
SUNDAY, MARCH 29, 2020
FROM THE NEW YORK TIMES MAGAZINE   

ILLUSTRATION BY TRAVIS LOUIE

E D I T O R S ’  N O T E : 
T H I S  S E C T I O N  SHOULD NOT BE READ BY 

ADULTS (OR DOG PEOPLE)

For Kids

CATS RULE!
DOGS  DROOL*     

*BUT IF 
YOU LIKE DOGS, 

FLIP THE 
SECTION OVER.



BY NOW, you’ve read the arguments for both the superiority of dogs and the supremacy of cats.  
(And if you haven’t yet read this issue from back to front and from front to back, go and do that now!) And on these 

pages, you can follow the timelines to learn all about how both species were domesticated from their  
wild ancestors to be the pets we know and love today. Now we want to know: Which do you think came out on top?  

Email us at kids@nytimes.com and tell us who takes the prize as best pet, and why.  
Persuade us, and we may print your answer in a future issue!

D O G S :
T H E Y  C A N  

B E  A N Y T H I N G  
W E  W A N T

CATS: THEY’RE 
BASICALLY WILD  

ANIMALS, AND 
THAT’S AMAZING

F YOU HAD never seen or heard 
of dogs before, and you suddenly 
encountered a Chihuahua and 
an English mastiff, they wouldn’t 
seem to have much in common. 

One might weigh four pounds, the other 
200. One might have golden fur, the 
other black. Their snouts and ears 
aren’t really the same shape. Their 
personalities are pretty different, too. 
So you’d probably be surprised to learn 
that they’re the same species. Even 
crazier: They both come from a genetic 
ancestor who doesn’t look all that much 
like either of them, the wolf. 

So how did we end up with hundreds 
of different kinds of dogs? Thousands 
of years of selective breeding. 
Selective breeding is a process in 
which individual animals with certain 
characteristics are mated in order to 
produce offspring that also have those 
traits — the ability to hunt a fox, for 
example, or even just a really friendly 
personality (see ‘‘They Love You Soooo 
Much’’ on Page D2!). But it was only 
in the Victorian era in England that 
dog enthusiasts came up with formal 
rules for what certain breeds were 
supposed to look like. And people began 
intentionally mating different breeds 
together to make new breeds. That 
ultimately led to a whole rainbow of dog 
shapes, sizes and personalities we know 
and love today. 

BIG MOMENTS IN 
DOG HISTORY
1. THE BEGINNING Exactly when dogs 
originated and were domesticated 
is still a matter of fierce debate. One 
group of researchers claims it was 
anywhere from 40,000 to 20,000 
years ago, while another group argues 
it happened more like 15,000 years 
ago. What they agree on: Today’s dogs 
descended from wolves.

2. FIRST ENCOUNTERS Eventually, 
some of these wolves began 
encountering strange creatures: 
humans. Wolves were attracted to the 
trash and leftovers people generated 
— sort of like how dogs beg for scraps 
at the kitchen table. The ones that were 
naturally disposed to be less afraid  
of humans stuck around.

3. FAMILY PETS? The first evidence of 
pet dogs comes from an ancient grave 
in Germany that dates to around 14,200 
years ago, containing the bones of  
a man, a woman — and a young pup.

4. PUT TO WORK Humans in ice-
covered Siberia may have been the first 
to breed dogs for a specific purpose: 
to pull sleds. Scientists have analyzed 
9,000-year-old dog bones from a 
Siberian island and found that the dogs 
were a similar size and shape to  
modern Siberian huskies. 

5. THE FIRST LEASHES? Some  
of the earliest images of dogs were  
carved into rock in Saudi Arabia 9,000 
to 8,000 years ago, depicting dogs 
hunting alongside humans. A few of  
the dogs have lines connecting them 
to the humans — like leashes.

6. GOOD SHEPHERDS With the 
domestication of the sheep between 
9,000 and 5,000 years ago, dogs  
were put to work guarding and later 
herding flocks. The ancient Romans 
took their herds and sheepdogs 
throughout Europe when they 
conquered new areas — including 
Britain in A.D. 43. Those dogs became 
the ancestors of today’s Border collie.

7. BEWARE OF DOG One of dogs’  
first jobs was to guard homes and 
property. A 2,000-year-old floor mosaic 
in the ancient Roman city Pompeii 
depicts a ferocious dog with the words 
cave canem underneath — that’s  
Latin for ‘‘beware of the dog.’’ 

8. RELEASING THE HOUNDS 
Throughout history, royalty and 
nobility have owned hounds to hunt, 
track and kill other animals. According 
to the merchant-explorer Marco Polo, 
Kublai Khan, a Mongol ruler in the 
1200s, had 5,000 hunting dogs. 

9. RISE OF THE LAP DOG Under the 
reign of French kings in the 1700s, 
miniature poodles became extremely 
popular. Their ornate palace, 
Versailles, even contained a richly 
decorated room where the many  
palace dogs could sleep. 

10. BEST IN SHOW In 1859, the first 
dog show was held, in Newcastle, 
England. By categorizing dogs based 
on how they looked, not what they  
did, the Victorians changed the way 
we think about the varieties of dogs. 

11. CANINE GOOD CITIZENS In 1928, 
a German shepherd named Buddy 
successfully guided her blind owner, 
Morris Frank, across a dangerous 
intersection in New York, making her 
the United States’ first guide  
dog. Frank went on to help found the  
Seeing Eye guide-dog school.

12. PUREBRED PROBLEMS 
Purebreeding dogs — only breeding 
together dogs of the same breed — 
can lead to health issues. Bulldogs, for 
example, can have breathing problems, 
bone disorders and skin conditions.

13. PART OF THE FAMILY People 
today own more dogs than ever: Over 
38 percent of American households 
have one or more. But dogs’ deeply 
bred instincts are still there, even in 
family pets. For example, have you ever 
noticed how many golden retrievers — 
originally used to retrieve hunters’  
prey — live to play fetch?

F YOU THINK your cat is 
mysterious, you’re not alone. 
Scientists are only beginning  
to uncover the history of how  
cats were domesticated — 

changed from their wild ancestors to  
the furballs we know and love today. 
That’s in part because it’s hard to tell 
where wildcat genes end and domestic-
cat genes begin: Throughout history, 
wherever cats ended up, they’d mix with 
the local wildcats, combining their DNA.

Felis catus is the only domesticated 
species in the Felidae family, which 
includes more than 35 species all over 
the world, from massive lions to  
dainty ocelots. But although you may be 
convinced your midnight-black kitty 
must have descended from a panther, 
scientists now think that all domestic 
cats actually descended from one 
wildcat species thousands of years ago. 
And, crazily, domestication hasn’t really 
made them all that different. Humans 
simply haven’t needed to change cats 
too much, says Eva-Maria Geigl,  
who studies ancient animal DNA at the 
Jacques Monod Institute at the 
University of Paris. ‘‘From the very 
beginning, they were simply perfect for 
what they should do.’’ In fact, many 
researchers consider cats only 
semidomesticated! And that’s part of 
what makes them so incredible: They’re 
independent and a bit wild — but  
they’ll still sit in your lap. Sometimes. 

BIG MOMENTS IN  
CAT HISTORY
1. THE BEGINNING Researchers  
think all house cats are descended  
from a single species: Felis silvestris 
lybica, a wildcat native to North Africa 
and Southwest Asia that’s only slightly 
bigger than today’s domestic cats. 

2. MAKING FRIENDS Thousands of 
years ago, when people in the Near East 
began growing crops, the extra grain 
they stored attracted rodents. The 
rodents, in turn, attracted Felis silvestris 
lybica. And it turned out that cats were 
pretty useful in killing pesky pests! Over 
time, the least-shy ones bred together 
and got used to living alongside humans.

3. CODDLED KITTIES The ancient 
Egyptians liked cats so much that they 
saw them as divine, and mummified  
them as sacred offerings. Cat-genetics 
researchers have even extracted DNA 
from these mummies.

4. CATS TAKE OVER How did cats 
spread throughout the world? Ships. 
Whenever explorers and traders have 
taken to the seas, they’ve brought cats 
as rat-catchers. By the seventh century 
A.D., Egyptian cats had even made it to 
a Viking trading port on the Baltic Sea. 

5. A NEW COAT One recent study 
indicates that most cats used to  
look just like their wildcat ancestors: 
grayish-brown, with stripes like a  
tabby’s. But during the 1500s, more cats 
began to have a blotchy coat instead, 
possibly because of a genetic blip. 

6. BIG CHANGES As cats spread, 
different areas of the world tended to 
develop distinctive-looking cats.  
That’s why many cat breeds have place 
names in them, like Norwegian forest 
cats or Russian blues.

7. ENTER THE SIAMESE One of  
the most famous breeds, the Siamese, 
descended from cats who arrived in 
East Asia via trade routes. Their dark 
faces, paws and tails are caused by a 
temperature-sensitive pigment in their 
fur — only the coolest parts of their 
body darken. 

8. CAT FANCY TAKES HOLD The first 
widely publicized cat show was held in 
1871 in London, organized by a cat 
enthusiast named Harrison Weir. His 
1889 book, ‘‘Our Cats and All About 
Them,’’ began the trend of breeding  
cats to control how they looked. 

9. CATS COME INSIDE Once cats 
became household pets, a question 
arose: Where should they poop and 
pee? For a while, the answer was boxes 
filled with ash or sand. But in 1947, a 
Michigan businessman named Edward 
Lowe gave a neighbor a container of 
dried, granulated clay to try instead —  
and it worked much better. Lowe had 
inadvertently invented kitty litter, and it 
suddenly became much easier to have 
cats live inside the home.

10. MAD SCIENCE Many cat breeds 
have been developed only in the last 
half-century or so, like the wrinkly, 
furless sphynx. Despite its name, it 
dates back only to the 1960s and ’70s, 
when some kittens were randomly  
born without hair and breeders used 
them to create a new breed.

11. THE WILD SIDE One controversial 
breeding trend: Hybrid cats, created 
by mating domesticated cats to 
wildcats. In 1963, a breeder in Arizona 
crossed a domestic cat with a wild 
leopard cat, which, many generations 
later, resulted in the Bengal, the first 
hybrid. More recent crosses include  
the savannah (mixed with an African 
serval) and the chausie (mixed with 
jungle cats native to Asia). 

12. STILL THE SAME Despite these  
new breeds, most house cats today are 
pretty similar to their wild ancestors. 
Most can survive in the wild, and  
if they’re left without human care for  
long enough, they can even turn feral, 
fearing people. Even with our long 
history with cats, they’re still their own 
animals — and we love them for it.
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Adult cats 

rarely  
meow at one  

another.

Cats have  
very flexible spines  

with at least  
30 movable vertebrae 

(spinal bones).  
For comparison, 

humans have  
just 24.

Cats don’t  
just groom to keep 
themselves clean  

or show love — licking  
their coats also  

helps keep them cool  
in the summer  

and warm in the  
winter.

Lions,  
leopards,  

clouded leopards,  
snow leopards, 

jaguars and tigers 
probably  

don’t purr. But 
cheetahs do.

Cats have 
about 250 bones in 

their bodies —  
but the exact number 

varies depending  
on how long their tail 

 is and how many  
toes they have.

Unlike most  
of the rest of the cat 

family, tigers  
actually like water  

and are strong 
swimmers.

The singapura, 
which can  

weigh as little as four 
pounds, is the  

smallest cat breed.  
The Maine coon is  

the largest.

Cats have  
a third eyelid that 

helps keep  
their eyes clean and  

moist. In fact,  
most mammals do —  

it’s pretty unusual 
that humans don’t  

have one!

‘‘Blue’’  
cats aren’t  

really blue — 
they’re  

dark gray.

Cats sleep  
for 12 to 16 hours 

each day,  
on average. Some  

even sleep  
up to 18 hours  

per day.

A group  
of cats can be  

called a clowder 
 or a glaring.  

A group of kittens  
can be called  

a kindle.

When some rats 
smell cats,  

their blood pressure 
immediately  

goes up — even if  
the rat has  

never met a cat 
before. 

Cat videos  
aren’t only cute —  

in one study,  
people who watched cat 

videos reported  
feeling more energetic  

and happier (but  
you probably knew  

that already).

The Manx  
cat is the 

only domestic  
cat without  

a tail.

In the  
Netflix show  

‘‘Chilling Adventures  
of Sabrina,’’  

Sabrina’s cat sidekick, 
Salem, is played  
by five different  

cat actors. 
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Chaser,  
a Border collie 

sometimes  
called the ‘‘world’s 

smartest dog,’’  
could recognize  

1,022 nouns. 

According  
to Rover.com,  

the top dog names in 
the United States  

last year were Bella,  
for female  

dogs, and Max, 
for males.

Many ancient  
cultures prized dogs and  

even associated them 
with gods: In Greek mythology, 

the goddesses Artemis  
and Hecate are frequently  

shown with dogs, while  
for the Mayans, dogs  

were said to lead people  
to the afterlife.

Dogs can’t 
really be entirely 
hypoallergenic.  

But some breeds shed  
less, which  

can mean people with  
allergies don’t  

react as strongly  
to them.

The world’s  
longest 

treadmill was made 
in Austria to  

study dogs and 
wolves.

Chihuahuas  
are the smallest 

dog breed.

Dogs have  
more taste buds 

than cats —  
but only one-sixth  

as many  
as humans.

French  
bulldogs can’t 

swim.

Despite continued 
popularity, a  

golden retriever has 
never won the  

top award at the 
Westminster Kennel  

Club Dog Show.

Dogs can retrace  
their steps  

with incredible 
accuracy. If they’re 

blindfolded and  
taken for a walk, they  

can find their  
way back to their  
starting location.

Dogs don’t bond  
with only their human 

companions.  
They’ve been known  

to become attached  
to sheep, goats  

and even penguins.
If you’ve ever  

found it comforting to pet  
a dog, there’s science 

to back that up: Studies have 
shown that petting  

dogs can slow your heart  
rate and lower your  

blood pressure.

Bloodhounds  
have such sensitive 

noses that their  
scent tracking can  

be used as evidence 
in some courts.

MORE 
DOG 

FACTS!
MORE 

CAT  
FACTS!
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