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In memory of my mother, Alison, and her favorite dog, Tigger.


Thanks for taking care of everyone.


We miss you!




INTRODUCTION


Dogs, cats, cows, and horses. Not a day of my adult life has passed when I wasn’t either working with them or writing about them.


As a college student, I guided horseback rides on a Colorado guest ranch. Afterward, I became a cowboy and helped care for a herd of more than 350 cows and their calves. I’ve used stock dogs—Australian shepherds, mainly—in my work, but also competed with them in dog shows and canine Frisbee contests. Barn cats, well, they just came with the territory.


I would go on to become a journalist, writing several thousand magazine articles about domestic animals and the people who bred them, raised them, cared for them, bought them, sold them, raced them, rode them, trained them, and competed with them. Most, like me, adored them, too.


Despite all that, I never stopped to give much thought as to how and why these animals came to live in our homes and barnyards in the first place. Domestication, I assumed, was just something our stone-age ancestors brought about for their own benefit. But my thinking changed when I crossed paths with horse trainer Buck Brannaman.


I met Buck at the Denver National Western Stock Show, a place where domestic animals and people come together in staggering numbers. Over a sixteen-day span, more than 6,500 animals are exhibited there before more than 680,000 visitors.


As anyone who has seen the documentary Buck knows, Brannaman is a cowboy straight from central casting. He’s a tall, weathered guy with a pale, narrow face shadowed by a flat-brimmed, sweat-stained cowboy hat. If that doesn’t ring a bell, Buck was also the inspiration for the fictional character Tom Booker in the Robert Redford film The Horse Whisperer. Like Booker, Brannaman has hard, calloused hands, but a tender heart when it comes to horses.


When he’s not at his ranch in Wyoming, Buck travels the country giving clinics and demonstrations on natural horsemanship, a Zen-like training philosophy that takes into account life from the horse’s perspective. Personally, I think it’s wrong to call him a horse whisperer. He’s more a horse conversationalist. He pays attention to horses, responding to them in the language they understand—body language.


At Denver, I watched Buck work with a chestnut-colored horse in a small, round pen. It was a colt, just a few years old and fresh off the open range. The animal, which belonged to a mutual acquaintance, had not seen a human at close distance until the day he was rounded up and unloaded on the stock show grounds.


With calm patience, Brannaman walked around the pen, letting the colt run and snort as he moved about. Whenever the horse turned to face him, Buck would step back a foot or two, relieving the pressure and rewarding the animal. In less than ten minutes, the horse turned, faced Buck, and stood still. You could see the colt’s body relax and his face soften. He took a tentative step toward the horseman. Buck referred to this as “joining up,” but you and I might call it “bonding.”


Before the seminar was over, Buck had led the colt around the pen with a loose rope, put a blanket and saddle on him, and even ridden the horse in circles without a bridle. He’d convinced the horse—or rather, the horse had convinced himself—to put trust in a human as his partner and guide. It was a real-time parable.


That day, Buck gave me a gift of wisdom that stuck in my head. He said, “These animals gave up their freedom and their fear of us when they left the wild and came to our campfire. They serve us in many ways. In return, we owe them our care and our understanding.”


From that phrase, I conceived the idea for this book.


Leaving the Wild is a book about four common domesticated animals. Each left behind a wild existence in exchange for our care, provision, and protection. Each gives of itself in its own unique ways. I chose Leaving the Wild as a title because it implies willfulness on the animals’ part. As Buck pointed out, domestication wasn’t a one-way street in which people were the only drivers or the only ones who gained something.


Biologist and Pulitzer–prize winning author E. O. Wilson aptly said, “I know of no instance in which a species of plant or animal gives willing support to another without extracting some advantage in return.”


Central to the book is this question: “In choosing domestication, what did animals give up, and what did they get?” To find out, I spent a year on the road visiting the places animals lived and the people who shared life with them.


My journey began on Thanksgiving Day at the home of a renowned Colorado dog breeder and lifelong friend. After an ethereal turkey dinner followed by homemade pies, I bid my friends goodbye and climbed up into the cab of my recently-bought motor home. I turned the key and it coughed to life.


As we pulled out onto the highway, my Australian shepherd, Onda, hopped up into the passenger seat and looked out at a vast expanse of farmland and the narrow ribbon of highway. On we drove to see America—from the animals’ perspective.


A howling windstorm tried to blow us off the highway all the way to Oklahoma City. Arriving safely, we watched horses that cost more than luxury cars compete for prizes as valuable as houses. From the well-heeled breeders there, we got our first lesson in how human values literally shape animals’ lives, for better and worse. Then the road took us west, following traces of historic Route 66.


In Amarillo, Texas, we stopped to pet cattle that had been cloned from steaks—the beginning of our education in animal reproduction technology. Next, we watched a stallion earn $160,000 in a single afternoon, just by donating sperm. In the deserts of New Mexico and Arizona, we passed by dairy barns the size of Costco stores.


In California, we stopped in Anaheim to visit Mickey Mouse—and learn some things about Disneyland’s cats. In Carnation, Washington, we took selfies in front of a shrine to the World’s Most Productive Milk Cow. Then, we drove back to Colorado for the Denver County Fair—whose motto is “fairly weird.” (It was).


Along the way, we watched dog shows, horse shows, cattle shows, and cat shows. We visited pet breeders’ homes where animals were born and public shelters where others were killed. We talked to people who fought dogs and people who fought for dogs (and cats, too). We did rounds with veterinarians and ride-alongs with animal control officers. We visited universities and feral cat colonies, and feral cat colonies at universities. And in our downtime, I read research while Onda slept at my feet under my dashboard desktop. He got lots of sleep. The result is the book that you’re about to read.


The narrative of the four species in this book is a mixture of natural history, human history, personal experience, and science. Understanding how once-wild animals came to live in our barnyards and under our roofs helps us, I think, to better understand our own place in the world. Their stories are our stories, too.


In some small way, I hope that Leaving the Wild helps us honor our end of the bargain that was struck when these creatures stepped out of the wild to join us at our campfire. For all that they give to us, we owe them our care and, especially, our understanding.




DOGS
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To sit with a dog on a hillside on a glorious afternoon is to be back in Eden, where doing nothing was not boring—it was peace.


—Author Milan Kundera




ONE


A WOLF AMONG MEN


Even after hundreds of years of selective breeding, it would be hard if not impossible to produce a chimpanzee who could live with humans and have anything like such a good relationship as we have with our dogs.


—Primatologist Jane Goodall


Wherever we’ve gone, our dogs came along. Sometimes, they got there first.


On November 3, 1957, the Soviet Union astonished the world with the announcement that a little street dog named Laika had become the first cosmonaut to orbit the Earth. Sadly, Laika never made it home, giving her life for the cause of manned space exploration.


Dogs were the first animals to trade their wild existence for our care, protection, and pet food bowls. And while that arrangement hasn’t been great for every dog (Laika, for one), it’s been a pretty good deal for dogs as a whole.


As a measure of dogs’ success as a species, consider this: gray wolves, the dog’s closest living relatives, number about 180,000 in the wild. But there are half a billion dogs roaming planet Earth.


Wolves now inhabit a small and ever-shrinking portion of their historic range, which once included nearly the entire Northern Hemisphere. But go to the most remote tribal village in the Amazon, visit a community of reindeer herders above the Arctic Circle, or stroll through New York’s Central Park on a Sunday and you’ll surely be greeted by panting, barking, slobbering dogs. And while dogs don’t inhabit the Antarctic, the first explorer to arrive at the South Pole, Norwegian Roald Amundsen, couldn’t have gotten there without sled dogs.


Dogs are synonymous with civilization and could well have been a driving force in our own cultural evolution. People who kept them gained a survival advantaged; their dogs warned them of predators, protected them from hostile neighbors, helped them find, hunt, and retrieve prey. They sometimes served as meals themselves—Hawaiians kept the chubby poi dog just for food. On a higher level of culture, dogs have inspired art and literature since the dawn of history.


In turn, we were a civilizing force too. Were it not for humans, Canis lupus, the wolf, would never have made the transition to Canis familiaris, the familiar family dog.


So, what is it that set dogs apart? The answer is simple: it’s us. Dogs’ ability to gain our affection, to understand our communication, and to act as our helpers has been the key to their extraordinary good fortune. These abilities are no mere coincidence. They’re a survival strategy written in the dogs’ DNA and passed down from generation to generation. We call that strategy “domestication.”


Domestication comes from the Latin word “domesticus,” which means “belonging to the house.” Latin’s ancient speakers, the Romans, were crazy for dogs, gathering and trading the different varieties they encountered all across their empire. They used dogs for hunting and herding, protecting their flocks and farms, in gladiatorial games and warfare. Roman rulers even prized dogs as royal lap warmers. (Emperor Claudius, who ruled from A.D. 41 to 54, was said to be particularly fond of white Maltese dogs, an ancient breed even then).


As for the dog’s place in the Roman home, one need only look to the House of the Tragic Poet in Pompeii, Italy, which was buried under volcanic ash in the first century. In the doomed building’s entryway, archaeologists unearthed a tile mosaic of a chained, snarling canine bearing this familiar inscription: cave canem. Beware of dog.


By the time of Pompeii’s destruction, dogs had been warming themselves by the human hearth and catching table scraps for 10,000 years or more, making them the first domesticated animal. It’s been no easy task to determine where dogs came from or how they came to live with us.


Zoologists today agree that the wolf is the dog’s closest living relative and sole ancestor. But how did they ever arrive at that conclusion? Spend a day at a dog show or just visit a busy dog park, and you’ll encounter dogs of every size, shape, color and coat texture, from the fashion-forward toy poodle to that slobbering but lovable oaf, the St. Bernard. Any reasonable person might conclude that animals with so much variety couldn’t possibly share the same common ancestor.


Charles Darwin, the father of evolutionary theory, reasoned that dogs must have descended from a mixture of several different wild canine species, either living or extinct. Some fellow nineteenth century colleagues even suggested that there must have been a wild ancestor for each type of domestic dog, though Darwin thought that idea absurd.


“Who can believe that animals closely resembling the Italian greyhound, the bloodhound, the bull-dog, or Blenheim spaniel . . . ever existed freely in a state of nature?” he wrote dismissively.


However, many of his contemporaries believed that dogs must have descended from a single wild canine, though which one was under debate. Could it have come from one of several jackals, or wolves, or wild dogs, or instead from some wild canine, now extinct?


A century later, the debate was still on. In 1953, Nobel Prize winning zoologist Konrad Lorenz published his best seller, Man Meets Dog. There, he voiced his strongly held (but scientifically tenuous) view that dogs had descended from the golden jackal, Canis aureus, a coyote-like native of Eurasia and North Africa.


Regardless, by the late twentieth century, most biologists placed their bets exclusively on wolves, whose anatomy and behavior were the most similar to dogs’. Even Lorenz finally changed his tune when his own field studies showed that jackals sound nothing like dogs and wolves.


But drawing hard conclusions about dogs’ early origins still seemed impossible. All of the ten species in the genus Canis share the same number of chromosomes and are capable of interbreeding. The fact that their DNA is nearly identical suggests that the canine tree branch split very recently and that all of its members—wolves, coyotes, domestic dogs, wild dogs and jackals—could be incestuous cousins.


However, in the last half of the twentieth century, a new field of biology emerged to resolve the debate. In 1997, a team of scientists set out to determine the dog’s evolutionary beginnings with help from a relatively new tool—molecular biology.


Led by biologists Carles Vilà and Robert K. Wayne at UCLA, the research team collected hundreds of gene samples from dogs, wolves, coyotes and jackals. After mapping the genes, they discovered that the mitochondrial DNA in dogs and wolves is far more similar than it is among any of the other canine species, differing by less than a fraction of a percent. Coyotes, by comparison, differed from wolves by about 4 percent. They concluded that wolves and dogs were closely related, having likely shared a common ancestor during the last 100,000 years.


At some point during that chunk of time, at least one and possibly several groups of wolves broke from the wild and continued evolving alongside people. Through forces of both natural and artificial selection, the wolves morphed into new forms and adopted new behaviors until, today, one of their descendants is Lady Gaga’s French bulldog, Miss Asia.


Vilà and Wayne’s study proved that wolves were the ancestral forbears of today’s domestic dogs. But over the thousands of years that we have lived together, the dog has become a species distinctly different. When and where did the chasm that separates the two species first open? Scientists believe humans first wandered onto the Eurasian continent between 40,000 and 50,000 years ago. There, they encountered their primate cousins, the Neanderthals.


Though we tend to think of them as dim-witted knuckle draggers, recent studies reveal that Neanderthals wore jewelry, created art and architecture, made complex tools, and developed sophisticated big-game hunting strategies. All this suggests that they were capable of symbolic thought and social coordination—qualities long thought to belong exclusively to humans. And for 300,000 years, these culturally astute Neanderthals walked among wolves—yet no evidence suggests they domesticated a single one.


For 30,000 or 40,000 years, it appears we did no better. Then, suddenly, 10,000 years ago, dogs began to show up everywhere, from East Asia to the British Isles, in Africa and the Americas, too. Something had to have occurred to create this radical change. But what was it?


The ice melted.


The single, biggest change in man’s prehistoric lifestyle came about at the end of the last ice age. As ice that had covered much of the Northern hemisphere receded back toward the North Pole, humans did something they’d never done before. They began to settle into villages. And settlement, argued the late biologist Raymond Coppinger, created the environment necessary for wolves to become dogs.


Coppinger taught biology at Hampshire College in Massachusetts. For him and his wife, Lorna, dogs have been a lifelong professional and personal interest. In 2001, they published the best-selling book Dogs: A Startling New Understanding of Canine Origin, Behavior and Evolution that upended decades-old beliefs about dog domestication.


Prior to the Coppingers’ book launch, the commonly held belief among scientists and laymen alike was that prehistoric cavemen found some wolf pups on the trail, adopted them, and transformed them, Pinocchio-like, into hunting companions. Then, they judiciously selected qualities over thousands of years in a process Charles Darwin named artificial selection that resulted in the widely varied creatures we call dogs.


The Coppingers envisioned an entirely different domestication story. It begins with the development of permanent villages, which first appear in the archaeological record 12,000 or so years ago. As people built and inhabited villages, they also created garbage piles which, naturally, attracted hungry wolves. When someone came to the dump to toss out a spoiled carcass or other food scraps, some of the wolves ran away. But those that were less stressed out around people stuck around and got the best morsels.


These chilled-out wolves gained a survival advantage in this new village niche. Scavenging required less energy than hunting, and people’s presence protected the village wolves from aggression by other packs. Because the humans killed or chased off the overly aggressive individuals, tame behavior came to be the norm in the village wolf pack.


In this scenario, the village created an environment in which selection for tameness arose. Tameness wasn’t taught, but rather an inherent requirement. Those that didn’t have it didn’t survive. Those that did thrived. And dogs, which were at first just naturally tame wolves, domesticated themselves.


After the Coppingers’ book came out, more and more scientists began embracing the village domestication hypothesis, which accords well with the principle known as Occam’s Razor: The simplest explanation is usually the best.


“The artificial selection theory requires early people to embark intentionally on a long-term wolf-taming and breeding project, which is difficult to do,” wrote the Coppingers. “The natural selection theory doesn’t require people to do anything other than live in villages.”


John Bradshaw, foundation director of the Anthrozoology Institute at the University of Bristol, in England, and author of Dog Sense, agrees:


“I’m firmly of the opinion that the pioneers of the long road to today’s dogs were wolves that were simply exploiting a new niche,” he explains, “a new concentration of food provided by man, as humans began to live in villages rather than be constantly on the move.”


In time, the village wolves would have developed social habits or physical characteristics that created a reproductive barrier between them and other wolves. The unwillingness or inability to breed with related animals is one of the ways we decide if animals are separate species. Once this split occurred, the wolves were no longer wolves, but dogs.


Biologists define species in various ways, and choosing one is rather like choosing a weapon for battle. It affects the outcome of the dispute. One of the most common definitions of species is “a group of living organisms consisting of similar individuals capable of exchanging genes or interbreeding.” In the case of the dog, it’s not a very sharp knife.


All of the true canids—dogs, wolves, coyotes, jackals, dingoes, and wild dogs—fit this definition. All of them are capable of interbreeding with the others, and many are so similar in shape and function that it can be difficult even for experts to tell their skeletons apart. As Raymond Coppinger told me, “bury an African side-striped jackal in New Mexico, and a biologist would probably describe it as a coyote.”


Ecologists like the Coppingers define species differently. They consider an animal’s relationship to his (or, to be non-sexist, her) environment. Northern gray wolves, for instance, evolved to hunt large herd animals like elk, deer, caribou and horses. That’s one reason gray wolves form packs—because it’s easier to gang up on big animals than to take one down alone.


This definition forges a nice weapon for an argument on canine species because all of the “true canids”—dogs, wolves, coyotes, jackals, dingoes, and wild dogs—fit into different niches. Black-backed jackals and side-striped jackals, for instance, hunt small- to medium-sized game in the grasslands of the Old World. Similarly, the coyote (sometimes called “the American jackal”) evolved to hunt small- and medium-sized prey in North America.


Dogs, according to the Coppingers, are neither wolves nor a subspecies of the wolf simply because they don’t fit the wolf’s ecological niche. A domesticated dog, by its very definition, depends on humans for its daily meal. As the Romans would say, dogs belong to the house. This helps to explain why fossil evidence of dogs prior to 12,000 years ago is so scant and highly questionable. Before there was the dog—an entirely new species of the genus Canis—there had to be a niche for it. There had to be houses. In short, dog is where the home is . . . cave canem.


Not everyone is happy with the idea that dogs—which to many westerners are as dear as children—emerged from the wild to eat our trash. In my heart, I wanted to agree with many people who feel that our relationship began when a boy or girl encountered a wolf pup on the trail, and it was love at first sight. But in time, I became more and more convinced that the Coppingers had it right. Dogs wanted our trash. Affection came later.


Even today, most dogs in underdeveloped countries do not live a comfortable existence in human homes, sleeping on beds and eating kibble from stainless steel bowls. Instead they live semi-autonomously by scavenging, their diets consisting mainly of leftovers and rotting garbage. Dogs, as the Coppingers noted, evolved to fill this scavenging niche. And the Coppingers are not alone in believing that trash was the key to the dog’s domestication.


“I think Ray Coppinger has a big part of it,” biologist Ben Sacks told me. “His scenario about the garbage pile, the idea of a shorter flight distance . . . are insights that must be correct. I think that is the general picture of how you get from wolf to dog.”


I’d called Sacks, who heads the Center for Canine Diversity at the veterinary genetics lab at University of California at Davis, to get his opinions on the whole dog domestication debate. Sacks is a young professor whose specialty is wild dog conservation. But he’s always had a keen interest in domestic dog origins. And he’s been keeping a close eye on the scientific debate about the origins of our first pets.


“Currently,” he told me, “the two most hotly debated theories propose that dogs originated in Southeast Asia or the Middle East.”


Many zoologists, he continued, believe that the likely ancestors of today’s dogs were not the large northern wolves found in the cold-climate regions of Europe and North America. Instead, they were smaller, more dog-like southern wolves native to North Africa, South Asia, and the Arabian Peninsula. Compared to the northern gray wolf, these small Arabian and Asian wolves are scarcely bigger than coyotes and dingoes, and have correspondingly smaller heads and teeth.


Adding to this evidence are recent genetic studies which place the dog’s origins in either the Middle East or the Far East. Rival camps of researchers using genetic data have attempted to pinpoint which of the two regions is the more likely origination place of the dog and have come to different conclusions.


One study performed by Robert Wayne and colleagues at UCLA asserted that the Middle East was the place with the greatest variability within the native dog population. This hypothesis supports the conventional wisdom that dogs evolved in the Fertile Crescent, where nearly all large domestic animals and many domesticated plants first came under our control.


“Wayne’s group does this whole genome study, concluding that wolves in the Middle East are related to dogs everywhere,” Sacks told me. “They show that dogs, in general, are more closely related to wolves in the Middle East than wolves anywhere else.”


Archaeological evidence to support the Middle Eastern hypothesis exists among the remains of the very earliest settlers in the world, the Natufians. Among the most convincing was the skeleton of an elderly man buried with a puppy cradled in his hands.


However, the Middle East hypothesis stands in stark contrast to another study by Wayne’s colleague, Sweden’s Peter Savolainen. His study’s conclusion was that dogs today could be stamped MADE IN CHINA. According to Savolainen’s interpretation of the genetic evidence, dogs originated 16,300 years ago in China, south of the Yangtse River, from just a handful of female wolves.


In support of Savolainen’s Asian hypothesis, Sacks pointed out to me that dogs have a hook on their lower jaw where it attaches to the skull. This hook is present only in Asian wolves, not gray wolves or Middle Eastern wolves. Furthermore, evidence suggests that farmers cultivated rice in China’s Yangtse River Valley as many as 14,000 years ago, creating the preconditions for villages and, of course, dogs. This also would put dogs closer to the Beringia land bridge, over which the first North Americans are thought to have crossed from Siberia to Alaska—along with their dogs. That bridge closed 11,000 years ago, at the end of the last ice age.


Sifting through the science, we still haven’t pinpointed with any certainty when and where the dog came to our campfire. And there is no reason to believe domestication could not have happened almost simultaneously in East Asia, the Middle East, and possibly Europe, too, since all that was needed were villages, wolves, and trash heaps.


And, to throw even more combustible material on the fire, scientist Susan Crockford, a zoologist at the Royal British Columbia Museum, says there is evidence of a separate origin for Native American dogs, distinct from the domestic dogs of Eurasia. So, maybe they didn’t need that land bridge after all.


“This corroborates the idea of at least two ‘birthplaces,’” she said. “I think we need to think about dogs becoming dogs at different times in different places.”


If the Coppinger’s argument is correct, the transition from wolf to woof happened, not wherever and whenever Paleolithic cavemen met the wolf on the trail, but instead when humans settled down into villages and began to grow food rather than merely follow it. Like wheat and rice, the dog is a product of the agricultural revolution that occurred at the end of the last Ice Age, during the same period that would usher in nearly all the important domesticated crops and animals of use to us today.


Regardless of when and where dogs first appeared, humans must have placed great value on them. Because wherever humans went, their dogs came along.




TWO


THE GENERIC DOG


The people had always feared the wolves, so the dog decided that it would be good to show that he himself was afraid of the humans. So he lowered his tail and his head and looked up at the people with his eyes wide to show that he was afraid of them and crept over to the fire and lay down.


—“How Dogs Came to Live With Humans,”
as told by Menominee Indian Chief Oshkosh


And what were the first dogs like? Probably a lot like Dog. Dog is the companion of globe-traveling photographer and author Lorraine Chittock. She came upon the dog while moving into a new home in a village not far from Nairobi, Kenya. The flea-covered freeloader was there in the yard, like a piece of abandoned furniture. Chittock was looking for a hiking companion. Dog knew a gullible westerner when he saw one. The two bonded immediately.


Most North Americans and Europeans would take one look at Dog and call her a mixed-breed “mutt.” We’d likely try to guess at the combination of purebred parents that contributed to her appearance. But Dog is not a mutt. She’s just a dog.


According to American Kennel Club statistics, the Labrador retriever is the number one dog breed in America today. But village dogs like Dog are the most common “breed” the world over. Of the half-billion or so dogs on earth, the World Health Organization estimates, roughly two of every five are free-ranging domesticated dogs whose breeding is not under human control. A large proportion of these dogs live in rural villages which they seldom, if ever, leave. Hence, the name “village dog.”


Many village dogs descend from native dogs whose roots go back hundreds and even thousands of years. Recent studies suggest that at least some trace their bloodlines to the earliest domesticated dogs, untainted by the “pure” blood of modern breeds.


Village dogs also make up a subset of the huge urban populations of street dogs found in developing countries, as well as in Eastern Europe and the Balkans. These street dogs roam the cities like juvenile youth gangs, congregating in parks, sleeping in alleys, tearing into garbage cans, and scavenging at city dumps. (Moscow’s street dogs are known to also ride the metro lines).


Lorraine’s dog, Dog, likely traces back to indigenous dogs that have lived in Africa for thousands of years. A genetic study of African dogs conducted by Cornell researchers showed that village dogs from most regions of Africa are genetically distinct from non-native breeds and mixed-breed dogs. Their origins reach back as far as the first dogs to populate sub-Saharan African 4,500 years ago. The study confirmed something Lorraine Chittock already knew in her heart.


“If we were to step back 10,000 years to sit by the fires of our ancestors, we’d see a dog similar in appearance to the village dog of today,” she says.


Dog is typical of the African village dog or “Africanis.” She’s skinny, weighs about thirty pounds, and is roughly the size of a border collie. Her ears are triangle-shaped and stand up (although floppy ear tips are also common among village dogs) and they flick back-and-forth like radar antennae to catch the sounds of nature, vehicle traffic, or Lorraine’s voice.


Color varies a great deal among African village dogs, just as it does among wolves and dog breeds. Dog happens to be pale yellow, like a golden lab. She has a narrow, wedge-shaped head, a moderately long and tapered muzzle, and almond-shaped brown eyes rimmed with black, like eyeliner. Her bushy tail curves over her back in a quarter-moon arc. When she sits, her back legs splay out to the sides like those of a yogi patiently meditating on a mat.


Lorraine has traveled with Dog and her other village dog companion, Bruiser, throughout Africa, Egypt, and parts of North, Central, and South America. It used to surprise Chittock how frequently she encountered dogs like her own, though she now comes to expect it. Such encounters are as likely in the village enclaves of the Central American rainforest as they are throughout the villages of the Kenyan grasslands.


Village dogs can be found in underdeveloped and developing countries throughout the world, scratching out livings by scavenging, begging, and snatching food on the margins of human communities. They’ve even been discovered in isolated pockets of the United States. It’s believed that the Carolina Dog, discovered in the 1970s living in the piney woods and cypress swamps of the Southeast, is an ancient indigenous dog. However, according to the World Health Organization, the largest concentrations of native village dogs live in India, Asia, and Africa.


Most village dogs exist in a netherworld somewhere between modern house dogs and truly wild dogs such as dingoes. On the one hand, they are dependent upon humans as their main source of food. On the other hand, they socialize and breed freely, without direct human intervention, and so are not generally subject to artificial selection. Because there are no restrictions imposed upon the dogs’ breeding choices, village dogs’ physical and behavioral traits are almost entirely the product of the environment in which they’re born.


If we were to travel back 10,000 years in time, we might begin to see how natural forces shaped the wolf into the generic village dog. Relative to wolves, dogs have proportionally smaller brains—about 20 percent smaller. Big brains, like ours, use a huge amount of energy—about 25 percent of the calories we consume each day go to feeding our brains. (Hunger is your brain telling you it wants more sugar!) Dogs scavenging in the village don’t require the brainpower of wolves hunting large game. During early domestication, village life gave a selective advantage to dogs with smaller brains.


Similarly, wolves need large teeth and powerful jaws to grab, hold, and bring down the hoofed animals upon which they feed, to tear apart and devour their prey, and to crush large bones to get at marrow. Evolving in the village niche, dogs’ teeth downsized to smaller, more gracile forms and jaw strength diminished to a degree better suited to the easy demands of scavenging. Today, even a large dog such as a Rottweiler that matches a wolf in size cannot equal that wolf in biting strength.


Moderate size best suited the earliest village dogs, just as it does their modern counterparts. Too large a body and a dog’s daily calorie requirement might not be met in the village; too small, and the dog would find himself having to fight other larger, stronger dogs for a share of the daily take.


However, the more northern village dogs are larger than their southern cousins—an adaptation to cold environments where larger mass means greater warmth. Also as one travels north, village dogs transition from smooth, single coats without underfur to heavier double coats, like those my Australian shepherds are constantly shedding on the carpet and my clothing. Sled dogs of the arctic are extreme examples of village dogs well adapted to a particular niche—in this case, the featureless arctic ice fields and tundra.


In short, the adaptations required to fit into the village niche explain how we get from a large, powerful apex carnivore, the wolf, which preys on hoofed mammals many times its own size, to the moderately sized generalist scavenger, the village dog. And the variations among them also explain many of the traits found in modern breeds.


In the hot desert of Arabia, for instance, village dogs evolved among nomadic Bedouin tribesmen into lithe runners with short coats (think of greyhounds) capable of chasing down small game. In the Arctic, they became thick-coated, stocky dogs (think of the spitz breeds), which the Inuits used for thousands of years to pull sleds.


Besides the lessened energetic demands of village life and climate differences, other pressures were at work transforming the wolves into dogs, and the dogs into different varieties. Principle among them was how they interacted with people.


Ray Coppinger’s domestication hypothesis proposes that a crucial characteristic of tameness is a short “flight distance,” the point at which an animal chooses to run from an antagonistic predator that might injure or eat it. Those with shorter flight distances are, by nature, the least fearful and the more tame.


But how does tameness play a part in the transformation from wolf to dog? By the late 1950s, most scientists had come to accept the idea that dogs originated from wolves, but the mechanism by which that transformation had taken place remained a puzzle. Most believed that through thousands of years of conscious selection for desirable traits, humans transformed the wolf into the dog. But in Russia, a scientific experiment was underway that would provide an entirely new solution to the puzzle.


In the 1950s, a Russian biologist named Dmitri Belyaev began breeding commercial foxes for tameness. The result proved to be one of the most significant experiments in evolutionary biology conducted in the twentieth century.


Belyaev was the very archetype of a Stalinist-era Communist bureaucrat. He was a thick, broad-shouldered man with a ruddy face and heavy, brooding eyebrows. During the post-war period, many of his scientific colleagues were imprisoned or banned from conducting experiments. Belyaev’s own brother was killed by the Stalinists. With guile, Dmitri flew under the radar of the repressive communists, who strongly opposed Darwinism and Mendelian genetics. He managed to get a post in Siberia, where he worked in obscurity to improve commercial fur breeding.


In 1959, Belyaev quietly began an experiment designed to re-create the conditions by which a wild animal might become domesticated. He was convinced that if he selected animals for one trait and one trait alone—tameness—a whole suite of biological changes might occur. Drawing on his background in fur-bearing animals, he chose as his test subject the Russian silver fox.


Belyaev designed a rigorous selective-breeding program, choosing only the most tame foxes from each generation for breeding. Over the more than forty-year course of the experiments, 45,000 tame foxes were produced. As the experiment progressed, the researchers began to see radical changes in the animals. The first were changes in the foxes’ coat colors—mainly the appearance of white spots from a loss of pigmentation. Some individuals developed star-shaped patterns on their faces, a trait not seen in wild species but not uncommon among domestic animals such as horses, dogs, and cows.


Next came traits such as floppy ears and curled or curving tails, another characteristic of many domesticated species, particularly dogs and pigs. After 15 generations, the experimenters began to see foxes with shorter tails and legs. Today, Belyaev’s domesticated foxes bear a striking resemblance to border collies.


After many generations, the tamest foxes were dog-like not only in appearance, but also in some of their behaviors. They not only tolerated humans, they sought their attention. In short, Belyaev’s experiment showed that tameness alone could result in the vast physiological and behavioral changes associated with domestication.


But how do we explain this? On a biological level, as generations of foxes were selected solely for tameness, their bodies began producing different levels of hormones. Hormones, as we know, are chemicals secreted by cells or glands which send messages to other cells of an organism. Hormones can stimulate or inhibit growth, affect the mental state, stimulate sexual arousal and control the reproductive cycle, and prepare the body for mating, fighting, fleeing, eating, and other activities.


As the amounts and the timing of hormones were affected by selection for tameness, they set off a cascade of changes in the foxes—changes that would come to characterize many of our domestic breeds, but especially our dogs.


Were he still alive, Charles Darwin would have been dumbfounded but also probably delighted by Belyaev’s results. In his books, the father of evolutionary theory argued that speciation and domestication were processes of incremental change taking place over many thousands of years. But Belyaev generated proof that domestication and speciation could occur in a very short time: in the case of the silver fox, less than a half a human lifetime.


Darwin had said that evolution did not happen in leaps. Belyaev proved him wrong. As the farmed fox experiment showed, the transformation from wolf to dog could have happened in an evolutionary blink of an eye. Coyotes are believed to have shared a common ancestor with wolves between one and two million years ago; by comparison, the dog’s emergence between 10,000 and 15,000 years ago makes it a late-shining star within the canine constellation.


However, after their initial and likely rapid transformation, dogs remained little changed for thousands of years. The specialized dogs that we might identify as breeds today did not enter the story until about 3,200 years ago. Only with the dawn of human civilization does the fossil record begin to yield wide variation in dog sizes and shapes, the first steps toward distinct breeds. It’s likely that, up until this time, humans exerted very little control over dog breeding.


As westerners, we seldom think about how humans and dogs related to one another in the past, nor do we know much about how they continue to relate in places where PetSmart, specialty dog food, and even leashes and collars are unknown. Lorraine Chittock, who has spent a lot of time among Third World villagers and their dogs, believes that they provide a window that allows us to see how village dogs might have lived 3,000 years ago or more . . .


On a visit to the desert village of Maikona in Northern Kenya, Chittock spent time watching villagers and their dogs. The dogs there have never heard the Kenyan words for “sit,” “down,” or “stay,” nor have they ever felt the tug of a leash. There is no traffic to threaten their lives. They come and go as they please. Without demands placed upon them by humans, the dogs spend most of their time sleeping, socializing, and searching for food. Chittock compares the village to one big dog park—but quickly pulls the rug out from under that quaint notion.


For a Maikona village dog, life is tough. Most have never felt the prick of a vaccine needle. Mange, parasitic worms, and insect infestations are endemic to nearly all village dogs. Consequently, their lives tend to be short. Attachment inevitably brings heartache to those humans who bother to befriend the dogs. For this as well as other cultural reasons, the villagers in Maikona are seldom affectionate toward “their” dogs in the way that westerners tend to be.


Observing the humans and the dogs of Maikona, we might characterize them as indifferent to one another’s presence. Both go about their business in their own ways, on their own schedules. But nearly every villager owns a dog (or at least, has a dog that claims the vicinity of that home as its territory). At the end of the day, the dogs return to their homes to stand guard and perhaps receive some scraps and the rare pat on the head from their keepers—generally out of sight of other villagers.


But even among the indifferent Maikonans, Chittock managed to find affection and attachment toward dogs. One woman dressed in brilliant red seemed to be constantly accompanied by a pack of four dogs. Chittock decided to follow the woman into the modestly stocked shop she owned and learn more.


“Other people in Maikona have dogs,” said Lorraine to the woman, named Waatu, “but their dogs just guard their homes. Why do your dogs follow you?”


“They know I care for them,” said the African woman thoughtfully. “They get lonely without me and I get lonely without them. Also, I try and treat them well and give them special food and meat sometimes. Other people treat their dogs meanly. Dogs don’t like that.”


When Chittock explained that people where she comes from often touch and stroke their dogs, Waatu told the westerner she’d never seen this in her village. Although, she confided, she did like to pet her own dogs.


To us, the Maikonans may seem cold. But there are good reasons people can be standoffish when it comes to village dogs. In areas with heavy concentrations of free-living dogs, the animals often carry and transmit diseases. Every year, fifty-five thousand people worldwide die from rabies, while another fifteen million receive post-exposure rabies treatment. Dogs cause 99 percent of rabies fatalities in developing countries.


The majority of rabies deaths occur in India, Asia, and Africa—places where village dogs are most prevalent. Even those not bitten by feral dogs face the possibility of contracting disease from the ticks and fleas the dogs carry, or from the feces that litter the ground in large cities such as Bangkok, where animal control agencies estimate that two hundred loose dogs roam each square kilometer.


India, in particular, suffers from a feral dog epidemic; no country has as many stray dogs. As a consequence, until very recently Indians suffered about one-third of the world’s rabies deaths. And it’s probable that rabies has plagued Indian society for a very long time. According to Dr. Charles Rupprecht, chief of the rabies program at the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia, rabies originated on the Indian subcontinent thousands of years ago.


However, in 1997, the Animal Welfare Board of India began a birth control and anti-rabies program. Funded by the Indian federal government, it has had spectacular success in eliminating the country’s “rabies menace” and could serve as an example across the underdeveloped world.


In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, rabies outbreaks and street dog overpopulation existed nearly everywhere, including in America. Only in the last forty years or so have Europeans, Americans, and Canadians created adequate shelters and animal control solutions (such as the widespread surgical sterilization of pets) that got dogs off the streets.


In Third World countries, eradication through mass killing remains the favored approach for solving the street dog problem. But not everyone feels eradication is the best solution to the free-living dog problems. Lorraine Chittock, for one, worries that the injudicious killing of stray dogs in many parts of the world endangers village dogs worth saving.


Village dogs which have resided in their natural state for centuries or even millennia are also threatened by the arrival of purebred dogs, which often become strays from neglect. When the dogs are rounded up, the purebreds are typically spared and placed in rescues while the village dogs are killed. In most cases, Lorraine observed, villagers and city people alike admire the high-status “breed” dogs at the expense of indigenous native dogs. And that doesn’t bode well for the future of indigenous village dogs, like Dog.


“Humans love variety. We love being able to name our dog’s breed, just as people love saying ‘I own a Toyota,’ or a BMW,” Lorraine told me. “If you put aside the long-haired (village dogs) from cold regions like the Arctic, there are probably only five different basic ‘looks’ among all village dogs—floppy ears as opposed to ears sticking straight up, certain muzzle structures, and varying differences in body type. Villagers who’ve been seeing these ‘brands’ all their lives are naturally entranced when seeing a Pekingese.”


What she’d like would be greater resources dedicated to trapping, spaying, vaccinating, and releasing village dogs back into their native environments, a practice gaining widespread acceptance for feral cats. But for many Third World countries struggling to control their human populations and vaccinate their own citizens against disease, such solutions for dogs will likely remain a low priority.


And this is a shame not only for the dogs’ sake, but because village dogs may yet answer many of the questions about just how dogs “came to the campfire” in the first place. Their ability to transform from semi-wild living to sharing life with someone like Lorraine shows just how adaptively predisposed these dogs are to living with, rather than just among, people.


Village dogs are hardy. Thousands of years of adaptation under challenging conditions have made them less susceptible to the genetic diseases which plague virtually all of our closely related purebred dogs and even our mutts. Village dogs have a higher degree of resistance to tropical and sub-tropical diseases and better natural defenses against skin diseases and other ailments than do purebred dogs.


In the struggle to stay alive, the village dog has, through natural selection, managed to adapt to a huge variety of local conditions and climates. It can thrive on nutritionally spare food. Reproductive fitness is high. There are no humans to bottle feed the weaklings, causing offspring to have strong constitutions and the will to survive.


Only the most well-adapted and resourceful village dogs pass along their genes to the next generation. They were and remain the pool of dogs from which all our other dogs came, and as such deserve our protection and respect. And yet, across the globe, the effort continues to wipe them out and replace them with purebreds.


Before we end our discussion, Chittock tells me a poignant tale. She was camped on Lake Titicaca when a Bolivian girl of about ten approached her. A fluffy white lap dog appeared, probably the possession of another foreign camper. The girl, Lorraine says, “went a bit loopy, full of giggles and cooing.” But when a four-month-old street puppy came up to the girl, she snarled at the puppy to stay away.


“Nothing I could say was going to change the way she saw this pup, who I thought had an endearing face. Clearly, she shared an opinion about the different types of dogs that came from her peers and her family.”


Chittock would like to see greater efforts made in developing nations to control the entry and breeding of purebred dogs from the West that are displacing village dogs. Many people in rising developing countries like China, she says, are buying western dogs as a show of status or for the sheer novelty, just as people do in America and Europe.


“But the result is that these dogs and their offspring end up where they shouldn’t—out in the streets. There’s nothing sadder than to see a German shepherd, Maltese, or other breed of dog with long, thick hair living outside in hot, humid climates, or to see greyhounds with little hair living outdoors at elevations of 15,000 feet in the Andes,” she says. Ultimately, the village dogs suffer less and live more happily, inhabiting the niches to which they are adapted, than the western dogs which threaten to replace them.


To summarize Chittock, we should let more dogs be Dog.




THREE


THE FIRST BREEDERS


At its height, Rome was a veritable melting pot of both domesticated animals and people.


—Historian Mary Elizabeth Thurston


While on a visit years ago to Seattle, I went to see the King Tutankhamen exhibit. I was awestruck by this ancient Egyptian’s gold sarcophagus, beautifully formed alabaster jars made to hold salves and oils, and jewelry of gold and lapis lazuli stones. But for me, there was one particular item that made me feel closest to this god-like child ruler: a dog collar. Made of leather and bronze, it was covered with dog-shaped charms—representations of dogs whose descendants can still be found 3,300 years later, lolling around in the shade of the pyramids.


Thinking about his having had a dog made Tut seem more real and human. I could relate because, if there is an afterlife, I like to imagine that I will find my dog, Onda, waiting for me to put on his collar and throw a Frisbee.


From the outset of Egypt’s greatness up to the civilization’s decline under Roman rule, dogs played an important part in Egyptian daily life, in art, language, and religion. Nine-thousand-year-old cave drawings show that people living in the Nile River Valley already were hunting with dogs by their sides. In the millenniums to follow, the dog would become important not only in daily life, but in religion, art, war and trade.


It’s often said that cats were the most highly regarded animals in ancient Egypt, but that was true only during the last 1,000 years of Egypt’s greatness. Dogs held high status, too, and for a much longer time. Around 450 B.C., the Greek historian Herodotus wrote that when a family cat died of natural causes, Egyptians shaved their eyebrows in mourning. But when the family dog died, they shaved their entire bodies—just as they did to mourn a family member.


Egyptians also named their dogs—something they did with no other animals. In wealthy households, dogs wore broad, ornate collars like the one found in Tut’s tomb. On the neckbands remain names like “Town Dog,” “Reliable,” “Blackie,” “Good Herdsman,” and one that I think many pet owners today can empathize with—“Useless.”


The Egyptians’ ancient neighbors did not share their adoration of dogs. The Old Testament of the Bible, the basis for the Hebrew, Muslim, and Christian religions, contains thirty-one references to dogs—all of them negative. But the authors had their reasons. During times of pestilence, the Middle Eastern pariah dogs (a derogatory name for village dogs) would feed on human corpses. So it’s not surprising that cultures of the ancient Middle East considered the animals unclean and untouchable.


But to the ancient Egyptians, even the street dogs’ odious work of dispatching the dead held spiritual meaning. The dogs’ close association with death gave rise to one of ancient Egypt’s most revered gods, Anubis, who had the body of a human and the head of a black dog. Black was symbolic of death but also of the fertility of the Nile and its soil. So, Anubis represented both death and rebirth, the cycle of life.


In 1897, while exploring a dark Egyptian crypt, French adventurer Jacques de Morgan heard much cracking and snapping underfoot. It turned out he was knee deep in dog bones, having literally stumbled upon the world’s largest pet cemetery. It lies beneath the Temple of Anubis in Saqqara, a vast necropolis in the country’s ancient capital of Memphis.


Studying Anubis’s bones today are Paul Nicholson, a professor of archaeology at Cardiff University in Wales, and his research team, who hope to learn more about the dogs that lived in Egypt eight centuries before the birth of Christ.


“[Saqqara] would have been a busy place,” says Nicholson, “a permanent community of people living there supported by the animal cults.” Visitors to the temple would have strolled bazaars with merchants selling dog amulets, papyrus paintings of dogs on the hunt or herding, dog figurines made of bronze, ceramic, ivory and wood, and other mementos.


Clearly, pet dogs alone could not account for the eight million dog skeletons unearthed beneath the temple. Such a huge repository indicates that the Egyptians practiced ritualized canine sacrifice. Courting Anubis’s favor, worshippers would have placed mummified dogs from the temple shops in small alcoves set along the tomb walls. In all likelihood, the Anubis temple holy men were among the earliest “puppy mill” breeders, churning out dogs for sacrifice. And they likely kept favored pups for purposes such as guarding the temples, which would also have made them practitioners of artificial selection, much like dog breeders of today.


They weren’t the only ones, either. Though their canines would not likely meet today’s strict definition of breeds, it is evident that the Egyptians practiced selective breeding, finding ways to “improve” dogs and other animals such as goats, sheep, and cattle and creating distinctive types to meet their needs and fancies.


Most of what we know of these animals comes not from bones, but from art. In wall paintings, sculptures, and reliefs, one sees among other animals a wide variety of canine types—dogs with spots like Dalmatians, dogs with stout bodies and curled tails reminiscent of spitz breeds, and short legged dogs similar to corgis. But the pride of Egyptian royalty was the long-legged and fleet dog that resembled modern-day sight hounds—breeds such as Salukis, Ibizan hounds, greyhounds, and the so-called pharaoh hounds (who, despite the name, are not of ancient origin, but recently bred—to look like the dogs in ancient Egyptian art!)


How did Egyptians get from generic village dogs to these distinctly shaped and varied types? By the time Egypt had begun to coalesce into a powerful nation, many civilizations in the ancient world were already practicing selective breeding of plants and animals. But of these groups, Egyptians valued animals most and went furthest in their efforts to tame, domesticate, and breed them.


Egyptian farmers attempted to domesticate many wild animals, including hyenas, gazelles, and cranes, but abandoned their efforts toward the end of the Old Kingdom, around 2,180 B.C. Afterward, their propensity to experiment with animals shifted to the intensive breeding of domesticated species, nearly all of them handed down from Neolithic times.


Knowing nothing about genes, the Egyptians nonetheless guided their efforts by the basic principle that like begets like: If you breed a dog with short legs to another dog with short legs, you’re likely to get dogs with short legs. By selecting for certain behaviors and physical characteristics, they learned to exaggerate desirable traits. With this direct intervention in the breeding process, Egyptians invented new varieties of domestic animals. But the Egyptians did not forge these new breeds from scratch; what they cultivated and refined were already existing landraces.


A landrace is a variety of domestic plant or animal that is geographically or culturally defined. Unlike breeds, whose reproduction is controlled almost exclusively by human choice, a landrace is created mainly by natural processes, sometimes aided by intentional selection.


Shetland sheep provide an example. The poor grazing conditions of the remote Scottish Isles produced sheep that were slow to mature and smaller when compared with most other domestic types. From these, Shetland Islanders selected sheep with exceptionally fine wool that was commercially valuable, thus isolating a breed from within an existing landrace. Then, to care for the small sheep, the Shetlanders took a landrace herding dog of Scotland, the collie, and bred it down (probably with a toy breed, like the King Charles Cavalier Spaniel) to create a smaller collie, the Sheltie. It, too, is a landrace that became a breed.


In 1934, Jewish couple Rudolph and Rudolphina Menzel traveled the Middle East to study the native village dogs. In their exhaustive survey, they identified four different native landraces, plus dozens of sub-varieties. These Middle Eastern landraces included heavy sheep dogs used as flock protectors, mid-sized dogs similar in appearance to wild dingoes, and another mid-sized dog, slighter of build and more refined in its snout. The latter became the basis of the modern Canaan dog breed, now the national dog of Israel.


Also in the desert areas, the Menzels encountered slender, long-legged, short-haired dogs—the sight hounds. These thrived in arid environments where chasing prey over open terrain called for exceptional reactivity to movement, visual acuity, rapid acceleration and speed, plus agility. It was these lithe creatures that the Egyptian royals, like Tutankhamen, favored and selectively bred for their sport hunts.


Though we don’t know for certain whether the Egyptian nobles tightly controlled and inbred dogs (as breeders do in modern times to set or “fix” a breed type), it’s more than likely that they did—because that was exactly the way they reproduced themselves. Among Egyptian royals, incest was more often the case than the exception. (Cleopatra, for instance, married two of her brothers).


In early tomb paintings, images of regal sight hounds appear more frequently than those of any other dog. The royal dogs stayed in mud-brick kennels. At the royalty’s request, a hunt would be arranged and dogs brought out to pursue prey, which might consist of anything from a hare to a gazelle, or even an exotic animal imported just for sport.


During Egypt’s Eighteenth Dynasty (1567–1320 B.C.), sight hounds and the native pariah dogs were joined by a wide variety of dog types. At that time, Egypt’s empire was expanding north and east toward the Euphrates River and south up the Nile toward present-day Khartoum. With expansion came trade with cultures across the Mediterranean, Arabia, Africa, and Asia: Greeks, Hittites, Babylonians, Palestinians, Syrians, Nubians, and others.


Along with trade items such as gold and spices, exotic canines were sold, allowing traders to take advantage of the Egyptians’ adoration of dogs. Among the most notable type were lap dogs from Nubia and Libya, initially given as a tribute to the pharaoh. Lap dogs have remained a royal favorite the world over up to the present day.


Large, mastiff-like dogs entered Egyptian life around 1600 B.C. with the invasion of the Hyksos, nomadic Asian warriors who also introduced horses, chariots, and the composite bow. (It’s thought that the spiked dog collar was a Hyksos innovation). All would exert a profound impact on the conduct of war in the ancient world.


Military leaders incorporated the Hyksos war dogs into the Egyptian army. A single handler would be assigned to each dog so that the dog, trusting no other, would attack anyone else. In times of peace, handlers put the dogs to work protecting herds, hunting large game, and guarding royal estates. In modern dog show speak, these constituted the “working dog” group of their time.


At the bottom rung of Egyptian canine society, below the noble sight hounds and the lap dogs of the nobility, below the working dogs, below the temple dogs and even the temple’s sacrificial puppies, were the pariah village dogs that roamed the streets. Pariah dogs slept on the edges of towns, roaming the streets and rummaging through garbage, just as they do today.


In times of contagion, pariah dogs spread disease by eating the flesh of the dead. Sometimes the dogs attacked pedestrians returning from the market. They also attacked livestock and leash-trained pets. According to canine historian Mary Elizabeth Thurston, the Egyptians rarely went out of their way to help these animals, afraid as they were of rabies and other diseases. Like the poorest members of Egyptian society, pariah dogs held no status. As a class, they stood in stark contrast to dogs of nobility, whose lavish care would rival that of a modern show dog.


Thurston makes the thought-worthy observation that the same canine social stratification still exists on a global level. One portion of today’s dogs live pampered lives of leisure in which their every need is catered to, just like the pharaohs’ pets. Another group constitutes a modern working class—dogs that perform police and military work, act as guide dogs, and continue to carry out herding and hunting duties. Then there are abandoned and homeless dogs given up to public shelters, of which close to a million are euthanized each year in the United States alone. Their bones would handily fill the tomb of Anubis. Lastly, are the village pariah dogs, social outcasts of the world.


Ancient Egypt’s greatness began to ebb with the arrival of outside conquerors, most notably the Greeks and Romans. Like the Egyptians whom they conquered and subjugated, Romans maintained a deep and abiding interest in animals that went well beyond the confines of agriculture—though the results were sometimes exploitative and cruel. Watch Russell Crowe fighting wild animals in the film The Gladiator, and you’ll see what I mean.


As the Roman Empire expanded throughout the entirety of the Mediterranean, on up into Central Europe and eventually as far as Britain, the Romans took a keen interest in the dogs they encountered along the way. At its height, Rome became a crucible of people from throughout the ancient world. And as always, with the people came their dogs.
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