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For Alix, always

And this time, for Fred





God creates the world and say on Saturday afternoon he must separate the animals from man, so he creates a sudden chasm like an earthquake that leaves man on one side and the animals on the other. And while the chasm’s open, dog jumps over and stands by man. And that’s the way it’s gonna be. That’s the way it’s gotta be.

—Barry Hannah




Bow wow wow yippee yo yippee yay

Bow wow yippee yo yippee yay.

—George Clinton, “Atomic Dog”






Prologue

Are those dogs happy?

That thought formed in my head one night years ago as I watched the Westminster Dog Show on TV. The way I remember it, I actually cocked my head, like a curious spaniel.

Dogs, I loved. Dog shows? They always seemed a little strange. Westminster was the only one I’d ever paid attention to, and I knew just two things about it. One, it was the pinnacle of the dog-show world, like Wimbledon or the Super Bowl. And two, it pissed me off every year because it preempted Monday Night RAW on the USA Network. I always forgot it was coming. I’d tune in to see “Stone Cold” Steve Austin and end up watching a Shih Tzu. Plus, the dogs didn’t do anything. They definitely didn’t do anything they were bred to do. Instead, dog after dog—little dogs meant to catch rats, medium dogs built to hunt birds, giant dogs made to pull sleds or guard castles—pranced around a show ring, accompanied by handlers wearing either the blandest outfits possible or something from the Elton John collection.

Like a lot of people, I love the 2000 dog-show mockumentary Best in Show. I still laugh at Christopher Guest naming nuts. I can hum the chorus to “God Loves a Terrier.” I also figured there was some truth to it, enhanced for comic effect, the way This Is Spinal Tap both made fun of and showed fondness for its aging heavy metal band. But I didn’t think any deeper about dog shows than that. Not until that text from the ether lodged in my brain.

Are those dogs happy?

And before I could process that one, another question arrived: Are regular dogs happy, too?



I have spent my life around dogs. Even when I didn’t own one, I had buddies or girlfriends or family members who did. My wife and I had nearly fifteen years with a yellow Lab mutt named Fred. You will meet him a little later on. I’ve been bitten twice: once by the neighbor’s German shepherd when I was six or seven years old, and the second time a few years ago by a new friend’s dog when I absentmindedly pulled its head out of the kitchen trash. I’ve met dogs I didn’t like. I’ve been afraid of a dog now and then. But I’ve fallen in love with about 95 percent of the dogs I’ve ever met. And part of the reason is that those dogs acted like they loved me.

I say “acted like.” Because the truth is, we only think we know.

A dog will wag and lick your face and just about knock the door down waiting for you to come in at the end of the day. But are they really thrilled? Or are they running the world’s longest con, a scheme developed over thousands of generations for better chow and a warm place to sleep?

And what, exactly, do we get out of the deal? What is it about the bond between people and dogs that makes so many people weep harder for a dying dog than they do for a member of their own human family? (If you can’t bear the death of a dog even in a movie, there’s a website for you: doesthedogdie.com.)

We’ve taught dogs to shake hands and roll over and catch a Frisbee with their teeth. But somehow, along the way, they’ve also learned to make a deep emotional connection with human beings. It’s their greatest trick—so good that a lot of human beings can’t pull it off. How do dogs do it?

All those lingering questions led to this book. And this book led me to travel around the country, going from dog shows at midwestern fairgrounds to Madison Square Garden. There is a whole hidden world out there, a roaming carnival of dogs and their people that most of us rarely glimpse. Somewhere in America, this very weekend, a convention center or municipal auditorium or livestock arena near you has been converted into a four-day pageant of pointers and Pomeranians, along with the people who groom and show and judge them. In any subculture there are some people who are enthusiasts and some who are obsessives. The dog-show world has plenty of both.

Beyond the ring, there’s another world of researchers who spend their lives in the fast-growing practice of dog studies. It’s part of a relatively new field called anthrozoology—the study of the relationships between humans and other animals. Scientists all over the world are trying to get a better sense of what dogs think and feel, and how they interact with us. They are slowly closing the distance between what we thought we knew about dogs and what we really know.

The volume of information on dogs is overwhelming. Every day, my dog-show Google alerts unroll like a CVS receipt. I’ve got a bookshelf full of dog books and a phone full of dog podcasts. But I’m still an amateur compared with nearly all the other people you’ll meet in this book. My goal is not to be an expert—no chance of that. My goal is to tell you what it’s like out there in Dogland.

Dogland. That’s what I started calling it, after going to dozens of dog shows over nearly three years. In my mind I started to think of them as one big show—an immense and portable theme park of dogs.

But our relationship with dogs covers a much more vast span of time and space. We’ve been hanging with dogs, and they’ve been hanging with us, for thousands upon thousands of years. They have become our roommates, our playmates, our soulmates. From the moment we started leaning on each other, we have changed dogs’ lives in countless and profound ways. And they have changed ours.

Are dogs really happy?

Somewhere in the answer to that question, I thought, might be the secret to our happiness, too.




A Word on Bitches

Heads up: in the pages that follow, you are going to encounter the word “bitch.”

Like, a lot.

The point of dog shows, at least in theory, is to identify the best male and female dogs for breeding. Gender is everything. So people at dog shows throw around “bitch” like it’s nothing.

At a dog show, you will hear “bitch” over the PA system and see it repeatedly in the official program. In most breed competitions, male and female dogs start out competing separately. The best female dog is called the Winners Bitch. Below that is a category called Select Bitch, which means—well, here’s a description from an American Kennel Club (AKC) guide: “The Select Bitch is similar to Awards of Merit in that this bitch is the next best as far as the quality of the Bitches in competition.”

That’s three bitches in one sentence. Triple bitch points.

(A generic male dog, by the way, is just… a dog. We need a semi-vulgar word for a male dog to even things out. Maybe a really good male dog could be the Select Prick.)

Once you start looking, “bitch” is everywhere at dog shows. A dog handler’s assistant—the person who, for example, fills the dogs’ food and water bowls—is often called a “bucket bitch.” That applies to the guys, too. There’s no such thing as a “bucket bastard.”

A recent issue of Showsight, one of the dog-show trade magazines, featured an article on breeding called “The Foundation Bitch.” The Dog Museum of America, a precursor to the current AKC Museum of the Dog, once held a needlework exhibition called Bitches in Stitches.

One day, combing through old online posts, I came across a spectacular sentence on a blog by a woman who writes about her adventures with show dogs: “Today Carolyn gave Dolly a blow job before she went into winners—well done—and Dolly was Winners Bitch!” (I am fairly certain “blow job” refers to the dog getting its hair styled. But however you visualize that sentence is up to you.)

The word “bitch” has existed in one form or another for more than a thousand years, and it’s been a slur aimed at women since around the year 1400. Some women (and some gay men) have reclaimed the word for themselves. It’s become one of those words you can use if you’re in the group, but not if you’re on the outside—sort of like how I can say something about my mama, but you better not say something about my mama.

I would never call a woman a bitch. I do, from time to time, say “son of a bitch”—most often when I kick the bedpost at three in the morning, or when the Carolina Panthers fumble at the goal line. I rationalize that I’m not really saying “bitch,” but I am, of course—just one step removed.

I’ve spent several years in the dog-show world now, and I’m still not comfortable saying “bitch” by itself. My interview transcripts all have me stumbling around and saying something like “uh, you know, female dog.” I’d feel more at ease having the book read like that. But it wouldn’t be true to this world and the people in it.

There’s a clip from Westminster 2017 you can find online. A Norwegian elkhound named Duffy has just won the Hound Group, and the TV interviewer asks the judge, Polly Smith, why she picked Duffy. Smith has a simple answer: “This bitch epitomizes type in a Norwegian elkhound.”

The crowd at Madison Square Garden busts out laughing. But Smith doesn’t laugh until the crowd noise bounces back to her. It takes her a second to realize the audience thought she was saying something outrageous. She wasn’t. She was just talking how dog people talk. And that’s what this book is going to sound like. No sense bitching about it.




How a Dog Show Works


Round 1

Dogs compete only against other dogs from the same breed. A judge picks one winner as Best of Breed.

(As of 2022, the American Kennel Club recognized two hundred breeds as eligible for dog shows.)



Round 2

Breed winners compete in seven groups, with typically twenty-five to thirty-five dogs in each group:


	Herding: Dogs designed to move other animals along. Examples: German shepherds, border collies, Old English sheepdogs.

	Hound: Dogs bred to track and hunt. Examples: basset hounds, dachshunds, Rhodesian ridgebacks.

	Non-Sporting: A catchall group for dogs that don’t fit other categories. Examples: bulldogs, Dalmatians, standard poodles.

	Sporting: Generally, bird dogs. Examples: Labrador retrievers, cocker spaniels, English setters.

	Terrier: Self-explanatory. Examples: Airedales, Scottish terriers, wire fox terriers.

	Toy: Smaller breeds. Examples: Chihuahuas, Pekingese, pugs.

	Working: Guard dogs, sled dogs, rescue dogs. Examples: boxers, Great Danes, Saint Bernards.





Round 3

The seven group winners compete for Best in Show.
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Sherlock Holmes was right. It is a curious thing when the dogs do not bark.

I’m walking across a massive lawn on the banks of the Hudson River, about an hour north by train from Grand Central Station. Up ahead is a gigantic canopy with purple flags. That’s where the dogs are. This is the last day of the 2022 Westminster Dog Show, the most famous and important dog show in the world, the only dog show most Americans have ever heard of. More than three thousand dogs from two hundred breeds entered this Westminster. Most of them have been knocked out by now. By the end of the day there will be only one.

As anyone who works for Westminster will tell you, often repeatedly, it is the second-longest-running annual sporting event in American history, behind only the Kentucky Derby. For its first 144 years, Westminster was a New York City event, a February tradition at Madison Square Garden. But in 2021, COVID drove the show outdoors. It landed up here in Tarrytown at the Lyndhurst estate. Lyndhurst is a National Historic Landmark—sort of a Biltmore House of the North. It used to belong to Jay Gould, the old robber baron. In the post–Civil War era, Gould tried to control both the gold market and the railroad industry. Neither play worked, but he accumulated more than $2 billion in today’s dollars along the way. Lyndhurst—sixty-seven acres of sprawling parkland anchored by a Gothic mansion—wasn’t even Gould’s primary home. Just his summer getaway.

The Goulds were also dog people; Jay’s son Frank bred Saint Bernards here at Lyndhurst in a two-story kennel. But the connection goes deeper. This feels like a place where a dog show should be. Status and excess are baked into dog shows and have been from their very beginnings. Westminster gives off the sheen of wealth even though most of the people involved in dog shows are not wealthy. Westminster awards no prize money at all. The Best in Show winner this year gets a pewter trophy, a Steuben crystal bowl, an eight-by-ten-inch picture frame, a sterling silver cup, and what can best be described as a big-ass ribbon. At most shows, a champion’s haul is often just the fancy ribbon and a sack of dog food. Champion dogs do generate breeding fees for their owners, but there’s no serious money in it, the way there is in horse racing. Dog shows are less about the prizes than about the aspirations pulsing underneath. The breathtaking Lyndhurst lawn, slowly sloping down to the river, serves as both a Jay Gatsby fantasy and the field of a dog’s dreams.

Just not these dogs. At least not today. They’re at work.

I reach the edge of the tent and close my eyes. I hear generators, golf carts, the whine of hair dryers. Every so often there is applause from a distant corner, like the cheers on a faraway hole at a golf tournament. Eventually I can make out conversations among the dog people: the handlers, the judges, the fans. Tonight the show will move to an indoor tent, which has been set up with bleachers and lit for prime time. But in these early stages, everybody mingles.

You can get close to a show dog, even pet it if the handler says it’s OK. A handler spelled out the rules for me early on. Ask for permission first. Don’t pet the dog on top of its head—that fur has been combed and sprayed and maybe powdered a little to shine up the coat. Instead, go for the scritch under the chin. Don’t be surprised to come away with a schmear of slobber on your hand. You can train a dog to do many things, but you can’t teach it not to drool.

A good dog, to humans, is a dog that does what we want it to do. This, of course, is not always what the dog wants to do. Left on their own, most would spend their days licking their crotches and rolling in roadkill. And even though a few breeds are naturally silent, most dogs vocalize. Dogs growl at the UPS truck, moan with loneliness, whimper in fear, yap at a rival, bellow at the injustice of the world. (That last one is a guess.) To live with a dog is to occasionally wish the dog would shut the hell up.

But these dogs are as quiet as Buckingham Palace guards. They have been trained for this. Most of them have spent nearly their whole lives either at dog shows or traveling to them. It’s impossible to know what they are thinking, even though a huge part of our relationship with dogs is that we think we know what they’re thinking. Here’s what I think they’re thinking right now, here at the dog show: This is no longer worth barking about.

Eight show rings, each about half the size of a basketball court, circle the giant canopy. All eight rings are going at once. In Ring 6 a handler named Laura King is bent down over a white dog, whispering in his ear, as they wait for the breed competition to start.

Laura—blond-streaked hair, skirt set, sensible black shoes—will turn fifty-two the month after the show. She’s sharp and funny outside the ring, soothing and skilled inside it. She tends to talk in clichés when the cameras are on her but seems incapable of being anything but herself otherwise. She wanted to be a dog handler from the time she was seven years old. Not including college and a brief career in accounting, it’s all she’s ever done.

She is prone to roll her eyes at pretense and bullshit, both of which dog shows have in abundance. But she loves the work deeply and the dogs profoundly, so she puts up with the rest. Nearly every weekend, she and her longtime partner, Robin Novack—also a dog handler and an expert breeder—traipse from their home in Illinois to a dog show somewhere, hauling crates of dogs, a couple of assistants, and a jug of margarita mix. Laura is in high demand—at this Westminster, she is showing seventeen dogs. But this dog in Ring 6 is different. The assistants don’t work with this one. Laura handles him alone.



He is the rough shape and size of a husky, a solid midsize dog, but it’s the fur you notice: a spectacular white coat fluffed out until it blurs to silver at the edges. He looks like a walking snowbank. He’s a Samoyed, formally pronounced SAM-uh-yed, although most people say it suh-MOY-ed. The breed dates back more than three thousand years, to a nomadic Siberian tribe called the Nenets. The Nenets were once called samo-yed, a Russian phrase that, depending on the translation, might have been a slur meaning “cannibal.” (Nenets just means “man.” The tribe upgraded their name and left the dog with the old one.) The Nenets bred Samoyeds to pull sleds and herd reindeer. This particular dog has never seen a reindeer and has never mushed. But in his world he is the greatest Samoyed of all time. He has won 111 Best in Shows. He’s one of the most decorated dogs in North American history. The Canine Chronicle, one of the dog-show trade magazines, ranked him as the top dog in the country in 2021. That year, in Westminster’s first show at Lyndhurst, he made the final group of seven.

I have held off on telling you his name because this will take a minute. Show-dog names are ridiculous. There are no Rovers or Fifis at dog shows. Instead there is a constant contest to see who can go the most over the top. A show dog’s first name is generally the name of the kennel where it was born. The breeder or owner adds on to that, often with some elaborate phrasing based on a pun or a song or an inside joke. It’s gotten so out of hand that the American Kennel Club, the oldest and largest dog registry, limits a dog’s official name to fifty characters. Among the dogs at this Westminster:


	Wishing Well Bobcat’s Peace, Love & Pixie Dust

	Ides of March Runs with Scissors

	Delamer Suzi Sells Sushi on the Boardwalk

	BeeCreeks Evenkeel You’re Gonna Need a Bigger Boat



You get the idea. Like Mad Libs, except the sentences make no sense.

Beyond the names, a champion dog accumulates titles like a British royal. Every dog at Westminster has at least a CH, for “champion,” and many have GCH, for “grand champion.” They earn titles for various other achievements, some of which are recognized by the AKC and others that are more like a celebrity’s honorary doctorate.

All of that leads to this: the Samoyed in the ring with Laura is officially named—deep breath now—MBIS MBISS CAN GCH AM GR CHP Vanderbilt ’N Printemp’s Lucky Strike.

Nobody, of course, calls him that. Like every show dog, he also has a call name—the name he actually answers to.

He goes by Striker.



Striker exists because of an event that sounds like a sentence from a Mötley Crüe tour diary: his mother, a bitch named Cherry Brandy, flew to Denmark to mate with a stud named Happy Go Lucky.

Both parents were champion show dogs. Brandy flew back to the States and gave birth to three puppies—all boys—on June 4, 2015. The moment the puppies were born, the clock started ticking toward the decision that would set the course of their lives.

Technically, dogs in dog shows are not competing against one another. They’re supposed to be judged by how close they come to the “breed standard”—a set of guidelines, written by that breed’s official club, that describes how that dog should look and act. The Best in Show winner is supposed to be the dog that hews the closest to its breed standard—the most perfect version of itself. It’s as if humans decided that George Clooney was the consummate man, and we measured all other men by which ones were the Clooneyest.

Dogs grow fast, and their lives as show dogs last just a few years, so breeders have to decide early which puppies have a chance to fill out into the breed standard. Picking a top show dog is like drafting an NFL quarterback when they’re still in elementary school. Some breeders are superstitious about exactly when they evaluate the litter: a certain number of days after birth, or a certain time of the morning, or a certain phase of the moon. Anything to tip the odds on what is mostly an educated guess.

A Canadian breeder named Judi Elford, owner of a kennel called Vanderbilt Samoyeds, co-owned Brandy with a Delaware breeder named Mengru Wu. Three and a half months after the litter was born, the two women met in Fineview, New York—a convenient place for Judi to bring the puppies across the border. As they evaluated the puppies together, Judi kept coming back to the same one. He had the right build, and he walked with a smooth gait—what she calls an “easy mover.” But beyond that, he had a strong personality. He locked eyes with whoever was watching him. He wanted attention and gave it back. He was drawn to people and Judi was drawn to him. So she claimed him. Judi keeps a running list of potential dog names. One of them was Lucky Strike, which felt natural because the puppy’s father was Happy Go Lucky. When she added in the names of the parents’ two kennels, she ended up with Vanderbilt ’N Printemp’s Lucky Strike. Striker for short.

Mengru chose one of the other two puppies to develop as a show dog. She and Judi decided the third puppy did not quite measure up. In the dog breeding world, the first two puppies were “show quality.” The third was “pet quality.”

Pet-quality puppies end up with regular families—well, regular families who can afford a purebred dog. They go on to live what we think of as a normal dog’s life.

Show-quality dogs enter a different world.

Instead of learning to fetch a Frisbee, a show dog learns to hold a stack—the still, wide-legged pose a dog is supposed to hold while the judge is watching. Instead of scarfing table scraps, a show dog eats carefully calibrated meals and takes supplements for stronger teeth and a shinier coat. There’s an even longer list of what a show dog has to learn not to do: Do not automatically sniff another dog’s butt. Do not run off when you see a squirrel. Do not flinch, if you are a male dog, when a judge comes up from behind and checks your testicles. Show dogs are intended to provide purebred breeding stock. A male show dog has to be double-balled and ready to go.

(I feel obligated to inform you here about the existence of a product called Neuticles, which are silicone testicles for neutered dogs. Needless to say, at Westminster a set of Neuticles would be an automatic DQ.)

One final rule: Don’t bark when it’s showtime.

This has been Striker’s whole life. Now, here in Ring 6, his Westminster is about to begin.

Laura is tense but he is not. He bows to her in the classic downward-dog pose: Let’s play! She reaches down and cuffs his chin.

Striker’s first hurdle is the breed competition. There are twenty-six Samoyeds competing in this round. They form a crowded oval in the ring. The dogs are just a couple of feet apart but pay almost no attention to one another. Their handlers hold them close. Most show dogs don’t wear a traditional collar or leash. Their handlers use a lead, pronounced like need. The most basic lead is a thin strip of nylon cord with a ring on one end. You run the other end through the ring, and it makes a loop that goes around the dog’s neck. A smart dog can slip out of a lead, and a stubborn one can pull until it chokes. It’s not a tool for an impatient dog. So much of a dog show is waiting. Short walks interrupted by long pauses. Golf without the clubs. But Striker doesn’t struggle against the lead. By now he knows what comes next.

“No matter how good physically a dog is, if they don’t have the heart to do it, it won’t matter,” Laura told me once. “What we do here can be very grueling. I’m exhausted and I know what’s going on. He’s happy to be out there every time. He’s just really enthusiastic when he goes out there, and you can tell he’s loving what he’s doing. He’s loving his life and it shows.”

It does show. There is some strange essence about Striker that sets him apart, even in a group of dogs that look pretty much just like him. Call it a vibe. Watch him for a minute or two and you get the sense he’d be a great hang—playful, confident, upbeat. Every dog at Westminster is among the prime of its breed. They all look like they’re supposed to look and walk like they’re supposed to walk. A big part of the difference is how much they seem to enjoy it. When I first went to dog shows, I had no clue which dogs would win. But after a while I could pick out a dog from the crowd and usually be right. I hadn’t suddenly developed a trained eye for the proper muzzle length. I just noticed that some dogs can create joy out of nothing and the joy is transferable. Striker has the vibe. He is good enough for Best in Show. And Best in Show at Westminster is the world heavyweight championship.

The breed competition is starting at 11 a.m.; if Striker wins that, he’ll compete against the rest of the Working Group in the TV tent around 8 p.m. And if he wins that, the Best in Show round won’t start until around 10:30 p.m., and they won’t announce the winner until just before eleven. That is a long-ass day for a dog and even more so for a human. Laura didn’t get much sleep the night before. She doesn’t care. She has never showed a dog that won Westminster. Striker might be the best chance she’ll ever have.

Show quality or pet quality, dogs don’t get to choose their lives. This is the path Striker’s people chose for him. Tying themselves to him is the path they have chosen for themselves. They are bound for the mystery together.

The judge splits the Samoyeds into smaller groups so they don’t crowd the ring. Laura and Striker are part of the first group to show. Traditionally, each dog-and-handler pair starts by taking a lap around the ring. Laura and Striker head out at their practiced pace, counterclockwise, side by side. The lead is taut between them. It is hard to tell who is leading who.



Here is how scientists think it might have happened, somewhere between fifteen thousand and thirty thousand years ago:

Humans of that era were mainly hunters traveling in camps. They made fire and ate meat by the fire. The cooking meat attracted wolves who were drawn to the aroma but stayed safely out of range. Every so often a human would fling a bone into the darkness. The wolves gnawed on the bones. They trailed the humans to the next campsite, still keeping their distance. Over time there was an unspoken arrangement. The humans made sure the wolves ate well, and the wolves alerted the humans to intruders. Over
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