
τα σκυλιά της Αθήνας (The dogs of Athens)
by Bri Wilson

Skyscrapers, taxis and big cities in general elicit an indescribable panic that begins in my heart 
and inevitably spreads to my mind. Any place that doesn’t immediately scream “suburb” or 
“small town” upon entering is enough to raise my heart rate and anxiety. So landing and 
spending nearly a week in Athens, Greece forced me to adjust to two distinct contexts: a foreign 
country and city life. Luckily, both were fairly easy to adapt to and Athens quickly became one 
of the two big cities that I have an affection for. 

A proud dog owner, I am naturally drawn to nearly any canine regardless of age, breed or gender. 
Thus, the sheer existence of furry friends in Athens created an automatically comfortable 
ambiance. It was as if the usual city sounds of honking and screeching were replaced with barks, 
or rather messages from one canine to another about the sunny skies or how to corner the 
meandering cats. The familiar presence of perked ears and swaying tails pacified my fears of 
metropolitan sounds and chaotic streets, calming me enough to spark a nearly instantaneous 
adjustment to city life.

While there were distinct neighborhoods in Athens, all areas were dog territories. Strays lay next 
to the ATM, lounged on the archaic monuments and even stealthily grazed our feet while we 
indulged in meals. In fact, prior to the 2004 Olympics, the city rounded up over 15,000 dogs 
from off the streets. It was almost as if the cobblestone alleys and sidewalks did not belong to 
humans, but to their communal pets. 

Unlike my labrador, these strays were scraggly, openly-wounded and downright dirty dogs in 
every sense of the word. They could even be coined mongrels if the term didn’t spur so many 
negative connotations. It remains a mystery why anyone would own a dog when numerous 
friends, cuddle buddies and scrap demolishers rested only steps from their front door. 

On our many adventures around the city, we never failed to be accompanied by a dedicated furry 
friend or three. Trekking beside us all day long, even to the top of a treacherous mountain and 
back, they could have easily been confused with shadows. We rewarded their determination by 
naming them creatively: Balto, (numbers one through ten) Lassie and even Shiloh. Or maybe the 
names were less creative and more a reflection of our favorite movies from childhood. 

Just as we claimed the dogs as our own they reciprocated; snarling, growling and maliciously 
barking at approaching pedestrians or even cars. In one instance, a dog took the territorial 
mindset to an extreme and mauled a middle-aged woman walking toward us, propelling her onto 
the sidewalk. Even after she was sprawled on the floor, in agony from the fall, the dog continued 
to hassle her. 



Afterwards, Professor Howe explained to us the rationale behind the dogs’ attack and 
unwavering loyalty: the strays saw us as a “pack,” and such a large group indicated a specific 
appeal, a signal of something special. By associating with the group, the dog viewed us as its 
“pack,” which it felt compelled to protect. This mentality was endearing, really, yet unfortunate 
for the bystanders. 

In some ways, the dogs were right. Not to say that attacking all approaching pedestrians was 
justified, but they were right in knowing that there was something compelling and unusual going 
on in this large “pack” of students. Lasting bonds were formed, and an incredible amount of care 
and mutual respect blossomed throughout the month. The animal instinct proved to be correct in 
sensing the formation of a new family, a new “pack.”
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