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Introduction

In 2006, a book about dogs that my friend Neil Plakcy and I created landed on various top-seller lists in many bookstores and on the internet. Paws & Reflect: A Special Bond Between Man and Dog was written to entertain a small audience of dog-loving men, their friends and families, but it turned out that all kinds of dog lovers were buying the book: gay and straight, young and elderly, people who liked mysteries and funny stories, who showed dogs professionally and as amateurs, cat fanciers, bird aficionados, breeders of pygmy pigs, and occasionally even someone who claimed they didn’t really care for dogs at all, but who were just drawn to the book and loved reading it. After only two months on the market, all copies of the book were sold, and it went into a second printing. 

Around that time, I tried to figure out the reasons that made people buy copies for their friends and recommend it to their acquaintances. The book, in which men talked about the relationships with their dogs, has various themes. Some men said their dogs were their family. Others said they were trusted, supportive friends. Still others talked about instinctive, primal connections to their canines. But as I perused the stories, another theme emerged, one neither of us had thought of before. 

It was not the theme of how rewarding and mutually satisfying the love between a man and his dog can be; that’s a well-known facet of dog ownership. Instead, there was evidence throughout the book that the dogs had some understanding of what was wrong with each owner, or of what was missing, or of what needed healing. In the stories the men told, it was not just they who sought out the dogs and felt enriched by loving and nurturing them. The dogs themselves had taken on an active role in many of the stories, promoting the bond between themselves and their respective humans. The dogs were reaching out, not just to understand their people, but also to help them. 

This idea came through most clearly in the stories of men who were ill. Two men who lived with life-threatening illnesses felt their dogs had taught them lessons in perseverance and acceptance. Other men talked about how their dogs took away some of their grief—over the loss of a parent, a partner, or a career. Men with depression said their dogs comforted them and refused to let them mope around in despair. The dogs taught by their example to find joy in whatever pleasures life holds, whether a baked-liver dog biscuit or a warm spot in the sun. One after another, the dogs in the book didn’t just bond with their humans; they healed them. 

Dogs have always helped people. They have herded our sheep, chased predators from our homes, given us unconditional love. But the emotional and spiritual support the men of Paws and Reflect received from their dogs seemed like a new and different kind of help. To understand if this was merely my perception or an evolution in the human-canine relationship, I began to research these ideas. I wanted to know if helping us in ways that were not only physical, but emotional and spiritual as well, was a modern adaptation to life with humans. Had we always relied on dogs to support us with their presence and to help us reach life-affirming goals, such as the will to recover from an illness, a setback, or a major depression? Or was there something new in the human-canine relationship? 

My research led me to academic institutions; veterinarians’ offices, dog breeders, and charitable organizations such as Pets Are Wonderful Support, Canine Companions for Independence, and Assistance Dogs Institute. What I discovered was that the presence of dogs was altering the course of human life for many, many people, in ways that were sometimes practical, as with a Seeing Eye or Hearing dog, and sometimes seemingly mystical and mysterious, as with alert dogs and therapy dogs and social work dogs. Humans have always kept dogs nearby, watchful for possible danger. But now dogs are also alerting their humans that an epileptic seizure might be imminent. Dogs are calming autistic children and bringing back pleasant memories for Alzheimer’s patients, or assisting in the physical therapy of toddlers and giving little sons and daughters the courage to testify against their abusers. Police departments have long used dogs for guard and attack work. But now, police depend on them to find hidden nitrogen, cocaine, guns, and cadavers. Dogs are now working in hospitals, nursing homes, mental institutions, rehab facilities, and prisons. 

In this century, humankind has found many ways to employ the healing power of dogs. The dogs, in their forbearance, have offered their cooperation. Everywhere my research took me there were large dogs, tiny dogs, calm dogs, hyper dogs, well-trained dogs, and instinctual dogs, all of them doing their best to partner their human friend. My heart was, and remains touched by, their vigilance and steadfast service. All my wide-ranging research reinforced one fact; that the bond between our dogs and us enriches our world. They honor us by their friendship. They offer us their lives.
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Living with Healing Dogs


[image: ]


When I trace back my interest in the healing power of dogs, I have to start at the beginning, which takes me back to age twelve. In that year, my mother took to her bed with an unexplained illness. Because I was in seventh grade, breezy, confident, and wise, I assumed she had a lingering case of flu and sighed with annoyance whenever she asked me to look after my three younger siblings.  

Our relatives and friends said, “Your mother will be better soon,” and I believed them, the way a child would. Instead, over the next months, the situation deteriorated. There were fewer and fewer days when my mother felt well enough to get up and help us with homework. Finally, one warm May afternoon, we arrived home to the sight of an ambulance in the driveway, and just beyond it, parked askew, our father’s car. My brother, Johnny, and I ran into our house, where we saw the even stranger sight of our father descending the staircase, carrying our mother. 

He had never carried her before. He often complained that she was too heavy, that her clothes were too tight, that if firemen ever came to our house to rescue us, they wouldn’t be able to get her out. It wasn’t true; she was a petite 5 foot, 1 inch and 105 pounds. He amused himself by playing on her anxieties about how she looked. Yet now here he was, carrying her in his arms. She looked frail and small. He laid her on the gurney and the ambulance workers strapped her in. 

Our father told us she was going to the hospital because she needed more treatment, and it would be better for her to get it there. She would get better in the hospital, and then she would come home. He sounded very certain, so we were reassured. 

It was a confusing time. In an excess of sympathy and caring, no one wanted her children to know that she was dying. Instead, they continuously tried to cheer us up. Their strategies worked because we had been trained to believe what adults say. 

The next day, our maternal grandmother, Kay, took us to Robert’s Pet Shop, on a corner of Warren Avenue near her apartment in Trenton, New Jersey. We needed food for Johnny’s two turtles and some pebbles and a fancy castle for Sandy’s goldfish. I didn’t have a pet. My pet had been a dog, a mutt named Shadow who resembled a black Golden Retriever. He was born in the stable where I took riding lessons, and while we loved him, he developed a troubling habit of attacking the men who did the gardening for the homes on our block. Our yard was not fenced. Shadow stayed near us, watching baseball or jump rope or hide-and-seek with one eye while he warmed himself in the sun. But the minute a gardener appeared in any of the adjoining yards, he flew off the property and not only barked but sank his teeth into the legs of any of the men he could get near. 

We knew why. When he was only a year old, he had followed us across the Robinettes’ lawn and onto the Mersons’ property, where we took a path toward the back alley and planned to proceed to the home of the Hughes’ children. We were a long stream of neighborhood kids. A gardener appeared in the door of the Mersons’ garage, a hoe in his hand. With no provocation at all, he stepped out and smacked Shadow in the head. Shadow fell to the ground, unconscious. I was hysterical; Johnny thought he was dead; one of the Hughes boys, Brian, picked up Shadow and carried him back to our house. Shadow recovered, but he never forgot. From that moment on, he hated all gardeners. This event changed him from a calm, compliant dog to a dog who became a threatening monster on the several days a week gardeners were present. We were supposed to keep him in the house in the afternoon. We never remembered. Eventually, Mommy explained to us that Shadow was going to have to go out to the country and live at our grandparents’ farm, where hopefully he would never see another gardener again. 

In the cool glow from Robert’s lighted aquariums, I exhumed a copy of Dog World magazine from a bookrack. A Wire Fox Terrier graced the cover, and his beauty and stature took my breath away. Turning the pages, I fell totally under the spell of purebred dogs. Pointers and Chesapeake Bay Retrievers, Greyhounds and Bassets, Bernese Mountain Dogs and Great Danes and Chihuahuas and Collies and Corgis. All these dogs amazed and enchanted me. With this magazine in hand, I was able to put aside the thought of our mother, hooked to oxygen and intravenous fluids in the hospital, and think about something else. In that split second in the pet shop, a future opened before me that I had not contemplated, a future filled with beautiful dogs. I would be the one holding the well-groomed Standard Poodle on the thin show lead, smiling as we accepted the Best in Show trophy. 

My father was cold, distant, and preoccupied, but he was roused by my insistent prodding to drive us to Merrybrook Kennels in Long Valley, New Jersey, where I chose a Wire Fox Terrier with the guidance of the great breeder Mrs. Franklin Koehler. I didn’t know it at the time, but she was a pillar in the breed and would become my first mentor. It was amazing that my father, so cheap in many ways, agreed to shell out the whopping $350 price of a purebred dog. He was not inclined to be so generous when it came to Dolly’s housing arrangements. He put up a makeshift fence that he assumed would hold an active, eager terrier puppy during the hours I was at school. He was wrong. Dolly escaped, and only two weeks into our partnership, she was struck and killed by a car. 

While I was interviewing men for my book Paws & Reflect, several of them mentioned that they saw the deaths of their childhood dogs as lessons in the impermanence of physical life and the permeating quality of love. If Dolly’s death was supposed to be a lesson for me, I missed it. I was already depressed about my mother’s absence. When Dolly died, I took to bed and was unable to get up. My father returned to Mrs. Koehler for a second puppy, Bonnie, who was granted permission to stay in the house when I wasn’t with her in order to avoid the fate of her predecessor. 

If someone asked me now which breed would be best at consoling a child over the loss of her mother, a Wire Fox Terrier would be low on my list. Bonnie did not like to sit still. She would absorb only a few minutes of hugs and kisses before demanding to be set free. She was always busy chasing small animals or barking at passersby. Like most terriers, she abstained from making direct eye contact. But when my mother died, Bonnie was the only physical being who offered me any kind of comfort. She didn’t lower her standards because of my grief and allow me more cuddle time. She just made it clear that she didn’t see the point. There was a big world out there to explore. When the leash was snapped to her collar, we walked endlessly through Cadwalader Park. Down to the freezing cold creek where she lapped a drink while I hopped from rock to rock. Across to the playground, where she refused to ride the swings or the wheel but let me push her down the sliding board. Into the bushes behind Kathy McCormack’s house, where we spied on my best friend and her family. 

In the weeks after my mother’s death, no one noticed us passing through the house like ghosts. Everyone was consumed inside by his or her own grief. I wanted to shut the door of my bedroom and never come out again, but I couldn’t do that because of Bonnie. She felt like my heart, the only part of me that carried on. She was unfailingly lively, cute, sweet, and beautiful in my eyes. I had to carry on with my life because she did. 

The black depression of my mother’s death settled over me like a cloud and many, many nights I decided that the only way out was to die. I spent a lot of time considering various methods of suicide. Would the gun in my father’s bedroom closet go off if I put it to my head? How many Valium pills would you have to consume to make sure you died and didn’t just turn into a vegetable? What about jumping off the roof of the house? The problem with all the methods was the absence of a guarantee that they would work. And there was one lingering detail: There would be no one to take care of Bonnie. No one in the family felt about her the way I did. There is a dose of genetic material that separates a dog lover from a non-dog lover and no amount of explaining can ever cross the divide. Bonnie was the sole reason I never pressed the razor blade to my wrists or dropped in front of a speeding train. She needed me when no one else did. 

It was not apparent to me then that I was witnessing the healing power that a dog can bring to a person’s life. If I thought about it at all, it was the other way around. I was devoting my life to make her happy. It took the distance of adulthood to see the truth; Bonnie kept me on this earth. She didn’t heal me, but she provided the possibility that I would still be alive to be healed some day. Her presence was the antidote that defused the pain of petty insults from other children and all the times I was forgotten by my father. She comforted me with her wild spirit, but often it was her physical nearness I craved. My father was proud of his German heritage. He aligned himself with the concept of Prussian military toughness. When people feel sympathy, they like to take your hand, squeeze your shoulder, and stroke your arm. As a physician, my father despised all of those things. His co-workers, the doctors and nurses and physical therapists and lab technicians, even the telephone operators and television repairmen and girls who delivered the flowers; all of them would have known about the death of his wife and want to offer sympathy. It was probably hard enough to say ‘Thank you’ and push the grief away all day. He did not want to be confronted with it in the evenings, in his own home. He rebuffed any attempt to touch or hug me. The healing power of another being pressed against your skin came only from Bonnie. 

We moved to a sterile new home in Pennsylvania, and I enrolled in a strange new school where sports stars and cheerleaders were the only honored students. All others walked in their shadows. 

My father let me get a second dog. Woody was another Wire Fox Terrier, a show dog who had grown just a little too big for the ring. Bonnie joyously welcomed the presence of another of her species. Gram decided to buy me a Saint Bernard, a generous gesture on her part. She had always loved the breed. These three dogs greeted me every day with wagging tails and kissing tongues. They loved me enthusiastically and didn’t care at all about the heavy grief I carried around inside. 

It turned out we were fortunate to be raised in Trenton, New Jersey, because the kennel club had one of the largest and grandest dog shows in the country. On the grounds of the Lawrenceville armory, I walked past elegant Greyhounds, highly brushed Collies, yapping Chihuahuas, funny Dachshunds, and felt strangely at home. 

My father had no feeling for dogs. He protested that he liked them, but what he liked was a vision of a robotically obedient dog confined behind a fence. He didn’t like interaction with animals. I liked dogs with soft noses and pleading eyes. I liked their mischievousness and their willingness to submit. I liked training dogs and helping them figure things out. I liked hugging them and snuggling with them. I liked their clarity. If they loved you, they gave you everything. When they were unhappy, they lay in a corner. They never held a grudge nor dwelt on past mistakes. They didn’t pretend to like you; they either liked you or they didn’t. There was no gray area. Everything was the present. Their lives were both pure and simple. 

When you say you owe your life to your dogs, people assume you are speaking rhetorically. But I’m not. For me, it’s a fact. 

In the past fifteen years, scientists the world over have established beyond doubt the therapeutic value of dogs. An American study of ninety-two patients hospitalized in coronary care units for angina or heart attack found that those who owned pets were more likely to be alive a year later than those who did not. Twenty-eight percent of those who did not own pets died during that time. Only 6 percent of patients who owned pets died within a year. They must have felt as I did, that taking care of your pet is an important responsibility. You can’t count on anyone else to do it. You’ve got to show up every day. 

Researchers at University of California–Davis documented that people with pets were approached more often for conversation than when they were alone; blind and wheelchair-bound children with their guide dogs in public places were approached for social contact ten times more frequently than when they were without their dogs. 

In England, Cambridge researchers discovered that within a month of taking a cat or dog into their home, new owners reported a highly significant reduction in minor ailments. At Warwick University, a study found that people who were poor at making friends, confiding in others, and showing love were able to lavish affection on a pet. 

A Japanese animal hospital association study of people over sixty-five found that pet owners made 30 percent fewer visits to doctors than those who had no pet. 

At the Baker Medical Research Institute in Melbourne, Australia, a study of some 6,000 patients revealed that those with pets had lower blood pressure, a lower cholesterol level, and as a result, a diminished risk of heart attack. 

Experts say that at least part of the reason is that dogs help us reduce our state of arousal, which reduces blood pressure. They do that partly just by their steady presence. We can also use our dogs to fulfill a primitive and basic need, the need to touch. Touch is comforting to babies; they can be crying with distress one minute, but quiet and settled when they are held. Adults feel the same way, but often don’t want to admit it. Human relationships are sometimes too complicated to let us touch and hold another person. But your dog is always available for this job. 

Children with mental or physical disabilities have an especially strong bond with animals. Children who have trouble walking make astonishing efforts to maintain their balance so they can play with a dog. Those whose heads loll uncontrollably from side to side work to maintain eye contact. 

Some prisons encourage inmates to keep dogs as pets, because they bring about long-term changes in attitudes and behavior. With a dog in their life, some prisoners find out for the first time what it’s like to give and receive affection. 

That’s the power of the human-canine bond. Although it feels unique to every person who experiences it, it’s a bond that was forged many, many centuries ago. 
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The Healing Power of Early Dogs 
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The human-canine bond, as we see it today, is the modern manifestation of an event that scientists say occurred more than ten thousand years ago, the domestication of the wild canine. Up until then, competition and suspicion had kept humans and canines apart. But somewhere along the line, the relationship started to change. 

The traditional view has always been that human and canine forged a partnership out of necessity. Both were large mammals who hunted and ate other mammals. Canines consumed parts of the catch that man might not have wanted. It’s possible that canines followed human hunters to tear apart the carcass when the human was finished with it. This would have given them positive feelings toward the human who was supplying dinner.

Some anthropologists speculate that early humans might have observed how packs of canines divided into parties, one party following the trail of the quarry, the other angling off to intercept its retreat. Early hunters may have admired this strategy and copied it, greatly increasing their chance of success. Another behavior humans may have picked up from canines is the marking of territorial boundaries, as well as marking one’s trail so that it can be followed back. Dogs do this by squirting trees with urine. People refined the idea to cutting notches in trees. 

At any rate, during the Neolithic period, dogs started to willingly hunt and bring back game to their human friends, despite the fact that they could have run off and consumed their own catch. Dogs decided to protect early people from dangers that threatened their survival. They turned away lions, wolves, and marauding tribes. These actions moved in the direction of the domestication of the dog, the first case of animal domestication and the only one to occur in the hunter-gatherer stage of humankind’s cultural development. 

Then came an event that had a profound effect on the human-canine bond; people began to live in villages. 

It wasn’t so much the village itself that drew the dogs. Dogs probably don’t care whether humans live in caves or trees or houses. What they like is that human settlements produce a tremendous amount of waste. Early dogs hung around villages because it was a good policy. By scavenging at the village dump, they had a way to feed themselves. This led to the survival of weaker canids, ones that would not have been able to feed themselves if they had to track and kill other animals on their own. And there was a benefit for humans in this arrangement; rubbish dumps breed disease. The dog functioned as a Paleolithic garbage service. 

Over the years, these canines became more and more accustomed to man, even whelping and rearing their litters within sight of human campfires. In her excellent book, Animals in Translation, Temple Grandin writes that sympathetic human mothers would have taken in orphaned or sick pups and cared for them. They had to do so; human biology is programmed so that oxytocin is released when we gaze at a baby or helpless creature. This natural fact of our biology led to a bond being formed between canine and human. 

Dogs had another unappetizing duty. We know from anthropologists’ study of Amazon and African tribes that where there were no diapers—mothers let their pet dogs be the baby wipes. It’s yucky to contemplate but was marvelously effective. It was another win-win situation, too, because human feces contain a tremendous amount of protein. 

In return for his aid, humans gave canines a share of their food and a corner in their dwelling. This early establishment of the human-canine bond provided humans with a wide variety of hunting, guarding, herding, transport, and companion animals to help cope with environmental and climatic change over thousands of years. The transformation of wild animals into domestic creatures that live and breed alongside humans was one of the most important events in human history. 

Domestication is a tricky process. Out of the thousands of species of animals on earth, only seven became fully domesticated. Evolutionary scientists call them “The Magnificent Seven”: horse, cow, sheep, goat, pig, dog, and cat. Since becoming domesticated, the dog changed from the single wolf-shape into a dazzling variety of shapes and sizes, from the tiny three-pound Chihuahua to the giant 200-pound Great Dane. Until recently, no one really understood how domestication actually happened; only that it took place thousands of years ago. Our understanding of domestication was largely based on speculation. 

But a forty-five-year study begun in the 1950s by the Russian geneticist Dmitry K. Belyaev of the Institute of Cytology and Genetics in Novosibirsk, Siberia, shed amazing new light on the process. A fur-breeding farm sought Belyaev’s help to create a silver Fox that would flourish under captivity. The foxes were difficult to raise in captivity; they tended not to eat, became sick, and were too stressed to reproduce. Belyaev needed to breed a more domesticated silver Fox. This was a good project for Belyaev since his interests lay in the domestication of animals. He believed that the key factor involved was not size or ability, but behavior—in this case, tamability. More than any other quality, Belyaev believed, tamability must have determined how well an animal would adapt to life among human beings. 

In 1959, he gathered 130 wild foxes and bred together only those who showed the least fear and most acceptance of humans. In each generation, only 5 percent of the males and 20 percent of the females were kept for breeding. Students and researchers socialized the pups. From the outset, he kept records of the behavior of each generation. As expected, foxes began to behave more and more like domestic dogs. Eventually, Belyaev had foxes that would approach humans and wag their tails, a behavior not found in any wild species. (Very young wild wolf cubs wag their tails but stop when they mature.) Same with barking; now Belyaev had foxes that barked. 

Belyaev was able to study 45,000 foxes. Even though he was selecting only for behavior, other, extremely surprising new aspects began to enter the gene pool. The “friendly foxes” who had never had anything but prick ears began to whelp pups with partially folded and even hanging ears, ears with soft leathers that were totally unlike those of a wild fox, but very like those of Greyhounds, Beagles, Basset hounds, and other breeds. Wild fox ears were stiff and rigid; the “friendly fox” ears were amazingly soft and mobile. 

Color began to change. The normal coat color, which had evolved as camouflage in the wild, altered, and the foxes started producing pups in a whole spectrum of colors that had never been seen before. The new foxes were sometimes white, black, brown, silver, gray, apricot, fawn, and chocolate. An even greater shock—they developed piebald coloring, one of the most striking mutations among domestic animals, but never seen in the wild. Different breeds call “piebald” by different names: particolored, broken-colored, spotted, splashed, pinto, mantle, Boston, harlequin. 

In other words, selecting for tameness and against aggression had changed the foxes biologically in ways that had nothing to do with behavior. Changes were occurring in the systems that govern the body’s hormones and neurochemicals. In particular, the chemical that determined how likely the fox was to fight or flee, adrenaline, turned out to be closely linked with melanin, which determined coat color. 

Additionally, after many generations, his experimental foxes began to vary greatly in size. Instead of just normal size foxes, he now had miniature foxes, “teacup” foxes, and giant foxes. 

It had always been difficult to believe that there was a single common ancestor for the great multitude of different breeds of dog, with their vast differences in size, body shape, coat, and general appearance. Belyaev’s research strongly suggested that the Mastiff and Japanese Chin, the Deerhound and Pomeranian, the Saint Bernard and Bull Terrier did descend from a common progenitor. 

Belyaev’s research proved that domestication was not simply an adaptation in behavior. It was an adaptation to all kinds of things. The study is a landmark for evolutionists because it continued for so long. The results of his forty-five-year experiment have wide implications. It had always been thought that dogs evolved from wolves over thousands of years. Belyaev’s experiment showed that it could have happened much, much quicker. 

From Belyaev, we now know more about how dogs had evolved from wolves into canine companions for man. What we still didn’t know was how those early men felt about their dogs. But that was changed by the discovery by a French archaeologist at a place in northern Israel called Ein Mallaha. 

François Valla had a reputation in archaeologic circles as someone who was incredibly meticulous about his dig. His group was excavating a site from the Natufian culture, carbon-dated to around 11,500 years ago, when they came across a human skeleton. Valla didn’t let the excitement of the find hurry his workers. Instead of just clearing all the earth around the skeleton, he very carefully excavated the whole area. Instead of picks and shovels, he had his workers use only small brushes and dental tools. 

Luckily, the site was calcareous, a condition which helps to preserve animal bone. That’s how Valla came across something amazing, something never seen before at a site so ancient—evidence of affection between a human and a canine. It turned out that the skeleton was that of an old woman. She had been carefully buried in the tomb, with her dog. Her left hand was enclosed around the small dog’s body. 

This was the first archaeological evidence of an alliance between human and canine. It pointed to an emotional, affectionate relationship between the old woman and the dog, which scientists believe was a puppy less than six-months-old. 

Archaeologists usually ignored animal remains at an excavation of a settlement and tended to be interested only in human skeletons. So it was possible that there had been other sites like Ein Mallaha, but in those cases canine skeletons might have been cleared away, perhaps mistaken for prehistoric rubbish. 

One question that always brings up debate among dog fanciers is: Which breed of dog was the first? Saluki fanciers claim their Middle Eastern breed is oldest; Norwegian Elkhound fans claim that title for their Nordic breed. There is competition among fans of several other breeds for the title. 

A geneticist from the Fred Hutchinson Cancer research Center, Dr. Elaine Ostrander, analyzed genetic variations among eighty-five dog breeds and created a matrix by which an individual dog’s breed could be identified with 99-percent accuracy. Then, by comparing dog DNA to the DNA of wolves, she determined that most of the eighty-five breeds had been created within the past two hundred years. But there was a group of fourteen breeds whose DNA showed little difference from wolves. In other words, those fourteen breeds split off from wolves very early in the evolution of the dog. This group came to be known as the “ancient breeds.” 

What was amazing was that the “ancient” breeds came not just from one spot, but from all over the globe. The Chow Chow, Shar-Pei, and Pekingese came from China; the Shih Tzu, Lhasa Apso, and Tibetan Terrier from Tibet; the Akita and Shiba Inu from Japan; the Afghan hound from Afghanistan; the Saluki from the Middle East; the Basenji from central Africa; the Siberian Husky from Russia; and the Alaskan Malamute from North America. Based on DNA sampling from random spots on the canine genome, these breeds all represented close genetic matches to the wolf. 

What occurred to evolutionists was that perhaps the emergence of the animal we know as the dog did not just happen once at one location. Maybe it happened several times in several places. No one region or country could claim their breed was the oldest. The creation of the dog seems to have been a simultaneous event with multiple thresholds. 

For the past thousand years, dogs have been our helpers. Because they lived with us, dogs evolved new abilities to meet our needs. Doberman Pinschers guard factories. Portuguese Water Dogs pull in fishermen’s nets. Sporting dogs find and retrieve game. Scent hounds find children lost in the woods or convicts escaped from prison. Dachshunds go to ground after badger. Newfoundlands rescue drowning men. Huskies and Malamutes pull sleds. Saint Bernards dig travelers out of snow banks. Anatolian Shepherds guard the flock. Collies and Shetland sheepdogs herd it. Greater Swiss Mountain Dogs pull a cart into town. Small dogs keep vermin out of the house and stick around to entertain. 

But if we think that man’s involvement with early dogs began and ended with the load he could pull and the sheep he could herd, it would be well to consider the legend of one little-known pillar of the Catholic Church, St. Roch. 
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The Patron Saint of Dogs
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In the center of Paris, close to the Champs-Elysées, the Louvre, and the shopping arcades of the Rue de Rivoli, there is a narrow, cool street called the Rue Saint Roch. Its gracious old buildings house quiet shops selling Chanel perfume, cabochon jewelry, and Yves Saint Laurent clothing. There are bistros and cafés where people sit quietly, glad to be out of the bustle of the big city, just a block away. There is nothing fashionable about this street, at least not in this decade. It looks like a place time forgot. 

The street is narrow and short, only 1,200 feet long. Yet it contains the largest late Baroque church in the city, the Church of Saint Roch. It’s easy to walk right past without noticing it because the street is so narrow that there is no place to stand back and fully appreciate its size. Because of its cramped location, it looks small. It’s not. It is only a few feet shorter than Notre-Dame, which makes it one of the biggest in Paris. Its style is reminiscent of Saint Sulpice, a much better known church that is also lovely, cavernous, and bathed in light reflected through beveled glass. 

A statue outside the door of Saint Roch shows a deferential but obviously holy man in monk-like robes, carrying a staff. Pressed against his side, his face turned adoringly upward, is a dog. The monk’s hand rests tenderly on the dog’s head. This is St. Roch. 

He is not one of the Catholic Church’s most popular saints. He is not St. Francis, whose image is pictured everywhere, usually with a sparrow alighting on his raised hand. He is not St. Jude, invoked constantly by the devout because he is the patron saint of lost causes. He doesn’t have the cachet of St. John, with his mission to baptize all God’s children, nor the steadfastness of St. Joseph. His likeness is not emblazoned on millions of medals to be worn around the neck, like St. Christopher, patron saint of travelers. A listing of popular saints would put Roch near the bottom. Yet his mission is important, exalted, and necessary. 

St. Roch is the patron saint of dogs!

He was born in 1295, the son of the wealthy and noble governor of Montpellier. There was one strange thing about his birth: his chest was marked as though someone had branded him with a red cross. While he was an infant, this strange birthmark was shown widely to all the family’s relatives and friends. The birthmark remained throughout his life. 

Roch lived a wonderful childhood of wealth and comfort. His family was close, and its members were devoted to one another. Montpellier was an important city of the medieval period, a commercial center that had the world’s finest law and medical schools. 

When he was twenty, both of Roch’s parents died, leaving him with riches and the governorship of a prosperous town. But instead, Roch chose the life of a pilgrim. He distributed his wealth among the poor and handed the governorship to his uncle. Roch then began his pilgrimage, setting off for Italy. According to legend, God showed his approval by giving Roch the gift of healing. At that time, the plague would appear periodically in towns and cities across Italy. When Roch stopped for a meal and a night’s sleep at the Italian town of Acquapendente, he learned that the disease was decimating the townspeople. 

Roch looked inward and counted himself blessed by God once again, because he was strong and healthy. As his way of giving thanks to God, Roch devoted himself to ministering to the people of Acquapendente. His prayers seemed to have special power. Many of the people he helped were cured. Roch realized that if he grew proud of this gift and sought acclaim, he would once again be far from his goal of a pious life. So he played down his healing power with the townspeople, claiming to be an ordinary ministrant and nurse. He stopped in Mantua, Modena, Parma, Rome, and other cities, finding once again other outbreaks of plague. Roch always stopped to minister to the sick. 

He determined that his next stop would be the Italian town of Piacenza. Again Roch stopped and tended to the sick, and again many were cured. But in Piacenza, the most dreaded event occurred. Roch himself fell ill. When he lifted up his robes, he saw that
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