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A new area in which dogs 
use their sense of smell is in 
detecting cancer on human pa-
tients. The dog sniffs the patient 
(or a urine or tissue sample) and 
marks if any cancer cells are 
present. Fantastic! Apparently, 
this ability has been known 
for centuries. A student from 
a camp in Canada told me he 
read that using dogs to smell 
for illness was a practice dat-
ing back two to four thousand 
years. One temple had dogs 
and once a dog had pointed 
out an infected area, surgeons 
would perform surgery. Later, 
the temple was destroyed and 
the knowledge disappeared.

How good is a dog’s 
olfactory sense?

Laboratory work conducted 
by Mechem, a contraband and 
mine detection company in 
South Africa, has shown a 
dog’s nose is capable of rec-
ognizing molecules as low as 
a concentration of 10. When I 
first heard that, I had no idea 
what it meant. The scientist 
who told me about this was 
kind and understanding, and 
explained it for me in a way I 
could understand. Imagine a 
beach 1500 feet long, 150 feet 
wide and 40 inches deep. On 
this beach, a dog can find two 
grains of sand that smell differ-
ently. Incredible, isn’t it?

Dogs I trained in Angola 
could find land mines hidden 
15 inches under the ground that 
were placed more than 10 years 
ago. A South African colleague 
told me of a case where a dog 
was able to sense a mine which 

turned out to be 100 feet away 
from where the dog was. 

And still we continue to 
wonder over Rambo’s restless-
ness when a bitch a couple 
miles away is in heat...

No training needed!
A blind lady passed my 

house one day, and she told 
me the story of her late guide 
dog who would occasionally 
prevent her from leaving the 
house. After a couple of times, 
she realized it would happen 
only before she was about to 
have a diabetic fit. She called 
the guide dog school to ask 
how they taught this training, 
only to learn that they had ab-
solutely no idea what she was 
talking about. The dog had 
learned to sense a diabetic fit 
all by herself. There are many 
similar stories of what dogs are 
capable of. My experience is 
that the limitations of the dog’s 
sense of smell, and how to use 
it, remains in the human brain.

Taking Advantage of 
Natural Behavior

How can we take advantage 
of a dog’s incredible scenting 
ability and other traits and 
drives inherited from the wolf 
to train more effectively and 
to give her a fuller life? One 
thing to keep in mind is that 
while dogs today are quite dif-
ferent from wolves in many 
ways, they still possess many 
of the instincts and behaviors 
that have been passed down to 
them from their wild predator 
ancestors.

The “cheapest” food: 
How your dog prioritizes 

her senses
A wolf’s deepest concern is 

staying alive. Therefore, they 
want to obtain as much food 
as possible while spending as 
little energy as needed in order 
to obtain it. The same is true 
for a dog. Despite their sense 
of smell, dogs-like humans-
actually orient themselves first 
by vision. Why? Because the 
“cheapest” food is the closest 
one, me one that can be seen. 
If nothing edible is visible, the 
dog (wolf) will listen for poten-
tial prey. Only if neither of these 
two senses lead to a meal will 
the dog put her olfactory sense 
into gear.


