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THIRTEEN’s Nature Uncovers the Secret World of  

Pets:  Wild At Heart 

Wednesday, October 21 & 28, 2015 on PBS 

 
The two-part series reveals how our pets get in touch with their wild side 

 
Most pet owners feel they understand their cat, dog or hamster. Pets are cute, loving and adored, 

with familiar behaviors that make them seem far removed from their wild counterparts. But 

exactly why do hamsters love to run on a wheel, what are cat and mouse games really all about, 

and how do dogs know the rules of the pack? As these two hours show, while our pets may have 

been tame for thousands of years and made a successful transition to domestic life, they were 

wild for millions more, and their natural instincts remain intact, hiding in plain sight. 

This two-part series delves into the secret world our pets inhabit, ruled by their intrinsic 

wild behavior, extraordinary senses and special skills. Using spy cameras, moving x-rays, ultra 

slow-motion and thermal imagery, filmmakers uncover the hidden powers that pets possess. 

Pets: Wild At Heart airs Wednesday, October 21 and 28, 2015 at 8 p.m. (ET) on PBS (check 
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local listings). After each broadcast, the episode will be available for online streaming at 

pbs.org/nature. 

The first episode, Playful Creatures, explores how pets get in touch with their wild side 

through play. In one example, seven-week-old Cockapoo puppies are shown jostling with each other, 

but there’s more than just play going on. They are, in fact, rehearsing the same rules that enable 

wolves to hunt as an organized pack. Although dominant puppies fight the weaker ones, they learn to 

restrain their bite so no one gets hurt. They may practice killer holds, but if a puppy rolls over 

exposing its vulnerable belly, that’s a signal to stop. If this rule is ignored, the offending puppy is 

ostracized. 

In another segment, it is revealed that pet hamsters are almost addicted to their exercise 

wheels because they literally have to run – it’s in their genes. Their need for speed can be traced back 

to the wild where hamsters have to outrun predators in order to survive. But pet hamsters often run 

just for fun, for competition with one another, or to experience a runner’s high with its accompanying 

rush of endorphins. 

Parakeets are hardwired to seek out company due to the extremely social nature of their wild 

equivalents that gather in large flocks and chat away all day long. Wild parakeets also mimic each 

other and assign special calls to name their offspring. Disco, the parakeet featured in the film, is a 

highly-skilled mimic and has memorized over 130 phrases.  

The second episode, Secretive Creatures, depicts the hidden powers of pets and how they use 

their senses to communicate. One storyline follows the nocturnal mission of a hamster in search of 

soft bedding material for his cage, in this case, toilet paper. As the hamster moves, glands on his belly 

lay down a scent that leaves a sensory map he can follow with his heightened sense of smell. It will 

guide him home once his mission is accomplished. 

But when it comes to the power of smell, dogs take the top prize. While humans have six 

million smell receptors, a dog’s nose contains 300 million. Filmmakers use Schlieren photography, 

which makes smells visible, to visualize how dogs breathe. It illustrates the unique two-way current 

that allows dogs to pick up a scent almost continuously. They can zero in on those smells of special 

significance, such as picking up the scent of a female in heat. The film also points out that cats, to a 

lesser degree, also have a strong sense of smell and can detect the scent of catnip in just one part per 

billion. It only takes a few bites of this mind-altering plant for most cats to fall under its spell. Even 

big cats, such as leopards and tigers, react in the same way. Once we learn to recognize how our pets 

have learned to live alongside us, as part of the family, yet in very different worlds, we may never look 

at any of these amazing creatures in quite the same way again.  

Nature is a production of THIRTEEN Productions LLC for WNET. For Nature, Fred 

Kaufman is executive producer. Pets: Wild At Heart is a John Downer Production for THIRTEEN 

Productions LLC and BBC in association with WNET. 

Nature pioneered a television genre that is now widely emulated in the broadcast industry.  

Throughout its history, Nature has brought the natural world to millions of viewers.  The series has 

been consistently among the most-watched primetime series on public television.   
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Nature has won over 700 honors from the television industry, the international wildlife film 

communities and environmental organizations, including 16 Emmys and three Peabodys. The series 

received two of wildlife film industry’s highest honors: the Christopher Parsons Outstanding 

Achievement Award given by the Wildscreen Festival and the Grand Teton Award given by the 

Jackson Hole Wildlife Film Festival. The International Wildlife Film Festival honored Nature 

executive producer Fred Kaufman with its Lifetime Achievement Award for Media. 

PBS.org/nature is the award-winning web companion to Nature, featuring streaming 

episodes, filmmaker interviews, teacher’s guides and more. 

Support for this Nature program was made possible in part by the Arnhold Family in 

memory of Clarisse Arnhold, Sue and Edgar Wachenheim III, the Kate W. Cassidy Foundation, the 

Lillian Goldman Charitable Trust, the Filomen M. D’Agostino Foundation, Sandra Atlas Bass, 

Rosalind P. Walter, Joan Nelson Eisen, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television 

viewers. 
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About WNET 
As New York’s flagship public media provider and the parent company of THIRTEEN and WLIW21 
and operator of NJTV, WNET brings quality arts, education and public affairs programming to more 
than 5 million viewers each week. WNET produces and presents such acclaimed PBS series as Nature, 
Great Performances, American Masters, PBS NewsHour Weekend, Charlie Rose and a range of 
documentaries, children’s programs, and local news and cultural offerings available on air and online. 
Pioneers in educational programming, WNET has created such groundbreaking series as Get the 
Math, Oh Noah! and Cyberchase and provides tools for educators that bring compelling content to life 
in the classroom and at home. WNET highlights the tri-state’s unique culture and diverse 
communities through NYC-ARTS, Reel 13, NJTV News with Mary Alice Williams and MetroFocus, 
the multi-platform news magazine focusing on the New York region. WNET is also a leader in 
connecting with viewers on emerging platforms, including the THIRTEEN Explore App where users 
can stream PBS content for free. 
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