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Dear members of the Russian Branch  
of Primitive Aboriginal Dogs Society! 

 
 
 

 
In the 21st issue of the PADS Newsletter we publish the following three 

articles destined for the Proceedings of the first international conference dedicated 

to aboriginal dogs of the world.  Alikhon Latifi and Arunas Derus report about the 

life and work of Central Asia Ovcharkas in Tajikistan. Lyudmila Bogoslovskaya 

writes about northern sled dogs of Russia, their tragic history during recent decades 

and the hopes of restoring and preserving some of these breeds.  Vladimir Shakula 

describes a happy opportunity to collect information about some dogs from an 

isolated population of the Central Asian Ovcharka in the Nuratau region of 

Uzbekistan.  It is possible that while you are reading his article, this unique 

population will become extinct. 

 
 
 
 

Sincerely yours, 

  Curator of PADS, 

Vladimir Beregovoy 
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THE CENTRAL ASIAN OVCHARKA IN TAJIKISTAN 
Alikhon Latifi ( Dushanbe, Tajikistan) and Arunas Derus (“Akmenu Gele” Kennel, Lithuania) 

 
Abstract. The authors are very concerned with the state of the Central Asian Ovcharka breed in its home 
country. Alikhon Latifi authors the first part of the article. It is based on his personal observations and 
data from old publications. The second part is written by Arunas Derus, who surveyed dogs in winter 
pastures of Tajikistan. Arunas Derus is owner of Central Asian and Caucasian Ovcharka with the kennel 
name “Akmen Gele”. 

I would like to share the results of my observations on the condition of the breed today in its 
original natural habitats. I do not claim to review the entire vast distribution range of these dogs and will 
limit myself to Tajikistan, Northern Iran (Khorasan Province and Mazandaran Province) and northern 
Afghanistan (Balkh Province and Kunduz Province). 

My scope does not include the classification of the breed by types. If I were to speak of the types, 
then it would be only for the convenience of the European audience. It happened that I have traveled 
crisscrossing the whole of Tajikistan since my childhood. First, I traveled with my father; then, as a 
student during field training projects; and finally during my own independent expeditions. Because dogs 
were always within the range of my interests, I always paid special attention to them. In Tajikistan, 
during the 1960s, there were no other breeds, except the Central Asian Ovcharka (the still remaining and 
sporadically occurring Tazy did not count). Therefore, this breed was the only subject of my studies. 
During the 60s and 70s, these dogs were seen everywhere.  During that time, there were four million 
sheep and an average herd was about 1000 animals, each herd accompanied by about five dogs. 
Therefore, the total number of dogs with herds was about 20 000. Perhaps, number of dogs remained in 
villages (kishlaks) was the same as in house yards. The number of bitches was about 10% of the total dog 
population.  The population of the Central Asian Ovcharka in Tajikistan has never been isolated, because 

during winter some herds were moved to 
Uzbekistan, where Tajiks and Uzbeks exchanged 
dogs. I will say a few words about the formation of 
the population of Central Asian Ovcharkas in the 
Zeravshan River Valley, in northern Tajikistan.  In 
the upper part of the Valley, there are wonderful 
summer pastures. However, because of the 
complexity of the terrain and because the pastures 
are scattered, it is impossible to secure a forage 
supply. Therefore, even in the Soviet period, 
keeping herds in this valley was incredibly difficult 
and before the Communist Revolution it was 
virtually impossible. However, nobody wanted to 
abandon these pastures. In the XIXth century, an 
original system of utilization of the pastures in the 
upper Zeravshan was developed. In early winter, 

breeders bought many thousands of young sheep on the plains of northern Afghanistan and drove them 
towards Samarqand, where they arrived by early spring.  There were dogs with the sheep herds. Then, 
the sheep herds were turned in the direction of the upper Zeravshan and grazed there during the entire 
summer. By wintertime, sheep had gained weight and then they were gathered in Samarqand for sale 
there.  The shepherds returned to Afghanistan. Understandably, the dogs were left in the Zeravshan 
valley. In late 70s- early 80s the situation with the Central Asian Ovcharka in Tajikistan was changing. 
Great numbers of Europeans were moving into Tajikistan and they brought many dogs there, mainly 
mutts. During the same time, because of movies like “Four Tankmen and a Dog” and “Give me a Paw, 
Friend” the East European Ovcharka [a Soviet-time version of the German Shepherd Dog, comment by 
the translator] grew considerably in popularity. Central Asian Ovcharkas living in cities and villages 
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suffered the first blow. Interbreeding and new diseases wiped out aboriginal Central Asian Ovcharkas 
there. Aboriginal Ovcharkas had no resistance against newly introduced dog diseases.  The situation with 
regard to sheep herds also became less favorable, because the total extermination of wolves made dogs 
obsolete.  

 
Fighting male from Balkh Province, northern Afghanistan 

Out of the former population of 40, 000 dogs, only a few thousands survived. As always in such 
cases, the surviving dogs were not among the best ones. To the credit of the Club “DOSAAF” of 
Tajikistan its leaders began working on the preservation of the breed.  The Club managed to collect some 
breeding stock dogs, but, perhaps, they were not the best. A little later, the Club of Hunters and 
Fishermen joined the effort.  Something good began to emerge out of these efforts. At the same time, the 
emerging interest in dogfights helped. Amateurs were buying dogs by sheep herds and raised litters out 
of the best fighting dogs.  At this time, a civil war started in Tajikistan and the results of all these efforts 
were lost.  Fortunately, some of the dogs came to Russia and they played their modest role in the 
preservation of the purebred version of the Central Asian Ovcharka.  There is a saying that during 
wartime, the number of wolves and bad people always increase. Tajikistan experienced this in full.  As a 
result, chabans (term for herdsmen of sheep) needed the dogs. Some city people still had fighting dogs. 
Now, there is a good chance that the breed could be restored in Tajikistan, but government support is 
needed for that. 

As I mentioned above, the populations of dogs of Central Tajikisan, Central Uzbekistan and 
Northern Afghanistan were closely related. I was lucky to see only a few dogs from Northern Afghanistan 
live. According to available photographs and videos and the evidence of trustworthy people, I can say that 
the dogs of Northern Afghanistan look closer to the idea of the true “Asian” (Central Asian Ovcharka).  

Knowing about the excellent dogs of Turkmenistan, I thought that I would find equally good dogs 
in Iran as well. After I had traveled across the whole of Mazandaran and Khorasan (northern Iran), I was 
brutally disappointed with what I found.  First, there were very few dogs and they were mainly with sheep 
herds. Second, the dogs did not meet our standards of Asian sheep dog. During the entire time spent there, 
I saw only two dogs, which I would not mind having in my yard. Iranians explained that during the Iran-
Iraq war there were many dogs eating human corpses. Special teams were created for the extermination of 
dogs and many dogs were killed even far away from battlefields. Now, I will say some more about the 
dogs. It is well known that the Central Asian Ovcharka is not a homogenous group of dogs. The 
differences between individual dogs are greater than the differences between some different European 
breeds. However, there is one thing, which is stable and it unites them all. This is their similar working 
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quality. In the past, the chaban could rely on any dog that reached a certain degree of maturity. Weak 
dogs died and unfit ones were killed. As a result, they got a dog, which is now marching from one country 
to another, possibly towards to its ruination. Of course, I am over- exaggerating. Russia has contributed 
much to the preservation of the Central Asian Ovcharka during the time of its total degeneration in its 
traditional home range. However, here, we find another side of the pancake. The Central Asian Ovcharka 
bred away from of its natural environment is loosing little by little its unique qualities, which had made 
the breed popular in the first place. Of course, even today, purebred dogs are capable of guarding.  
However, are they still the same dogs?  Do they have the same courage, strength (not just physical 
strength, but also strong spirit), and endurance and are they undemanding to keep? Today, selective 
breeding of dogs in Europe cannot produce dogs satisfying the requirements of them under the working 
conditions of life in Central Asia.  The “Asian” in Europe is changing in the same way as happened to the 
English Mastiff, Great Dane and other Mastiffs. There is a story by Jack London called “League of Old 
Men”. It describes the degeneration of dogs of one Indian tribe and how they had been rejuvenated. 
Maybe it is worth thinking about the model described in that story, sled dog – wolf; in our case purebred 
Central Asian Ovcharka – aboriginal Central Asian Ovcharka. This is not a new idea and it works 
somewhat now.  However, taking into account the small number of aboriginal dogs and the even smaller 
number of aboriginal dogs used for interbreeding with purebreds, we only slightly postpone the 
agonizingly difficult modern situation with the “Asian”. The dogs will survive, but their similarity to the 
real “Asian” would be no greater than the similarity of the contemporary English Bulldog to the old 
glorious English Bulldog of the XVII century. 

I am the owner of the “Akmenu Gele” kennel and 
a passionate fancier of the “Asian”.   I was very sorry not 
to be able to have the possibility of traveling to the home 
country of these dogs and see them in their natural 
surroundings. I remember how I listened with envy to 
stories told by other breeders and amateur enthusiasts of 
herd-guarding dogs, who were lucky to visit that country 
and watch the dogs in their natural environment. I think 
that every breeder, who studies history and development 
of his chosen breed at a certain moment, wants to visit 
that “holy land”, which begot those wonderful dogs.  

I am not afraid to say that perhaps only the Asian 
herd-guarding dog has its own home country, which not 

only had produced and shaped them but also loves and cherishes its creation. Therefore, when I had an 
opportunity finally of taking off on my own expedition to Central Asia, I was burning with impatience. 

At last, the airplane is landing in my “holy land”.  After some custom formalities, I obtain my visa 
right there in the airport and since that moment, my official presence in Tajikistan has started. Alikhon 
met me and we headed off to adventures together.  Unfortunately, Dushanbe met me with atypically cold 
weather for the local climate, which forced us to make changes in the future sequence of events. On the 
next day, we made our first sightseeing in the city and met the dog breeders of Dushanbe, who were 
friends of Alikhon and other people, whose names we only heard of before.  

The first impression was encouraging.  There were many dogs and they looked purebred, 
including many dogs randomly seen on city streets. Now, after some reflection, I can say that in 
Tajikistan, there are many typical, easily recognizable purebred dogs. There were several types of 
Ovcharkas, but they were all identifiable, which would be sometimes hard to say about contemporarily 
bred dogs.  And this happened on the first day! What was awaiting me ahead? 

 
Yard dog in Dushanbe, Tajikistan 
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Slightly looking ahead, I would say that in 
Tajikistan, with sheep herds we found only a few dogs of 
mixed origins, obviously descendants of German 
Shepherd Dogs. They occurred in regions near the border 
and in all regions most favorable for life. We were told 
that this kind of mixing took place as a result of cultural 
exchanges with Russian troops. We visited one of the 
border military detachments and saw dogs of their 
“kennel”. This explanation was confirmed. They had 
mixes for every taste. There were “Asians” and East 
European Ovcharkas (German Shepherd Dogs) and what 
could be Caucasian Ovcharkas. Actually, they were 
ordinary mixes. I did not find them even worthy of taking 
pictures.  As soon as we moved deeper into more isolated 
regions, we saw a different situation. At the request of the local people, I will not reveal geographical 
names and the actual route of our trip in Tajikistan. During the trip we covered about 1500 km, including 
mountain passes and valleys. Besides kishlaks (villages), we visited 25 sheep herds; saw over 100 dogs 
working with sheep herds, a little more village dogs and all kinds of “purebred” mongrels. It was hard to 
tell the breed of the latter, but they were all sheep guarding dogs freed from their job for some reason. 
We were also surprised to find dogs in absolutely incredible places.  It happened, when far away from 
sheep or villages, that we saw a purebred-looking dog walking along the road. Where was it from and 
where was it heading?  The impression was unreal! There was a feeling that we were in the kingdom of 
the Central Asian Ovcharka!   We spend most of our time trying to find dogs working with herds, 
because village dogs were smaller than and not as good as those working with sheep herds. Besides, in 
villages, we were given meaningless suggestions and lost much time, because local people were not up to 
date and their directions were misleading. Besides, in the village, a good dog is not as important as it 
would be with the sheep herd.  Therefore, the chabans took the best dogs; and only young dogs and 
pregnant bitches were left in villages.  Some of the chabans purposely left purebred bitches with their 
puppies and young dogs in the village. This was done, because many dogs working on protecting the 
sheep herds died by a variety of causes.  Leaving some dogs at home was a good insurance for the 
preservation of breeding dogs to replenish losses.  This was what we were told by herdsmen, but we did 
not have a chance of seeing such dogs.  

As I wrote above, dogs found with sheep herds were radically different in quality from all other 
dogs. Our first visit to a sheep herd left a most pleasant and unforgettable impression. Everything was 
like in a movie. On the right side of the road, a huge mountain massif showed up and after the first turn 
we saw on the slope of the mountain a sheep herd moving towards us. Ahead of the herd and on both 
flanks, each at his right position, like Roman legionnaires, big dogs were escorting the herd. One of them 
was standing at a vantage spot on the hill, overseeing events. We approached the herd from the side. 
Dogs on our side slowed down for a moment. It seemed they assessed whether we posed any threat to the 
herd. Because the herd was grazing near the road, the dogs were not surprised at seeing a car and two 
two-legged dare-devils. Nevertheless, two other dogs, walking behind the herd, speeded up at took 
position between the sheep and us. It looked like in a game of checkers, when every your move is 
blocked by the opponent.  As we observed later, other herd guarding dogs were also skilful in using 
territorial tactics so that we remained constantly cut off from the sheep and we were thus kept in a very 
inconvenient position, if we wanted to access the herd.  Some dog teams simply encircled us so that we 
were walking frequently looking over the shoulder to avoid their sudden approach from behind.  
Herdsmen quickly noticed everything and told us how to respond.  Sometimes herdsmen simply mingled 
with us; and all the dogs then left us alone and did not pay us any special attention.  However, before one 
of the chabans came up, we felt very insecure. Therefore, we did not rush to get out of the car and meet 
possible danger. Moreover, some dogs enthusiastically and fearlessly attacked our car, while we were 

 
Dog and herdsman, Black Mountain, Tajikistan 
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still driving, if we crossed their territory. We were told about one male (he left with the sheep herd prior 
to our arrival), which could bite through a tire. 

We saw different dogs, some were hyperactive and some were calm. It may seem strange, but the 
most beautiful and powerful dogs were quiet 
and dignified.  They were exactly those dogs, 
which controlled the situation; they 
understood everything and kept an eye on us. 
Youngsters were hilarious and playfully 
chased cars. Later, when we crossed the 
mountain pass, which was pretty high for a 
winter pasture, we met several sheep herds, 
where the dogs were particularly aggressive. 
We should emphasize that Tajik sheep 
guarding dogs are particularly aggressive, 
especially if you see them during their work. 
The dogs detected us in a moment and 
quickly covered the distance of a few 
hundred yards over rugged terrain to block 
our passage. We stopped, thank God, in time, because we knew from the chabans that the dogs could 
attack and inflict bad injuries. They also told us that some dogs were virtually fearless and there was no 
big stick, which is usually used by travelers, which would help to stop the attacking dog.  Besides, the 
dogs work as a team and they are not just bluffing.  

Only after we had spent some time with the sheep herds and listened to the stories told by the 
chabans, did we understand the life style of these people and the working skills of their dogs.  Each year 
many dogs working with sheep herds get killed. Therefore, the herdsmen keep many dogs with each 
herd. We never saw less then four dogs with one herd. Usually, with a large sheep herd, there were 7-8 
dogs, among which one or two were females, one of which was for breeding, while the major female was 
becoming too old. Only males work with the herd. It is strange, but we never saw dogfights. However, 
many scars seen on the dogs’ faces indicated some past troubles. The chabans did not intervene in dog-
to-dog relationships in the team; perhaps, the dogs established their relationships during their spare time. 
Because the dogs constantly work, they have little time left for fights. Tajiks began keeping more dogs, 
because in the mountains the sheep are often attacked by bears. Emboldened bears are afraid of nothing 
and pursue their game no matter what, acting like they were tax collectors.  It is an enormously difficult 
task for the dogs to stop the trespasser and hold their ground. Understandably, dogs are often killed and 
only boldest and most skillful of them can fight and persist. I remember one chaban, who brought his 
sheep herd from the high mountain and showed me his 12-year-old male. He was bragging that with this 
male he never lost even a single sheep; the dog always courageously defended his territory. He managed 
to survive and now he taught young dogs. My guide, his name was Akhad, was our car driver and we 
became good friends.  He was descended from chabans. He told me stories how brave dogs fought bear; 
some were killed, but others protected their sheep herd. This is one reason why their sheep guarding dogs 
attack seriously and they do it even if they put their lives on the line.  There is no stick that would 
impress these dogs, because they are prepared to fight even bear with its huge canines and nails.  

We saw dogs with serious wounds and scars left from past battles. It was precisely those fights 
with bears that helped to dispel the myth about the too coarse body complexion of the dogs. Only the 
strongest and agile dogs can escape bear attacks and fight back. Sometimes several dogs stop bear on a 
steep mountain slope or a narrow passage. Under these conditions agility and maneuverability are 
crucial; otherwise it is easy to fell down into the abyss, which sometimes really happens. Akhad told one 
story he witnessed himself.  Two dogs of his father stopped a bear on a narrow mountain path. One of the 
dogs attacked the bear from the rear and the other from the front. The dogs attacked it so viciously that 
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the bear stumbled and fell into the gorge, while the dog dashed out in time and was safe. According to 
the chabans, wolf is not a serious foe of these dogs, because they can fight them as equals; whereas only 
the most skillful dogs can resist bear. Chabans value and are proud of having such dogs. Being a guest at 
one sheep ranch, I met four dark black and tan dogs. They seemed as if they were representing something 

like a breed of their own. The fifth dog 
in the same ranch was a pale cream 
bitch.  

 She differed from the other 
dogs in the type of head and body 
proportions. She was clearly 
distinguished by her peculiar purebred 
type. Therefore, I had some questions 
to ask chabans. They told me that she 
was the last representative of this type; 
such dogs had lived at this ranch for a 
long time; they worked very well, but 
the majority of them had been killed. 
Even a male puppy out of this batch, 
from the past year’s litter (at the time 
of our visit she was pregnant) died 
when he was one year old.  The 

chaban told us that this bitch, before giving birth to pups, worked with the sheep herd.  “Those dogs, - he 
waved his hand in the direction of the sheep, - are worthless. Nothing good has come from them so far.”  
He picked them up from neighboring sheep herds, but he did not like them - just dogs. When he talked 
about the cream dog, he spoke softly and his voice trembled. It was clear that he liked that dog. Everyone 
knows that each dog breeder hopes to find a beautiful, ideal animal during his expedition. The dream was 
to find one and purchase it. This bitch was one of the two dogs, which got into my heart. I could hardly 
restrain myself from betraying my feelings and begging him to sell me this dog. Do you believe it? After 
that conversation, I could not find enough courage to ask to trade something most precious to him. The 
bitch, probably knowing her own value, came up to the herdsman, wagging her tail. I was very happy 
with having the luck of knowing such good friends as this chaban and his dog.  I rarely witnessed people 
who valued their dogs as high.  It was not because they did not like their dogs; it was just because the 
herdsmen and their dogs were very different. There were hired chabans and communal chabans and some 
sheep herds belonged to local village people. There were also private sheep herds owned by old dynasties 
of chabans, who had knowledge and respect of their profession and traditions. This is why the attitude of 
herdsmen towards dogs was very different. Who cares much about a dog that belongs to the collective 
farm?  If the dog runs, that is good enough. By the way, in the past more care was taken of dogs working 
with sheep herds than today, when the collective farms fell apart. According to one veteran, dogs were 
even allotted a certain amount of food ration per capita.   

From the very first minutes of my learning about the life of herd-guarding dogs I was stunned, 
because I never saw the dogs fed anything but one pita bred a day. I can seriously say that none of the 
chabans prepared any meal for the dogs and nobody bothered about feeding them. Nevertheless, we 
never saw skinny looking dogs and there were no overfed dogs either. They were dogs in excellent 
working condition. Usually the quality of the coat is a good indicator of the condition of the animal. 
Naturally, I cannot insist that pita bread is the miracle food that is sufficient for a dog to live on and 
grow, because there are other foods usually available, such as table leftovers, meat scraps after 
butchering, afterbirths, dead young sheep and what dogs are catching on their own. We did not see them 
eating these foods, but such supplements are either occasional or only seasonal.  We can say that local 
sheep dogs are undemanding for food. At first, it seemed unreal how eagerly dogs grabbed the bread 
thrown to them. Then, we understood that it was their only diversion and that the second course would be 
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never available!  Involuntarily we thought about our own dogs and it was ridiculous to recall how we 
discussed dog foods, such as “premium” or “super premium” class; let alone glucosamines, 
chondroitines, etc. 

And yet, Mother Nature is wise! The majority of 
the bitches we saw were pregnant. The time of the mass 
birth of puppies coincided with the time of giving birth 
by sheep. Thus, nature itself took care of the natural 
supplementation of the young dogs’ meager diets. And 
then, it depends on luck. Thinking of the unstable supply 
of food for dogs, I would like to add a few comments 
about the conditions necessary for the growth of animals. 
I think that such poor food has its impact on the dog’s 
size. It was a little strange to see dogs of the same 
working team and similar type, but of different sizes. I 
had the impression that some dogs probably starved 
during some stage of their youth. At one ranch, we saw a 

beautiful black bitch with puppies. She was no higher then 50 cm at the withers and she looked out of 
proportion, because her month and a half old puppies were half her size. The puppies were powerful, 
with good bone and well fed. By herself, this bitch looked well enough. Such purebred dwarfs occurred 
in many places.  

I would like to speak about the cost of importing dogs. Perhaps it is a vital theme of interest to 
every traveling dog breeder and even more so if he is visiting the country of origin of his chosen breed. I 
was always fascinated by people who traveled and imported aboriginal dogs. These dogs themselves 
seemed unique to me and even had some mystical aura. I admit it has been my favorite dream to find a 
worthy animal and, if possible, take such a joy with me back home, if not exactly now during this trip, 
then possibly in another life… 

When I stepped for the first time on Tajikistan 
soil, this idea constantly followed me and I examined all 
dogs from this standpoint. However, time was going by 
and something broke inside of me… 

Naturally, procurement and exportation of dogs 
have never been my major goal. I traveled to Central 
Asia, because I wanted to become familiar with the 
customs of the people and to learn more about what I was 
already involved with (dogs), make a movie for keeping 
memories in the future and then, if lucky, to obtain some 
dogs.  It happened that I arrived there in the most 
favorable time, when I could see the maximum of sheep 
herds with dogs on winter pastures. It was also the time 
when the majority of females were either pregnant or already with puppies. I wanted most of all to 
choose a not too old female or adolescent female. Unfortunately, there were very few females with sheep 
herds. I truly liked two females. One of them was the last of her clan and the second one, similar to the 
first, was too old. The more I knew of the dogs in their own complex, difficult and free world, the more I 
respected them and understood the misery of my covetous plans. I recall that one of my good friends, 
when I was in Tajikistan, sent me a message asking whether I found something interesting for myself. At 
this moment I understood that I rediscovered my own dogs, I better understood them and I liked them 
even more then ever. I discovered another side of life of my breed and these undemanding, brave, proud 
and free dogs became even more valuable to me.  

 
Street female in Dushanbe 

 
Yard dog female in Dushanbe 
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I would like to mention the great coat color variation of local type dogs. They ranged from black 
and black-and–tan to black and white, white with black ticking to gray, cream and white. This diversity 
of coat encompasses nearly the entire diversity of coat variation in dogs at large.  

Anatomical differences also occurred, but I am not an expert in the anatomy and would not 
summarize it, because I did not take any measurements. I can tell that there were dogs with a good 
anatomy, but there were dogs with longer legs and narrower chest and dogs with shorter legs and broader 
chest. Some dogs had a nearly square body and there were rangy dogs with classical long and correct 
croup, strong angles at the hocks and at the arm/forearm joints. There were different dogs, but one thing 
remained true.  Among over 200 dogs examined, I saw variable body proportions, different croups and 
angles, but I never saw dogs with ugly hind legs! I found only three dogs with poor legs; two of them 
were local village dogs and the third one had been brought into Tajikistan from Russia for the 
“improvement” of the breed.  All the remaining dogs never had incorrect legs. Perhaps, nature itself was 
correcting dogs in this respect. I found several limping dogs, but each of them had some injuries.  About 
teeth, I can say the following.  In all cases, when herdsmen showed us their bites, they were somewhat 
different, but we never saw any obviously undershot or overshot. Some dogs had broken or rotten teeth, 
but they were caused by their hard way of life. Scars on the muzzles of males were evidence of frequent 
fights.  There were no scars seen on females. 

Chabans have different attitudes to ear cropping and tail docking. Perfectly cropped short ears 
occurred rarely.  We saw one-month-old puppies with already cropped tails and ears and we saw two-
month-old puppies still intact. We got the explanation that for some reason the cropping was done too 
early. There was no particular reasoning supporting this idea, because sooner or later the cropping was 
done and its efficiency did not depend on it.  We have never seen intact dogs and nobody saw an 
important issue in this. Even the ears of mongrels had been carefully cropped, perhaps, just in case.   

Unfortunately, just like everything beautiful, our trip was coming to an end.  Unfortunately, we 
always had insufficient time and the weather was a problem for the visit to the last destination point 
within our planned range. There was a snowfall and our car “NIVA” (I would wish to speak only well of 
it!) began slipping on slopes covered with clay and mud. We could not visit the last valley. When we 
reached the last ranch, we were immediately warned about the bad road condition. However, to my joy, 
Akhad and I had found a beautiful and mistrustful one-year-old puppy. It was sitting near a house, 
focused and very serious. He was lifting one of his bitten paws. Perhaps he had had enough of the other 
dogs, which had left with the sheep herd.  However, he was lucky to stay home, get good treats and 
become a star in our movie!  The puppy was black with black ticking on the muzzle, well boned and 
proportionally built. We felt a little down, because of the impossibility to continue our trip and we could 
not see relatives of this puppy. However, the last turn of events was optimistic and we witnessed once 
again a good representative of the local sheep guarding dogs. .  

I would like to mention a strange feeling when in Tajikistan; I saw copies of dogs that I had seen 
in my world of dog show rings. It was an unreal feeling when I saw Kassim from Klovi side by side with 
sheep. These were high-class dogs!  They were like mirror copies of the existing pedigree dogs. This is 
when we can talk about breed types as they ought to be. I would like to emphasize that we saw relatively 
few dogs, but among them I discovered that more than half their number fitted existing types of known 
pedigreed dogs. Now it seemed to me that all or nearly all “Asians” were from Tajikistan.  In any case, 
the diversity of dogs surprised me. Indeed. I was sorry that I was traveling alone. My guide Akhad 
worked hard at helping me, working as car driver and translator. My arrival coincided with his 
accounting time and Alikhon was engaged elsewhere doing his job.  I needed an extra pair of hands for 
filming. This was a costly, difficult and very crowded trip. Therefore, I valued my time and tried to 
preserve as much as I could on video. Now, I have to be content with my filming. I am convinced that it 
is better to see once than to read or hear several times. I was inspired with what I saw and I gained 
confidence in the future of this remarkable breed and all that we are doing for its preservation. 
 

http://www.pads.ru
mailto:E-mail:logoveg@mail.ru
mailto:chaga10@mail.ru


K u z i n a  M a r i n a  115407, Russia, Moscow, Zatonnay str., 2-1-112; 
 +10-(499)-618-6370; Web site: http://www.pads.ru; E-mail:logoveg@mail.ru 

D e s y a t o v a  T a t y a n a  E-mail:chaga10@mail.ru 
 

 
To preserve through education 

11 

SLED DOGS OF RUSSIA 
L. S. Bogoslovskaya 

Institute of Heritage, Moscow, Russia 
 

The region of origin of dog sledding includes the northeastern part of the Eurasian Continent 
(Kamchatka, Koryakia, Chukotka and Eastern Yakutia) and northwestern Alaska.  From here, the culture 
of dog sledding gradually spread across the Eastern Hemisphere to China in the south and to Scandinavia 
in the west.  In Scandinavia, there were no true sled dogs, but traditionally Scandinavian peoples 
harnessed their hunting dogs to pull small sleds (pulka).  In the Western Hemisphere, Eskimo people 
traveled in dog sleds across the entire Arctic regions of North America and the populated coastal regions 
of Greenland.   

The oldest site of hunters with sled dogs in the high Arctic was found on Zhokhov Island 
(Novosibirsk Islands; the remains of the dogs and sleds dated to 7800-8000 years ago.  Bones of dogs 
found at sites of Asian Eskimos are dated to 2480-2630 years ago (Dinesman et al. 1996).  

In Alaska, dog sledding remained in a primitive state until the Gold Rush Era in the late XIXth 
century.  Native peoples and Russian old-timers of the North, Siberia and the Far East of Russia reached 
high standards in the technique of dog sledding, the preparation of the dogs and their control.  The great 
traveler of the north Amundsen, after he visited in 1920 Russian old-timers of the Kolyma River, wrote: 
“At dog sledding these Russians and Chukchi are ahead of everyone, whom I could see”.   

 Northeastern narta (sleds) are a 
particular invention of the Russian 
peoples; they are called Chukchi sleds 
or Kolyma sleds.  They are light, all the 
parts are assembled with leather ties for 
suspension; they are very resilient and 
stronger than any other models and they 
are suitable for riding on rugged terrain 
among rocks and hummocky ice.  This 
kind of sled emerged in Neolithic times 
and it is in use even now in two 
versions.  One is for pulling heavy loads 
and the other is for light fast riding.   

In the northern territories of 
Russia, two types of aboriginal sled 
dogs were developed.  They are differ 
in body structure and, as many 

specialists believe, originated from different wild ancestors.   

The first type is the Samoyed.  This is a sled dog of the European and West Siberian Nenets 
people.  It is so close to the Nenets reindeer herding Laika that a noted cynologist E. I. Shereshevsky did 
not even separate it as a different breed.  Unfortunately, our country has lost the population of aboriginal 
Samoyeds, but in the regions of their traditional breeding, there is a high content of Samoyed blood 
mixes.  They can be used for the restoration of the breed.  This is how the zubr (European bison) was 
restored from mixes with cattle.   

The second type is represented by the relatively big, wolf-like dogs with a sturdy body structure, 
which during the recent past were used by peoples of the Arctic and coastal regions of the Far East, from 
Novaya Zemlya to the lower parts of the Amur River and Sakhalin Island.  E. I. Shereshevsky (1946) 
named this dog the Northeastern Sled Dog, according to the region of its origin.  Within this type three 
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breeds have evolved, which were named according to the ethno-geographic principle.  Actually, each 
ethnic group of people, living along the seacoast or along major rivers had its own breed of dogs.  In 
1946-1957, cynologists distinguished the following breeds of Russian sled dogs: Gilyak (Amur and 
Sakhalin groups), Kamchatka (Itelmen and Koryak groups), Anadyr, Chukotka, Kolymo-Indigirka and 
Yenissei breeds.  Sled dogs distributed west of the Yenissei River were considered as mixed.  According 
to experts, the following breeds are considered the best sled dogs of Russia; they possess high endurance, 
strength, ability to work and trainability.  

  The Gilyak is a dog of the Nivkhs of the Maritime Territory and Sakhalin Island; males 
and females are 52-62 cm at the withers.  The Sakhalin Nivkhs valued particularly the powerful, calm 
dogs with brindle coat color, with coarse head and distinctly shortened muzzle (possibly traits of the 

admixture of Mastiff-like dogs).  Gilyak dogs were used for 
pulling sleds and for guarding homes.  In 1920-1930, the 
Gilyak Sled Dog was successfully used in the Red Army and 
in the former USSR it was considered among the best of 
military dogs.  In 1972, the author of this article found in the 
possession of the Nivkhs eight dog teams, consisting mainly 
of mixes with a high content of Gilyak.  The breed may have 
disappeared in the late XXth century. 

  The Kolymo-Indigirsky dog comes from the 
lower Yana River, Indigirka River and Kolyma River; males 
and females are up to 65 cm at the withers.  The breed was 
developed in the XVII-XVIIIth centuries by Russian settlers 
based on Yukaghir dogs.  According to V. G. Chikachev, a 
local historian of the old Russian village Russkoye-Ustye, in 
Yakutia, by the year 2000 only one sled dog team remained 
of the Kolymo-Indigirsky dog.  At present, the breed is lost.   

The Chukotka of the Asian Eskimos and the coastal 
Chukchi, which extensively use sled teams of these dogs for 
hunting sea mammals on drifting and shore bound ice.  Males 

and females of this dog are 53-65 cm at the withers.  At present, in villages of the Chukotka Peninsula, 
there are six large separate populations of Chukotka Sled Dogs and their mixes with imported dogs.  
During the recent 20 years the total number of dogs grew by approximately 20%.  

  According to sources of the middle of the XIXth century, the average speed of the 
Kolymo-Indigirsky dog teams on trails of 250 
km was 15-17 kilometers per hour and over 
long trails it was up to 10 kilometers per hour.  
A light sled could make 250 km in 15 hours 
and 750 km in three days. 

On a good road, a team of 12-14 dogs 
pulled during unlimited time a load of up to 
1000 kg and without a road it could pull not 
more then 500 kg.  Modern Chukotka Sled 
Dogs can cover up to 100 km at a speed of 
about 20 km per hour, and they can cover 
longer trails (400 km and more) at a speed of 6 
to 12 km per hour, depending on the terrain, 
depth of snow and speed of contrary wind.  Chukotka dogs are indispensable for transportation on sea ice 
and on mountain tundra, where winds often sweep snow off rocky slopes.  Exactly these dogs make 
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hunting marine mammals possible.  The hunter rides on coastal hummocky ice towards water.  He carries 
a small boat made out of leather, which is used to hook up the killed animal.  The dog team would help to 
pull from the water onto the ice both the hunter and the walrus or seal and transport both back home.   

Beginning from the XIX century and until the1930s, Chukotka and Kolymo-Indigirsky dogs were 
actively exported to Alaska, where they were used by gold diggers, and they gave a start to the purebred 
Siberian Husky.  In the Russian north, sled dog teams were a very important and sometimes, the only 
form of transportation in winter until 1960-70.  They were used not only by local peoples, but also 
government agencies, including research expeditions and border troops.  In 1937, in Kamchatka only, 

50700 dogs were used for work, or over 4500 
complete dog teams.  By 1970, sled dog 
teams were replaced by vehicles everywhere.  
Cynologists of central Russia quickly forgot 
about sled dogs and even their names 
disappeared from listings of Russian breeds 
and the great book written by E. I. 
Shereshevsky with co-authors “”Sled Dog 
Breeding and Usage” (1946) was also 
forgotten.   

Chukotka sled dogs were rediscovered 
in the early 1980s by the Chukotka 
Zoological Expedition of A. N. Severtsov’s 
Institute of Evolutionary Morphology and 
Ecology of Animals (IEMEZH), Academy of 
Sciences of the USSR.  “Restoration” of the 

breed required  putting together a new breed standard.  In 1987-1992, L. Bogoslovskaya, N. Nosov, I. 
Fradin and V. Belenky described and took measurements of 2500 dogs in the villages of Yanrakynnot, 
Lorino, Uelen, Inchoun, Enurmino, Neshkan and Markovo.  In 1988, we managed to conduct a complete 
survey of dog teams simultaneously in all villages of the Providence and Chukotka Districts.  At that 
time, there were 149 dog teams per 4195 local residents.  The total number of dogs, not counting 
puppies, was 1594.  Among them, about 400 dogs could be considered of pure type and the rest were 
mixes with a varying content of authentic blood.   

Based on data obtained by taking 
measurements, investigations of working 
qualities and behavior of dogs, we put together a 
description and standard of the Chukotka Sled 
Dog breed, which in 1999 was approved by the 
Russian Cynological Federation (RKF).  After 
additional surveys of dogs in 1999, 2001 and 
2004, the standard was corrected and in its new 
version was published in the Newsletter of the 
RKF, 2005, No.4 (57): 24-25. 

In the process of surveying dog teams, a 
small group of large shaggy dogs was found.  
People call them “trucks” for their ability to pull 
heavy loads by a single dog.  They also called them “four eyed” because of the typical yellow spots 
above the eyes.  These dogs have an obvious similarity to the Anadyr River Sled Dogs and to Greenland 
Sled Dogs and also to aboriginal Mongolian dogs.  At present, in Chukotka, such dogs are very few.  
They became mixed mainly with Chukotka Sled Dogs and produced very good mixes, which can be 
recognized by their yellow spots above the eyes and somewhat shaggy coat.   

http://www.pads.ru
mailto:E-mail:logoveg@mail.ru
mailto:chaga10@mail.ru


K u z i n a  M a r i n a  115407, Russia, Moscow, Zatonnay str., 2-1-112; 
 +10-(499)-618-6370; Web site: http://www.pads.ru; E-mail:logoveg@mail.ru 

D e s y a t o v a  T a t y a n a  E-mail:chaga10@mail.ru 
 

 
To preserve through education 

14 

Original data and materials of my colleagues indicate that during the last 20 years, the total 
number of sled dogs of Chukotka noticeably increased and their quality improved due to decline of 
imported dogs along with newly arrived people, who left Chukotka in the 1990s.  The number of sled 
dogs in the entire Chukotka is approximately 4000.  At present, it is the largest group of aboriginal Arctic 
dogs.   

The decline of dog sledding in Russia took place in the last third of the XX century.  The spread 
of snowmobile type vehicles, the decline of hunting fur bearers and local fishing, mass epizooties 
brought with imported dogs and the hunger of the 1990s, when local people could not feed their dog 
teams, actually killed the majority of aboriginal sled dogs.  Only in the Chukotka Peninsula did a 
population of sled dogs survive and even increase during the 1990s, because here, without them, the sea 
mammals hunting industry would not be possible.  Hunting big sea mammals literally saved the native 
population of Eastern Chukotka from starvation.   

During a long history, sled dogs played an important role not only in the economical, but also in 
the spiritual life of the peoples of the north.  They were a part of cults and sacrificial rituals, guardians of 
home and family and they are still involved in many rituals and customs at the present time, emphasizing 
the close ties between the dogs and their owners.  The languages of many native peoples contain a large 
layer of words associated with dog sledding, breeding and teaching of dogs.  At present, native peoples 
of the north are trying to revive dog sledding, without which their life seems incomplete and 
impoverished.   
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ABORIGINAL GUARD DOGS OF NURATAU, UZBEKISTAN 
V. F. Shakula 

NPO “Dikaya Priroda (Wild Nature) 
The Nuratau Mountain Range is about 200 km long and stretches along the southern border of the 

Kyzyl-Kum Desert.  In the central part of the Nuratau Mountain Range, in the immediate neighbourhood 
of the Nuratau State Nature Reserve, there are several mountain villages (“kishlaks”), with a population 
of 50 to 1000 in each.  The largest villages are Farish, Osraf, Ukhum, Khayat, Andygen and Majerum.  
They all belong to Yangy-kishlak District, Djizak Province of the Uzbekistan Republic.  The major 
ethnic group in the villages of Nuratau is the Tajiks, about 95%.  The villages occupy an area of ancient 
Tajik communities established here after Tajiks relocated here about 1000 years ago.  Despite various 
social revolutions, the local Tajiks managed to retain their language, national culture and traditions.  The 
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author of this article lived in Khayat for 5 years and had an opportunity to become well familiarized with 
the nature and life of the people in Nuratau.   

Guarding dogs is one important feature of the way of life in the mountain villages.  They are large 
dogs, 70-80 cm at the withers, massive, sturdily built Central Asian Ovcharkas, but with a beautiful 
movement and good adaption to the local environment.  They are kept in every house and have a 
characteristic type of behavior.  First, it should be emphasized that Nuratau dogs are primarily guard 
dogs, not herding dogs.  It is a rare occasion, when a guard dog is with a herd of sheep.  If this occurs, 
one can tell that the dog followed his master or a member of the family as a companion, but not as a 
herding dog.   

A major job of the local guard dogs is the protection of the territory of the household.  Usually 
this includes the yard, the barn, corral, orchard and one store house.  This territory is well marked within 
the village by a low fence built out of rocks and irrigational canals (“aryks) with water. The dogs live 
free of confinement, are never tethered and are not familiar with collars, chains or muzzles.  From the 
outside, it would seem that the dogs are not controlled.  Indeed, independence is more typical of them 
than of any other breed.  However, this kind of independence is based on behavioral stereotypes 
developed, perhaps, over millennia.   

All dogs become active during the nighttime.  During the day, they are usually sleeping or lie in 
some secluded shady place and do not show much reaction to the surroundings.  Even when another, 
unfamiliar dog, enters the yard, the housedog does not display much guarding behavior.   

During the daytime, the dog often leaves his territory, following a family member, for example 
into the mountains to collect firewood, or it 
is busy with its own doggy affairs, searching 
for food, and interacting with other dogs, etc.  
If a stranger is a guest in the house (with the 
permission of the master), he is accepted by 
the dog as one of his own.  On one occasion, 
the author with a group of tourists spent 
several days in the house of a local villager 
in Ukhum.  The house was protected by a 
large nine years old black and white male, 
which was introduced to the guests.  The dog 
acted like a human.  Involuntarily, I use an 
anthropomorphic comparison.  The dog was 
very reserved, with dignity and showed 
hospitality.  When it was time to leave, he 
entirely enchanted us.  Without any 

command, on a cold early morning, without his master, he followed us across the entire village, 
protecting us from other dogs.  We descended the mountains and walked for 5 km on the level of the 
foothills to the motor road.  Here, we waited for a bus for over one hour, until we decided to walk back to 
the next village in search of a car.  The dog also walked with us for about 10 km from his village. Then, 
he slowed his pace, stopped and watched us for while and began hunting for gerbils.  His mission had 
ended.   

A stranger, if he is a guest of the master, can pet the dog, but he should know the limits.  If you go 
too far, you will hear a warning growl and in the next second you may be attacked with very serious 
consequences.  In other situations, when you had never been introduced to the dogs, you are a real 
stranger and the dogs display guarding behavior.  At night the guarding activity of dogs drastically 
increases.  They do not sleep, vigilantly guard their territory, and meet every passerby with loud barking 
and attack.  Traditionally, in mountainous forestless places, local villagers protect themselves from other 
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dogs by throwing rocks.  Dogs are afraid of a waving hand or a thrown rock, but never afraid of a stick or 
shouting.  When attacking, the dogs of several adjacent houses unite, and, after active barking and a 
demonstration of aggression, they follow the stranger to the next territory and return home.  The stranger 
is “passed on” to the next group of dogs.  Thus, walking across the village at night becomes difficult.  
Attacks are quite serious, but dog bites are very rare.  This is caused by strict selection over many years: 
dogs biting people are killed without pity.  Thus, in Majerum, during the filming of the wildlife of the 
nature reserve, at night, one dog attacked the movie producer and bit him severely in the thigh.  The 
dog’s owner shot the dog on the spot, despite our efforts to talk him out of it and the assurances of the 
bitten producer that he would not blame anyone.  Biting people is exceptional.  Local people know very 
well how to behave in the presence of the dogs and keep a proper distance from them, which cannot be 
said about European visitors.  The already described case of the killing of one dog is an example of local 
traditions and the well considered style of the culture of correct behavior in the presence of animals, but 
not just a case of hostile and aggressive attitude towards animals.   

While many civilized countries introduced or created laws regulating relationships between 
domesticated animals and humans, in the ancient Nuratau village the unwritten code for the behavior of 
people and dogs exists since olden times.  Local people may be rebuked for poor methods of keeping 
dogs, which cynologists from other countries have done many times (for example, from Russia).  
However, it is important to know that the absence of “Royal Canine” or “Pedigree Pal” brands of dog 
food, flea control collars or warm clothing for dogs is explained by the primitive poverty of the local 
people.  A four-legged friend is loved and respected by the entire family.  I could not find even one 
family in the villages of Nuratau, which would agree to sell their adult dog even for big money.  To 
them, their dog is a member of family, more than just a friend, and it is not for sale.  Only in absolutely 
exceptional cases, may a dog be transferred as a gift to a much respected man, after long persuasion and 
hesitations, as a special sign of respect and trust.  Such cases are very few.  In five years of life in the 
Nuratau Mountains, I know of only one case like this.  It is different with puppies.  It is never a problem 
to obtain a puppy. During the breeding season, from January to April, when local dogs reproduce once a 
year, you can make an arrangement with the owner of the bitch and pick up a puppy.  As a rule, the best 
puppy will not be even shown to an unfamiliar man.  The best puppy is usually kept for themselves or for 
a relative.   

Local dogs are fed mainly whole wheat and coarse flour with water or skimmed milk.  Table 
scraps and offal are also fed to the dogs.  Many dogs hunt small rodents and eat carrion.  It is amazing 
that with this poor food the dogs grow up big and strong.  The resistance of the local dogs to diseases is 
high.  However, infection and death of puppies exported to other countries is high.  Probably, the 
relatively strict isolation of the Nuratau Mountain Ridge and the local villages has helped dogs to 
develop immunity to local forms of viruses and to achieve a certain level of ecological balance in this 
ecological system.   

The local aboriginal dogs of the Nuratau Mountains represent a valuable and pure gene pool, 
which awaits its researchers and it deserves to be treated with care.  Even small political and social 
changes can result in the loss of this unique group of dogs formed historically, as a part of the Central 
Asia Ovcharka.   
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From Editorial Board: 
 
Editors of R-PADS invite submissions of materials for publication..  

ü Article, more 12-14 thousands of characters plus 4-5 photographs formatted JPG or TIFF, resolution 300 dpi. 
ü Review, 8-12 thousands of characters plus 2-3 black and white photographs, IPG or TIFF, resolution 300 dpi. 
ü Note, 3-8 thousands of characters without picture. 

 
Please, make note of our address change: 
115407, Russia, Moscow, P.O. Box 12 Kuzina Marina Georgievna.  
Old address remains valid until end of the current calendar year. 
 
This is the time to pay membership fees, $16.00 or 15 Euro, for 2005. Send money to: 

  
ü 115407, Russia, Moscow, P. O. Box 12 Kuzina Marina Georgievna  

OR 
ü Translation into the currency account: 
Bank name: «GUTA BANK»  
Adress: 5, Dolgorukovskaya str., Moscow, 103006, Russia 
Branch: Office «Tverskoy» 
SWIFT: CBGU RU MM 
Beneficiary’s account № 42301978004000000240 
Payment details: private transfer for current expenses 

All questions, suggestions and comments will be accepted with gratitude. E-mail them or send them as snail 
mail to: Marina G. Kuzina mail box 12, Moscow, 115407 RUSSIA 
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