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             Foreword

         

         
            ‘There is in some men a naturall dislike and abhorring of Cattes, their nature being so composed that not onely when they see them, but being neare them and unseen and hid of purpose, they fall into passions, fretting, sweating, pulling off their hats and trembling fearfully …’

         

         I would not go so far as that, but I do prefer dogs.

         The notes I have appended to Laelia Goehr’s magnificent and imaginative illustrations are very amateurish indeed. I am sure they are full of blunders for which I hope I may be forgiven. All I have tried to do was to give some sort of personal interpretation about the dog under consideration, and I have not hesitated to say whether I disliked or admired the dog I was writing about.

         I may thus have given offence to some lovers of lap-dogs or toy-dog breeds, because, as the readers of these notes will readily discover, my taste is for the large, noble, romantic, and aesthetically decorative animal.

         Anyhow, the only way I could treat the subjects Laelia Goehr supplied was to look at them with a fresh eye and to find out something about them which might make amusing reading. I have tried to find out little stories and anecdotes about them.

         I hope I have not made my notes too anthropomorphic. When one loves dogs, it is difficult not to attribute human qualities to them, so one almost automatically writes ‘he’ instead of ‘it’. One’s own dog is not it, but he or she.

         How very odd it must be to be a dog, when you come to think of it. He must have crept in, thousands of years ago, to share man’s hearth and man’s first fire. And now he lies, in his complicated breeds, in our civilised houses, centrally heated; yet he still lies humbly on the floor, waiting for his dinner, and for a loving caress from his owner.
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            THE BASSET HOUND

         

         He stands very low to the ground, which explains his name, for he started life as a Frenchman, chien courant à jambes courtes. His legs are indeed very short, though not short enough to make him look like one of those small ottomans one can push about on castors. He is a sporting dog, not a lapdog; and his job is to pursue the hare which as we all know is a very rapidly moving animal.

         No one could dislike blood-sports more than I, but one must not extend one’s human prejudice to a creature whose instinct impels him to take part in them. If the basset wants to chase a hare, who shall blame him? It is we who have encouraged him to do so. We imported him from France in 1860 or so; and in 1875 the painter Sir John Everett Millais exhibited his French hound Model on the show-bench as a novelty. The English soon discovered his sporting qualities, and within thirty years had him in organised packs – not very many packs, it is true, for even today (1961) there are only about a dozen in the whole country. It has sometimes been asked why we bothered about the basset when we already had the beagle. The answer seems to be that the basset has a finer nose for a catchy scent on cold ploughland; has less tendency to ‘flash’, i.e. overrun the scent and thereby lose the hare; and that people who appreciate the finer subtleties of houndwork prefer to follow the basset.

         Let us leave this clever, stumpy little hound to his professional business, and consider him as a personal companion. In order to do this we must shuffle the show-bench basset and the hare-hunting basset and the private-pet basset into three different categories, for although at least one breeder hunts her dogs as well as showing them, that would not be the ambition of the one-dog man or woman who just wants somebody on four legs to take him or her out for a country walk.

         I have never yet owned a basset, but I sometimes think I would very much like to. He would be nice and solid to pat; silky to stroke; and those long leathery ears would be voluptuously and sleepily soft to fondle. Besides, he is said to be affectionate and docile, though the hare’s opinion might differ.

         And then there is his voice. I started to write a clerihew about it:

         
            
               The basset

               Has a great asset.

               His deep melodious voice

               Makes all but the hare rejoice.

            

         

         Who would not prefer a bark resembling the deep bass notes of a cello, to the ear-splitting screech of an over-blown trumpet?
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            THE BEDLINGTON TERRIER

         

         If ever a dog looked like a child’s toy, the Bedlington does. In my amateur ignorance I should have described his coat as curly and woolly, but I now discover the technical expression to be linty, a charming word which I had never encountered before. It means ‘soft like flax or lint’, and I thought what an unusual, pretty name it would be for a dog; easy to call. ‘Linty! Linty! Linty! Come back at once, Linty.’

         Curly and woolly like a lamb, the Bedlington shall, however, remain for me. Yet there is otherwise nothing of the plaything about the Bedlington, a Northumbrian endowed with northern hardiness, swift on the legs, and an enthusiastic rat-catcher. His ancestry is believed to include the far more squat Dandie-Dinmont, a breed which occasionally threw an undesirably long-legged puppy who, if not drowned at birth, might sire or bear similar progeny; it has also been thought that the Bedlington may have something of the lurcher and whippet in him. Whatever the truth, it was not until 1869 that the Bedlington officially received his name and became established in his rights as a distinct form of terrier. Doubtless there had been Bedlingtons before then, but unless we are to accept the story that one Joseph Ainsley, a mason of Bedlington in Northumberland, gave his dog the name of Bedlington in 1825, we must presume that the long-legged Dandie-cum-lurcher-cum-whippet had previously been known as the Northern-Counties-fox-terrier and sometimes as the Rothbury. This name of Rothbury is due to the fact that a Mr Edward Donkin of Flottenbury hunted a pack of foxhounds in the Rothbury district and with them he ran two famous terriers called Peachem and Pincher. Peachem and Pincher were grand little dogs in their day, and in their way, but, as is the way of fashion, they were superseded by something better – in other words by the offspring of Joseph Ainsley’s dog Peachem (not the same Peachem, these names are dreadfully confusing) and a bitch called Phoebe, who after three generations of breeding produced Ainsley’s Piper, the true begetter of the Bedlington.

         They are said to be ‘rattling good terriers, active and alert, but distinctly pugnacious in their constant desire to tear each other’. One has to translate this jargon into plain English, and in plain English I should say that ‘distinctly pugnacious’ meant that they were terrible fighters. Never having known a Bedlington in any degree of intimacy, I can’t tell whether this indictment is deserved or libellous, so do not let me take his character away. All I can say is that his wooden appearance does not much appeal to me, however linty his coat may be.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         

         

             three

            THE SALUKI OR GAZELLE-HOUND

         

         The Saluki is an Arab; in fact, saluk in Arabic means hound, and it is further suggested, with some plausibility, that the breed originated in the town or district of Saluk. Possibly the oldest breed in the world, their portrait appears in mural paintings in Egyptian tombs, notably in the tomb of Rechmara, 1400 BC. This, and the fact that they were also known in Persia and China, despite the reluctance of the Arabs to part with their dogs, implies that they were greatly valued for their swiftness and endurance in hunting and formed an acceptable present to the princes of those distant lands. ‘Oh my Huntsman,’ writes a Persian poet in AD 800, ‘bring me my dogs brought by the Kings of Saluk,’ and remarked further that a Saluki ran so fast that his feet and his head seemed joined in his collar, which is scarcely surprising when we reflect that they were used in the pursuit of gazelle, antelope, and hare. If the cheetah is the swiftest animal on earth, the Saluki must run it very close.
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He seemed to say he knew he
had done wrong, but how
could he help it?’





OEBPS/a005_online.jpg





