disinfect the house so that we could bring another dog into the house and the germs from Skipper’s disease would not hurt our new dog.


I still didn’t believe her. “We can’t have a new dog,” I protested. “When Skippy comes back and finds a new dog he’ll think that I don’t love him and don’t want him.”


My mother knelt down beside me and quietly said, “Skippy is not coming back because he can’t. He died. He is with God now, and he will wait for you. Because he loves you and knows that you loved him, he also knows that you need another dog as a friend. He wouldn’t want his germs to hurt that new dog. So we are going to make our home clean and safe for dogs. First, we will kill all of the germs with this disinfectant, and then we will air the house out for a couple of days. After that, we will see if there is another dog in the world that God wants you to have, since he has Skipper as his own pet for now.”


It sounded like the truth and only cleaning up after a disease could justify using such awful smelly stuff to wash the floors and walls. It was then that I finally began to believe that Skipper was really dead. I turned to the bucket with its malodorous disinfectant solution and began to damp mop every surface of the house that I could reach—no other dog was going to die in that house if I could help it. I cleaned everything so vigorously that I could barely lift my arms at the end of the day. That night I fell asleep dreaming of God sitting on a white throne, with Skippy curled up next to his foot. Skipper was still my dog; he hadn’t run away from me because I wasn’t kind to him. I was sad, but God was a good person whom I could trust to take care of my dog until I got to be with him again.
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My mother clearly had a plan for me, because on Saturday morning she took me to the library, pushing the baby stroller that contained my brother Dennis. On the way she explained to me that if and when we got a new dog, it would be a puppy and I would have to learn how to take care of it and to train it. I would have to learn what I needed to know by reading books about dogs.


We bumped the stroller up the library steps and entered through the big double set of doors. The high-ceilinged familiar space was filled with dark wooden bookshelves, and I took in that subtle smell of books that I had come to love. Near the doors was the circulation counter and next to it a few desks for the librarians. There were three alcoves off of the main area. The small one to the right was the children’s section, which I was very well acquainted with since it was the only one that I was allowed to go into with the green library card that was issued to kids. My mother didn’t even glance in that direction but went to the counter and placed my library card down on it.


“I’d like to upgrade my son’s library card to a regular one,” she said.


The librarian was a thin older lady with glasses and gray hair pulled back into a bun. She recognized me from my twice weekly visits to the library and gave me a slight smile, and then turned to my mother.


“How old is he?” she asked.


“Eight.”


“A child must be twelve years old before we can let them use the adult section.”


“He can read well enough to use the adult books,” my mother said quietly, “and he needs material that is not in the children’s collection. For example, there are no books in the children’s section on dog care or training.”


“Well, why don’t you just take those books out on your card and let him read them?”


My mother sighed slightly. “I work and can’t make it here very often. He needs to be able to select the books that have the information that he is looking for and take them out on his own.”


“Some of that material in the main section is very difficult to read for a child, and some books on the open shelves contain inappropriate material for someone his age.”


“You can test his reading skills right now if you like, and I will give you or anyone else on the library staff the right to prevent him from taking out books with unsuitable material in them.”


The librarian hesitated, then leaned down and asked me, “So, you like dogs?”


I nodded. She pulled over her desk chair, motioned for me to sit down, and walked away. A few moments later she reappeared carrying a book with the title Bruce and a picture of a collie on the cover. It was a novel by Albert Payson Terhune, a writer who had died a few years before and was best known for his fictional adventures of collies, the breed that he truly loved. She opened the book to the first chapter and randomly pointed at a paragraph and said, “Start reading here. Out loud, please.”


It was like reading to Skipper, which I had done so many times before. I adopted my best oratorical voice and began.


“Her ‘pedigree name’ was Rothsay Lass. She was a collie—daintily fragile of build, sensitive of nostril, furrily tawny of coat. Her ancestry was as flawless as any in Burke’s Peerage.


“If God had sent her into the world with a pair of tulip ears and with a shade less width of brain-space she might have been cherished and coddled as a potential bench-show winner, and in time might even have won immortality by the title of ‘CHAMPION Rothsay Lass.’


“But her ears pricked rebelliously upward, like those of her earliest ancestors, the wolves …”


I was caught up in the story virtually from the moment that I began and went on reading with my attention glued to the page in front of me. I had no idea what my mother and the librarian were doing until the librarian tapped me on the shoulder and said, “That’s okay for now. We need you to sign your name right here on your library card.”


That tan-colored card was my key to rest of the library collection. The library did not have a big collection of books on dogs even in the main area, but there was a book on puppies and another on general dog care, which I checked out along with the Albert Payson Terhune novel that had served as my reading test. Over the next year or so I would ultimately read every dog book that Terhune had ever written. Like the dogs in the books by Eric Knight, who wrote about Lassie, Terhune’s dogs were intelligent, empathetic, and courageous, but they were not “cartoon” dogs that could talk. Like real dogs they reasoned and acted in response to circumstances. Because of those books my dreams were often filled with beautiful collies, and my ambitions included not only understanding more about dogs, but perhaps someday writing about dogs.


I read the book on puppies and the book on dog care several times. Meanwhile, I checked each morning and on my return from school each day to see if there was another dog in the world that “God wanted me to have” who might have arrived when I was asleep or away from home.





CHAPTER 2


TIPPY
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Around a month after Skipper died, my father arrived home carrying something wrapped in a blue terrycloth bath towel. I followed him the length of the short hallway and into the kitchen where he sat down. Puzzled, curious, and hopeful, I tried to see what he had brought me. He placed the bundle in my arms and leaned over to say, “Give him a name. Give him a life.”


My father smiled in a way that made his gray eyes twinkle. I collapsed into a cross-legged heap on the floor and was staring into the dark eyes of a puppy in the bundle that I held. He would grow up to be a classic smooth fox terrier; his face was dark, long, and tapered almost to a point. His ears were typical of his breed and would grow to be erect, with only the top hanging down to make the V-shaped flap that dog breeders call “button ears.” As an adult he would weigh around 17 pounds and would stand around 15 inches at the shoulder on thin, elegant legs that were designed for running.


He was mostly white but had a chestnut-brown saddle-shaped patch that reached over his back and down his sides almost to his belly. The brown started again near the base of his carrot-shaped tail and moved upward about three quarters of its length, leaving a prominent white tip. The color and the patterning (except for his face) were almost identical to that of my beagle, Skipper. Most important was that he had a white tail tip, which Skippy had also had and I had always thought was a unique aspect of Skippy’s coloring. When I looked at this new dog with the same special color markings as my beloved beagle, I knew that God had sent him to me and that this dog was supposed to keep me company in the same way that Skipper had. That white tail tip marking gave him his name, which would be “Tippy.”


Many years later I would learn that this color pattern is not at all unique among dogs. Dogs use their tails to signal their emotional state, including threats, assertions of dominance, and expressions of submission. A white tip helps to make the position and movement of the tail more visible to other dogs. But at my age, then just shy of nine years, I simply viewed that white tail tip as a divine message that this dog was destined to take the place of my beagle.
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Having read the puppy-training books I had taken from the library, I knew how to begin civilizing my dog. First, I had to housebreak him. At that time, the use of kennel crates for housebreaking (to my mind the most efficient method) was not widely known. So housebreaking became an extended process, and the occasional “accident” continued to occur at intervals until Tippy was about a year of age.


Coincidentally, my brother Dennis was just over 3 years old and going through the late stages of his own toilet training at the time. My mother tried to make the process for Dennis as nonconfrontational as possible, but other people were involved in my brother’s toilet training as well. Since my mother had gone back to work, my brother was often left with my grandmother, Lena, who felt that Dennis was being coddled and pampered. She would frequently point out that, when she grew up in Eastern Europe, a child of my brother’s age would be punished if he did not make it to the toilet in time. She was not one to use physical punishment, but when he had an occasional “accident,” she would wave a finger sternly in Dennis’s face and say, “You’re a bad boy!”


Because Dennis was bright, he quickly learned what the words meant and immediately put them to use whenever he found a wet spot, or worse, left by Tippy. He would track down my dog and wave his finger in his face and say, “Bad dog!” with as much seriousness as his squeaky little voice could manage. This occurred pretty often, and I suspect that Tippy came to believe that “Bad Dog” was another one of his names, like “Little Foxy,” which my father sometimes called him, and “Needle Nose,” which my mother sometimes used. As little Dennis stood there waving a finger at him, Tippy would lick his hand and wag his tail—apparently quite happy with the extra attention that he was getting, regardless of the motivation behind it.
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One day when Tippy was about 9 or 10 months old, he had an episode of “terrier frenzy” that had some important consequences for me. Tippy would go crazy trying to catch a spot of light moving jerkily across the floor, so his frenzy was really my fault, because I had borrowed my mother’s hand mirror to reflect sunlight. Our living room served as a playroom for my brother and me and, of course, Tippy. It had a frayed sofa next to a round pedestal-style table with a red glass-based lamp, and one worn but comfortable chair. A sort of chest of drawers stood in the far corner and served as another table, on top of which was an old-fashioned 78 rpm record player and a table radio. The only other thing in the room was a big, round, virtually indestructible rug made of a fat braid of rags that my mother had coiled in a big spiral and stitched together.


As Tippy chased the spot of light, he became more and more energized, charging this way and that, and then circling the room at high speed to return to chasing the quickly moving spot of light. Tippy ultimately became so excited that he forgot the game and was taken over by a manic or berserk state of mind, circling the room again and shooting out the door, down the short hall, and into the kitchen, where he started racing around the kitchen table. When he had done this before, he dashed up and down the hall a few times, until his frenzy had subsided, then he would return to me. This particular form of play was safe only when no one was working in the kitchen, but this was a Sunday and my mother was home baking. She was somewhere between the oven and table when my four-footed tornado hit.


When I heard my mother’s yelp I was already halfway down the hall, yelling, “Tippy, come!” over and over. The little dog dashed back to me, circled me two or three times, and then headed back to do some more circuits of the kitchen. My commands to sit or lie down had no effect.


Suddenly I heard a thud and the clatter of something hitting the floor. Then there was a sudden cessation of the sound of scrabbling feet coming from my dog. When I got to the kitchen I saw that Tippy had entangled himself in my mother’s legs as he raced around the room. She had lost her balance, and although she did not actually fall, she had fumbled the muffin tin that she had just taken out of the oven so that it had hit the table at an odd angle and spilled several muffins onto the floor. For Tippy, as for most dogs, food focuses the mind. At the sight of edible things falling to the ground from above, his mania stopped and he tried to gulp down pieces of the still-hot pastries. My mother grabbed a couple of muffins that were still intact and looked at me as I stood in the doorway fearing for my dog’s future.
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Tippy would frantically chase any spot of light moving erratically on the floor.


“Come sit,” she said directed me, pointing at a chair. As Tippy continued his search for crumbs and bits on the floor, my mother went to the pantry to gather the ingredients to make a replacement batch of muffins. She did not look at Tippy at all and did not look at me again until she was ready to mix the batter. Then she stopped and waved a wooden spoon at me.


“Tippy is your dog, so you have responsibility for not only what happens to him, but also for what he does.”


I glanced down to see my dog still patrolling the kitchen floor for any food fragments he might have missed. I was dreading what my penalty for his misbehavior was going to be.


My mother continued, “You called him and he didn’t come. You told him to sit and he didn’t sit. You told him to lie down and he didn’t even slow up. Your dog is disobedient and he is not under control. It is your fault!” she said pointing the spoon at me for emphasis.


She said nothing for several minutes while she stirred the batter and poured it into the muffin tin. As she placed the tin in the oven and closed the door, she said to me, “It’s your fault because you didn’t train him. I will give you exactly eight weeks from today. After that I will give you a test. I want that dog to know how to come, sit, lie down, stay in place, and walk on a loose leash at the end of that time. If he fails that test …”


My mother just left that sentence uncompleted, leaving me to imagine terrible fates for both Tippy and me.


I did not know how to train a dog. I had taught my beagle Skipper a few things by waving food at him and he had listened and responded, at least most of the time, but even his best performance would not be enough to pass a test. Tippy was going to have to learn an awful lot and I didn’t really know where to start. Even worse—it was Sunday and the library was closed, so I had nowhere to go to get the help that I needed.
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The next day when school finished, I went directly to the library and pawed through the drawers full of cards that cataloged the books until I hit the subject topic “Dogs.” The library had only one book in its collection that was indexed under “Dogs—training of.” I scribbled down the number and nearly ran to the appropriate shelf, worried that someone may have already checked it out. However, there it was, Training You to Train Your Dog by Blanche Saunders. I could not have known that of the few books available on the topic at the time I had accidentally hit upon the best of the lot. Through the 1950s, the dog training methods used throughout most of Europe and North America were still strongly influenced by the German military and their service dog training practices. The techniques used to train dogs reflected the attitudes of the military at the time and were based upon strict discipline supported by force if necessary, so a military dog trainer’s tools included a leash that was braided and made rigid at the loop end so that it could be turned around and used as a whip if the dog failed to obey. These forceful methods worked and became the standard the rest of the world followed for most of the next century. Only later did people learn that more than one-third of the dogs subjected to such training regimens would break under the pressure and eventually fail.


Probably the most significant person during these early years was Colonel Konrad Most, arguably the father of modern “traditional” dog training. Konrad Most understood the importance of rewards and punishments, but believed that the best motivator for dogs was their desire to avoid punishment. Although a word of praise or occasional petting might be useful, choke collars, leash jerks, and even an occasional whipping were the mainstays of his training methods.


Hollywood would add a certain glamour to such compulsive dog training methods because of the success of dog trainers such as the American colonel Lee Duncan, who became known for his exceptional dog Rin Tin Tin. In 1918, Duncan found a bombed-out German war-dog kennel in Lorraine, France, that contained a German shepherd and her litter of pups. Duncan took one pup and named him Rin Tin Tin after the one-inch-tall wool puppets that French civilians gave to the liberating American soldiers for good luck. One of the captured German kennel masters taught him the techniques employed by Konrad Most, and Duncan used these to train his dog. Rin Tin Tin would go on to star in 26 Hollywood films and was credited for saving the fledgling Warner Brothers Studio from financial ruin during the silent film era.


The second Hollywood influence on dog training came from Carl Spitz, a German immigrant who was another student of Most. In 1927 he opened the Hollywood Dog Training School and became famous for being the trainer of many canine film stars, such as Terry, who played Toto in The Wizard of Oz.


One more direct import from Germany rounded out this early dog training world. Josef Weber learned to train dogs from Konrad Most’s training manual when he was an instructor in the Berlin Police Force dog training unit. Ultimately he set up a “residential” dog training school in Princeton, New Jersey, for the dogs of people who were too busy (or uninterested) in training their own pets. His clients were an international Who’s Who of the wealthy and famous. One person who came to him for instruction, not for her dog, but for herself as a dog trainer, was Blanche Saunders.


Destined to change the way dogs would be trained, Saunders never would have started on that career path had it not been for a breeder of standard poodles, Helene Whitehouse Walker. At that time (and even today), many people thought that poodles were wimpy, stupid, and useless dogs—fit only to be primped and coifed and shown in beauty pageants. Walker’s experience with the breed had shown her that they were actually intelligent and hardworking.


While visiting Europe, Mrs. Walker saw some dog obedience competitions and wanted her dogs trained to perform these tasks in order to demonstrate to the world how clever poodles really were. Josef Weber recommended that Saunders do the actual training and also handle the demonstrations, noting, “She is very good with dogs, although she inclines toward being somewhat too gentle with them. However, for a breed like a poodle, that might be a virtue.”


Blanche Saunders would later say that she was sitting on a tractor when Mrs. Walker approached her and said, “I’m told that you are good with dogs. How would you like a real job training them?” Saunders did not ask for any details but simply jumped off the tractor and asked, “When do I start?”


While Saunders trained the poodles, Walker used her persuasive skills and approached dog clubs and breeders with the idea of holding competitive obedience tests at dog shows. To further popularize the new sport of dog obedience, Saunders organized public demonstrations, some held in highly visible settings, such as Rockefeller Center, Madison Square Garden, and at sporting events at Yankee Stadium during intermissions.


In 1936 the American Kennel Club (AKC) agreed to award titles to dogs who reached a high enough standard of performance at dog obedience trials. Once the rules were in place Walker and Saunders engaged in a nationwide trek to popularize dog obedience as a sport. Together they loaded three poodles and all of their jumps and other gear into a trailer and started a 10,000-mile tour around the country. Going from one dog show to another, they stopped to give many public performances under a “Train Your Dog” banner. These made Blanche Saunders one of the most respected dog trainers of the time and, when her book appeared in 1946, it was virtually guaranteed to be a success.


Even though her mentor Josef Weber thought that she was “too gentle” with dogs, Saunders had not completely broken away from the force-based, military-style training inherited from Germany. She did, however, bring a broader understanding of the principles of learning to the field of dog training. Specifically, she observed, “Dogs learn by associating their acts with a pleasing or displeasing result. They must be disciplined when they do wrong, but they must also be rewarded when they do right.”


Force and compulsion were still acceptable means of training for Saunders. Thus, the main tools that she used were the leash and the choke collar, usually a length of light metal chain with a ring at either end. When the chain is slipped through one of the rings and the leash is attached to the other ring it creates a nooselike device. When the leash is pulled or jerked, the noose tightens, causing discomfort as it cuts off the dog’s air supply. Releasing pressure on the leash removes the pressure on the dog’s neck. With choke-collar training, the dog is basically working to avoid the punishing effects of the tight collar. Saunders’s innovation was that, along with the forceful guidance, she tried to add some positive rewards, noting, “There is magic charm in pieces of cooked liver and chicken.” She anticipated what modern dog trainers call positive dog training methods when she said, “It is important that you know that kindness will accomplish much more than harshness and cruelty. A dog has a wonderful memory and he won’t forget your attitude toward him.”


When I was only 9 years of age, none of the specifics of the history of dog training methods mattered to me, but it did matter to me that Saunders wrote, “The reason that dogs and children get along so well must be that they are so much alike. They think alike, act alike, and they even train alike.” I read this passage as meaning that it was reasonable to think that I could train my dog even if I had not yet grown up. As far as necessary equipment went, I already had a leash, so all that I needed was the choke collar.
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My family was hard-pressed for money, so I dared not ask for funds to buy a second collar for Tippy that would be used just for training. But I remembered that one of our neighbors had had an old dog that had died a few months earlier and that she had worn what looked like the choke collar shown in Blanche Saunders’s book. I gathered up my courage and crossed the street to their home. I knocked on the door and Mrs. Friedman answered. My voice quavered a bit as I started speaking, since I knew that my parents would not have been pleased to find out that I was asking the neighbors for any sort of “handout.”


“Hello, Mrs. Friedman,” I said. “I’m really sorry that Rosy died. I have my own dog now and his name is Tippy. My mother says that I have to train him, and I got this book that shows me how to do it, but it says that I have to use a choke collar and I don’t have one. I was wondering if you kept Rosy’s collar and if I could borrow it until I trained my dog or until you get another dog. I’ll give it back afterward.”


Mrs. Friedman smiled sympathetically and said, “Well, Rosy was a lot bigger than the little dog that I’ve seen you walking. But if you think that it will help, I’ll give you her collar.”


She disappeared for a few minutes and then returned with what seemed like an enormous piece of chain. Rosy had been a very large Labrador retriever. Her collar was two or three times longer than what was required to circle the slim neck of a fox terrier, but it was a choke collar and it was not costing me anything, so it would just have to do.


I thanked Mrs. Friedman and ran home. I sat in front of Tippy and looked at the picture in the book that showed Blanche Saunders shaping a chain like the one that I now had into a loop collar while a black poodle watched her with a happy expression. It looked easy. Next I slipped the collar over Tippy’s head and when I released it I heard a clunking sound. The collar was so large that if Tippy nodded his head just a few inches the ring that hung down would bang against the floor. My trim little dog wearing the long, wide-linked heavy metal collar looked like a prisoner chained in a dungeon that I’d read about in books about knights and castles.


“It’s okay, Tippy,” I reassured him. “You only have to wear this when you are being trained. The rest of the time you can wear your own leather collar.”


Tippy gave a little wave of his tail suggesting that he understood, or at least forgave me for the indignity of it all.


Carefully following the instructions in the book, I began training Tippy to sit and lie down on command. Physically positioning and guiding the dog was an important part of Saunders’s training procedure, so I would tug up on the choke collar and push Tippy’s hind quarters down to get him to sit. Getting him to lie down involved a bit of a wrestling match, with me grabbing his paws to pull him down and if necessary even lying down on top of him to keep him in position. As Blanche Saunders hinted, sneaking him a bit of food when he cooperated really helped.
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“For Christmas the woman who would become my wife bought me a dog—a
little terrier. The next year her Christmas gift to me was a shotgun. Most
of the people in my family believe that those two gifts were not unrelated.”

So begins Born to Bark, the humorous, heartfelt memoir by psychologist and
beloved dog expert Stan Coren of his relationship with an irrepressible gray
Cairn terrier named Flint. Even though Coren has written about his dogs
in all his books about dogs and behavior, until Born o Bark, he hadn’t told
the story of his own life with the dogs who (in the words of his own book
titles) taught him How fo Speak Dog and How Dogs Think and the dog whose
antics made him ask Why Does My Dog Act That Way? Born to Bark is about
all of them, but most particularly about the one dog who prompted him to
explore and write his breakthrough The Intelligence of Dogs. Tllustrated with
Coren’s own delightful line drawings and photos, and interwoven with his
heartfelt anecdotes of other beloved dogs from his earlier life, Born #o Bark
is an irresistible tale of this extraordinary, willful pooch and his profound
impact on his master’s insights into canine behavior as a research psycholo-

gist and on his outlook on life as a whole.

The longest-running popular expert on human-dog
~ bonding, is a professor of
psychology at the University of British Columbia. He
has appeared on the CBS Morning Show, Dateline, Oprah,
Good Morning America, and several different NPR shows.

© o souuune

He lives in Vancouver, British Columbia.

WEET THE RUTHORS, WATGH VIDEDS AND WORE AT
SimonandSchuster.com
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