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To our Kerry Blue terriers, past and present –


Kerrels, Milly, Hal, and now Tippy




Introduction


‘I can’t think how anyone can live without a dog’ is a phrase that is often to be heard on the lips of my dear wife and the mother of my children – a woman whom I would not be able to describe in such terms had I not been a dog-lover myself.


Kerry Blue terriers are our dog of choice and have been for the past thirty-five years. There was one in residence when I first met my wife in the early seventies. She was called Kerrels (the terrier, that is) and, as one brought up with dachshunds, it took me a while to establish a working relationship with an animal that was a good deal larger, hairier and more boisterous than anything I had been used to.


Kerrels’s attitude to me was no less cool and for some time her gaze was (to quote P. G. Wodehouse on the subject of a similarly hairy dog in a Blandings novel) ‘cold, wary and suspicious, like that of a stockbroker who thinks someone is going to play the confidence trick on him’.


Happily we developed a warm relationship and Kerrels became a central figure in both our lives.


Her successors have proved to be similarly whole-hearted members of the Matthew family: Milly, who used to come sailing with me and was the most easy-going crew I ever had; Hal, who had an over-developed sense of responsibility which he was never quite up to fulfilling; and, for the last eight years, Tippy, who in another life would have made a very good chairman of the local neighbourhood watch.


A friend once remarked of Kerrels that he thought she was really a human being wearing a dog outfit. I am not one to anthropomorphise animals, but I have counted all our dogs as close and much loved friends.


It is for this reason that many of the poems in this book are written from the dogs’ point of view. I may have invested some of my subjects with thoughts and motives of which no animal could possibly be capable, but when you have experienced the very real feelings that a dog has for its owner, the sheer strength of will that many possess, and the huge range of human characteristics that all breeds display, you can’t help thinking that there is a lot more going on in those furry heads than scientists would have us believe.


Emily Dickinson went further. ‘Dogs are better than humans,’ she wrote, ‘because they know but do not tell.’


When my wife let slip to her many dog-walking friends that I was planning to write a book of poems about dogs, their owners and the eccentricities of both, several of them had stories to contribute – some funny, some sad, some bizarre, all well worth adapting into a few lines of rhyming verse. They have my grateful thanks, even if I cannot guarantee that they will necessarily recognise themselves, or their dogs.


Many famous owners have had heart-warming things to say about their dogs, but none has expressed more lyrically the pleasure that they bring to our lives than Milan Kundera: ‘Dogs are our link to paradise. To sit with a dog on a hillside on a glorious afternoon is to be back in Eden where doing nothing was not boring – it was peace.’


Groucho Marx put it another way: ‘Outside of a dog, a book is man’s best friend. Inside of a dog it’s too dark to read.’




Puppy Love


When Dad comes home at half past six,


I’m on him like a shot;


With leaps and bounds and slurps and licks


I give him all I’ve got.


I couldn’t love a human more;


That’s why I treat him rotten;
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