

[image: Illustration]




[image: illustration]




[image: illustration]




CONTENTS


Preface


Introduction: On not wading through treacle


A


‘Advice to a Dog Painter’ by Jonathan Swift


Alexander Pope and his dogs


Argos


Ashoka


B


Bitch


Bluey, world’s oldest dog


Boatswain and Byron


Buck in Jack London’s The Call of the Wild


C


The Carpaccio dog


Cerberus


‘Confessions of a Glutton’ by Don Marquis


Crufts


Cynicism


D


Dickens’s Diogenes and other dogs


‘Dog Dreaming’ by W.S. Merwin


Dogs in the Antarctic


Dog names


E


England’s happy dogs


F


Flush and Virginia Woolf


Foxie and Romanticism


G


‘Geist's Grave’ by Matthew Arnold


Gelert


Greyfriars Bobby


H


‘The Hairy Dog’ by Herbert Asquith


Henry VIII’s dogs


‘Hope’ by William Dickey


Human Condition


I


Iris Murdoch’s Pyrrhus and other dogs


J


Judy – Navy POW dog


L


Laika – first dog in space


Lassie and her creator


M


Maltese terriers and Mary, Queen of Scots


‘Man and Dog’ by Siegfried Sassoon


N


Nana and J.M. Barrie


Nero and Jane Welsh Carlyle


Nipper


O


Ogden Nash and ‘Man’s Best Friend’


Oliver Goldsmith and ‘An Elegy on the Death of a Mad Dog’


P


Polly and Charles Darwin


Pongo in 101 Dalmatians


Q


Queenie and J.R. Ackerley


R


Recipes for cooking and eating dog


Romulus and Remus


Rudyard Kipling and ‘The Power of the Dog’


S


Shakespeare’s dislike of dogs


‘Sheepdog Trials in Hyde Park’ by Cecil Day-Lewis


Sir Walter Raleigh and ‘An Unruly and Ill-Mannered Dog’


Snowy and Tintin


Spoiled dogs


T


Thomas Hardy’s Wessex


The Titanic and its dogs


‘To a Black Greyhound’ by Julian Grenfell


Toddy, Whisky and Karl Marx


Tolstoi’s dogs


Toto in The Wizard of Oz


U


Underdogs


V


‘Verse for a Certain Dog’ by Dorothy Parker


Vivisection and the brown dog


W


‘Walking the Dog’ by Howard Nemerov


Wolf-dog hybrids


‘The Woodman’s Dog’ by William Cowper


Y


Yofi and Freud


‘Yoko’ by Thom Gunn




PREFACE


To Cloudy, Sky, Bradley and Max: four collies


We acquired Cloudy, the first in a succession of four collies, in 1987. A six-week-old, blue-eyed puppy little enough to hold on the palm of one hand, she was hiding in the stables with the rest of her litter when my partner Jim picked her up. She at once put her head trustingly against his chest, closing her eyes just as Jim closed his. Here was love at first sight. Cloudy reappears in this book under the entry ‘Iris Murdoch’s Pyrrhus and other dogs’. She was a blue-merle collie from a Radnorshire farm. Blue merles are genetically albino, and so have silver-and-white rather than black-and-white coats, and (often) blue rather than brown eyes. It is said that some Welsh Baptist farmers in the nineteenth century feared the blue merle’s penetrating gaze, and would drown these pups soon after birth.


Cloudy grew up to be beautiful, affectionate, energetic and intelligent: a typical border collie. Immediately after a walk of twenty miles – once you factored in the additional distance she ran for the ball – she still tended to race a few times around the perimeter of our fields in Wales, expressing sheer joy and the love of movement. Her propensity for hiding behind trees in Battersea Park before running athletically to catch and return balls attracted the memorable comment from one spectator: ‘Well bugger me said the duchess’. We learned too late that we were over-exercising her. She was nearly fourteen when her daily dose of Metacam to alleviate arthritic pain caused kidney failure and we had to request the vet’s help to see her off.


She understood a hundred or so words or commands, and would arrange herself with her bottom lowered to help us pick her up. She learned to push apart patio windows by moving her muzzle sideways, and once – after attentively watching me collect stones in a brook to create a rill – plunged her head under water to bring me stones herself. Her remarkable habit of barking angrily at the words ‘Mrs Thatcher’ got her photo and story on to the centre pages of the Evening Standard. Cloudy also knew how to wait in anticipation, understanding the future tense. When her ‘auntie’ was due to come and take her out for a walk, we could simply say ‘Daphne, later!’, and she’d go to the top of the stairs and wait for the sound of Daphne’s car (and yes, she could distinguish the sounds different cars made).


Cloudy loved chasing airborne kites and skeetered about wildly, mirroring the movements she witnessed in the sky. This triggers a reflection on how incalculably different even dogs of the same breed can be. Kites so terrified her successor, a pure white collie called Sky, that on one occasion she ran a mile home across the South Circular Road and we lost her for two hours. Sky was independent-spirited as a princess and wilful to the point of recklessness, with a lifelong habit of finding plastic to chew until she finally and fatally perforated her gut. A week of unsuccessful surgery followed before the vet helped her on her way. We buried her in our orchard. She was just five.


Her brindled brother Bradley, acquired from the same litter, was the runt, and timorous to a fault. Even flies caused him to flee from a room, and he never outgrew a certain daffiness. He barked wildly at the sound made by the rotation of a salad spinner; and his habit of greeting people effusively prompted one friend to name him Sir Licksalot. When we dredged our pond of weed in Wales, he acted as foreman, issuing strange instructions, always pulling wildly on the rope in exactly the wrong direction. His character improved after his sister died, when he no longer had to compete for attention or affection; and he lived to be fourteen, when a cancer in his gut migrated to his lung.


His successor, our fourth and current collie, called Max, has a classic glossy black coat, with a white blaze down his muzzle, white ruff, white paws and white tip to his tail. And beautiful amber eyes. He invents games, like making believe that a stone is really a baby mouse, and squealing at it. Puppy-like, he enjoys frantically herding air bubbles in the brook or paddling his fleece manically between his rear legs before tossing it in the air. He loves chasing planes and will also try to round up swallows who look as if they are playing with him, hawking low for insects just above his head. He will inch his way under any low-slung bed to hide as if in a den. (When he lies down, his posture exactly recalls a cat’s, with rear legs fully extended.)


Max – though like timid Bradley the runt of the litter – is as brave as a lion. Little seems to daunt him. True, he prefers Wales to London and used to throw up accordingly when our car reached the Cromwell Road. Once when he was very young we made the mistake of putting him in kennels, where he got no love or attention. And now he waits anxiously by any luggage he spots, lest he be forgotten or left behind when we travel. These habits apart, little frightens Max. He loves most human beings and, even as a pup, would wrap his front paws around strangers and try to hug them. He can balance magically on both front legs for half a second when he pees – a feat we have never before heard of; or on his rear legs for other purposes.


Each of these four very different collie dogs has enriched and transformed our lives. Loving them made me curious; and so this book is dedicated to all of them: to Cloudy, Sky, Bradley and Max.
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INTRODUCTION: ON NOT WADING THROUGH TREACLE


‘Without music life would be a mistake,’ said the philosopher Nietzsche. But life, so it seems to me, might be hard without dogs too; and if I had the impossible task of choosing between letting go of music or letting go of dogs, I might conceivably choose to relinquish music, albeit with some anguish. It is wonderful to inhabit a world containing both.


How our love for dogs and theirs for us makes life bearable is the inspiration for this book, an anthology of interesting dogs in life and literature, and of dog-related prose and poetry that I enjoy.


The mutual love between man and dog frequently leads to myth-making, and not everything written about dogs deserves to be believed. We can, for example, read on the internet of an impressive dog named Delta, discovered during the excavations of Pompeii (or possibly Herculaneum) and preserved by the hardened volcanic ash. Delta was found hunched over a small boy, his master, apparently trying to save him from the disaster. ‘A collar around his neck revealed not only the dog’s name, Delta, and his master’s (Servinus), but also that the faithful hound had saved the boy three times before, once from drowning, again from four robbers, and finally from a wolf set on attacking him at the sacred grove of Diana. Moreover, Delta’s heroism lasted until the end: his corpse, frozen in time, will forever be protectively draped over the body of his beloved Servinus, a sort of living monument to devotion and fidelity.’


The difficulty is that this story is not authenticated anywhere and appears to be an early ‘urban myth’. Nor is it by any means alone; there are many others like it. The tales of Gelert, Foxie and Greyfriars Bobby, all of which gain entries here, are each at least in part legends of canine loyalty that flatter and console us, sentimental fictions that endorse our pious belief in our central importance to the universe. Many such entries in this book stem from the nineteenth century, when the Victorians tended to beatify their dogs.


Perhaps for this reason Max Hastings, who clearly loves his own Labradors, has compared the experience of reading anthologies of writings about dogs to wading through treacle. His comment appears in his review of Carmela Ciuraru’s wonderful Dog Poems (2003), an excellent anthology to which I owe the discovery of a dozen or so poems that are happily plundered here. Hastings observes that dogs, like Swift’s horses in Gulliver’s Travels, are often idealised as if they had ‘all the virtues of Man without his Vices’.


This book attempts to be a little different. While the saccharine and sentimental can’t wholly be avoided, the ironic, the unexpected and the provocative have their place too. So does the attempt to see the world from a dog’s perspective rather than our own. And two recent books, one French, one American, give us hints as to how this might be done.


The Gallimard editor and writer Roger Grenier (1919-2017) published his unexpected bestseller Les larmes d’Ulysse, in 1998. Its English title is The Difficulty of Being a Dog and Grenier’s English translator Alice Kaplan calls it ‘a charming survey of writing about dogs through the ages’. Although only 130 pages long, Grenier’s anthology seems much bigger. Its charm resides in its easy sweep, and the depth of reading, thinking and feeling that underlie its magisterial, lapidary shorthand.


‘My book about dogs is an assembly of people I like,’ Grenier boasts, accurately. He knew the great and the good and often shares first-hand anecdotes. After participating in the 1944 liberation of Paris, he joined Albert Camus at the newspaper Combat and indeed edited Camus’s works after he died in 1960. The French existentialist author was a dog-lover himself; he wrote in his novel The Fall: ‘I have a very old and very faithful attachment for dogs. I like them because they always forgive.’


At Gallimard, Grenier’s office was next door to that of the writer Raymond Queneau, who brought his Tibetan terrier to work just as Grenier brought his St Germain pointer. Queneau’s surname, Grenier tells us, derives from the Norman French dialect word for dog, related to the English ‘kennel’.


Even when not writing about his own friends or acquaintances, Grenier manages to convey a sense of intimacy. He is clubby and knowing – whether he is writing about Aristotle (who recorded the different ways dogs and bitches piss), Kafka (addicted to self-accusation), Virginia Woolf (connoisseur of solitude) or Jack London. In just a few pages we can find apt and interesting anecdotes about dogs in relation to Paul Valéry, Sartre, Maeterlinck, Rilke, Balthus, Katherine Mansfield, Elizabeth von Arnim, Chesterton and Baudelaire.


Though we are tragically alone on this random planet, he shows us, our love of dogs and our uncanny (relative) ease of communication with them offer us a rare ‘protection against life’s insults, a defence against the world’. We can love dogs while despairing of humans. Grenier mentions Mme de Sévigné but does not repeat her trenchant observation ‘Plus que je vois les hommes, plus que j’aime les chiens…’.


This strange love-affair between species is not, he observes, without misunderstanding. Owners can be baffled when their pets roll around in excrement for camouflage and get themselves ready for hunting; while dogs spend much energy observing and decrypting the body-language and commands of their owners, commands that can carry a threat of punishment or even death. The mixed-breed terrier Nipper – who merits his own entry in this dictionary – cocks his head while staring into the HMV gramophone horn, trying to figure out where the noise is coming from: and as such is a potent symbol of the need for translation between dogs and men and of the ways in which dogs are obliged to live ‘at the very limits of their nature… every minute carries its ration of anguish’.


The French sometimes refer to dogs as bêtes de chagrin, since they are short-lived animals and so provide us with a memento mori… They open our hearts and remind us of the hurt of living. They even open the hearts of tyrants. Napoleon – who declared that the deaths of millions left him cold – recorded the sight of a dog howling and licking his dead master’s face on an Italian battlefield, his single most affecting memory. He was also forced to share Josephine’s bed with her pug-dog Fortuné. Hitler loved dogs but – to test out the efficacy of his cyanide pill and make sure it would actually work – he had his physician administer one to his Alsatian bitch Blondi who died as a result.


Grenier is a source of esoteric knowledge: calling somebody a dog was an insult in both ancient Greek and Latin and the Romans called the letter ‘L’ the dog-letter as it sounded like a growl. Ulysses, after weeping at the death of his beloved hunting dog Argos, nonetheless goes on to use the word ‘dogs’ insultingly of Penelope’s suitors. But Grenier is always willing to see the world from the dog’s point of view, and this is unusual.


***


In her groundbreaking book The Hidden Life of Dogs (1994), which came out during the same decade as Grenier’s and also quickly became a bestseller, Elizabeth M. Thomas poses some interesting questions about dog consciousness too. Do dogs have thoughts or feelings? Can a dog invent a custom or a game, weigh up two alternatives, or adopt a human mannerism? What do dogs want? A novelist as well as a scientist, Thomas writes that ‘despite a vast array of publications on dogs, virtually nobody... had ever bothered to ask what dogs do when left to themselves’. Human vanity causes us to anthropomorphise and sentimentalise dogs: Thomas gives them back their own reality.


One day she started wondering about her two-year-old husky Misha, who had a habit of disappearing every evening on a secret errand of his own. What errand? Her book starts to resemble a detective story; and the mystery she is determined to solve concerns Misha’s absences.


They are living in Cambridge, Massachusetts, a city of some 100,000 on the other side of the Charles river from Boston, and home to Harvard University. The perils of the city include dog-nappers then supplying the university’s laboratories with animals for experimentation. Misha evades these, just as he evades traffic, poisonous bait and fights with other dogs. How? It is while mulling this question over that Thomas stumbles on her mission, one so simple-minded as to appear positively visionary. She sets out to discover how dogs behave when left to their own devices, without human intervention.


Her researches entail her trailing Misha and other dogs on her bicycle for two to three nights a week over a period of two years, during which she makes startling discoveries. Her dogs sometimes leave home for days, travelling more than 20 miles, returning with deer hair in their stools. She logs more than 100,000 hours of observation and finds that Misha’s home range approximates to an astonishing 130 square miles, resembling that of wolves roaming in the wild. Misha’s aim, she decides, is to circle other dogs.


As well as a passionate love of dogs, Thomas has a shocking and eccentric patience. She seems incapable of boredom and passes on this gift to us. Her fieldwork with wolves helps her. On Baffin island in high summer there is no darkness, and she was thus able on one occasion to watch a wolf – tired from hunting – sleeping for eighteen hours straight. ‘After his first nine hours of motionless sleep, he raised his head, sighed, opened and shut his mouth to settle his tongue, and went back to sleep for a further nine hours’.


She displays the same patience at home, where she spent weeks lying on her elbows with her dogs in the enclosure they made for themselves when left alone. ‘I’ve been to many places on the earth, to the Arctic, to the African savannah, yet wherever I went, I always travelled in my own bubble of primate energy, primate experience, and so never before or since have I felt as far removed from what seemed familiar as I felt with these dogs, by their den. Primates feel pure, flat immobility as boredom, but dogs feel it as peace.’


She records the lives of eleven large dogs – mainly German shepherds and huskies – five males and six females (including a dingo); and the birth of 22 pups, some on her bed. Her dogs are not pets. She makes no effort even to house-train them: the young dogs copy and learn from the older ones, and she is a shrewd and fascinating observer of doggy hierarchy. Their moral sense is made clear through an incident in which a tiny pug stops a much larger dog from terrorising some pet parakeets and mice.


Just as impressively, Thomas shows us how each canine is a complex individual. Particularly absorbing is her account of the ‘romantic love’ between Misha and his mate Maria, who remains monogamous even while on heat. She also tells an astonishing story of how her dogs, left wholly to their own devices, secretly dig a wolf-like den behind a woodpile. Its entrance is a tunnel, penetrating horizontally fifteen feet into the side of a hill and leading to a chamber three feet wide, two feet high and three feet deep. It provides a perfect climate of around 55 degrees Fahrenheit all year round. They never use it when a human being is present.


What, then, do dogs want? ‘They want to belong, and they want each other.’ This is popular science of a high order: Thomas tracks dogs into their own world, and in doing so has created a classic on a level with J.R. Ackerley’s My Dog Tulip, which is beautifully observed, and a revelation to read. ‘Like most people who hunger to know more about the lives of the animals,’ she writes, ‘I have always wanted to enter into the consciousness of a non-human creature. I would like to know what the world looks like to a dog, or sounds like or smells like: I would like to visit a dog’s mind.’




A





ADVICE TO A DOG PAINTER




Happiest of the spaniel race,


Painter, with thy colours grace,


Draw his forehead large and high,


Draw his blue and humid eye;


Draw his neck, so smooth and round,


Little neck with ribands bound;


And the musely swelling breast


Where the Loves and Graces rest;


And the spreading, even back,


Soft, and sleek, and glossy black;


And the tail that gently twines,


Like the tendrils of the vines;


And the silky twisted hair,


Shadowing thick the velvet ear;


Velvet ears which, hanging low,


O’er the veiny temples flow.


Jonathan Swift (1667–1745)








ALEXANDER POPE AND HIS DOGS


Pope (1688–1744) was a great lover of dogs – dogs figure significantly in his imaginative universe and there are 100 references to them in his oeuvre. He was less sparing of people. Once called ‘the wasp of Twickenham’, he remains among the greatest satirical poets in English and his fierce critiques of prominent figures made him many enemies. At one point he deemed it necessary to carry pistols while walking his beloved Great Dane, Bounce, who also protected the diminutive poet (just four foot six inches in height).
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