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Introduction

I live with dogs: three small- to medium-sized ones relentlessly, and an extra one on weekdays. Everyone lives with dogs. Whether or not they belong to us; whether or not we mind being awakened by their twitching, snorting, and pursuit of dream-rabbits in our beds at night; and whether or not we are amused by their standing on the open door of the dishwasher after dinner in full view of our guests, licking the dinner plates clean, we are surrounded by dogs. Humankind has lived with canine-kind for a long time. By 33,000 years ago in Siberia, there may have been “domesticated dog food,” according to archaeologists. By 10,000 years ago, “prehistoric dog-lovers” were burying their dogs in carefully prepared graves: one dog had been arranged to look like he was sleeping, one wore a collar decorated with deer teeth, and one had been put to rest alongside small-scale implements that might have been his toys.
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Samuel, Lily. Zizou in dishwasher. August 2, 2013. Photograph. Atlanta, Georgia.

Today many humans feel a magnetic attraction to dogs. A baby’s attention is riveted the first time she sees a dog. Her breathing changes and her heart rate speeds up and the expression on her face seems to express, with wonder and delight: Well hello! Do you live here, too?

At the far end of a human life span, a dog is among the last things recognizable to a patient wasted by neurodegenerative disease. Memory for facts, faces, and autobiographical details may have been lost; intelligence, sense of humor, and creativity—gone; and the ability to stand, speak, sing, clap, or laugh extinguished. And yet, if a therapy dog is led into a nursing home to the side of a patient with dementia, it sometimes kindles a powerful reaction, as if the ravaged interior canyons held a few last exhalations of joy. I’m so sorry but I just don’t recognize you people standing at my bedside, showing me knickknacks, and weeping. But—oh my goodness!—who is this now?! Here is someone special! I know you.

I’ve seen it myself, in a severely compromised child, during one of many visits over the last few years to 4 Paws for Ability, a nonprofit service dog academy in Xenia, Ohio, and a world leader in training assistance dogs for children with autism, seizure disorder, Down syndrome, attachment disorder, fetal alcohol syndrome, post-traumatic stress disorder, and other physical and “invisible” disabilities. To date, 4 Paws has placed nearly a thousand dogs in the United States and abroad. In class one month, there was a multiply handicapped boy of indeterminate age with severe cognitive and physical impairments. He was tilted far back in a massive motorized wheelchair and spent part of each hour on a ventilator. His mother, grandparents, and sister attended the class, as well as a full-time nurse who often took the boy’s pulse and temperature and sometimes pounded on his chest, alarming us all. What could a dog mean to this child who seemed to tremble on a narrow rim of life?

A gorgeous black Labrador retriever was led into the room and across the training circle by Jessa Kenworthy, a young trainer (now a senior trainer) crisply dressed in khaki slacks, white sneakers, and a white polo shirt with the 4 Paws logo. The little boy’s wheelchair had been sprinkled with dog treats. The Lab put two broad paws up on the arm of the wheelchair, leaned in to vacuum up the treats, and then snuffled in closer, moving up and down the boy’s chest, neck, and chin with shallow sniffs. With a great bovine nose, she suctioned the almost-translucent little hands lying on top of the blanket. Under the oxygen mask, a pale ageless face contorted, the lips stretching sideways. We couldn’t see the child’s eyes. Was he expressing fear? Was he having a seizure? I looked from the mother on one side of the wheelchair, to the nurse on the other side, to Jessa standing back while loosely holding the lead and I wondered if someone ought to restrain the dog, protect the child. A weird whining sound came out of the boy’s nose. But it wasn’t a cry of terror. The child seemed to be wheezing . . . with laughter. The expression on his face—we could make it out now—was an enormous lopsided grin. He kicked his feet in mirth. In the circle of folding chairs, the rest of us laughed with relief and pleasure. The gleaming dog looked around at us, opened her mouth, and whipped her tail back and forth as if she were laughing, too.

Our bond with dogs is an ancient facet of our humanity: among the first passionate lifetime interests to be revealed, among the few identifiable features still intact where there is cognitive disarray, and among the last of our personality traits to deteriorate as we near the end.

SPELUNKERS EXPLORING A CAVE in the South of France in 1994 stumbled into a cavern of rock-wall paintings. The leaping, vibrant images would be dated to before 30,000 BCE—the oldest paintings in Europe—and would be hailed as among the most beautiful works of art of all time. La Grotte Chauvet-Pont d’Arc, the Chauvet Cave, is basically the Sistine Chapel of the Upper Paleolithic.

Nearly overlooked, fossilized on the floor, were markings less colorful but equally spectacular: 26,000-year-old footprints made by an eight- to ten-year-old child of the Homo sapiens. To this day, they are the oldest known human footprints in Europe.

The third remarkable discovery in the Chauvet Cave was this: alongside the child’s prints appear the plodding footprints of a large canid. A Paleolithic wolf, a proto-dog, a wolfdog, a dog—whatever we call it now, the animal lived during the mysterious span of time when the evolutionary line of “dog” began to diverge from a now-extinct subspecies of Canis lupus, the gray wolf.

The path was narrow and the footprints may not overlap, suggesting that Kid & Canid strolled side-by-side, rather than leaving imprints in the mud at different times. The Wolfdog seems to have accompanied rather than chased the child, and at a calm pace, too, not like predator and prey, according to some expert trackers. And, given the absence of bones in the cave, the toothy carnivore seems not to have eaten the vulnerable little human. Of course it’s conjecture, but one can imagine the pair of them: the child lifting a torch with one hand to take in the vibrant galleries while resting the other hand lightly on the bristly fur of the animal’s back—for balance, or in friendship, or for reassurance in the pitch-dark recesses of the grotto.

EVEN THOUGH IT’S UNCLEAR WHERE it happened—East Asia? Europe? Russia? the Middle East? central Asia? Siberia? southern China?—and no one knows for sure when these events began—12,000 years ago? 20,000 years ago? 30,000 years ago?—and it’s unclear why or how it started; and it’s possible that the transition happened more than once, in more than one part of the world; and it’s pretty clear that even as it was under way, there was backsliding and cohabitation with wild friends and relations, the domestication of dogs was the first event of its kind in the march of human civilization.

Often it seems incredible that the wolf-to-dog alchemy worked. We marvel that these keen-nosed sharp-toothed predators swapped out their pursuit of large game and their howling convocations under the stars for plush squeaky squirrels, monogrammed bowls, and a romp in the dog park. We do know that dogs were domesticated 20,000 years before sheep. Perhaps in another 20,000 years, we will have sheep standing on the open doors of our dishwashers.

An important current theory holds that dogs and humans domesticated each other, that we coevolved, facing the precarious world of the Eurasian steppe (glaciers coming, glaciers going) first as parallel sets of hunters, then as fellow travelers, and then, somehow, as allies. “The emerging story,” writes science author and environmentalist Mark Derr, “sees humans and proto-dogs evolving together: We chose them, to be sure, but they chose us, too . . . Both wolves and humans brought unique, complementary talents to a relationship that was based not on subservience and intimidation but on mutual respect.”

“Man’s best friend” doesn’t really do it justice. A wild wolf subspecies was humanity’s first friend, the first other animal to like us. Not many other species do like us, to this day, not of their own free will. (Cats . . . sometimes.) The wolfdogs of the Ice Age are like the preschool friends you still love decades later, the ones who attended your fourth birthday party and knew your grandparents, who remember when you wouldn’t leave home without a pillow named Mrs. Squishy, and who always ran to join you on the playground at recess. (Cats are more like the middle school friends, who—if you cross paths with them in adulthood—may purr welcomingly and knock their heads against yours, or may suddenly grow alert to something in the distance, narrow the vertical slits of their eyes in concentration, and stalk wordlessly away.)

Wolves and wolfdogs and dogs knew humanity back in the days before we had institutions like marriage, religion, or personal hygiene. Wolves approached us—wolves reduced their “flight distance” from us—when they were the apex predators on the Mammoth Steppe of Eurasia, when they knew how to track and bring down the gigantic herding ungulates: the woolly mammoths and steppe mammoths and aurochs and woolly rhinoceroses whose painted images would charge across the cave walls. We rookies, newly arrived on the continent from Africa, hadn’t a clue. We could paint the damn things, sure, but how to catch one? The wolves showed us.

We were in awe of the wolves. Ancient peoples like the Gauls and the Hittites would call them Warrior Gods, or Lords of the Animals. A Carpathian Mountain tribe would name itself the “Dacians,” the Wolf-People. Wolves did not need us. But evidently some wolves began to find edible stuff near our encampments and to grow comfortable with ever-shorter distances between us. Maybe a few of them began to like us a tiny bit. We liked them, too, and we went nuts over their descendants.

BUT THEN HUMANITY GOT BUSY inventing agriculture, dynasties, literacy, and hairstyles, and—with exploding self-importance—forgot it hadn’t always towered over all other creatures. Wolves remembered, but by then they were fleeing for their lives from an upgraded and armed Mankind 2.0. Hunted nearly to extinction, they would never recover a fraction of their ancestral lands from us.

For a terribly long time we denied our humble beginnings, first on the African savannah and then on the Eurasian steppe, the latter among the wolves and the wolfdogs. It got to the point where the only origin stories we humans told about ourselves occurred in celestial realms. Charles Darwin popped up in the nineteenth century to point out a few obvious family resemblances to primates, but we roared in protest and circulated caricatures of him with his sorrowful bearded head stuck on a monkey’s body. The notions of prehistoric kinships, alliances, or friendships with animals seemed the content of children’s stories. Like overnight millionaires, we pretended not to know anyone from the old neighborhood.

They say it’s lonely at the top. And it has been lonely to consider ourselves the only thinking, feeling creatures on earth. We’re a sorely isolated species, and our isolation increases meteorically as our industrial civilization drives untold millions of animals toward extinction every year, perhaps a third of all living species by mid-century. We’re standing alone on the playground again, as when newly arrived on the Mammoth Steppe from Africa.

THE GOOD NEWS TODAY IS that a great many smart people in high places are reappraising, with respect and wonder, our ancestral, interdependent relationships with animals. The excavation of caves and burial sites and the sequencing of wolf and dog genomes are illuminating the primordial human/wolfdog bond in ways that make us feel richly entwined with earthly life.

Discoveries like the Ice Age footprints on the floor of the Chauvet Cave prompt us to recall our original standing in the natural world, when we viewed animals with fear, deference, admiration, gratitude, or friendliness. We were part of the food chain then, needing every friend we could get, millennia away from calling ourselves masters of the universe.

HUMAN CHILDREN ACT AS IF they never forgot any of it! Not our hardscrabble origins among the other animals, not how we used to look at and feel about the other animals. Children are born eager to make the acquaintance of animals, and as equals, too, not as the owners and the owned, the civilizer and the eradicated, the eater and the eaten, or the trophy hunter and the dead lion, elephant, or rhinoceros. “Now eat your octopus,” says an offscreen mother to a dark-eyed three-year-old boy in a high chair at a kitchen table somewhere in Portugal. As captured on his mother’s cell-phone camera, the winsome curly-haired fellow named Luiz tries to fathom what is on his plate. It’s not a real octopus, right? It is? Where is his head—in the sea? Oh, it’s at the fishmonger’s? Did the fishmonger cut off all his legs, too, like this? But why? Why?

“So we can eat it, the same way we eat chickens,” says his mother.

“Chickens?” cries the little boy in a high note of disbelief. “Nobody eats chickens! They’re animals!” In a rising-and-falling singsong baby Portuguese, he sweetly lectures his mother: “Octopus are aneemals. Fish are aneemals. Chickens are aneemals. Cows are aneemals. Pigs are aneemals. When we eat aneemals . . . they die.” (Still offscreen, the mother is now weeping.) “I don’t like them to die. I like them to stay standing up.” (By this point I’m choked up, too, and recalling a similar conversation with my own daughter years ago: me, the deceptive adult, pretending that we wait for chickens to die of old age before eating them; she, Molly, trying to wrap her mind around this bizarre approach to poultry: “You mean like someone just walks behind a chicken all day, waiting for her to drop dead?” Not buying the propaganda any more than did the little Portuguese boy, she stopped eating animals.) “Aneemals: we should take care of them and not eat them,” Luiz says in conclusion. His doting mama agrees that they will never eat animals again and asks him to please focus now on his rice and potatoes.

“Seventy percent of children confide in their pets,” Dr. Alan Beck, a pioneer in the study of dog behavior and director of the Center for the Human-Animal Bond at Purdue University’s College of Veterinary Medicine, told me. “Have you ever seen the enthusiasm with which a five-year-old talks to a hermit crab?”

Before adults enter the scene with claptrap about the superiority of humankind, the grottos of children’s brains probably look like the subterranean rock faces on which appeared the Ice Age animals: prey we chased, predators who chased us, distant species of the air, and (occasionally) wolf-forms, dog-forms. Young children are not that clear on the fact that they’re no longer being stalked day and night by ravenous animals. When our son Seth was five, happily sleeping on the top bunk above his younger brother, Lee, I rearranged the boys’ bedroom one day, thinking they would enjoy falling asleep side by side. My husband and I lowered Seth’s top bunk to the floor beside Lee’s for a happy bedtime surprise. Seth was surprised, but not happy. He was beside himself with panic and paced up and down the hall and could not sleep and fretted all night long and finally revealed the issue: with his bed now on the floor of his second-story bedroom in landlocked Atlanta, Georgia, he’d become a sitting target for sharks. There was no reasoning with the child. The next day we restored his bed’s status as a top bunk, where he would sleep in safety and contentment for many years, without evident concern for the little brother snoozing thirty inches below, shark bait.

For children—not unlike the humans of the Upper Paleolithic era—it remains a revelation to behold new kinds of animals, an important precaution to gauge the intentions of carnivorous ones, a thrill to creep close to nonthreatening ones, and the highest-possible privilege and honor to be accompanied by a Wolfdog.

CHILDREN AND TEENS WITH PHYSICAL or cognitive impairments, birth defects, or behavior disorders can seem unreachable—unable to communicate, to learn, to master toilet training, to eat with silverware, to respond without unpredictable violence, or to make friends or show love. Sometimes, as a last resort, a Hail Mary pass, their weary parents bring home a 4 Paws dog.

The 4 Paws for Ability dogs are trained service animals, of course, but a friendship kindled between one of them (who has no clue he or she is a “service dog”) and one of these children (who may not know that he or she is “disabled” or “differently-abled”) can be as timeless, deep, and joyful as the bond between any other human/dog pair.

Despite everything that remains unknown about the mysterious 26,000-year-old path of footprints winding into the primeval art gallery of La Grotte Chauvet-Pont-d’Arc, let it represent, for now, the earliest recorded story of a Canid, and the Child who Loved It. Like this primeval duo, every youngster setting forth from Xenia, Ohio, today is newly accompanied by a dog who offers balance, friendship, and courage in the dark.





CHAPTER 1

Juke
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Courtesy of Donna & Jeff Erickson.

In an Alaskan Eskimo village, a tall, weathered green house sways slightly beside the Bering Sea. From the rooftop, which is the last lookout point on this coast, the Erickson family whale-watches by day and stargazes at night. Sometimes the night sky silently explodes with the crimson flares and neon-green swirls of the aurora borealis, as if from a huge celebration just beyond the curve of the earth. Donna and Jeff Erickson, an Iñupiaq Eskimo mother and Norwegian-American father, have raised five sons here, whom they call “the Norskimos.” The oldest three are married, with children and careers, and the fourth is in college. The youngest, Logan, is a teenager and with him came mayhem and grief. And a dog.

At age two, merry and sociable Logan Erickson fell under the shadow of autism, as if a beast loomed above him, cutting him off from his family. He lost his words and giggles, withdrew eye contact, and began flapping his hands and screeching. He has spent nearly a decade and a half in that state, practically mute, incompletely toilet trained, and prone to night wandering (with odd preoccupations in the night, like finding a fresh loaf of bread on a cooling rack in the kitchen, rubbing it into tiny crumbs, and very carefully spreading the crumbs in a fine layer across the living room furniture and rugs), and he has periodic explosions of rage or anguish so violent that he injures himself.

Logan is tall, gangly, and sweet, with shiny short-cropped hair, long, elegant hands, and a startled expression. He’s usually quiet and compliant. But when a major fit is upon him, he runs into walls and bloodies his head to the point of concussion; he rips off his diaper and slaps the walls with feces. His father, a deep-sea fisherman, high school basketball and wrestling coach, town leader, and environmentalist, must drop whatever he’s doing, wherever he is, and run to his son.

Only one other individual walks straight into the maelstrom of windmilling arms and screeches, toward the wrenched and wretched face, to protect Logan from himself: it’s Juke, a yellow Labrador retriever trained by 4 Paws for Ability. He’s a solid animal, with pale lion-yellow fur and pink-rimmed hazel eyes. His jowls draw his lips down into a dainty frown, while the lift of his fine eyebrows adds a touch of expectation to his face. When Logan begins to contort and thrash as if struggling to get out of an invisible straitjacket, Juke clambers on top of him, compelling the boy to lie down. Wearing an unflappable expression, Juke does not dismount (though he may be thrown off by the bucking teenager) and he doesn’t abandon Logan, not even for food, water, or a bathroom break.
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Greene, Melissa Fay. Juke. March 4, 2013. Photograph. Unalakleet, Alaska.

Juke was trained to respond to Logan’s meltdowns. But no one trained him to hang on to the bucking boy hour after hour, ignoring his own needs. In awe of Juke’s fidelity, Donna and Jeff bring him water and snacks; when they see the need to go to the bathroom rise to watery desperation in his eyes, they insist that he take a break. They tend to Juke, while Juke takes care of Logan. Sometimes a meltdown escalates beyond Juke’s ability to manage it. When that happens, he runs to find Jeff, with the harried look of a man who has peeled away from a sickbed just long enough to call a doctor. “That’s my signal to clock in,” Jeff says.

Unlike the exhausted parents, Juke can predict when a huge meltdown is approaching. If Jeff’s sleeping, Juke pokes him in the arm with a wet nose. If he finds Donna first, he catches her gaze in a certain way—“he kind of scrunches his head down a little and whines, without losing eye contact,” she says. “That’s our signal.” If the family is outside in the cluttered yard abutting the frosty shore of Norton Sound, the dog pokes his thick muzzle through the banister of the kitchen deck and stares down at them, relaying: It’s coming.

JEFF ERICKSON IS A PROUD MAN with a high smooth forehead and a receding hairline, small intelligent eyes, and a brown goatee, who was born in Minnesota to descendants of Norwegian immigrants. His parents moved to Western Alaska as teachers when he was a child and his immediate family includes an adopted Iñupiaq sister. He and Donna met when they were children.

Soft-spoken, erect, and graceful, Donna displays the same gentle noblesse oblige in her warm, hospitable, stacked-to-the-rafters-with-provisions kitchen as at the airport, where she is the village agent and station manager for Bering Air. Donna learned to speak Iñupiat from her grandmother. Following tradition, she stitches parkas, boots, mittens, and hats from the skins and furs of caribou, fox, wolf, rabbit, and marmot. She prepares traditional dishes like “muktuk,” a frozen whale-skin treat, and “tundra pies” like Cloudberry Pie. Her modern variations include Caribou Lasagna, Halibut Soufflé, and Moose Roast with Wild Cranberries. Like most of Unalakleet’s 688 residents, of whom three-quarters are Iñupiaq, the Ericksons practice subsistence living: ice-fishing, hunting, trapping, and gathering greens and berries.

She and Jeff had a great marriage, a happy family. They took Ryder, Kaare, Austin, Talon, and Logan hiking, camping, fishing, and trapping; they went onto the ice, into the tundra, and out to sea. It felt like they laughed all the time, like when the water bed they installed, with tremendous effort, froze underneath them the very first night. Then Logan’s autism unraveled it all.

When they see the S.O.S. on Juke’s face, Donna and Jeff leap into action. If Jeff’s at sea, Donna phones him and says, “Juke alerted,” and Jeff will wheel around and steer for shore, counting on Juke to contain Logan as long as he can. Logan may be calm when his mother or father arrives; he may be hunched over on the floor twiddling his fingers and bobbing his head in the huddle of bony knees and elbows that is his twilight life. That just means the storm hasn’t arrived yet.

Donna and Jeff know that Juke’s alerts are not neurological readings. They don’t mistake him for an MRI scanner or a doctor. He’s a dog. He is a dog who, by nature, by training, and perhaps by love, is extraordinarily attuned to a boy.

A BIG DOG KNOWS HIS BOY is in trouble and races to gets help. Haven’t we heard that story before?

Lassie. Lassie did that! Every day, every episode, Lassie ran to get help for Timmy and his “catastrophe-prone family.”

But Lassie was a fictional dog! British author Eric Knight’s 1940 novel, Lassie Come-Home, inspired seven postwar American MGM movies and the Emmy Award–winning TV show Lassie: broadcast from 1954 to 1973, it won its time slot every Sunday night at 7:00 p.m. for seventeen straight years and would become the fourth-longest-running prime-time TV series of all time.

After a melancholy, whistling theme song that hinted at something beyond our youthful comprehension—perhaps the brevity of childhood, or of a dog’s life—the sable-and-white rough collie detected a danger to Timmy and intervened. She pulled the boy out of an abandoned house, a mine, a wildfire, and quicksand; defended him against a bear, a bull, a rabid dog, an ostrich, a tiger, an escaped circus elephant, and a pair of bad guys planning to rob the local dairy; and tracked him when he wandered into the badlands, got his foot stuck between two railroad cars, failed to exit a badger hole, and floated away in a hot air balloon.

Lassie was America’s furry heroine. A credulous public, especially children, believed in her. Wasn’t there something in the way she loved Timmy that resembled the way Frisky, Brandi, and Sparky loved the boys and girls at home? Stretched out on the floor in front of our black-and-white television sets, we extended our arms over the backs of our napping dachshunds, poodles, and beagles, and felt certain they’d rescue us, if only our suburban backyards included abandoned mine shafts, runaway locomotives, and escaped circus elephants.

Experts rolled their eyes. “Needless to say, no dog is like Lassie,” wrote Dr. Beck. “Even Lassie is not like Lassie.”

Lassie helped move American dogs out of the backyard and into the house, according to animal behaviorist and author Dr. Patricia McConnell, but the show “set a ludicrously high bar. There was never an episode about Lassie peeing on someone’s pillow,” she says. “People [came to] expect that they, too, would have a dog they never had to train to do anything and who always did exactly what they wanted.”

Jokes and one-liners at Lassie’s expense have enjoyed an even longer run than the TV series, practically a subcategory of American humor. In the first panel of a famous New Yorker cartoon by Danny Shanahan, a drowning boy cries, “LASSIE GET HELP!” to the dog on the shore; in the second panel, Lassie reclines on a psychiatrist’s couch, evidently recounting her issues, while a balding doctor takes notes. Dr. Beck’s favorite cartoon shows a man saying, “Lassie! Bring me the Phillips-head screwdriver!” Following the lead of experts who deemed Lassie preposterous, the generation of Lassie’s children learned to make fun of her. Among the most mimicked of all television dialogues is this:

Lassie: bark bark bark!

Mr. Martin: “Lassie, what is it, girl?”

Lassie: bark bark bark!

Mr. Martin: “Oh no! Timmy’s in the well!”

In fact, that dialogue never occurred because, in 591 episodes, Timmy never actually fell into a well.

Lassie humor ridicules the notion that an ardent, brilliant, devoted dog would really rescue a child day after day, week after week, year after year.

JEFF ERICKSON, HAVING TAKEN A CALL from Donna that Juke alerted, docks his boat, sheds his boots and rubber overalls, and huffs up the stairs to relieve the dog from his post. If Logan is already twisting and banging, Jeff straddles and pins him while Juke disengages and slips quietly aside. The dog could take a break now: he could go outside and run along the path he has carved in the snow visiting the other dogs in the neighborhood. But he stays nearby, keeping watch. Often, as Jeff tries to disentangle and calm the fraught boy, he and Juke make eye contact.

Later, when Logan has surrendered to sleep, Juke, Donna, and Jeff reconnoiter in the living room. The dog rolls back and forth on his back, blows out a few big snorts, and tries to balance on his spine for a moment, forming first the letter C and then a backward letter C. Donna and Jeff laugh, rejoicing with him that the crisis has passed.

Juke is their best friend. When he arrived from Ohio a few years ago, he stepped into a world of shocking loneliness and isolation, subzero temperatures outside the house and despair within. He didn’t promptly make the household shipshape. He was no furry Mary Poppins, primly certain that he knew best, clapping his paws to spur obedience. It took him a few months to get the picture. Little by little, he combined his innate dog behaviors with his learned service dog skills and modified both to meet his family’s needs. The result is one of the “miracles” of the 4 Paws service dogs (though dog lovers all over the world attest to all sorts of miracles performed by their own dogs, professionally trained or not). Juke, like most dogs, seems to engage with his humans according to the promptings of his own mind and heart.

DO DOGS ACTUALLY HAVE “MINDS” AND “HEARTS”? Do animals think and feel? Remarkably, this has been a fertile subject of debate for hundreds of years.

At the dawn of our species, we assumed they did think and feel, that the nonhuman eyes peering at us from beyond the firelight, from across the savannah, or from up in the tree canopy glittered with intelligence and sensibility. An animal might appear fearful or curious, crafty or predatory, solitary or sociable, but each one seemed aware, possessed of free will, and not inferior to us.

Our Ice Age ancestors adorned rock walls with paintings of animals; our slightly less-distant forebears wove stories about an Animal Kingdom teeming with rulers and rivals, lovers and heroes, tricksters and ingénues. The respect of indigenous peoples for the wisdom of animals—including the quiet knowingness of reptiles, fish, and insects—embellished all of ancient art, literature, and music. Tribal legends bragged of the special associations of clans with specific animals, with the Hawk, or the Heron, or the Elk, or the Wolf. Human beings covered themselves with glory by advertising their special animal relationships, their Brother Bear, their Father Eagle, their Grandmother Tortoise.

BEGINNING WITH THE ANCIENT GREEKS, our admiration for the minds and hearts of animals faltered. Aristotle’s fourth-century BCE Scala Naturae (“Natural Ladder”) ranked all organisms according to “perfection.” Man took the peak. Sponges and jellyfish clung to the sides of the base like barnacles. Barnacles also clung to the sides of the base like barnacles. The Scala Naturae, the “greatest biological synthesis of the time,” remained the ultimate authority on the natural world until the rise of modern knowledge in the sixteenth century.

In the Middle Ages, the “Great Chain of Being” replaced the Natural Ladder as a diagram of the universe. Man still ruled over all other living things, but now God and the angels stood higher. With humanity as the crown of creation, nonhuman animals lost the esteem they’d enjoyed in more rudimentary cultures. Now animals were judged to be incapable of thought or feeling, friendship or love.

Modern European philosophers like René Descartes in seventeenth-century France agreed, describing animals as “complex organic machines,” without heart or mind, consciousness or volition. Animals “eat without pleasure, cry without pain, grow without knowing it,” opined his follower theologian Nicolas de Malebranche.

“We place ourselves at the top of the evolutionary ladder,” notes the eloquent modern chronicler of animal life Elizabeth Marshall Thomas. “Of course we do. We invented the ladder.”

This disparagement of animals has persisted well into our own day.

IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY, scientists began scanning the heavens for intelligent beings in outer space, as if looking for someone worthy of our friendship. A few other scientists, with more modest ambitions, began looking for evidence of intelligence in animals. From the start, the benefit of the doubt and the bulk of the research money went to the aliens, as if we were far more likely to find thoughtful individuals 50 quadrillion light-years away rather than nesting in Earth’s trees, singing in Earth’s rain forests, grazing in Earth’s meadows, and sleeping at the foot of Earth’s beds. Often under Earth’s covers.

Edward L. Thorndike was a pioneer in the search for animal intelligence. A professor of psychology at Teachers College of Columbia University, he built “puzzle boxes” for cats out of scavenged wood and chicken wire. They looked like Cub Scout projects in urgent need of parental intervention. Then he gathered a few cats to see if any possessed a shred of “intelligence,” a trait that has been broadly defined as “catching on,” “making sense of things,” “figuring out what to do.”

Inside a puzzle box, a cat curled and shimmied about, meowing, flipping her tail, not thrilled with the confinement, and curious about the scrap of fish that had been placed just outside the box. The challenge was whether she would discover that pressure on the foot pedal would cause the door to swing open. If the cat made no progress, Dr. Thorndike gently placed her front paw on the foot pedal to see if that would inspire her. It would not. Cats prefer that strangers refrain from touching their paws. Sometimes he encouraged a cat to observe a second cat who’d mastered the foot pedal. That didn’t help either, besides which it’s difficult to encourage a cat to observe anything the cat isn’t already looking at. But if the cat—while circling about and whining—accidentally stepped on the foot pedal, the action freed her! She gobbled up her scrap of fish. When Thorndike reintroduced her into the box, she escaped more quickly the second time and quicker still the third. This was a discovery of “operant conditioning,” of the tendency of living creatures to repeat an action that leads to a pleasant outcome and to diminish the performance of an action leading to an unpleasant outcome. Thorndike called it the Law of Effect and it became a foundation stone of America’s twentieth-century Behaviorist movement.

Had Thorndike found an intelligent cat? He believed not. Thorndike, along with his rough contemporaries Ivan Pavlov and B. F. Skinner, would become a founder of the Behaviorist approach to psychology, which was interested in what could be observed—i.e., behavior—and pointedly disinterested in invisible mental processes that might not even exist. Why go to such lengths as to postulate consciousness in animals, they asked, when a far simpler stimulus-response model could account for an organism’s activity? For Behaviorists, animals were automatons who reacted to stimuli robotically, without thought, awareness, or problem-solving skills.

Not only did Behaviorism rule out animal intelligence, or “mind,” but it also made the notion of animal emotion—“heart”—laughable. Emotions were the very essence of being human and not the essence of being orangutan, tiger, octopus, penguin, or dog.

Behaviorism would become the dominant psychological paradigm of the first half of the twentieth century, and its perspective toward animals would remain formidable through the end of the century and beyond. Mid-twentieth-century thinkers coined a nickname for the sentimental notion that animals could think and feel: they called it “the Lassie Myth.”

“SCIENTISTS HAVE BEEN LED TO BELIEVE that only human beings have thoughts or emotions,” Ms. Thomas lamented in 2000. “Of course, nothing could be further from the truth.”

Jane Goodall, the legendary discoverer of the hidden world of Tanzania’s wild chimpanzees, writes of being upbraided at Cambridge University for her lack of scientific method: “for naming the chimpanzees rather than assigning each a number, for ‘giving’ them personalities, and for maintaining they had minds and emotions. For these, I was told sternly, were attributes reserved for the human animal. I was even reprimanded for referring to a male chimpanzee as ‘he’ and a female ‘she.’ Didn’t I know that ‘it’ was the correct way to refer to an animal?”

“Implying that similarities exist in the emotions or motivations of animals and people,” wrote Dr. Beck in 1996, “is still one of the most egregious sins that a scientist can commit.”

The overview of animals as unthinking automatons “has enjoyed curious staying power,” Alex Halberstadt recently reported in The New York Times Magazine: “The notion that animals think and feel may be rampant among pet owners, but it makes all kinds of scientific types uncomfortable . . . ‘If you ask my colleagues whether animals have emotions and thoughts,’ says Philip Low, a prominent computational neuroscientist, ‘many will drop their voices to a whisper or simply change the subject. They don’t want to touch it.’”

UNDETERRED, IN THE PRIVACY OF their own homes, millions of dog and cat lovers, equestrians, birders, beekeepers, hikers, conservationists, nature photographers, aquarium and terrarium hobbyists, vegetarians and vegans, wildlife rehabilitators, and fans of nature documentaries narrated by Morgan Freeman and David Attenborough never questioned the sensitivity and intelligence of animals. Either they were unaware of science’s disdain for the Lassie Myth or they didn’t give a hoot.

Today, photos and videos of dogs, cats, and other animals displaying their feelings float through cyberspace. Humans click on, weep over, and share them by the millions. A sweet image of a baby elephant made the rounds, in which a petulant little fellow has pitched himself face-first into the mud while his concerned mother stands above him, watching. A caption written by a Kenyan park ranger confirms one’s initial impression: “Elephant has subtle and rich feelings . . . Baby elephant will get upset when felt something wrong, just like human baby. Then it may express itself by crying or throwing itself into mud.”

Recently I clicked on—and was captivated by—a brief video of a cat petting a pig to sleep. The cat, with sleepy half-closed eyes, purrs as he gently strokes his bristly-nosed friend, and the pig’s fat nostrils twitch as he snores in contentment. It’s had 10 million views. By the time I’ve finished replaying it, it will have had 11 million. The news outlet offering the video explained why they shared it: “Because sometimes you just need to see a video of a cat petting a pig to sleep.”

More than 50 million people have viewed forty-five-year-old footage of the reunion of Christian the lion and the two slim, long-haired, bell-bottom-wearing Australians who’d rescued him from a London department store as a cub, raised him to adulthood in a London garden, and then flew him to George Adamson in Kenya for supervised introduction into the wild. A year later, despite warnings that Christian had become a wild lion—leader of a pride, traveling with a mate—the young men flew back to Kenya for a glimpse of him. In the backcountry with Adamson, they spotted their favorite lion on a rocky hilltop but felt unsure that Christian would recognize them or want to be bothered. The golden beast prowled slinkily down the hill and then broke into a run straight into their arms. He stood on two legs, wrapped his front legs around the young men’s shoulders, hugged and head-butted and nuzzled them, first one and then the other, again and again. On YouTube, Whitney Houston’s “I Will Always Love You” accompanies the almost-unbelievable reunion. Even without the song, the message couldn’t be clearer.

As regards the inner lives of animals—and their capacity for friendship, love, and loyalty—popular culture got there well ahead of science. On the question of whether animals think and feel—unlike the subjects of evolution, or climate change—most “deniers” have been found in academia, not on the streets.

ONE DAY IN ALASKA, in Logan’s special ed classroom at the village public school, Juke left Logan’s side—which was unusual—and sought out another child. Logan’s teachers have learned to pay close attention to the big yellow dog, so they watched when Juke crossed the room to a little girl sitting alone on the floor. He slid down beside her and put his head in her lap. She bent low over Juke, her long raven hair curtaining them off from the room, and began stroking and murmuring to the dog. After a while, Juke got up and returned to Logan. The next day Juke sought out the little girl again; again she curled over him and petted him; and the day after that he lingered even longer with her, whining a little.

While Juke has been trained in specific behavior interruptions with Logan, everyone acquainted with the dog knows that he is constantly sharpening his intuitions and expanding his range of interventions, so the teachers watched attentively. They didn’t ask, What’s gotten into Juke? They asked, Is something going on with the other child? It’s not unusual for 4 Paws service dogs to alert to children other than their own. The teachers paid extra attention to the little girl and finally made inquiries. Within a day or two, they learned that there was upheaval in the child’s home, a marriage breaking up, extreme emotions being expressed. A social worker was dispatched. While such details are far beyond the ken of a dog, Juke had evidently tuned into some wavelength of distress or sadness emanating from the little girl.

Is this a Lassie Myth story? Kind of. But increasing numbers of people around the world, including scientists, are finding it hard to deny that dogs and other animals display many of the hallmarks of thought and emotion. A growing body of evidence suggests that our profound sense of intimacy with dogs—our loving intuitions about them, their uncanny intuitions about us—is a result of our tens of thousands of years of shared life. Experts find less to laugh at in Lassie with every passing year. Where service dogs stand watch over fragile children, their parents don’t ridicule Lassie at all.





CHAPTER 2

4 Paws for Ability
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Caldwell, Abagail. Schwenker twins & Barkley. November 2013. Photograph. Marietta, Georgia.

Odd break-ins were happening in a rural Cobb County, Georgia, neighborhood, twenty-five miles northwest of Atlanta. A narrow asphalt road separated two facing rows of forty-year-old split-level houses, many with chickens or goats in their backyards. People stood in small bunches on the road and talked about the break-ins. Nothing had been stolen yet, as far as anyone could tell, and “break-in” wasn’t literally true, since nothing was broken in the entering, but there were clues: a basement door or a breaker box stood open. The back had been lifted off a toilet and unevenly replaced. A partial wet footprint shone briefly on a front hall. Then there was a ghostly sighting: a slim white leg and foot slipped out a quickly closing back door as the owners were coming in the front.

“What the hell?!” people said. This was gun-toting country. A few men made chuckling reference to what they might or might not do if they caught the intruder.

Halfway down the street stood the house of Mike Schwenker and Jennifer Jenka Schwenker: in her mid-forties, Jennifer is a round-faced, apple-cheeked elementary school teacher in granny glasses and a flowery top who gathers her wispy hair into a soft pouf; a sweet, merry, and lovably rattled type. Mike, in his early fifties, is an army and air force vet and aviation engineer with neatly clipped straight brown hair and a graying goatee, a fact-based individual who considers the data, then weighs in toward optimism if possible. In their house, the opposite problem was discussed. Nobody was breaking in. Somebody was breaking out.

Patiently, gazing aslant and down through rectangular metal-rimmed bifocals, Mike Schwenker installed window-pin locks, loop locks, security bar locks, and two-cylinder key-controlled dead locks at every window and door. He had degrees in aviation technologies and was a maintenance coordinator for Delta’s Boeing 757 fleet, working beside air traffic controllers and dispatchers. Now he bent his mechanical know-how to preventing escapes. Having secured the house to his satisfaction—“It’s like a prison,” he told his wife—Mike latched his toolbox, stepped on a stool, and slid it to the back of the cabinet above the refrigerator. He pocketed the door keys and gave a set to Jennifer, which she also pocketed.

But the same ethereal little presence spooking the neighbors darted soundlessly behind their backs, located the toolbox, delicately extracted the correct jeweler’s-precision Phillips-head screwdriver or 8/9 open-end wrench, pussyfooted up the stairs, perched on a windowsill, dismantled a window block, slid open the glass, and, like Peter Pan, flew away.

Also like Peter Pan, he left behind his shadow.

The neighborhood interloper, Ben, had an identical twin brother, Sam, who had the identical diagnosis. “Both?” Jennifer had asked the developmental pediatrician when, in 2006, the three-year-olds were diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). But, honestly, she already knew. Among her teaching credentials was special education certification. Her darling boys were textbook cases. They hadn’t reached for objects, rolled over, or sat up at the expected times. They avoided eye contact. In church day care, a volunteer asked her if the babies were deaf. As toddlers, they overturned their toy cars and riding toys and spun the tires endlessly, hour after hour, both zoning out, hypnotized. When excited, they jogged in place, flapping their hands above their shoulders like hummingbirds.

Mike did not already know. He’d barely heard of autism. He thought it meant “mental retardation,” severe cognitive disability. Did it mean they were becoming the people about whom others joshed: The elevator doesn’t reach the top floor? The lights are on but nobody’s home?

But once they started walking, the little boys followed their father on silent feet as he stripped floors and spackled walls and replaced wiring in their fixer-upper of a house. There were lulls in their self-stimulating behaviors when Mike took out his tools. They tracked the screwdriver or drill in his hand—from toolbox to task and back. The tools acted like magnets on the boys’ eyes; the eyes silently slid, like nickels along a slot, following the arc of the tools’ movements. The glint and precision of the pliers, ratchets, and nut drivers calmed them; the neat black indentations in the toolbox shelves, where each intricate steel or chromium thing fitted into its precise slot, pleased them. And when Sam Schwenker applied his mechanical intuition to filming his favorite thing—sock puppets—on his parents’ cell phones (“You don’t even miss your phone,” Mike told me, “but when you pick it up off the kitchen counter, you see its memory is full—full of sock puppets”), and Ben Schwenker applied his mechanical sixth sense to undoing his father’s barriers and locks, Mike knew they took after him. The lights were on and somebody was home.

Dr. Leslie Rubin, director of developmental pediatrics at the Morehouse School of Medicine and former director of developmental pediatrics at Emory University School of Medicine, diagnosed the boys. He encouraged Mike and Jennifer to love the children, to treat them as normally as possible, and to stimulate them with every possible experience. “There is no telling what they might achieve,” he said. And meant it. “I don’t diagnose children as having ‘mild,’ ‘medium,’ or ‘severe’ autism, unless the parents really press me on it, and then I err in the direction of less impacted,” he told me. “Years ago, a mentor of mine said that we were not allowed to deprive anyone of hope, and that resonated deeply with me. If parents ask me, ‘Will he go to college?’ I say, ‘I don’t know, but let’s shoot for it.’”

But keeping the boys enriched, stimulated, and safe was a tall order. Ben, like an estimated half of young children on the autism spectrum, is a “runner” or an “eloper.”

Where is Ben right now? his parents asked themselves with every breath. If one checked an iPhone, the other watched Ben. If one stood at the stove to cook, the other watched Ben. When Mike went out to work, Jennifer watched Ben all day. But, once in a great while, when they both looked down simultaneously at their phones, or let their thoughts drift outside the locked-up house, or Jennifer sagged into the sofa on an interminable afternoon and closed her eyes for a moment, Ben made his move. “You can be a few feet from him and he gets away,” Jennifer told me. “He watches your gestures and intentions. He studies the whole situation, like a squirrel figuring out how to get in your bird-feeder.”

In the blink of an eye, the scrawny kid perched on an upstairs windowsill, screwdriver in hand, liberating himself. He dropped to the ground—his thin flop of straight brown hair ballooning briefly in the air—and took off across the backyard, pulling off his clothes as he ran. He scaled the tall wooden backyard fence that had been built to corral him and his brother, the fence he’d mastered by age four. Naked, he disappeared into a no-man’s-land of fields, subdivisions, strip malls, and state routes.

Typical of children with autism, Ben ran first toward the glitter of water. He stripped as he ran and leapfrogged fences because, regardless of the season, he planned to go swimming. He and his brother had been taught how to swim; still, these disappearing acts put Ben at great risk. Not only would he be swimming alone, but he was clueless about guard dogs, strangers, traffic. Did he even know his last name and address, in case someone wanted to guide him home? If he knew those words, he’d never said them aloud.

He skinny-dipped as the uninvited pool guest of some unknown neighbor, climbed out, and found his way into the house. He wanted to examine wiring, HVAC units, laundry vents, attic fans, and pipes. Residential, industrial, and automotive systems called to him. “He wants to see plumbing, and floor plans,” says Mike. “It’s like a jones. His heart goes a mile a minute. When he gets to look at new stuff, he gets an endorphin rush.”

Neighbors were mystified. Then a local couple nearly tripped over the culprit: they came in one night to find a skinny, wet, naked little white boy sprawled out on their kitchen floor with his head inside the cabinet under the sink. He appeared to be studying the garbage disposal unit. They yelped and demanded an explanation, but the boy ran away. They pursued him out the door and soon came across the Schwenkers, jogging down the road and calling, “BEN!”

Far worse for the Schwenkers were the times that no neighbor emerged with a complaint. Then Mike and Jennifer froze in the driveway, not knowing which way to run first, willing themselves not to hear a squeal of tires in the distance or the revving-up whoop of a siren. They tottered about—a few steps this way, a few steps that way—looking at each other with stricken faces. They dialed 911. They dashed back into the house to secure Sam and keep him with them. The universal parental monotone prayer-to-avert-disaster moved on their lips: Please please please please or Oh God oh God oh God.

Mike worked long hours at Delta, including nights, weekends, twelve-hour shifts. Other than the few hours per day the boys went to school (to special ed classrooms from which they came home frazzled and incoherent), Sam and Ben and Jennifer stayed sealed up in the silent house on the quiet street. Locked inside the house all day, the boys “stimmed” (self-stimulated through repetitive movements), kicked, pinched, licked, or slapped each other; they literally bounced off the walls. Jennifer fell into silence and claustrophobia; she was deeply alone. The neighbors she knew left for work in the mornings, so there was rarely even a car rolling down the road. Some days the mailman was the only adult she saw, through a locked window. Sometimes her optimistic voice fell flat. Words like “Let’s build a blanket-fort—that’ll be fun!” sounded false even to her. Though she resisted, she sometimes gave in to moments of weeping—alone in the bathroom, hiding her distress from the boys. There were days she hardly combed her hair or put on an attractive pair of slacks. Every expert agreed that the boys needed real-life adventures and experiences outside the house. But it mostly fell to Jennifer to take them.

As trapped as she felt in the house with Ben and Sam, she actually didn’t feel less lonely in the car with the two of them yelping or peeing or punching each other in the backseat. Other drivers, sealed up cheerfully alone in their vehicles, might as well have been aliens floating beside her in soundproof space vehicles.

The boys’ favorite outing was to Best Buy. Sam, ever on the lookout for puppets, pulled his mom toward the big-screen televisions in case Sesame Street was on, while Ben was desperate to reach the appliances. When Mike was available, they made good use of their time by splitting into teams of two. But when Jennifer, because they had to go somewhere, took the boys alone, she could end up shipwrecked: arms outstretched in the midst of the cell-phone department as Ben, with all his strength, tried to tow her toward Large Appliances, and Sam threw his weight into dragging her to TV & Home Theater. And it did no good then to ask herself, What was I thinking? because she knew she had thought: If we don’t leave the house today, I will lose my mind. Of course by then they were becoming a public spectacle—both boys beginning to freak out, to squeal, to fall down and rage, squirming across the tired carpet, each in his longed-for direction—and it felt as if she’d never manage to get them home. “Can
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