

CHAPTER 1

MAN’S BEST FRIEND(S)

Dogs, cats and alligators

A lot of people don’t like dogs, despite them being labelled as a man’s (or a woman’s) best friend – in fact 15 per cent of us admit to strongly disliking them.

So, if you are one of those 15 per cent, but still want a pet, then cats, goldfish or hamsters probably suit you better. However, some people have even more bizarre tastes. Tigers or tarantulas, anybody? Read more about those below, but let’s kick off with dogs because, love them or loathe them, around a billion people on this planet (1 in 8 of us) own a dog. In fact, 45 per cent of households in the United States are home to one or more, the highest percentage in the world.

So what’s the strangest fact about dogs? Did you know every single one of them, from the tiniest Chihuahua – some of which reach only 10 centimetres in height – to the tallest Irish Wolfhound – looming in at 85 centimetres – are the same species? Yes, your Great Dane can make babies with your neighbour’s Yorkshire Terrier (imagine a floor mop that bites). Although dogs can look completely different, all of them go by the scientific name Canis lupus familiaris, and they are all descendants of the grey wolf. The reason there are so many varieties is because humans have bred them that way to enhance different characteristics. Some for hunting, some for guarding, some for herding livestock and some just to look cute (although that may depend on personal taste. Pity the poor poodle, which seems to be frequently compared with rock guitarist Brian May). Fortunately, whatever its breed, dogs can distinguish other dogs – whatever they look like – by the hormones they secrete, meaning a sophisticated spaniel can fall in love with a beefy bull mastiff. Their offspring would be a mixed-breed dog, known in slang as a mutt or a mongrel. More than half of the world’s dogs are mongrels. Humans clearly care more about who their pet breeds with than their pet does.

Dogs have an astonishing sense of smell, maybe as much as 100,000 times more acute than ours. They can even detect diseases such as cancer and diabetes in humans simply by smelling the person. Illnesses cause humans to release what are known as volatile organic compounds in sweat, urine or breath and dogs can identify these long before symptoms show. One medical detection dog, a Labrador called Pal, was awarded the UK’s People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals’ Order of Merit medal for outstanding devotion to his owner Claire. Claire is diabetic and often collapsed because she was unable to detect changes in her blood sugar levels. During Pal’s 7 years living with her, he alerted her to more than 12,000 separate fluctuations in her blood sugar by sniffing chemical changes in her breath. His interventions saved her life. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, bloodhounds, which are used for tracking people, animals and even lost items, have the keenest sense of doggy smell, even more acute than Pal’s, thanks to 300 million scent receptors in their noses. They can follow tracks 2 weeks old and more than 150 kilometres long. Some courts in the United States accept a bloodhound’s sense of smell as evidence in cases where a felon has left clothing or possessions at a crime scene. The bloodhound matches the item to its villainous owner just by smelling both, ensuring the criminal ends up in the doghouse…

Dogs’ hearing also differs from ours. Their ability to detect high frequencies means they hear the approach of other animals at 4 times the distance humans can. This is helped by the fact that dogs can swivel their ears to pinpoint sounds. But not all dogs are aurally gifted. The UK Kennel Club estimates that nearly 20 per cent of Dalmatians are affected by deafness, with 13.4 per cent being deaf in one ear and 4.4 per cent in both. This is a side effect of the gene responsible for the part of their fur which is white. Dalmatians with larger dark patches are less likely to be deaf. If you want a Dalmatian that will hear you when you whistle, make sure you count her patches first. And then play her The Beatles’ song A Day in the Life. Paul McCartney said he added a frequency only dogs can hear near the end of the song. Is it true? Play it and keep a close eye on Fido’s twitching lobes.

It’s not just The Beatles. Dogs appreciate music, especially certain styles. They are especially keen on reggae, even those who weren’t raised in Jamaica. They enjoy its calming nature, as they do with classical music. Conversely, heavy metal music makes them agitated and start howling. So, if you want to keep your pooch serene, we recommend Bob Marley and Beethoven, not Metallica. But why do dogs react so? One theory is that certain tempos mimic a heartbeat, and remind the dog of snuggling up to its mum when it was a puppy. But beware, like humans, dogs can become bored. Play Rover the same music too often and the positive effects wear off.

So, dogs can smell well, they can hear well, they can appreciate music and… they can do something we suspect readers can’t. They can align their spines with Earth’s magnetic field when they defecate. Yes, dogs line up their poo north to south (or south to north depending on the hemisphere they are in). For 2 years researchers in Germany and the Czech Republic observed 1,893 doggy doo-doos to make this vital discovery. Biologists aren’t sure why, although it’s known as magnetoreception and can be found in other species (see Chapter 2 for a surprising example). What makes it doubly interesting is that if there is some disturbance to the magnetic field, then dogs poo in any old direction. And what makes it triply interesting is the same happens when dogs pee. The researchers sat through 5,582 urinations, just to make sure.

Mythbuster: Dogs are colour-blind. No, they’re not. Dogs see colours, just not as vividly as humans can. They are limited to shades of blue and yellow, with reds and greens appearing brown or grey. This is because dogs’ eyes have only 2 types of colour-detecting cone cells, whereas humans have 3. That said, it’s a good job dogs can’t drive. Traffic lights would prove troublesome.

Humans have fingerprints, dogs have nose prints. Every dog’s nose provides a unique pattern. Grown dogs have the same patterns as when they were puppies and some countries – Finland was the first – use nose prints to identify dogs instead of microchipping them. Similarly, dogs are – like humans – left- or right-handed (or -pawed?). However, unlike in humans, pawedness tends to align with sex. Female dogs generally use their right paw, males their left. Others are ambidextrous. Researchers tested dogs for pawedness by hiding food in containers and noting with which paw the dog held the container while it extracted the treat. They also stuck a piece of tape on a dog’s nose and watched which paw it used to remove it, which must have been amusing to them but annoying for the pooch. Beware, however, if your dog is left-pawed. Studies show left-pawed dogs tend to be more aggressive to strangers (although that may be because left-pawed dogs tend to be male). That calls for a joke: why do dogs run in circles? Because it’s hard to run in squares. 

Dog owners are convinced their pets know what is being said to them. Is it true? A study in 2022 found that pet dogs could understand an average of 89 words. 

Mythbuster: Dogs only understand 89 words. Not if you are Chaser, a Border collie from South Carolina. Chaser is (or was – he’s dead now) an intellectual giant of the canine world, demonstrating an understanding of 1,022 words (the average human has a 20,000-word vocabulary). 

As we said above, dogs aren’t universally loved. So, if you’re no canine connoisseur, it’s statistically likely you’ll own a cat. It’s believed the ancient Egyptians first domesticated cats about 10,000 years ago. They believed cats were so sacred that when they died, family members would shave off their eyebrows in mourning. Cats are now the second most popular pet. And they share a few abilities with dogs. They have a favoured paw, they like music (like dogs, they prefer classical music, but are less keen on The Beatles), their nose prints are unique but what they can’t do… is line up their poo with Earth’s magnetic field, however hard they practise.

Although there is one thing they do that dogs don’t: walk in a special way. Their walking sequence is to move both right legs first, followed by both left legs, so they move half of their body forward at once. They are 1 of only 3 mammals that do so – camels and giraffes are the other 2. Catwalks at fashion shows are so called because models appear to walk like cats. 

Mythbuster: Cats always land on their feet. Cats do have a reflex that allows them to twist their bodies in mid-air so they can land the right way up. It’s all to do with having a flexible spine, collarbones that aren’t connected to other bones and an inner ear that quickly detects up from down. However, it doesn’t always work. If your cat falls from a low height, get ready to catch, because if they fall a short distance or at high speed then they don’t have enough time to correct themselves. Research has shown that cats can survive falls from great heights – 90 per cent of cats that fall from buildings between 2 and 32 storeys survive, although surprisingly the 10 per cent that die have usually fallen from below 7 storeys, which backs up what we just said at the beginning of this paragraph. 

Similar to dogs, all domestic cats, whatever their appearance, are the same species: Felis catus. There are around 600 million domestic cats worldwide, with two-thirds of those living in Asia. Meanwhile a third of UK households own one cat or more. Although Felis catus may be a distinct species, they share 95.6 per cent of their genetic make-up with tigers. When Tiddles purrs, she’s warming up her roar. And some purrs can be very loud. Merlin, a cat from Torquay in the UK, holds the record for the loudest at 67.8 decibels. That can’t match a tiger’s 110 decibels, but Merlin clearly has aspirations. However, while purring may be a natural trait, meowing is not. In the wild, cats rarely meow to each other, using scent and body language to communicate. However, our feline friends have realised that to communicate their needs to humans – more food, please – they need to meow and so usually only do so when we are nearby. It’s a case of cupboard love. But don’t offer them anything sugary, it’s believed they are the only mammals that can’t taste sweetness. Which is an opportunity for a cat joke. What do you call a cat that eats lemons? A sourpuss.

When cats give birth, they usually have around 5 kittens, but in 1970 a mixed Burmese-Siamese cat living in Oxfordshire in the UK called Tarawood Antigone (she must have been a posh cat) gave birth to 19. While her owners wondered how on earth to feed them all, Tarawood Antigone had a well-deserved 24-hour kip. Which is par for the course, because cats spend as much as 70 per cent of their lives sleeping. A bit like university students. 

Mythbuster: Cats like milk. Well, some like the taste, but most cats are lactose-intolerant, meaning they can’t digest cow’s milk and it can lead to stomach upsets. So, when somebody says ‘the cat that got the cream’, meaning somebody is looking pleased with themselves, you can tell them it won’t turn out as well as they might think. 

Cats should drink only fresh water. However, their desert-dwelling ancestors were often forced to drink salt water to survive, and their kidneys adapted to filter out the poisonous salt. Domestic cats have retained this trait and can tolerate small amounts of salt water, but best not let them do it too often.

Cats enjoy eating fish (we haven’t checked if this is a myth, because we want to move smoothly on to talking about the next most popular pet kept by humans). So, keep them away from yours. You probably won’t be surprised to hear that the most popular pet fish is the goldfish. These were first bred in China over 1,000 years ago from wild silver carp with a genetic mutation. The original carp were a dull grey-green colour, ideal for camouflage in rivers and lakes. However, a mutation in some led them to produce red or yellow offspring. Chinese breeders separated these from their dowdy cousins, allowing them to mate only with other colourful examples. And today we have goldfish. 

Mythbuster: Goldfish have terrible memories. Not true. Especially if food is involved. If food is placed in a red-coloured box with none in boxes of other colours, the goldfish will always go to the red box, even if its position is swapped. But, perhaps most surprisingly, they can distinguish between classical music by different composers and remember which is which. In a Japanese study, goldfish were divided into 2 groups. One was played Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor, the other was played Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring. They were taught to bite on a red bead to get food when they heard the music. The researchers then swapped the music being played to the 2 goldfish groups and they stopped biting the bead. When the music was switched back, they bit the bead again. Who knew goldfish were so highbrow? (However, it did take them more than 100 training sessions to start getting it right).

Goldfish clearly like their food. But they are wary of poisoning themselves so their taste buds are on their lips, meaning they can reject something without risking putting it in their mouths. They are also the only species with teeth at the back of their throats. Which, if you’ve ever had tonsillitis, sounds horrendous. But the fish find it helps them break up their food. They also get hungry quickly because they don’t have a stomach. And woe betide any other fish you may decide to add to a goldfish’s tank. If they think it’s small enough to eat, they’ll probably try.

The next most common pet after Fido, felines and fish is one we find a little troublesome. We’re not fans of birds being kept in cages, of which there are an estimated 4 million in the UK alone. Animal charity the RSPCA thinks more than half of caged birds are kept in inadequate conditions. Many, although not all, suffer from insufficient space, loneliness and boredom. Birds are social creatures and overcrowding can lead to aggression. However, they remain popular, and the most popular of all is the budgerigar, or budgie, also called a parakeet.

Budgies are quite remarkable. Their heartrate is around 300 beats per minute (a human heart at rest beats 60 to 100 times a minute) and they take as many as 85 breaths in the same period. They have 3 eyelids to protect and moisten their beady eyes, and have more neck vertebrae than humans do, allowing them to rotate their heads nearly 180 degrees. They also poo once every 20 minutes, which means owners constantly need to clean their cages – if they were human, they’d have very sore bottoms.

The second most common caged bird is the cockatiel, a member of the parrot family. And the great thing about cockatiels (and budgies) is they can talk. 

Mythbuster: Cockatiels can talk. They can’t, they can only mimic. But it sounds like they are talking. By listening to humans, they learn to copy words, phrases and even songs, which they can synchronise with their owners to sing in unison. They are also good at copying the sounds of ringing phones, alarm clocks and even cars revving in the street outside. The birds use their syrinx, or voice box, to make the noises which, to us, sound like words.

A budgie, named Puck, is regarded as the avian world’s best speaker. Before his death in 1994, he had learned 1,728 words.

Mythbuster: Cockatiels and budgies only mimic human speech. Well, maybe not. Alex, an African grey parrot that lived at the end of the last century, seemed to learn colours, shapes and concepts such as ‘small’, ‘big’ and ‘different’, and would answer correctly when asked. He could also count numbers of items up to 6. Once, when given a fruit he didn’t recognise, he asked if it was a ‘bannerry’, a mixture of ‘banana’ and ‘berry’.

The same argument regarding confining animals for human pleasure or entertainment could, perhaps, be levied at the last group we keep as pets: cute, cuddly mammals. We are talking rabbits, hamsters, guinea pigs, gerbils and their ilk. The difference, perhaps, is that birds are truly constrained because they have no space to fly free, whereas the spaces tiny mammals inhabit are similar in size to their wild nesting environments and rarely distress the occupant. 

Mythbuster: All these cute mammals are rodents. No, they’re not. Unlike the others on the list on the previous page, rabbits are lagomorphs. The difference between lagomorphs and rodents is that the former have 2 pairs of upper incisor teeth (the front, biting teeth) and they are herbivores. Their teeth never stop growing so they wear them down by constantly biting and chewing. Fortunately, they spend a lot of their lives eating. And quite often it’s their own poo they consume. Yes, rabbits get a lot of nutrients from their droppings. It’s called coprophagy and it’s quite common in the animal kingdom. Other animals that get, ummm, down with their dumps are elephants, pandas, koalas and even woodlice (as well as some of those other cute mammals humans keep as pets).

Rabbits are also famous for breeding rapidly and females can have a litter of babies pretty much once a month. And very adorable they are too, until they don’t stop arriving, and arriving and arriving. A single pair of rabbits can have as many as 60 offspring a year. Keep mummy rabbit away from daddy rabbit unless you want to be overrun.

Hamsters, meanwhile, are perhaps even cuter than rabbits. The name ‘hamster’ comes from the German word hamstern, which means ‘to hoard’. And their puffed-out cheeks are where they hoard food in pouches to carry to their burrows. If their pouches are full, it can almost triple the size of their heads. But, while they may look innocent, beware. If your hamster gives birth, make sure you treat it, and its babies, kindly. When under stress, a mother will eat her offspring rather than raise them if she feels incapable of doing so.

Gerbils, for sure, make better parents than hamsters. Even dads play a prominent role in building nests and caring for their young, something rare in rodents. They are great communicators too, thumping the ground with strong hind legs to warn others of danger in the web of complex tunnels they build for shelter. Because they live in arid environments where water is scarce (they are also known as desert rats), their kidneys – which produce urine – are super-efficient, meaning they pee infrequently to conserve water. This means that if you are choosing between keeping a gerbil or a rabbit and don’t like cleaning up waste, the desert rat might be your preference.

Mega-fact: Gerbils recognise each other by the taste of their saliva, which is why, when gerbils meet, they look like they are rubbing noses together (actually they are licking each other’s mouths).

But none of the above rodent pets are, in our opinion, quite as cute as guinea pigs, or cavies, as they are also known. Not only are they furry and cuddly but, when they get excited, they jump up in the air and twist their bodies. This dance is known as popcorning. Sometimes they get so frenzied they won’t stop until they are tired out and fall asleep. As we said earlier, they will eat their own poo, but unlike rabbits they are more selective. They produce 2 types: solid pellets like those produced by rabbits, and squishy pellets that have more vitamins and proteins and which they usually eat as soon as they’ve pooped them out. Yummy. And when they are not eating their own poo, cavies like to keep clean using a secretion that dribbles from their eyes. It’s used to wash and disinfect their faces.

Mythbuster: Guinea pigs come from Guinea. Guinea is in West Africa. Guinea pigs come from South America. They might have got their name because they were first imported to Europe via ports in West Africa. They’re not
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