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But as soon as we begin … a large nose emerges above the side of the table, slowly edging upwards, followed by an eager mouth and unwaveringly focused eyes 


This book began almost as an afterthought at a meeting with my agent Jonny Geller and my editor Andy Lyon. ‘Write something short and popular,’ they said, throwing up a range of subjects, anti-Semitism, love, hate, none of which appealed. ‘But I could write about my dogs,’ I said, half as a joke, as I was about to leave their office. ‘Great idea,’ they both responded, slightly to my surprise. No doubt they realised before I did that such a book would take me to many of life’s great themes: faithfulness, companionship, loss. Andy and Jonny have remained constantly encouraging since.


Before starting to write, I wanted to learn more about the wide-ranging relationships between dogs and people. A key moment was when I sat down with veterinarian Marc Abraham, who founded Pup Aid. He not only gave me an extensive list of people to see, but also immediately took the trouble to make personal introductions. It was due to him that I met Peter Egan, who told me how having dogs had made him care passionately about animal welfare. It was thanks to Marc, too, that I got to know Jane Holmes and the remarkable team at Medical Detection Dogs, as well as Charlotte Leng and the staff of Canine Partners. I am grateful to them all, for their love of dogs and people, and for their astute and compassionate understanding of how we can help one another. I would also like to thank Martin Segal, Noach Braun and those who train guide dogs in the UK, Israel and across the world. I also spoke with representatives of several organisations working to prevent the cruel treatment of domestic animals, a subject on which, as a committed vegetarian, I feel very strongly.


Andy Lyon and the team at Hodder could not have been more encouraging. As the book began to grow they told me frankly, but kindly, what was funny, what was not and where the tail was wagging the dog. I am grateful for their enthusiasm, trust, support and guidance. 


Barbara Jackson a long-standing friend, is a wonderful artist and illustrator. I am grateful that she agreed to draw the illustrations, with customary elegance, accuracy and grace.


It was my grandmother Charlotte from whom I first learnt what the companionship of a dog could mean; I don’t think she ever got over the loss of her beloved greyhound Prinz. But no puppy ever trotted across the threshold of the home in which I grew up. We were a cat family and I adored our black Persian Fluffy. For a long time, my parents thought I might become a vet.


It wasn’t until Nicky and I were married that sharing our lives with a dog became a real possibility. ‘I think you’d love it,’ said my mother-in-law Ursula when I expressed my hesitation. She’s been proved one hundred per cent right, and I am grateful to her and the Solomon family for bringing the love of animals back into my life. 


Our first dog, Safi, was found by a congregant in the street: I owe Russel Thomas, his mother Sandra and her brother Leslie, my much-missed colleague, the fifteen years of happiness which that kind and faithful creature brought us. I am grateful, too, to my congregants who have appreciated, or at least tolerated, the frequency with which my dogs attend the synagogue, a habit which I hope more of them will come to emulate. It may be because of my bad example that I believe my community has more dogs per human capita than any other Jewish congregation in the world.


My loving appreciation goes first and foremost to Nicky, who understands how to look after and, most importantly, how to discipline, dogs. I am grateful for all the years we’ve shared first as a couple, then accompanied by our four-legged companion, and for the last almost twenty-five years as each of our three children Mossy, Libbi and Kadya has joined us on our adventures following Safi’s tail across Highlands and Lowlands, through rivers, forests and fields of rapidly fleeing sheep. For the children, a dog has been a natural part of the family from the first. It was they who persuaded us that we really should take Mitzpah, our second owner, home with us from the farmyard in Wales where he was born.


My parents, too, swiftly came to love our dogs. Mitzpah knows that Isca, my mother, is the second-softest touch from whom to obtain titbits underneath the table.


The dogs have opened my eyes and heart to beauty and tenderness I would not otherwise have noticed, without being so perfect as to provide me with no moments of embarrassment which I still ponder with shame. I am grateful to dogs, to nature and to life.


Jonathan Wittenberg




Introduction
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There is so much I wouldn’t have noticed without my dogs 


The January sun gleams over the east Devon valley, illuminating the bare branches of the trees on the crest of the opposite hill. Seagulls traverse the air, crying in the pale blue dawn. My dog and I walk slowly up the field, breathing the sharp air of the cold new day. He pauses by the base of a wild hazel, by the mossed trunk of a wind-stunted hawthorn.


There is so much I wouldn’t have noticed without my dogs. It isn’t that I didn’t look before; I’ve always loved to hike and wonder. My family have been my companions, fellow adventurers across forests and hills, through bogs, moors and streams, always returning muddy, tired and happy. But without the dogs I wouldn’t have been out so early on so many woodland and mountain mornings, or walked so late beneath the winter stars. I wouldn’t have turned unafraid down paths too overspread with thick-leaved branches to admit the moonlight, or crossed for hours the empty moorlands with only the company of rocks and water and grass. 


I wouldn’t have experienced that special dimension of love which transcends the human and brings animals too within its embrace. I wouldn’t have known what reaching out a trembling hand to touch the fur on a dog’s back could mean to an elderly lady transported to the solitary landscape of Alzheimer’s disease. I wouldn’t have understood how stroking a dog’s head could prove so vital a bond with life for a young man too sick and exhausted for the laborious formulation of words. I wouldn’t have appreciated the comfort a dog’s tongue could bring, licking away tears, transforming an anguished face from pain to consolation. 


I wouldn’t have watched with my children how Mitzpah, our second dog, rushes for the beach in headlong, headstrong eagerness or how, released from the lead, he spins a crazy dance in widening circles of delight, before spiralling off for the nearest bank of trees. Nor would I have observed how Safi, our first dog, who had never in his life experienced snow, refused to leave the sleeper train when it stopped at the icy platform in the Highlands until I descended first, after which he carefully placed his feet on my shoes, before testing with a single, tentative paw the unfamiliar cold, white powder. 


I wouldn’t have felt a companion adventurer at my side as I tried to pray, to still my mind and listen, and hear, in the touch of the wind on the grass, the breath of the life of all being. I wouldn’t have understood how deeply we belong together, humans, dogs, trees: everything imbued with the gift of life by the spirit which flows through us all. 


Judaism has blessings for every eventuality. When struck by the beauties and wonders of creation one says, ‘Blessed be God in whose world it is thus.’ I like to say under my breath in addition, ‘Blessed be God, in whose world there are dogs.’ 


What follows are some of the attitudes and skills I have learnt from my dogs, as well as some I most certainly don’t intend to adopt. Though who am I to judge? For all I know, they would consider me an inadequate pupil, inept at imitation and lacking the same capacity for undivided concentration. What I should say then is that, alongside the wisdom humans have to offer, I’m trying to learn from dogs too. Some have to teach us about the heartlessness of cruelty, of which they are so often the victim; others of the utter and total devotion of unqualified loyalty and unequivocal love.




How we gave away our hearts
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He was happily suspended … teeth entrenched in the thick knotting of the rope


I wasn’t always a dog fan. On the contrary, I grew up adoring cats. When I was nine I even led the feline team in the class debate on whether cats or dogs made better pets; I’ve grown wiser since. Today, I couldn’t imagine my life without dogs. I couldn’t envision being without the companionship of a faithful, affectionate, mischievous hound sleeping by my feet (or on the bed), racing ahead along the path or silently staring up at me with that meek, accusatory gaze with which they try to convince the world in general, and their owners in particular, that they’ve never eaten a proper meal or been taken for a decent walk in their entire lives. 


Afterwards, when it’s all over for me here on earth, if there is a hereafter I hope there will be animals there too. I agree with the man who said, ‘If there aren’t any dogs in heaven, I’m not going,’ though whether or not I’m admitted to that happy abode won’t be entirely my decision. What’s definitely the case is that I’m much more likely to get there because I love dogs here on earth, since I’m sure they have turned me into a better person. They’ve made me more caring, more perceptive and more attentive, not only to other animals, but also to my fellow human beings. They’ve helped me hate cruelty, love kindness and deepen my awareness of the one consciousness which flows through us all. 


It’s not that I don’t get on with people. I have a wonderful family. I love and respect my wife Nicky, my son and my daughters, and I have many friends and acquaintances whose company I enjoy. I appreciate listening to the memories of elderly people; I enjoy being with children. It’s not a matter of comparisons; dogs are just different, special. But I was over thirty before I knew anything whatsoever about them. What, then, drove my wife and me to deliver our hearts into canine captivity? 


Like so much else which seems innocuous but ends up turning our life around, it all began when the telephone rang one ordinary April morning. As every rabbi knows, a phone call can mean anything from news of an illness, birth or sudden death, to something as banal as the confirmation of yet another meeting. That day it was Sandra, the sister of a colleague. ‘I hear you’re thinking of getting a dog,’ she began, in tones of greater urgency than the subject appeared to warrant. Her information was correct, with particular emphasis on the word ‘thinking’. My wife had grown up on an apple farm in Kent, surrounded by a huge family and many animals. When she was a child, if she didn’t come home from school at the usual time, her mother simply phoned all her friends who had puppies or kittens and was sure to find that her daughter was there, playing with the baby animals. She’d had dogs, guinea pigs and even a small alligator. The first time I went down from London to meet her family, I was taken aback by sudden calls of ‘hello darling’ when no one appeared to have entered the room. I looked up and saw a donkey walking past the window and, realising that it was the object of their greetings, understood that I was among people whose values I could share.


But on the question of dogs, I was still far from decided. I wanted to have a dog, but was nervous about what it would entail. I was also a little bit afraid, ever since my brother and I had hidden behind the firmly closed garden gate whenever the neighbour from up the road came down Douglas Park Crescent, where we’d lived on the outskirts of Glasgow, accompanied by what seemed to me then as a child of five the most enormous boxer with huge eyes and thick, dribbling lips. 


Nicky and I visited a couple of rescue centres, but returned unconvinced even by the longing looks of the residents. ‘They know, don’t they?’ Sandra’s mother, a lifelong dog lover, had said when she heard we’d visited a shelter. ‘They can feel you’re judging whether to give them a home and it eats their heart out when you pass them by.’ I felt instantly mean. There was one dog to which I had taken a liking. When we came back to see him again the staff said happily, ‘Freddy, it’s your turn at last.’ But we didn’t adopt him, and I’m ashamed now to think of how he must have returned lonely and hopeless to his bare pen. Attention and affection had eluded him once more; maybe he would never again lie down to doze after his dinner, his stomach full and his heart replete, without this ceaseless anguish of utter and entire aloneness. How many homeless or neglected children feel like that every day: will no one love me, ever? 


Sandra explained that her son had found an abandoned dog in the street. She’d spoken to Battersea Dogs and Cats Home, who said they would keep him for seven days. If by the end of the week he wasn’t claimed, they’d apparently told her, they would have to put him down. ‘I can’t do that to this dog,’ Sandra pleaded. ‘You need to save him.’ 


‘What kind of a dog is it?’ I asked. 


‘He’s a mongrel,’ she replied. ‘Black, medium-sized, well trained and very good natured.’ 


I called Nicky. ‘We don’t want a boy dog,’ she said. ‘And the problem with a black dog is that you can’t see it in the dark. But why don’t we go along anyway, just to look?’


That, of course, was our great mistake, an error which brought us almost fifteen years of happiness. It was as if the dog knew that he had only this slim, half-minute opportunity to capture our hearts. We had scarcely sat down when he came running in, tail wagging, licked our faces and rendered all objections irrelevant. Ten minutes later I found myself leading him up the steps to our house. I remember asking myself what had happened to my fear of dogs. The truth is that it had vanished in an instant. The next morning saw me out with my new pet buying food, bowls and dog toys, while explaining to the man at the pet shop that, no, it wasn’t us who’d chosen the dog, but the dog who had chosen us. He might perhaps have become our dog: that was a matter on which you would have had to consult him. But we had most certainly become his humans. For the next few weeks we lived in dread of a phone call informing us that his previous owner had finally been located. The dog had taken up residence in our hearts, and his home was to be nowhere else but in our house. 


We named him Safi, after hearing about a Rabbi Assaf in Jerusalem whose dog reputedly accompanied him everywhere he went, including to the synagogue. 


Safi was our first dog. During a decade and a half of happy companionship we must have followed his black tail for no less than ten thousand miles. 


‘He’s too thin,’ said our vet, Geoffrey, when we took Safi in for an initial inspection. ‘Give him a bowl of cornflakes in the morning.’ I can still see Safi, who went to his eternal rest ten years ago, standing by the fridge waiting patiently for me to pour the milk onto his cereal. ‘I’ll check him out, though I doubt he’s been done,’ Geoffrey continued, picking up a scanner. To everyone’s surprise, it turned out that Safi had indeed been microchipped. Now a legal requirement in the UK, it was then a rare investment. Geoffrey traced Safi’s original owner on our behalf; it emerged that the dog had belonged to an elderly man who’d become ill and had to be hospitalised. His housekeeper had put the dog in her car and dumped him in a part of London with which the animal was unfamiliar. His condition suggested that he had been wandering the streets, desperately seeking food, warmth and asylum, for several days before he was found. Our vet told us, his voice deep with anger, that after hearing that the dog had been taken in by a family who wanted to adopt him, the woman had demanded a significant sum of money. ‘First you dump the animal; then you try to blackmail us,’ he’d replied, furious, before hanging up. 


We heard nothing more from Safi’s previous owner. Had it not been for that bad experience, we would have taken him to visit the poor gentleman, whose excellent training indicated that he had loved his four-footed friend. Perhaps the dog had been his closest, even his sole companion in old age. Cats and dogs are often a human’s most significant other, effectively their next of kin. ‘Kin’, I discovered when I looked up the term, is related to ‘kind’; perhaps our truest kin are those to whom we are bound through ties of loving kindness, whether or not they are literally our relatives or even belong to our own species. We felt pity for this man who might have been left to worry helplessly about the fate of his dog. We could only hope that the housekeeper had told him that he’d found a good and loving home. As for Safi, he would from time to time approach an old man in the street, hopeful and expectant. 


I had no idea how to communicate with a dog. One Sabbath morning when we had returned from prayers and everyone was hungry, I found myself prevented from laying the table because Safi was blocking my way. ‘Do please sit down,’ I said, or something similarly ineffective, in the polite, if slightly insipid tones with which one might address a respected guest. 


‘Not like that,’ observed my mother-in-law, who had been a primary-school teacher all her working life. ‘Sit,’ she told Safi, delivering the instruction quietly, but with such firm and total conviction that every single person in the room promptly made for a seat, while the dog sunk obediently onto his haunches. 


One day, several months after he’d become part of our family, Safi barked at the postman. It was only then we realised that until that moment he had never ever barked, never even once emitted so much as a single, stifled growl. His confidence had been so thoroughly destroyed by the trauma of his abandonment that his voice had been completely silenced. For many further months, he never left our sight, not even to go into the garden to do his business. We had to wait for him and watch over him, like a parent over a toddler. If that was what abandonment could do to a dog, I found myself wondering, what would it do to children? In Pearls of Childhood, Vera Gissing wrote about her experiences as a child rescued from Nazi Europe on the Kindertransport. ‘Here you shall be loved,’ were the first words spoken to her by the woman she came to call her English mummy, when she arrived in the country as a young refugee schoolgirl. She had been separated from her parents, whom she was destined never to see again, uprooted from hearth and home and placed on a train to Britain, where she knew not a single living soul. But many equally bewildered and uncomprehending children never heard any such words or affectionate tones ever again in their lives. I hope our dog understood that here, in our house, he was and would be loved.


Safi had one unusual habit which caused us frequent embarrassment. He loved to swing on ropes. Such an item dangled innocently and annoyingly from a thick branch overhanging the brook not far from where we lived. The moment he realised that we had embarked on the path headed in that direction, his pace would quadruple; there was no point even trying to distract him, and once he had begun to accelerate, the task of catching him up was almost impossible. By the time we drew level, he was happily suspended, his teeth entrenched in the thick knotting of the rope, his paws jiggling backwards and forwards as if he were an intoxicated participant in a canine disco inaudible to the human ear, while a mixture of squeals and yowls issued loudly from his lips. It was impossible to call him off. There was nothing for it but to remove my shoes and socks, roll up my trouser legs and wade into the dirty water of the brook, often watched by a curious crowd of jeering teenagers. It wasn’t enough to prise apart his jaws; I had, at the same time, to hold him tightly by the collar, or else he would spring back up in a millisecond and resume his mad and merry swinging. Afterwards, he had to be kept on the lead for several hundred yards, or he would make an instant about-turn and race back to his beloved rope to resume his virtuoso performance.


‘Who hanged that dog?’ an outraged passer-by exclaimed on one exceptionally humiliating occasion, staring at us accusingly and threatening to call both the police and the RSPCA, before lapsing into laughter when he saw how the dog momentarily let go of the rope, only to jump back up one second later and return to his swaying, yowling oblivion. ‘Don’t let him go near the brook,’ we warned our French friends, who kindly offered to treat Safi to an early morning walk. 


‘Don’t you worry; we’ll be back in ten minutes,’ they promised, as they waved goodbye. An hour and a half later they returned, chastened, drenched and muttering the Yiddish epithet ‘meshugge’. ‘Your dog’, they said, ‘is totally crazy.’ They had to admit that they had been warned.


Safi had an enviable capacity for making himself comfortable, irrespective of where we were. He had an – almost – infallible gift for making friends. Once, on a bumpy bus journey across the Isle of Mull, he decided that the most comfortable seat would be on the lap of a woman he had never seen before. He simply climbed up and curled onto her overcoat, mercifully to the lady’s delight, as well as Safi’s. On another occasion, he even managed to beguile the cook in the hotel next to the holiday chalet in which we were staying. Puzzled by his regular disappearance at eight o’clock each morning, I searched among all the other cabins, calling out his name as loudly as I dared, until I eventually observed him exiting the kitchen of the neighbouring inn by the rear door, cheerfully licking his lips. 


Safi also often understood, better than I did, how to keep to a reasonably safe path during long country walks. I once took him out on a frozen midnight just before the New Year. Reaching a crossroads, I simply followed the silver, moonlit stripe of path; it was the only feature I could make out in the glimmering darkness. I recall feeling puzzled a moment later to see the dog looking quizzically down at me from above. It was a couple of seconds before the icy cold penetrated my shocked body and I realised that what I had taken to be an intersecting path was in fact a stream. I had stepped off the bridge straight down into three feet of water. ‘Idiot!’ the dog must have been thinking, though I like to imagine that he did look somewhat concerned as well. 


We were nervous when Nicky became pregnant. Would Safi be jealous? We had always imagined that, God willing, it would be children first ‘and then, perhaps, a dog’. Safi, who was a cross between various breeds – Staffie, Labrador, maybe also spaniel? – had too large a nose to be put safely out of joint.


‘When the baby arrives, make sure it brings the dog a present,’ we were advised. Mossy, our newborn, generously handed over a four-bar KitKat, which we now know was probably poison for the dog. Safi was not sufficiently impressed and promptly jumped into my mother’s car. She spoiled him thoroughly for two days before bringing him back home, after which he scarcely put a paw wrong. ‘Dog’ was Mossy’s first word. His second was ‘Amen’; not a bad beginning, given the household into which he had been born. The dog and the children grew up together, our precious, beloved family, the children eventually outnumbering the hounds by three to one, until death parted Safi from us. ‘The only trouble with dogs’, I once read, ‘is that their lives are too short.’ 


I have wonderful memories of those days when our children were small and my parents would join us for Friday night dinners, invariably bringing at least one or two special dishes for the feast and gifts for the little ones, and for the dog. Mossy and Safi would rush up the street to greet them, and I would follow, joyfully watching the delight with which the generations encountered one another. Those, too, were the happiest of years.
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