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Preface











DOGS ARE INVENTED CREATURES—invented by humans in the sense that we have been continually shaping and changing them for at least 14,000 years. We are also continually shaping and changing the nature of our relationships to our dogs. We are always finding different ways to fit them into our lives and are also finding new jobs for them to do. This means that the modern dog, his world, and his involvements with humans are quite different today from what might have existed a century ago.




This is a book about the modern dog. It is meant to be a series of “snapshots” of the various ways that we interact with dogs, how society responds to dogs, how our relationships with dogs have changed over history, and where dogs fit into our personal and emotional lives. Dogs exist in our human world, which means that the only aspects of canine behaviors which are really important to the average person are those that affect the way that dogs and people interact. Often it is how people respond to and interpret the actions of dogs (and dog owners) that has a greater effect on a dog’s life than the behavior patterns that have been programmed in the dog’s genes.




Many sources of information tell us about the nature of human relationships with dogs. Obviously science has provided a lot of insight over the past few decades; however, folklore, religious writing, tradition, and even the actions of political bodies can all shed light on the dynamic interactions between humans and canines. Nonetheless, the exploration of the nature of the modern dog in this book has been designed to be much more of a romp than a formal exposition involving these sources of information.




Our look at the interactions of people and dogs will cover a broad range of topics. Here you will find the story of how certain types of dogs came to be, how dogs have become entangled in political and legal systems, and even how dogs may have influenced human evolution. Several chapters deal with some of the odd, compassionate, and even heroic behaviors dogs have been known to demonstrate. You will also meet a large collection of modern dogs and historic canines, including dogs that work, dogs that love, dogs that act reprehensibly, and dogs that will make you laugh. Alongside them you will see people who love, hate, work with, care for, and even obsess over dogs.




Since this is a book about how dogs fit into our society and culture as well as where they fit into our personal and psychological lives, it involves a lot of characters. There are some famous dogs, such as Strelka and Belka, the first living beings from Earth to go into orbit and survive, also dogs whose faithfulness or fighting spirit inspired statues to be erected in their honor, and you will hear about the real-life dog that was the basis for the much-loved story Lassie Come Home. Here you will also find heroic dogs, not so well known, but who have saved or protected human lives or more subtly mended the minds of people under stress. Along with the dogs come an array of humans with whom the dogs relate. They include kings and queens (Elizabeth I, Victoria, and Henry VIII), emperors (Frederick the Great, Napoleon, and Ming Ti of China), presidents and prime ministers (Winston Churchill, John F. Kennedy, both Roosevelts) and even a few gods, saints, and prophets (Anubis, St. Hubert, Buddha). There is also a collection of other interesting people who have had notable or unusual relationships with their dogs. They include scientists, generals, physicians, schoolteachers, children, revolutionaries, and others.




Although this book will provide some important information about dog behavior, it is really designed to explore our relationships with and our emotional bonds to our dogs. Along the way you will learn how dogs can improve your physical and psychological health and that of your children. You will also learn how your dog can affect the way that other people view you or judge your place in society.




Each chapter of this book is meant to stand alone; you can read them in any order since no chapter depends on what was previously covered. In keeping with the lighter tone that I wanted for this book, I illustrated it in a range of styles, from some that appear to be woodcuts or engravings to some more modern pencil or pen and ink. I tried to make the style of the pictures fit the words or mood the story conveys. The pictures also allow you to browse through the book; using them as a guide, you can decide which chapter fits your mood or interests at that particular moment and simply start reading there.




There is a bit of personal history associated with this book. Early in 2002 I had a conversation with Connie Wilson, a beautiful blonde woman with a lot of drive and intelligence. Over the telephone she told me that she was going to try to start publishing a magazine called Modern Dog that would involve lifestyles and, of course, dogs. I laughed and told her that I had always wanted to do a book with that title and that I intended it to be an exploration of the human-canine relationship. Connie wanted me to do some writing for the magazine. I turned down the offer of a regular column, opting to write regular articles instead, and I have had one in every issue since Modern Dog began publication. The magazine has gone on to be quite successful and is now internationally distributed. Connie’s love of dogs is shown by the fact that, as the magazine has prospered, she has used her association with it to sponsor a number of dog-related events.






During the six years of my own association with Modern Dog magazine I got to try out a number of themes and topics involving the shared lives of humans and dogs. The advantage of writing regularly for a magazine is that an author gets lots of feedback from the readership, in letters and e-mails (and a few bizarre telephone calls). These let him know which topics really interest dog owners and dog lovers. About one third of the chapters in this book actually started out as article ideas for Modern Dog, although all have been re-edited, expanded, and updated to take into account scientific advances, new information uncovered about the issues, and—most importantly—the wants, needs, and desires of the many readers who took the time to correspond with me.




As always, a book involves many more individuals than the author, and each contributed in a variety of ways. I would like to thank Connie Wilson and Jennifer Nosek at Modern Dog magazine for their warm interactions with me over the years. I would also like to thank my longtime friend Peter Suedfeld, who inspired and challenged me to write the chapter “Semper Fido,” as well as providing the title. As always, many thanks go to my wife Joan, who had to deal with my fussing, this time not only about the words I was writing, but also the drawings I was creating. I greatly appreciate that she has still not yet resorted to a shotgun or a divorce lawyer to silence me. Finally there are the three modern dogs piled up at my feet as I write. I doubt that Dancer, Darby, and Banshee would understand my thanks for their supportive companionship; however, I know that they would appreciate a dog cookie just about now, so I hope that you will forgive me for stopping at this point to give them one….
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Chapter 1




The Modern Dog











TODAY’S NEWS IS filled with concerns about genetic engineering and transgenic plants and animals. The creation of new strains of plants has led to concerns over the safety of our foods. It has also raised fears about the effect that these new plants will have on the insects that we depend upon to pollinate plants and how they may affect the environment and wild animals that come in contact with them. The creation of new strains of animals and microorganisms has led to fears that human “tampering with creation” may upset the natural balance that exists among species and ultimately result in the devastation of the world. Even Charles, the Prince of Wales, has gotten into the debate, claiming that the creation of new species “takes us into areas that should be left to God. We should not be meddling with the building blocks of life in this way.” Familiar environmental organizations such as Greenpeace, and newer groups specifically formed to target this issue, such as Doctors for the Protection of the Environment, have spread the message that genetic engineering is a potentially dangerous instrument. However, genetic engineering and the manipulation of species is not a new thing. We have evidence that our genetic “meddling” goes back to at least 14,000 years ago, to when human beings created the first deliberately genetically-engineered organism—the dog.




The real truth of the matter is that, while God created man, man created dogs. This was not done in high-level biocontainment labs, but by seat-of-the-pants selection of desirable traits—which we can call “applied genetics.” Over the last 140 centuries, we have continually changed the genetic nature of dogs in order to develop new breeds with different looks, behaviors, and abilities.




Despite the fact that most people believe that dogs have been around, unchanged, for eons, the modern dog is vastly different from the earliest domesticated canines. In fact, the dogs of today are different from dogs that existed only a century ago, and they continue to change to meet our lifestyles and our needs even today. The evolution of the dog is far from over, since human beings have now adopted the role played by nature in shaping this species. It is the action of people, not the evolutionary process of natural selection, which is changing dogs, and causing them to evolve in new directions. Humans now genetically influence not only the size and shape of dogs, but also their behaviors.




Man’s first genetic intervention with respect to dogs was probably quite casual and accidental. Wolves and jackals, or other wild canines that were modern dog’s predecessors were attracted to human campsites simply because primitive man paid little mind to sanitary practices. Because bones, bits of skin and vegetables, and other scraps of leftover food were likely to be scattered around human campsites, the ancestors of today’s dogs (being ever food-conscious) learned that by hanging around man’s dwellings they could grab a quick bite to eat now and then—without all that exertion and danger involved in actual hunting. While primitive man may not have been very concerned with sanitation, rotting foodstuff does smell bad and also attracts insects that make humans uncomfortable. So it is likely that dogs were initially tolerated around the perimeter of the camps because they would dispose of the garbage and eliminate these nuisances. The animals that were the least frightened by the presence of humans got most of the food, and those that were not aggressive and allowed humans to approach them were tolerated, had even more access to food, and thrived.




Once the wild canines that would eventually become dogs were attracted to human settlements, our ancestors noticed an added benefit. Early humans lived in dangerous times with large animals around that viewed humans as potential prey. In addition there were often other bands of humans with hostile intentions. Dogs hovering near the village looked on that settlement as their territory, which meant that whenever a stranger or some wild beast approached, they would set up a loud clamor by barking. This noise would alert the residents in time to rally some form of defense if it were needed. Since the dogs were always vigilant, human guards did not need to be posted throughout the night, thus allowing for more rest and a better lifestyle. It takes only a short mental leap to get from the concept of dogs guarding the edge of the village to the idea of a watchdog for an individual’s home. Soon the dog’s bark would serve the benign purpose of alerting the family to the approach of visitors (a sort of canine doorbell) or warning of the approach of a potential thief (a canine burglar alarm). This alerting function was clearly one of the motivations for domesticating dogs in the first place.




Now here is where the first genetic engineering comes into play. Once dogs were domesticated enough that humans could handle them and control their breeding, we could start to tinker with and modify the species. Obviously, for personal and community security, the most effective dog is one with a loud, persistent bark. So early humans began a selective breeding program to create such dogs. A dog that barked loudly was kept, nurtured, and bred with others that also barked. One that did not bark was simply disposed of as useless. Thus “barking genes” were strengthened in dogs to the degree that today one of the distinctions between wild canines and domestic dogs is the fact that domestic dogs bark a lot, and wild canines seldom do.




Subsequent developments of dogs were much more conscious and deliberate. In some ways the genetically engineered dogs that later appeared often seemed to be more like “inventions” than domesticated animals. This is because we created or modified dogs not just to fit our immediate needs but also to fit our current technology. Perhaps the best example of how the changing nature of dogs and the changes in technology go hand in hand can be seen in the evolution of the gun dog.




The earliest hunting dogs were hounds. Hounds naturally fall into two clear groupings based on their behavior and other characteristics. The first group is the scent hounds—dogs that are supposed to track their quarry by the faint odor they leave as they move over the landscape. This group includes bloodhounds, foxhounds, black-and-tan coonhounds, bassets, and beagles. The second group, sight hounds, has keen eyesight and tremendous speed, and includes greyhounds, salukis, Irish wolfhounds, Scottish deerhounds, and Afghan hounds. Their task is to visually locate their quarry in the distance and run it down. Hounds were initially designed for a world with primitive technology, where the main weapons used in hunting were spears and bows; there were no firearms. As independent hunters, hounds found their quarry and dispatched their target when they caught it, without any human intervention or cooperation. In most cases, the hunter merely had to catch up with the hounds before they had eaten the game. The human hunter’s skills were needed only if the game found refuge in a den, burrow, or tree or if the animal was too large and dangerous for the dogs to deal with on their own, resulting in the need for human weaponry.




The invention of firearms changed the kind of dogs that humans needed. The earliest gun dogs were the pointers, designed to work with muzzle-loading muskets. These guns were clumsy and difficult to use. In order to load them, you had to take out your powder horn and dump some gunpowder down the barrel. Then you had to wrap a lead ball with a bit of oiled paper or cloth, which also had to be placed in the gun barrel. Next, you had to take the tamping rod from its holder against the barrel and tap down the shot and powder. Then you had to put the ramrod and powder horn back into their places. Finally, you needed to cock the hammer, aim, and fire. This whole process of just getting the gun loaded and ready to shoot could take thirty seconds or longer. After all of this effort, you had a weapon with an accurate range of only about 25 to 50 yards.




The pointer was biologically engineered to accommodate this kind of technology. It is a dog designed to move slowly and silently. Pointers are supposed to find a bird, mark its location by staring directly at it, then to hold this pointing position for a reasonably long time. You must understand that the hunter had only one shot. If he missed, the reloading process would obviously take too long to permit a second chance. The best strategy was for the hunter to get as close as possible before flushing the bird. Then, after a lucky shot actually killed some game (because as a species we humans are so lazy), the pointer was also expected to go out, collect the bird, bring it back intact, and place it in his master’s hand.




Over time, weapons technology improved and guns became more efficient. Most importantly, they were faster loading, and had better range and accuracy. To match this new equipment we developed a new kind of dog, the setter. Setters move along much more quickly than do the pointers, and you can tell how near they feel they are to the game by the beat of their tails. Their tails wag faster and faster as they get closer to the game. If you have a pair of setters you can locate where the birds are hiding very precisely. Since both dogs will freeze on point with their heads looking in the direction of the bird, you can use their lines of sight to triangulate the position of your quarry. You can actually sight down their heads, and where the two lines of sight cross is where the dogs think the bird is located.
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Slow-moving pointers were ideal for hunting with muzzle-loading weapons.




Technology continued to progress, and eventually bolt-action and semiautomatic guns that could quickly fire several rounds were invented. Shotguns were also improved to have a longer range and the ability to fire more than one shot. With this new equipment the exciting sport of hunting behind spaniels became possible. Spaniels are totally undisciplined hunters. They just quarter the ground in front of the hunter and flush anything that is there without any warning. You’ve got to have a good gun if you’re going to be able to get any kind of hit with this kind of hunting.




One of the most recently bioengineered developments in gun dogs is the retriever. The retriever was invented because more land was being cultivated and cities and towns were springing up as a consequence of the industrial revolution. That meant that there was not a lot of free-range land around to use for hunting. This forced the nature of modern hunting to change. More and more hunters began to hunt on scrap land that had no industrial or agricultural value. This is often the land on the margin of swamps and marshes. Hunting for birds in that environment involves the use of blinds set up near a body of water where the hunters would wait for the ducks instead of going to where they thought the birds might be. Under these circumstances you need a dog that will remain quiet and be totally attentive to the handler. The dog must be willing to sit patiently for long periods of time, never trying to flush nearby birds, never running around trying to point at things, nor barking in excitement. Any such activities would simply chase away any incoming waterfowl. The retriever is supposed to stay quiet until it is needed, and then it must be willing to go through swamps or swim through cold water to bring a bird back to its master. The fact that these dogs must wait for their human master’s cue to act explains why retrievers are among the most obedient and attentive dogs in all of dogdom.




Canada is responsible for the newest genetic invention in the retriever group—the Nova Scotia duck tolling retriever. It is a handsome orange-and-white-colored dog that stands about 19 inches high and weighs about 45 pounds. Hunters sitting in blinds, or floating on boats waiting for waterfowl to fly within range, would often get impatient, especially when the weather was damp or cold. To attract birds and get them to fly within gunshot range, they tried using fancy decoys that they floated near their blinds, and these helped a bit. But at some point, a chance observation led to the concept of a tolling retriever. The word “toll” means to entice or attract, in much the same way that church bells toll to attract people to come to services.






Someone noticed that pairs of foxes had developed a method for luring ducks. One fox basically cavorts about on the shore, spinning and turning, with its white-tipped tail held high like a flag. All of this is done within clear sight of the ducks, which float far out in the water. Curious about all of this activity, ducks swim closer and, when they come close enough to the marsh grass and reeds near the shore, the fox’s mate springs out of ambush to catch the nearest bird.




To imitate the fox’s success, Eddie Kenny of Yarmouth County in Nova Scotia attempted to breed a dog that not only resembled the fox with its red-orange coloration and the white flash on the tip of its tail, but also mimicked the fox’s behavior, with the dog dancing and twirling when it got excited. This tends to attract not only ducks floating nearby, but also those flying overhead. The curious ducks come closer to observe what is happening, and when they are in range the hunters can shoot them. Once the duck is downed, the little dog is expected to act like a traditional retriever and bring the bird back to the hunter. Eddie Kenny and several other breeders who helped invent the “Toller” were still alive in 1945 when the breed was finally registered by the Canadian Kennel Club.




Outmoded technologies such as seventy-eight RPM record players, rotary dial telephones, or pedal-driven sewing machines are often discarded. Similarly, dog breeds that are no longer suited for the current level of technological advancement simply disappear. Take, for example, the Spanish pointer. Once one of the most popular hunting dogs, perfect for the era of the muzzle-loading musket, it is often seen in early paintings of hunting scenes. Slow and quiet, it was the most meticulous of the pointers. Now, these pointers are effectively extinct, because they were just too slow for today’s impatient hunters with their new and better hunting equipment. There are still pointers, but they are English pointers, or German shorthaired pointers which move more quickly and are better adapted to the hunting weapons of today.
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The most recently invented hunting dog is the Nova Scotia duck tolling retriever.




It sort of gets you to thinking, doesn’t it? Weapons technology, including hunting guns, will continue to evolve. We can only speculate about what kind of gun dogs will be needed to achieve the full potential of hunting in the Star Wars era—when hunters can stand on the roofs of their tall apartment buildings while they try to bring down birds with their laser-phaser-pulse guns.




Perhaps our faith in biogenetic engineering would be improved if we recognized that, for those of us who don’t hunt, some dogs have also been designed to fit the couch-potato mentality of our television-addicted era. It is a wonder to me that starting with the DNA of a wolf, we have spent 14,000 years of biotechnology and genetic manipulation specifically to create the broad variety of modern dogs, which includes the little chestnut-and-white Cavalier King Charles spaniel that is right now gently snoring with his head resting against my foot. He has no hunting or retrieving instincts in him at all, but he fits into my contemporary lifestyle by serving as an extremely effective stress reducer for me. Despite the warnings against genetic engineering, I am glad that we “meddled” with the building blocks of life to produce my little companion.
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Chapter 2




Why Neanderthals Don’t Rule the World











SCIENTISTS WHO STUDY evolution are often puzzled by the fact that the scrawny, flat-faced primates, with little hair and weak jaws, that we call Homo sapiens are the dominant species on this planet. In the distant past, Homo sapiens’ most significant competition was a race of more robust, powerful, hairier primates with strong jutting jaws. The strength and ruggedness of the Neanderthals certainly seemed to give them the early survival advantage. The surprising answer to this evolutionary conundrum may actually lie in our ancestors’ relationship with the ancestors of our pet dogs.




Clearly that line of Homo sapiens, beginning with the Cro-Magnons (named after the cave of Cro-Magnon in southwest France, where the first specimen was found), survived as our most immediate ancestors while the Neanderthals did not. If you ask people why that was the case, you will probably be told that it is because we Homo sapiens had a bigger brain, were smarter, were tool makers, had better weapons, and had an organized social system that the Neanderthals lacked. Unfortunately this belief probably comes from the film and TV stereotypes that depict Neanderthal cavemen as shambling, aggressive, and stupid. The truth of the matter is that Neanderthals may have been more advanced than Cro-Magnons in many ways. For example, they actually had larger brains than their Homo sapiens neighbors.




The Neanderthal’s physical appearance tends to catch our attention first, however. Although somewhat shorter than modern humans, Neanderthals were quite powerful, with heavy bones and large muscles. Their skulls were marked by a thick protective ridge over the eyes and their powerful, muzzle-like jaws could serve as an additional weapon or tool. In that muzzle was a nose that was larger and contained many more scent receptors than we have today, giving the Neanderthal a sense of smell superior to that of modern man.




Because of their large brains, Neanderthals were quite clever and made effective tools and weapons, including stone and bone hammers; spears, some with sharpened stone points; and stone axes and knives. They also made useful domestic tools, like needles and awls, that allowed them to sew and piece together clothing as protection against the cold weather of their time. They lived in small communities that seem to have had an organized social life. They apparently also had religious beliefs and rituals, since Neanderthal graves have been found containing flowers, tools, and other personal possessions. It appears that the Neanderthals developed the concept of trade, since there is evidence that they traded goods with nearby Homo sapiens as well as other Neanderthal groups.




Neanderthals hunted in coordinated groups. Their spears and axes were effective on large animals, and we know that they attacked and killed creatures as big as the woolly mammoth. Hunting large animals was actually the most efficient means of staying alive, since one kill could provide food for many days or weeks in a small community. Stone axes and spears were not the right technology to hunt smaller prey, which moved too swiftly and were difficult to approach closely enough to be speared or hit with an ax.




It was the coming of the Ice Age that provided the real challenge. Ultimately, with bands of both Neanderthal and the Cro-Magnon hunters hunting big game animals and with the cooling climate reducing the vegetation that served as their food, the numbers of larger prey diminished sharply and many species became extinct. Survival of the Neanderthals and Homo sapiens then depended on their abilities to adapt to the new environment and to find food sources other than large animals.




By the time this crisis occurred, our ancestral Homo sapiens already had a population advantage over Neanderthals. The size of a population is a good indication of how successful any species is in an evolutionary sense. So how could the weaker, smaller-brained species have accomplished this? In order to answer this question we have to have a better understanding of how evolution works.




Most people believe that species evolve by developing characteristics that allow them to adapt better to their environment. If these useful characteristics can be passed on through their genes, it improves the survival of that species. However, there are two important components to consider. First, there is the individual’s genotype, which is the inherited set of instructions coded in DNA. Second, there is its phenotype, made up of the actual characteristics and qualities of that animal that you observe. The phenotype includes an individual’s shape and size, the course of its development, and the behaviors that it actually engages in. Think of it as the difference between the genes that are inherited by an individual and what that heredity actually produces in a particular individual living in a specific environment.




When animals live in close association with each other, their communities act as if each has a phenotype. Like an individual’s phenotype, this community phenotype is the collection of all its attributes. Natural selection (the mechanism of evolution) actually works on phenotypes, since those are the characteristics that affect survival. Theoretically this means that when two species live together, there is the possibility that the community can evolve, and all of the species that live in that community can begin a process of coevolution.




Richard Dawkins, a British evolutionary biologist at Oxford University, has suggested that evolution can act on the extended phenotype of a community in order to preserve all of those behaviors of its members that increase the likelihood that the group will survive. Whether the members of the group happen to be of the same species or not doesn’t matter. If the community’s phenotype depends on behaviors and characteristics that some individual members can pass on genetically, then the community as a whole can evolve through natural selection in the same way an individual species can. Furthermore, this evolutionary process can occur without any deliberate actions or intentions of the community members. It is through just such a process that dogs played their role in human evolution.




Faced with disappearing large game, some groups of Cro-Magnons began to try several new tactics. They formed home camps or bases that were relatively fixed and permanent, where the individual band members could actively share in various tasks, such as the gathering of available food from local plants, an activity that eventually led to a primitive form of agriculture. The establishment of such a fixed residential area led to the growth of garbage dumps around the outer limits of the village, which naturally led to an infestation of opportunistic scavengers. While these included mice and rats, they also included wolves and jackals, the ancient precursors of dogs.




Similar situations occur even in our modern society. Researchers have shown that in Italy the garbage dump serves as the primary food source for local wolves and unowned dogs. The villagers are usually unaware of this circumstance since the animals feed at night. Biologist Raymond Coppinger tells a story of a researcher turning on a spotlight at a local garbage dump at two in the morning and catching a wolf with his mouth full of cast-off spaghetti.




The canines that surrounded these early settlements became part of the loose community of Homo sapiens. These grandfathers of modern dogs had a much better sense of smell than Homo sapiens (even better than their Neanderthal competitors), and a better sense of hearing. This turned these scavengers into an effective canine alarm system since they could detect the approach of hostile people or animals even better than human sentinels might. Their barking provided a timely warning, allowing villagers to survive raids by competitors who did not have dogs. If we believe the concept of an extended phenotype, the resident dogs and humans were now part of a community that was evolving. In essence, the dogs and humans entered into an evolutionary contract. The human beings in dog-infested settlements had a higher survival rate because the dogs used their better sensory perception to serve as sentinels. Human beings could concentrate on organizing their home base to survive attacks and create weapons and tools. The humans did not have to be eternally vigilant, which meant that they also got more useful sleep, which improved their health and functional intellectual abilities. This more efficient home base in turn provided more reliable food sources for scavengers, including the evolving domestic dog. Whenever humans rallied to the sound of a canine alarm, indicating the presence of a predator, they not only protected their fellow human inhabitants but also protected their companion dogs as well. The dogs improved their own survival rate even more by developing cooperative traits that made them indispensable and endearing to their early human associates.
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Dogs surrounding the settlement would raise the alarm if anyone approached.




The fossil record shows that around 14,000 years ago, the shape and size of the wolf skulls found around ancient human settlements changed, indicating that they had become domestic dogs. No evidence of domesticated dogs appears around any Neanderthal sites.




At about this same time, an exciting new development in human weaponry occurred, namely the appearance of small, long-distance projectiles (arrows) with sharp stone tips. While this provided a major safety advantage by allowing hunting from a distance, there was an even more important use for arrows. Most of the really big game had disappeared, but a swift-moving arrow shot from many feet away permitted the successful hunting of smaller prey.




The problem with arrows is that they wound, and only rarely kill outright. Such a wound makes it possible for the hunter to get close enough to the injured animal to finish the job. Unfortunately, wounded animals can get away, and can put a long distance between themselves and their pursuers. This meant that injured game often had to be pursued and tracked, sometimes for quite a way, before it could be cornered or immobilized so that the final strike could be delivered. Furthermore, an animal’s trail is easily lost in dense brush or over rocky regions. Fortunately dogs are the masters of tracking wounded animals. Some scientists believe that, without the assistance of dogs, bow-and-arrow hunting never would have been successful.




The benefits provided by watchdogs and hunting dogs could well have been sufficient to allow early humans enough of a survival advantage to outlast and replace the dogless Neanderthals. But humans living with dogs may have had another subtle but more important evolutionary advantage. David Paxton of the Australian National University has offered a speculative, controversial theory of what might have been the ultimate evolutionary development that guaranteed the survival of Homo sapiens as the dominant species on Earth.




Paxton begins with the idea that humans and dogs co-evolved. Because humans had smaller heads than Neanderthals, they did not require thick neck muscles for support, which allowed space for the development of vocal cords and other structures to make precise sounds. Since the jaw was no longer a tool and a weapon, it was possible to develop more flexible lips and face muscles, a combination that allowed for increased communication ability through a greater variety of facial expressions, and most importantly, through the conscious control of sounds that ultimately led to the development of language. The appearance of more complex communication abilities allowed for more helpful social interactions, more coordination in group activities, and the transmission of useful information which, together, would have greatly improved human survival.




If the appearance of better communication abilities is part of the co-evolution of humans and dogs, as Paxton suggests, then dogs should also have evolved in a manner to take advantage of human communication. Brian Hare at Harvard University has been looking at the communication and cognitive skills of various types of animals and has found that domesticated dogs are superior to all other animals at picking up on subtle, nonverbal human communication cues, such as pointing or facial expressions. These abilities appear in puppies, whether they have been socialized to be around humans or not. In comparison, wolves show no such talent, even if they have been raised with humans all their lives. This suggests that responding to human communication is a hereditary trait of domesticated dogs that may well have come about as dogs and humans coevolved.




If we take all of these influences into account, it is easy to put together a possible scenario to explain how the community of humans and canines won the planet from the Neanderthals. Humans would have been healthier because of more effective hunting with dogs. Well fed, they would have been less susceptible to disease, and their settlements would have supported larger populations. Having lost the large game on which they depended, Neanderthals might have been driven to raid human communities for supplies, but their attacks would not have been successful because the human communities’ dogs would have had early warning of the attacks, which would have enabled Homo sapiens to rally an effective defense. After a few such raids Homo sapiens would doubtless have come to view Neanderthals as mortal enemies. With the humans’ improved communication abilities, they could have coordinated larger groups to counterattack their neighbors who were weakened from hunger. The absence of dogs around Neanderthal camps would have meant no ring of sentinels, and any human raids could have surprised them. Such a pattern, over time, could easily have led to the extinction of the Neanderthals.




If this scientific speculation is correct, then, while it may appear that humans have controlled the dog’s evolution, dogs may well have played a major role in determining the evolutionary path of humans. In essence, dogs decided which of the species of early humanoids would control this world, and the Neanderthals lost out.
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Chapter 3




The Children of Anubis











SOME 4000 YEARS ago, the Pharaoh of Egypt, Antefa II, had a dog named Tekar. The dog slept on his bed and was emotionally dear enough to the pharaoh that, in one portrait of the king, Tekar was drawn standing between his legs.




For most early civilizations we know little about the intimate interactions between prominent people and their dogs, and even less about the relationships of ordinary people and their pets. Most early histories tended to focus on rulers and other high-ranking figures, and dealt only with major events, such as wars. However, ancient Egypt is different. This civilization left us a great deal of information in the form of texts, tomb drawings, and artifacts that allow us to piece together a picture of a society in which the human-canine bond was strong, and dogs were kept, loved, and even honored by people of all classes.




The first Egyptian dogs of which we have a record appear in hunting scenes drawn around 4240 B.C. Egyptians who could afford it loved to hunt gazelle, ibex, antelope, and other fleet desert animals, which required fast-running dogs with large lungs, narrow waists, and long legs. These were the forerunners of our sighthounds—dogs that use their eyes to detect their prey, and their speed to capture it. The greyhound is a direct descendant of those dogs, with only a few slight differences in characteristics. Our modern greyhound has floppy ears, while in ancient Egypt it could have either large pricked ears or lopped ears. In addition, the faces of these dogs could be either long and narrow (very much like a jackal) or somewhat shorter and wider. One distinctive characteristic of all of these ancient dogs was that their tails were held high and often curled over their backs. The Pharaoh and Ibizan hounds of today look much like the ancient prick-eared, long-faced dogs, while greyhounds, whippets, and salukis look more like the lop-eared versions, with faces not quite as elongated and all of these carry their tails lower.




Over time the number of different breeds of dogs increased. For example, the Hyksos, invaders from the northeast, introduced large, square-jawed mastiff-type dogs, which could be used as weapons of war and also were effectively employed to hunt larger game, such as lions. In addition, representations of smaller dogs that seemed to have no definable function other than to serve as pets and companions began to appear in early drawings of Egyptian life. In 1836, Sir John Gardner Wilkinson cataloged the many dogs depicted in ancient Egyptian tombs, and his collection also included small whippet-like dogs, basenjis, something much like a bassett hound, and even a dog that somewhat resembles a dachshund.




You may have read that the ancient Egyptians were one of the few cultures to actually worship dogs as gods. This is because Anubis, the god associated with resurrection, who guides the dead to the place where they will be judged, has the head of a dog. Some say that the head of Anubis is really a jackal; however, another god, Upuaut, truly has the head of a jackal, while the face of Anubis is really much like the prick-eared, long-faced greyhounds depicted on tombs. The truth of the matter is that the Egyptians did not have animal gods but believed that the spirit of each god resided in particular animals, and such animals were sacred to him. To attract the attention and favor of a particular god, the Egyptians offered sacrifices of that god’s animal.




Anubis became the god who guided the dead, partly because of his part in an earlier legend in Egyptian mythology. Osiris, the sun god, was responsible for growing plants as well as judging the dead. He was married to Isis, the great mother goddess of the earth and moon. Osiris was murdered by Set (the brother of Osiris and the god of evil), who then threw his body into the Nile. Isis found the body and took it to the god of knowledge to restore him to life, but Set discovered them, stole the body, tore it into fourteen pieces, and scattered them all over the world. Isis set out to find all the parts of her husband’s body and reassemble them so that he could be sewn together by Anubis, lord of the dead. It was believed that Anubis was the one who invented the process of mummification as part of his efforts to bring Osiris back to life. He embalmed the body of the god, swathed it in the linen cloths that had been woven by the twin goddesses, Isis and her sister Nephthys, and therefore ensured that the body would never decay or rot. After he brought Osiris back to life, Anubis ceded his throne to him in the underworld. In the temples that performed dramas reenacting the legends of Isis and Osiris, a priest impersonating Anubis would wear a mask with the face of a dog and, at the climax, reveal a little boy who had hidden beneath his robes to symbolize the rebirth of the lost god.




Sadly, the association of dogs with Anubis may have cost the lives of many thousands of canines. The city of Hardai became known as Cynopolis (City of Dogs) by the Greeks, because of the temples to Anubis there. Anubis was responsible for weighing a deceased person’s heart (which supposedly contained all of the deeds the person had committed in life) and balancing it against the feather of truth. These results were then given to Osiris to determine the fate of that soul. Since Anubis calibrated the scale and gave the report, it was believed that he might be convinced to bias the results a little bit to benefit those that he favored. People looking to benefit from this flocked to Cynopolis to make offerings for themselves or for recently deceased loved ones and in the process they used sacrificial dogs. The temples of Anubis became overrun with dogs that wandered around looking for handouts and sadly became preferred targets for sacrifice since it was believed that they were especially holy. The temple dogs for these ritual gifts had to be mummified, but the natural death rate of temple dogs was not high enough to keep up with the demand for dog mummies. For this reason the temples expanded to include what amounted to factories that produced mummies of young dogs bred in temple kennels. The priests of Anubis created assembly lines made up of specialized staff who killed, gutted, prepared, dried, and applied the final decorative wrappings and ornamentation to the bodies of dogs so that worshippers would have a genuine temple-dog mummy to give as an offering. Later archaeologists turned up so many of these dog mummies around Cynopolis that they began to view them as a nuisance, rather than as significant findings filled with information about the beliefs, hopes, and fears of an ancient people. Because of this they allowed tons of animal mummies to be exported to England, where they were pulverized and sold as garden fertilizer.




In spite of its industrialized ritual killing of dogs, Egypt still provides the first historical records indicating an emotional bond between people and their dogs. By law, the killing of an owned dog, that is, one with a collar, was punishable by death. If a household dog died, grief was expressed as if a person had died: the dog’s master shaved off his eyebrows and the hair on his head and body. (If a cat died, a man was required to shave off only one eyebrow.) Virtually every large ancient city had a cemetery where the mummified remains of well-loved dogs could be placed along with inscriptions containing words like “beloved,” “companion,” “blessed,” “faithful,” and “we will be united in paradise.”




The love for a dog was expressed in many ways. Many pharaohs were buried with effigies of their dogs. Ramses II was buried with the names and statues of four of his dogs, and Tutankhamen with images of two of his dogs.




Perhaps the greatest expression of caring was to have the dog’s body mummified and interred with its master, sometimes on a reed mat at the foot of the bed or near the feet of the master’s sarcophagus. Cheops, the pharaoh who built the Great Pyramid at Giza, had a dog named Abarkaru, described as the pharaoh’s companion and protector. Abarkaru’s mummy was placed in the same chamber where his king lies.




In a few instances the mummy of the dog was actually placed in the sarcophagus. In one woman’s burial, the container with the dog was laid by her feet and carried the inscription “a hound of the bed who his mistress loved.” In another the mummy of a man rests next to his dog with the words “An unfailing friend. His name was Abu.”




An Egyptian folktale, sometimes called “The Foredoomed Prince,” demonstrates the value that was placed on the friendship of a dog in those ancient times. The story begins with the observation that Pharaoh’s sister had been thought to be barren, but late in her life she had a son whom she named Baraka, meaning “gift” or “blessing.” The priests were called in to bless the child and to foretell his future. The soothsayer among them declared, “The death of this child will be determined by the actions of a crocodile, or of a serpent, or of a scorpion, or of a dog.”




To protect her child, the sister asked Pharaoh to provide her son with a large house near the edge of the royal quarter of the city. The boy would be raised in isolation and never allowed to wander in the desert, near the river, or in the streets where he might encounter the creatures that could mean his death. One day, Baraka stood on the roof terrace and looked at the nearby street where a cart was rolling by. In the cart were a young boy and girl, and they were playing with a litter of puppies; he could hear their laughter.




Baraka asked, “What are these things? Could I have one like that which might make me laugh?”




Pharaoh learned of this and consulted the priests, who told him that allowing the child to be near any of the four creatures that had been named might place the boy in immediate danger. On the other hand, they said, fate could not be cheated and if the child was doomed the god Set would claim him no matter what was done.




So the king chose a puppy sired by his favorite dog. He named him Uzat, after the eye of the god Horus who protects people from evil. The king then sent the dog to be a pet for his nephew, “lest his heart be sad.”




Uzat became Baraka’s companion and best friend. One day the boy managed to sneak out of the house, and he and his dog explored the nearby bank of the Nile River. As the sun rose toward noon, the boy sat in the shade and fell asleep. Suddenly he was awakened by Uzat’s barking. When he stood up, he saw a crocodile that had reached the shore of the river and was charging toward him. The dog’s barking not only alerted him, but distracted the crocodile long enough to give the boy a chance to run to safety, followed closely by his vigilant dog. Uzat was rewarded with a bowl of fine meat that night.
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Baraka was alerted by Uzat’s barking in time to escape the crocodile.




As was the custom of the time for members of the royal family, the prince’s marriage was arranged by the pharaoh. When he first met Shepsit, his bride-to-be, they spoke of many things, including the fate that had been predicted for him.




Shepsit was horrified. “Then you must kill that dog to keep yourself safe,” she said.




Baraka replied, “I will not kill my dog. I raised him from when he was small. He is my friend, and he saved my life from the crocodile.”




“I do not want a husband who so carelessly flirts with death,” she replied.




“Would you rather have a husband who cares nothing for his friends and would turn on those that he loves?”




Shepsit heard his words and relented so that they could marry. Uzat grew old and died and was replaced by one of his puppies, that they also called Uzat. When Baraka went off to serve in the army, this Uzat came with him. One morning, as Baraka awakened and reached for his boots, Uzat suddenly began to growl. The young man wondered if this was the sign of the long-feared attack that would kill him. He reached for the boot again, and the dog charged across the room, grabbed the boot by its tip, and shook it from side to side. Out of the boot fell two scorpions that might well have killed Baraka had he stepped in the boot.




Years passed, and there was yet another Uzat sired by the previous dog living in Baraka’s home. Shepsit and Baraka sometimes talked about the fate predicted by the priests, but he still insisted on having his dog with him. One day a servant brought in a basket of figs that had been harvested nearby. Baraka thought that they looked quite ripe and good and was reaching for one when Uzat leapt forward and knocked him down. As the dog regained his feet, he spun around and in the process the basket of figs was knocked over. One servant ran over to help his master up. Another went to retrieve the figs but gave a cry of fear when a deadly asp wriggled out of the basket. It was a serpent that could well have killed Baraka. Once again his life had been saved by his dog.




More years passed, and there was yet another Uzat sitting by Baraka’s side. The prince was now growing old and ill. At the insistence of his wife they called in the healer and a priest. Baraka turned to the priest and asked, “My fate was to have my death determined by the actions of a crocodile, serpent, scorpion, or a dog. I am now old, and if the healer is correct, I will die of causes associated with advanced age. Does this mean that the original prediction of my death was wrong?”




The priest smiled and said quietly, “No, your fate was as it should be. Because you accepted the friendship of a dog, and were true and loyal to him, you were saved from an early death by a crocodile, a serpent, and a scorpion. Thus it is the actions of a dog that have, in fact, determined the nature of your death. The dog’s actions are what have caused you to die of old age rather than some other cause. Through the friendship that you have shared with a dog, you have been blessed by Anubis with a long life, and most likely you will be rewarded for that loyalty in the afterlife.”
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Chapter 4




The Patron Saint of Dogs











ONE EVENING I attended a reception after the wedding of the daughter of one of my colleagues. He is a devout Catholic, and I found myself standing in a corner with three Catholic priests, one of whom was my friend’s oldest son. He was now referred to as Father Rommy and was in the company of a very young priest, Father Allen, a family friend who had gone through school with the bride. The third, much older man was the parish priest, Father Francis, who had conducted the marriage ceremony.




While we stood and sipped punch I reminisced about a trip that I had taken through rural North Carolina. It had been early in November a number of years ago. Riding down a two-lane road I suddenly came upon a large crowd standing in front of a small church. Since I was alone and not on any schedule I stopped to see what was going on. The crowd consisted of all kinds of people and their dogs: children with pet dogs, shepherds with sheepdogs, hunters with hounds, even some people with large dogs that looked like guard dogs. When I asked what event had brought all of those canines to church, I was told that November 3 was the feast day of St. Hubert, the patron saint of dogs.




The son of the Belgian Duke of Guienne, Hubert was boisterous, self-indulgent, and, as a young man, someone who dearly loved to hunt. His redeeming grace was his love of dogs. On Good Friday in 683 A.D., he and some friends irreverently took their hounds out to hunt. During the hunt the dogs suddenly stopped their pursuit and respectfully lay down in front of a great white stag. When the stag turned, Hubert saw the image of the cross between its antlers and heard the voice of God telling him that it was time for him to begin to hunt for virtue. Shortly thereafter, Hubert took Holy Orders, established an abbey, and eventually rose to be a bishop of the Church. At the abbey he continued to breed dogs and eventually created the St. Hubert hound, from which our modern bloodhounds are descended.




At this church in North Carolina, the white-robed priest mounted the church steps and gave the “Mass of the Dogs” in honor of St. Hubert. At the end, the oldest dog was called up and blessed, and then every dog in turn received a benedictory touch from the priest. I am certain that no dog present barked even once during the entire proceedings. Actually, according to my recollection, many dogs seemed to bow their heads reverently during the prayer service.




In many divisions of Christianity, patron saints are still commonly called upon to intercede in day-to-day affairs. Patron saints are popular among various interest groups, professions, and even cities, which usually choose a particular saint because of his or her specific talent or because some life event overlaps with the group’s special concerns. Sometimes the connections seem a bit tenuous, such as naming St. Clare of Assisi the patron of television because one medieval Christmas when she was too ill to leave her bed she still saw and heard the Christmas Mass—even though it was taking place several miles away. Nonetheless, prayers to a patron saint with whom the petitioner shares some connection are believed to be more likely to be answered. If the saint thinks that the cause and the person are worthy, the saint will intercede with God, asking God to answer the prayer. The reasoning is that since the actual request is now coming from a pure and holy soul that God has already blessed, He may be more predisposed to answer favorably.




Given the somewhat hazy way in which patron saints are designated, I was not surprised to find that there were some differences of opinion among the priests at the wedding as to who the patron saint of dogs was or even whether it was appropriate to have a patron saint for dogs. Young Father Allen began by noting that “We don’t do a special mass for dogs in my church. Instead, around October 4, the feast day of Francis of Assisi, we hold a mass for all of the animals, since he loved them all. You might remember that, like Dr. Doolittle, Francis supposedly could understand the speech of animals. Everybody brings their pets then, not only dogs, but cats, hamsters, bunnies, and birds.”




Father Rommy was a bit more tentative. “If I had to make a guess, I suppose that Saint Bernard should be the patron saint of dogs. After all, he is responsible for breeding those wonderful rescue dogs at his hospice in the Alps, and also for that famous quote ‘Qui me amat, amat et canem meum,’ which translates into ‘Who loves me, also loves my dog.’”




Father Francis laughed, and said, “You are mixing up the two Saint Bernards. Saint Bernard of Menthon is responsible for the rescue dogs and hospices, but it was Saint Bernard of Clairvaux who said, ‘Love me, love my dog’ around a century later. His statement had nothing to do with dogs, however, and he really meant something like, ‘If you love me, you must love my faults as well as my good points.’




“I seem to remember that dogs have several patron saints,” Father Francis continued. “It is certainly the case that Saint Hubert was one. However, I also remember Saint Vitus mentioned in that regard, but I can’t exactly recall the details. It had something to do with the fact that the emperor’s dogs wouldn’t attack and kill Vitus when commanded to do so, I think.




“A lot of people certainly believe that Saint Roche is the dog’s patron. I know a few churches that have a celebration mass for dogs around August 16, which is his feast day. His story goes that he was making a pilgrimage to Rome and arrived in Italy during a period of plague. He tried to comfort some plague victims by praying with them and tracing the sign of the cross on their foreheads. Miraculously these people were healed. He even managed to cure the Cardinal of Lombardy in this way. Anyway, all of this exposure to plague victims eventually resulted in his coming down with the disease, and the ungrateful townspeople drove him out of the city.




“Roche had no one to care for him, so he set up a hut made of leaves and branches, and was blessed by a spring of fresh water that appeared nearby while he slept. He probably would have died in the forest, except that a dog which belonged to a local nobleman found him. The dog licked his wounds, and then ran off. Later the dog came back carrying a loaf of bread. The dog returned each day to clean his sores by licking them, and also to bring him bread. Eventually the nobleman became curious when he noticed the dog stealing bread from his kitchen and dashing into the woods with it. So one day he followed the dog and found Roche. Together the dog and the nobleman cared for him, and eventually his own case of plague was cured by divine intervention. Certainly in statues and paintings Saint Roche is almost always presented as having a dog beside him.




[image: image]


Saint Roche and the dog that kept him alive.




“To the best of my knowledge, however, there is no Saint Fido, Saint Rover, or Saint Sniffer!”




While we chuckled at that, Father Rommy rejoined the conversation. “I am not really clear about the patron saint of dogs, but I did run into a story of a dog that was believed to be a saint when I was visiting France. Saint Guinefort was a greyhound who was a trusted member of a noble household near Lyon.




“The story goes that he was left to guard the noble’s young son who was sleeping in his crib. However, when the father returned he found that the crib was overturned and there was blood everywhere, including around the mouth of Guinefort, who came leaping at him in joy at his return. He was horrified and assumed the dog had killed his child, so he took out his bow and killed the dog. As he went over to the crib, he found the child under it and alive, and next to the crib was the body of a snake. The local priest felt that this snake had actually been possessed by Satan, who was trying to use it to steal the child’s life and soul. That meant the nobleman had not only killed the dog that had saved his child’s life, but a dog who had possibly saved his eternal soul as well. The nobleman was sad and grieved his mistake. He reverently buried the dog and planted a grove of trees around his grave to honor his Guinefort’s bravery.




“When people living nearby heard this story, they interpreted the events as if the dog was actually a holy martyr. Because of this they began making pilgrimages to pray at the grove and the grave of ‘Saint Guinefort.’ According to local customs, it was believed that the dog was a special patron of children who were sick or injured, and a number of miraculous cures were credited to Saint Guinefort.




“All went well until a zealous inquisitor by the name of Étienne de Bourbon showed up with the idea of making sure that no one’s behavior strayed from official Church practices. When some women admitted that they had taken their children to be healed by Saint Guinefort, he assumed that this must be some local holy person and felt that he should investigate, since the use of the title ‘saint’ was probably being applied without Church sanction. As you might have predicted, when he learned that Guinefort was a dog, he was greatly offended.




“The story appears to be real, since I actually got to see the thirteenth-century documents that Father Étienne wrote describing what actions he took next. He had the dog formally designated as a heretic. Acting on that judgment, he had Guinefort’s body dug up and the sacred grove of trees cut down and burned along with the remains of the dog. Apparently a dog cannot be an official saint, although he can be an official heretic!”
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