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The first time I saw a wolf in the wild I was awestruck. 
Like a grey ghost slipping through the underbrush, head 
in the classic lowered carriage, it was focused on the 
invisible prey ahead. Gliding with each step, dropping 
its nose to the ground, scenting at intervals, agate eyes 
glistening. We were 50 metres away, watching through 
binoculars, yet it seemed only a few metres.

A second wolf was following, an invisible thread of scent joining them 
together; a third was up on the ridge working the flank. The snow was 
light, and the day cold. A snap of a branch from one of our team and 
the wolves froze instantly, fixing their stare over to where we were. 
They were gone in a blink, evaporated into the forest. The scientist I 
was with said, ‘That’s it: you’ve seen your first wolf, and now you won’t 
see them again for dust.’

He was right. We didn’t see them again until we were airborne over 
Isle Royale (an island in the Great Lakes in the United States), radio-
tracking the wolves as part of the late Durward Allen’s inspired wolf 
ecology study. This work gave us some of the early wild-wolf research 
findings, and for me it brought back the childhood feelings of awe and 
excitement when I read Farley Mowat’s Never Cry Wolf. I was hooked. 

My love affair with dogs started at a very young age — well, maybe 
not a love affair, as my experience was more one of overwhelming 
anxiety and frustration. Given Scott, an unruly 45-kilogram German 
Shepherd, as a young boy of six, I learnt very quickly what it was 
like to be faced with a dog that caused havoc in your life. Chasing 
chickens and biting people, running away and much more — all of the 
frustrations experienced by the many dog owners I was later to meet 
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in my clinic over 40 years. I swore I would find out what made Scott 
tick. He was also my best mate, sleeping in my under-the-stars bed 
made of covers at night (Mum never knew, or so I thought), and with 
me during the day exploring the ‘wild forests’ of Chamberlain Road, 
West Auckland. Together we travelled our imaginary wild, me and my 
wolf mate. The night dreams were great, the day time realities more 
challenging. Thankfully, with the help of my grandfather, a dog trainer 
in World War Two, I slowly and painfully learnt my first lessons about 
working with these awesome creatures.

There started a life-long obsession to learn everything I could 
about dogs, to solve these problems humanely and intelligently, and 
to continue to enjoy the awe and wonder dogs bring into my life. Fast-
forward 55 years and I have had the great fortune to spend my life with 
dogs and wolves — learning what makes them tick, and growing an 
enormous respect for their intelligence and love, and for our unique 
bond with these remarkable beings. 

I went to live with and study the wolf (the North American clade 
— group sharing the same ancestor as the dog) 40 years ago, and was 
awestruck by this magnificent species. I was amazed by just how many 
of its behaviours were exaggerated dog behaviours, or, more correctly, 
how dogs showed toned-down wolf behaviours. I discovered that a 
wolf isn’t a dog, and that although they share 99.96 per cent of their 
genes, they are also very different. A wolf could never live with us in 
our homes safely and cooperatively, but a dog can . . . Why is this? 
What can we learn from the wolf, and how did a dog become a dog? 
These questions took me on an amazing, life-long journey to discover 
the evolution of the dog and its co-evolution with us; how dogs joined 
our families, contributing to our lives in so many ways. 

So here is where I have landed: Dog Zen, the art and science of 
dog behaviour — my dog behaviour and training philosophy; all that 
I have learnt in my 55-plus years of working with these magnificent 
creatures. My journey started with a frustrated six-year-old boy with 
a German Shepherd too big for him, and wound its way through the 
plains and forests of northeast America and into my behaviour clinic 
and the multitude of dogs I have had the good fortune to meet, train and 
transform through the years. How grateful I am to share this with you. 

Me and My Dogs
Mark is a world-renowned animal behaviourist, zoologist 
and trainer, with a unique combination of academic 
studies and 40 years of applied clinical consulting and 
treatment. He has worked as a lecturer and consultant to 
academic institutions, welfare organisations and industry. 
Mark draws on his deep understanding of wolf behaviour, 
developed in the US under the renowned behaviourist 
Professor Erick Klinghammer, to provide deep insights 
into the progenitor of the dog and dog behaviour. 

Mark has also trained a variety of species for film and television, 
including movies such as Narnia, Lord of the Rings and The Last 
Samurai. Mark has led three television series to date: Purina Pound 
Pups to Dog Stars, Dogs Might Fly and The Funny Farm. As part of 
his advocacy of animals Mark has achieved five world-first animal 
performances, including driving dogs and flying dogs.

If you were to ask Mark where his most profound insights come 
from it would be from his 40 years of Zen practice under the guidance 
of his Great Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh. Dogs too are his ‘Dog Zen 
Masters’. He continues to learn much from these amazing beings that 
have been at his side all his life and he never ceases to be amazed by 
their presence and joy.

Here, Mark introduces you to his dogs.
Blue is a tri-coloured Beardie Huntaway rescued by me out of the 

back of a small urban garden where he had worn a deep track circling 
through boredom.  He was 3 years old then and went on to become 
super smart with a film and commercial CV as long as Lassie’s tail. 
The highlight was being cast as Yogi Bear’s dog! At 12 years of age he 


