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For all the dogs who have been, are now, and are yet to be
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CHAPTER 1
                BONDED
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            I walk down the sidewalk with my dog Finnegan and catch a reflection of
                us in the polished marble of the building we’re passing. Finn lightly prances,
                perfectly in step with my long stride. We are part of the same image, connected by
                much more than the leash that holds us together. We are dog-human. And the magic is
                in that hyphen between us.
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            Once a dog has your heart, he has your
                heart forever. There’s no getting away.

            Scientists call this the dog-human bond. We keep dogs and we are also
                kept by them. We love dogs and we are loved by them. (At least we think we are.
                Check out Chapter Ten if you’ve ever wondered.)

            Almost everything a dog does strengthens the connection between that
                dog and her person. Maybe your dog is greeting you at the front door with a wildly
                wagging tail. Or maybe she’s chewing up your favorite stuffed animal. But she’s
                still and always will be your dog.

            Dogs have been by our side for thousands of years.
                Before human beings were even living in cities, we were living alongside dogs.

            When early humans domesticated wolves, they began to change what
                wolves are. They brought wolves into their homes and took care of them because they
                needed animals who would help them hunt, guard their possessions, or herd the
                animals they depended on for milk or meat or wool. As people did this, over many
                years, they altered wolves for good. They didn’t know it, but they were beginning to
                create dogs.

            Today, whenever we decide to buy, adopt, or rescue a dog, it’s the
                start of a relationship that will change us. Having a dog changes what we do in a
                day—a dog needs to be fed, walked, played with. Having a dog changes our minds and
                our hearts. It has even changed the course of our species.

            Dogs in Science

            The fact that dogs and humans have lived together for so many years
                has led to something new—scientists who research dogs. That’s what I do. My job is
                observing and studying dogs. Not petting them; not playing with them; not looking at
                them fondly. Many people who want to join me in the work that we do at the Dog
                Cognition Lab are very disappointed to find out that we do not keep dogs here. We
                don’t pet or even touch puppies as part of our jobs! (I’m disappointed
                about that too. It’s always hard to keep myself from greeting and petting every new
                dog I meet in my lab.)

            In fact, when we run experiments, any researchers in the room have to
                make themselves completely boring to the dogs we are studying. In our work, we try
                to answer questions like whether the dogs in our experiments can sniff out a small
                difference in two portions of food, or whether they prefer one smell to another. But
                as we’re doing that, we can’t smile admiringly at the dogs. We don’t coo over them.
                We don’t chatter with them or comment on what they do. And no sharing of adoring
                looks with dogs or tickling them under the chin. Sometimes we actually wear
                sunglasses so dogs cannot see our eyes. If a dog looks at us, we may turn our backs.
                In other words, we fall somewhere between acting like trees and acting inexcusably
                rude. (At the end of the study, we can finally smile at and coo at and tickle
                them.)

            We are not trying to be unfriendly. But it’s hard enough to understand
                what dogs are really doing without becoming part of what they’re doing. Since
                one tool of animal-behavior research—eyes—is something we use all the time, it can
                be hard to see what’s actually happening, rather than what we expect to see.

            Still, humans are natural observers of animals. For most of
                humankind’s existence, we had to be. To stay away from predators or to hunt prey, we
                kept a close eye on any creatures that were around. Watching animals
                carefully could be the difference between having dinner and being dinner.

            I study dogs because I’m fascinated by them. But the things I discover
                about dogs tell me some things about humans, too.

            Dogs and Their People

            In the lab we gaze at our dogs and wonder about the ancient humans who
                met wolves on their way to becoming dogs. We ask what dogs feel and how dogs think,
                and if it’s similar to human feelings and thoughts. We wonder how living with dogs
                has changed human beings. We try to figure out what dogs see when they look at
                us.

            As I study dogs, I find myself seeing their owners as well. (By the
                way, I call us all “owners” sometimes in this book, since that’s the legal term for
                our relationship with dogs. But I think of myself as my dogs’ “person,” not their
                owner.) The ways that people choose, name, train, raise, treat, talk to, and see our
                dogs deserve more attention. When we take a careful look at how we live with our
                dogs, we’ll notice a lot of things that are odd, surprising, even disturbing—and
                contradictory. For instance, we sometimes treat them like animals and we sometimes
                treat them like human animals. We feed them bones and take them outside to pee, more
                like nonhuman animals. But we also dress them in raincoats and celebrate their
                birthdays, almost as if they were human beings. We take some
                breeds of dogs and trim their ears into upright triangles so that they look more
                like wolves or foxes—wild animals. But in making other breeds we have created
                animals with flattened faces to make them look more like humans.

            Similarly, when it comes to the law, dogs are property, objects that
                can be owned, just like a chair or a backpack or this book in your hands. But at the
                same time, we know that dogs can do things that a chair or a backpack or a book
                cannot. Dogs can want, choose, demand, feel. They share our homes and often our
                sofas and our bed. They are family, but they are still possessions.

            We love our dogs for who they are—quirky, funny, adorable individuals.
                We also think of dogs as members of a breed, or as having purebred parents, that
                should all appear and act exactly the same. But by breeding dogs to look how we want
                them to look—big, tiny, long-haired, flat-faced, shaggy, wrinkly, bald—we’ve created
                short-nosed dogs who cannot breathe properly, small-headed dogs who have too little
                room for their brains, and giant dogs who cannot bear their own weight.

            Dogs have become so familiar to us that we’ve stopped looking at them
                closely. We talk to them, but we don’t listen to what they’re telling us. We live
                with them, but we don’t see them for who they are.

            And that’s surprising, because we love dogs for being dogs. We
                invite them into our lives and our homes because we want to
                have an animal who lives with us, who adores us, who can be part of our lives while
                still being not exactly like us.

            More and more people spend their daily lives away from the animals
                living in the world around us. We call the animals who wander into our yards or
                under our back porches nuisances. Animals in our houses that we haven’t
                invited? Pests. The animals that we have invited inside? Part of
                    the family, but also something we own. Dogs, part of the special
                category of animals that we love and live with, can connect us to the animals that
                surround us. They can remind us that we are animals too.

            I find myself reflecting on the animals we live with and how they
                think about us. In this book, we’ll find out more about the bond that connects us to
                our dogs. As we look carefully at the ways we treat, think about, and love dogs, we
                can learn to appreciate dogs for the animals that they are. We will also discover
                how some of our ideas about dogs arose.

            We may even come up with new ideas about how we live with dogs today,
                and how we might live with dogs tomorrow.

        

    


CHAPTER 2 THE PERFECT NAME
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I am sitting in the waiting room of the vet. A young doctor comes out in scrubs. His eyes are fixed on the clipboard in his hand. “Um.” He pauses, puzzling at the paper in front of him, then says, “Brussels Sprout?” A young couple scoops up their miniature husky and follow the vet down the hall.
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Our black dog’s named Finnegan. Oh, and also Finnegan Begin-Again, Sweetie, Goofball, Puppy. I’ve called him Mr. Nose, Mr. Wet Nose, Mr. Sniffy-Pants, Mr. Licky. Nearly every day he gets a new name: Mouse, Snuffle, Kiddo, Cutie Pie. Plus, he’s Finn.

Naming Animals

We humans are namers. If a child stares and points, an adult names what she’s pointing at. Parents and toddlers pass me and Finn on the street nearly every day saying, “Doggy!” to their kids. “Kid!” I whisper back to him once in a while.

No animal names themselves, but humans love giving names to animals. We name entire species of animals, in fact. A scientist who discovers a new species gets the right to name it, and sometimes this results in silliness.

There is a beetle named Anelipsistus americanus, which means “helpless American.” One kind of box jellyfish is called Tamoya ohboya, named after the sound you might make if you got stung by one. Harry Potter fans would probably like to meet the trapdoor spider called Aname aragog, and cartoon watchers would be happy to spot the fungus called Spongiforma squarepantsii.

We don’t always name animals exactly what we think we’re naming them either. When one Frenchman was visiting Madagascar, he noticed the Malagasy people who live there called out, “Indri!” as they pointed to a lemur in a tree. He thought they were telling him the name of the small, furry creature. Actually, they were saying, “Look!” or “There he is!” A familiar bird is named after the Canary Islands, but the name of the islands themselves probably comes from the Latin word canaria, which means “relating to dogs.”

Naming animals allows us to sort them, to figure out how they are related, to notice the differences between one kind of animal and another. It helps us to look at them carefully, to consider their lives. But sometimes it also gets in the way of seeing animals.

Scientists are good at naming species of animals, but they often frown on naming individuals they are studying. If they are observing a group of animals and need to keep track of them, scientists usually give them numbers or marks—putting a collar on a tiger, tattooing a monkey, dyeing a bird’s feathers, tagging a seal, clipping certain toes off frogs or toads, or cutting a notch in the ear of a mouse.

But not naming them. When we give an animal a name, we are giving them a personality. That might change the way we see them. Should a researcher name a silverback gorilla “Giant,” she might start expecting him to behave in a particular way—to be bold, strong, powerful. She might miss other behaviors—like comforting a scared youngster, or sharing his food—that don’t sound like something someone with that name would do.

Jane Goodall is one scientist who did not follow the scientific custom. When she was observing chimpanzees for her famous studies, she gave them names—fabulous ones. Her chimps were called David Greybeard, Fifi, Flint, Frodo, Goliath, and Passion. She has said she just didn’t know that she wasn’t supposed to give them names. “I had no idea,” she wrote, “that it would have been more appropriate—once I got to know him or her—to assign each of the chimpanzees a number rather than a name.”

Since the 1960s, when Jane Goodall studied David Graybeard and the others, science has become more open to the idea that animals truly do have individual personalities—the kind of personalities that we often express in names. And the truth is that scientists actually do name the animals that they study. They just don’t let on. A monkey in a lab might be “Spartacus” or “Jamie’s monkey” by the researchers. If he likes to bite fingers, he might end up being called “Ratfink.” But when the scientist writes up the results of the experiment, they call him “the subject.” Never “Ratfink.”

Naming Dogs

When it comes to the dogs in my lab, however, things are different. The dogs who visit my lab for experiments are brought by their owners. And they all have names.

Do the dogs themselves know their names? It seems likely that they do. A human baby six months old can start to recognize his or her own name. These babies can’t talk yet—their minds are not as developed as an adult’s brain, or even a five-year-old’s—and yet they know their names. So do dogs. For a dog, a name that is used over and over becomes a sound that tells a dog you are talking to her. They know.

When we publish the results of our experiments, we choose to include the dogs’ names. Studies of dogs are the only kind of animal research that I know of where this usually happens. In one experiment, we asked the dogs in our study to sniff two covered plates. We wanted to see if they could tell by smelling which plate had more hot dogs. In that experiment alone, we had an almost-complete alphabet of expert hot-dog sniffers: A.J., Biffy, Charlie, Daisy, Ella, Frankie, Gus, Horatio, Jack (and Jackson), Lucy (times three), Merlot, Olive (and two Olivers and an Olivia), Pebbles, Rex, Shane, Teddy (and Theo and Theodore), Wyatt, Xero, and Zoey.

Of course all dogs have names. Giving a dog a name is one way we welcome them into the family. When a dog arrives in your home, everything changes. It doesn’t matter whether the dog is a wobble-headed puppy or a fully grown adult coming wide-eyed into a new home. With a dog, things are going to be different. A new dog means you have to stop leaving plates with half-eaten sandwiches on the floor. That your favorite stuffed animal might have to stay up on a high shelf unless you want it chewed to bits.

Having a dog also means that when you walk your dog, people you see outside talk to you more. They talk to you about your dog. And one of the first things people seem to like to ask is “What’s her name?”

There’s lots of advice out there about naming a dog. Not a lot of science, though. Going by pet-naming trends, if you want something popular, you should probably name your dog “Max” or “Bella.” Those have been among the top dog names for the last several years, at least where I’m from.

Advice flies fast and furious, and it is all over the place. One veterinarian says that any name you give a dog should be short. Others are firm that you shouldn’t give your dog a human name. Or that the name shouldn’t be easy to confuse with any common command you might be planning to give a dog—you don’t want a name that sounds like “Sit!” or “Come!” Some people advise a name that ends in o or a. Or definitely y or e.

If you have a purebred dog that you want to register with the American Kennel Club, he must have a name with thirty-six characters or less—spaces included. The name cannot include apostrophes or roman numerals, and it can’t include the words “champ,” “champion,” “sire” (father), or “dam” (mother). You can’t use the name of any breed for your dog—no Mr. Dachshund or Madame Whippet. If the name you want to give your dog has already been used thirty-seven times, you are out of luck and must come up with a new one.

I can only give one piece of advice I feel sure about: Name your dog something you’re going to be happy saying over and over.


When you live with a dog, you wind up knowing not just the dog, but all the dog’s friends. Finnegan’s first best friend was Dozer, an alert dog just his size with perked ears and whiskerlike fur. His person said he had a bulldozer way about him. Finn has since been on good sniffing terms with Penny, Ella, Hudson, Todos, and Ruby Rose. He cavorted with Moose (and liked to steal his tennis balls); he had too many play bouts to count with Bodhi, Sam, Ziggy, Bones, Jasper, and Tai-Tai. (Honestly, I’m not sure of the spelling of Tai-Tai’s name; she never told me.)



Spigot, Bubbler, and Audacious

People have been giving out dog-naming advice for centuries. Xenophon, a Greek philosopher, suggested in 400 BCE that dogs should have short names that can easily be shouted. Some of the names he was fond of translate to “Spigot,” “Bubbler,” and “Audacious,” who might have been a bold and brave dog—or maybe had an owner who wanted his dog to be bold and brave. I wish I could have met the dogs who inspired the names “Topsy-Turvy,” “Much Ado,” and “Gladsome.”

Alexander the Great named his dog “Peritas,” meaning “January.” Recommended names for hunting dogs of the Middle Ages included Nosewise, Smylfeste, and Nameles. A book on hunting hounds from 1706 includes those named Bonny, Caesar, Darling, Fuddle, and Gallant.

George Washington had a Dalmatian named Madame Moose, a Newfoundland named Gunner, and spaniels Pilot, Tipsy, and Old Harry. These were the dogs he used for hunting. The house dogs were Chloe, Pompey, and Frish. The writer Mark Twain kept dogs named I Know, You Know, and Don’t Know.

In the 1800s, newspapers ran lists of names that owners had “claimed” for their own dogs. On August 19, 1876, a man named Carl claimed “the name of Rock, for my field trial setter out of J. W. Knox’s Dimple, by his Belton”—in other words, his dog named Rock had a mother named Dimple and a father named Belton, both owned by J. W. Knox. That same day, other owners claimed the names Dudley, Rattler, and Beauty. A newspaper from Kentucky in 1875 lists Jack, Jip, Carlo, Fido, Major, and Rover as some of the most popular names for dogs in Louisville. There were also dogs named Bunkum, Squiz, and Duke of Kent. Children’s magazines from that time have letters and stories about dogs named Bess and Blinky; Jack, Jumbo, and Joe; Towser, Spry, and Sport.

If you truly want to study the names people have given to their dogs in recent history, an interesting place to do it is at the Hartsdale Pet Cemetery, a thirty-five-minute drive from New York City. It began as a place to bury beloved dogs in 1896, and it now houses many different kinds of pets, including chickens, monkeys, and one lion.

The names engraved on thousands of stones show how dogs’ names have changed in a century and a half. The earliest gravestones have no name at all, or simply mention “my pet.” Before long there are dogs named Brownie and Bunty and Boogles, Rags and Rex, Punch and Pippy. Most of the names before the 1930s were not human names. It’s also hard to tell whether they refer to male or female dogs. Was Teko a boy? Was Snap a girl? No way to tell. Perhaps it didn’t matter much to their owners.

After World War II ended in 1945, some dogs shared their names with humans. Sure, there are dogs named Champ, Clover, Freckles, Happy, and Spaghetti. But there also are Daniels, Samanthas, Rebeccas, Olivers, and Jacobs.

The gravestones at the Hartsdale Pet Cemetery also give a hint of how the place of dogs in the family has changed. Over time, more and more of the small tombstones give the pet buried there the owner’s last name. Others refer to a dog’s owners as Mom and Dad. The dogs had become family members.


At the veterinarian’s office, Finnegan isn’t just Finnegan. He’s “Finnegan Horowitz,” which always makes me giggle: what a crazy name. But it makes sense, too: He’s my family, and my family shares last names.



Forty years after World War II, in 1985, a columnist for the New York Times asked readers to send in their dogs’ names. Four hundred and ten letters arrived. Max and Belle were the most popular. Ginger, Walter, and Sam were nipping at their heels. People wrote in with dogs named after cartoon characters, favorite foods, and the colors of their coats. There were dogs named after their person’s hobby (a tennis player’s dog named Topspin; someone who loved their stereo system and had a barking dog named Woofer). It was common too for dog’s names to have affectionate endings, like a large dog named “Binky.”

Lucy, Bella, and Charlie


The first dog I got as a young adult, Pumpernickel, got her name accidentally. As soon as I met her (then named “Cujo”) and her sister (“Salt-and-Pepper”) in the shelter in Philadelphia, I knew I wanted to leave with her. Her sister, who was probably the one actually named Cujo, was a sweetly wild dog, racing back and forth at high speeds in the little courtyard where new owners are brought to meet the dogs. The other sister, probably the one intended to be Salt-and-Pepper (for her one white and one black front paw), sat on my feet. I chose the feet-sitter.

Then, feeling that neither name was suitable for a dog (Cujo was the name of a maniacal movie dog who attacked people! And I couldn’t name my dog after the most ordinary of spices), I adopted her without a name. Shortly, though, I began talking to her—Hi, puppy! Here you go, pup! Puppy, c’mere! And guess what. She began responding to “Puppy” and “Pup.” Oh, I was in trouble. I couldn’t name my dog “Puppy”! So we browsed in the dictionary for similar-sounding words. We settled on “Pumpernickel”—she was brown-black, like the delicious bread—and called her “Pump.”



Now, three decades later, has anything changed in the way people name their dogs? I decided to find out.

All I needed to do was to leave my apartment in New York City to meet loads of named dogs and their owners. At work, I e-mailed the owners of dogs who have been a part of our studies in the Dog Cognition Lab. I asked them to send in the story of How Their Dogs Got Their Names. On Twitter, I tweeted out a request for the stories of dogs and their names. A few days later, I had eight thousand names.

I loved reading the list of them all. The stories of how people named their dogs were funny, sweet, and touching. Dogs’ names show that we give our dogs the very same things that they give us: love, a sense of family, and cheeriness.

What I found was that very often, a dog’s name said something about the human family the dog is joining—about people that his or her owners admired, for instance. (President Jimmy Carter, writer Harper Lee, painter Mark Rothko, and actress Tina Fey: Consider yourselves the lucky recipients of the honor of having dogs named after you!) Names may say something about the sport an owner plays (“Trick” was named after a hat trick in hockey, when a player scores three goals in a single game) or the characters in books they like (Paddington from Michael Bond’s A Bear Called Paddington, or Watson and Sherlock from Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories).

Dogs on my list were named after their personalities: Sassy, Hammy (“He was a big ham”), Pepper (“She’s a spicy girl”). Coat color is still a common way to name a dog, as it has been for many years. But here is a change from the list of 1985: Many of the dogs on my list were named after people. Choosing a dog name to honor a friend or a relative is a clear way to say that the dog is a part of the family.

In my listing of nearly eight thousand names, there are in fact many nonhuman names—Fizzing Whizbee, Honey Bee, Oreo, Razzmatazz, Sprocket, Toblerone. But of the twenty most popular names on the list, nineteen are plainly human: Lucy, Bella, Charlie, Daisy, Penny, Buddy, Max, Molly, Lola, Sophie, Bailey, Luna, Maggie, Jack, Toby, Sadie, Lily, Ginger, and Jake. Today, the trend of giving human names to dogs is no longer a trend. It is just the way things are done.

Once I moved down past these twenty most popular names, I noticed how many of the names showed up only once on my list. There is one Schultz, one Sonja, one Studmuffin. So, many dogs do have names that no other dog has. The names are as unique as the dogs who carry them. As unique as the families that chose them.

Perhaps, when a dog enters our family, we begin our relationship by handing to the dog well-plucked bits of ourselves: the books we’ve read, the people we’ve known, the feelings we have about different chocolate bars and Harry Potter characters. Maybe each member of the family will contribute a bit of the name. Dad likes Zelda the video game character; Mom likes Zelda Fitzgerald the writer: ta-da, Zelda the dog. Sometimes when children name the dog, the result is more like Sparkles, Shaggy, Sprinkles, or Doodle Butt.

The dogs themselves often become part of the naming process. “She told us her name,” some people explained. Some owners called out names and waited for a response of any sort from the dog.


Before our dog Finnegan was “Finnegan,” he was “Upton.” We liked the name and thought it would work, but we didn’t know much about our dog yet. So we tried it out for a week. We called “Upton!” after this small new slippery puppy racing through piles of fallen leaves. We cooed it at him while bending down for a face-licking greeting. It just… wasn’t him. This dog was a Finnegan, and once we changed the name, it was clear how well it suited him.

Five years later, though, we met our Upton. Well, he was “Nicholas” at the shelter, and another name before that. He was a grown, tall, sweet-faced dog with a goofy smile and no experience with leashes. This time the name took and we had our Upton.



My own dog Finnegan comes in this category, a dog with a name that “just suited him.” I like these names because they demonstrate a belief that dogs have personalities even before we meet them. When we welcome a dog into our family, we’re starting out on the road to discovering who that dog really is. The first step on that road is a name.

Many people say that their dog “looked like” a Charlie, a Monty, or a Missy. Or perhaps the dog looked like another animal—bear, bunny, koala, fox, teddy bear. (Okay, a teddy bear is not actually an animal.) A bouncy dog may be named after a grasshopper. Maybe a stout dog’s size warrants the name Tank.

Dog names can be silly, but some owners talk about wanting to give their dog a name with dignity. And of course there are dogs whose names combine both: goofy names with very formal titles.

I hereby present:


Macaroni Noodle the Famous Goldendoodle

Abigail Heidi Gretchen Von Droolen-Slobben (also known as “Abby”)


[image: Image]


Mr. Tobercles, the Magnificent Muttness (also known as “Toby”)

Cobber Corgwyn’s Gwilym the Red Rapscallion

Grover Nipper Leaky Puccini Fuzzy Muzzle Mucho Poocho

Miller Shanner

Tchoupitoulas Napoleon

Sir Pugsley

Sir Franklin Humphrey

Sir Charles von Barkington

Baron von Doofus

Bubby von Forza

Doctor Frederick von Doom

Maximillian von Salsburg

Otto von Bisbark

Baron von Schnappsie

and

Dr. Pickles



A dog’s name is not an afterthought. The specialness of your dog is matched by the specialness of his name. The name becomes almost like a set of spectacles that you put on to zoom in on the dog, noticing how much Bear is like a bear, how daring Moxie is, how much Ruth reminds you of your grandmother Ruth.

A dog gets her name, and she becomes one of us.
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