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Preface

Versions of the two sections of this book were published nearly twenty years apart as articles in Texas Monthly magazine, my chief down-home outlet over time for such work. Despite their variation in vintage, though, the pieces have much in common, which is why my friend Nick Lyons thought of setting them side by side as more or less a unit, and convinced me to undertake the task of adjusting them for that purpose.

This turned out to be a pretty easy job after I determined that I liked both pieces as they stood, and therefore discarded the idea of editing them into a single flowing narrative. I made a few little alterations in the original texts because I’m one of those unfortunate authors who can’t look at their own writing in print without wanting to improve it. But other changes, all brief, were needed to avoid repetition or sometimes to clarify connections.

I suppose most persons afflicted with the writing disease who reach an advanced age, as I inexplicably have, look back sometimes on their lifetime production of published matter (pretty sparse, mine has been) in hope of seeing signs of great improvement along the way. So to find two pieces of one’s work, widely differing in age, that exhibit so much kinship is . . . well, daunting in a way.

Yet one also has to confront one’s own personal self as reflected in one’s work, and it is clear to me now that the things I principally cared about, during the period forty or fifty years ago when I was still finding my voice as a writer, are still chiefly the things that move me most—land and water and plants and wild or tame creatures and the ways in which they all connect, along with the kinds of people who have been and still are close to them in one way or another, whether as frontiersmen, hunter-fishermen, birdwatchers, farmers, ranchers, or whatever. And as a writer I have dealt with these things and these human beings chiefly in regional though I hope not provincial terms.

Such rural concerns are of course a long way from the preoccupation with tangled human relationships and dramatic events that has inspired and shaped many of our best writers’ efforts. When younger I misspent much time and effort trying to deal with such matters too, but without great joy or success. My focus, it seems, belonged elsewhere.

So be it. Here are some more of the subjects to which this elsewhere focus has led me ...
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PART ONE

Blue and Some Other Dogs (1977)

One cool still night last March, when the bitterest winter in decades was starting to slack its grip and the first few chuck-will’s-widows were whistling tentative claims to nest territories, the best dog I ever owned simply disappeared. Dogs do disappear, of course. But not usually dogs like Blue or under conditions like ours here in the North Texas cedar hills.

A crossbred Basque-Australian sheepdog, he had spent his whole ten years of life on two North Texas country places and had seldom left the vicinity of the house at either of them without human company since the age of two or less, when his Basque mother was still alive and we also had a lame and anarchic old dachshund that liked to tempt the two of them out roaming after armadillos and feral cats and raccoons and other varmints. This happened usually at night when we had neglected to bring the dachshund into the house, or he had tricked his way outside by faking a call of nature or pushing open an unlatched screen door. The dachshund, named Watty (it started out as Cacahuate, or Peanut), had a very good nose and the sheep dogs didn’t, and having located quarry for them he would scream loud sycophantic applause as they pursued it and attacked, sometimes mustering the courage to run in and bite an exposed hind leg while the aggressive mother and son kept the front part angrily busy.

It was fairly gory at times, nor was I that much at war with varmints except periodically with specimens that had developed a taste for chickens or garden crops. But the main problem was the wandering itself, which sometimes took them far from home and onto other property. In the country roaming dogs were and are an abomination, usually in time becoming destructive varmints themselves, large ones that often die from rifle bullets or buckshot or poison bait, well enough deserved. Few people have lived functionally on the land without having to worry sooner or later about such raiders, and the experience makes them jumpy about their own dogs’ habits.

To cope, you can chain or pen your dogs when they aren’t with you, or you can teach them to stay at home. While I favor the latter approach, with three canines on hand and one of them a perverse and uncontrollable old house pet too entwined with my own past and with the family to get rid of, it was often hard to make training stick with Pan and Blue. At least it was until the dachshund perished under the wheels of a pickup truck, his presence beneath it unsuspected by the driver and his cranky senile arrogance too great to let him scuttle out of the way when the engine started.

Blue’s dam was a brindle-and-white Basque sheep dog from Idaho—of a breed said to be called Pannish, though you can’t prove that by me since I have never seen another specimen. Taut and compact and aggressive, she was quick to learn but also quick to spot ways to nudge rules aside or to get out of work she didn’t savor. She came to us mature and a bit overdisciplined, and if you tried to teach her a task too roughly she would refuse permanently to have anything to do with it. I ruined her for cow work by whipping her for running a heifer through a new fence for the hell of it, and ever afterward if I started dealing with cattle when she was with me, she would go to heel or disappear. Once while chousing a neighbor’s Herefords out of an oat patch toward the spate-ripped fence watergap through which they had invaded it, I looked around for Pan and finally glimpsed her peeking at me slyly from a shin-oak thicket just beyond the field’s fringe, hiding there till the risk of being called on for help was past.

Not that she feared cows or anything else that walked—or crawled or flew or swam or for that matter rolled on wheels. She attacked strange dogs like a male and had a contemptuous hatred of snakes that made her bore straight in to grab them and shake them dead, even after she had been bitten twice by rattlers, once badly. After such a bout I had seen her with drops of amber venom rolling down her shoulder, where fangs had struck the thick fine hair but had failed to reach her skin. Occasionally she bit people too—always men, though she was nervous enough around unfamiliar children that we never trusted her alone with them. Women, for her own secret reasons, she liked more or less indiscriminately.

She was a sort of loaded weapon, Pan, and in a town or city there would have been no sense in owning such a dog, unless maybe to patrol fenced grounds at night. But we were living then on a leased tract just beyond the western beerhall fringe of Fort Worth, where drunken irrationals roamed the byways after the honkytonks closed, and I was often away. There, what might otherwise have been her worst traits were actually reassuring. She worshipped my wife Jane, slept beside the bed when I was gone, and would, I am certain, have died in defense of the household with the same driven ferocity she showed in combat with wild things.

A big boar coon nearly got her one January night, before she had Blue as a cohort. The old dachshund Watty had sicced her on it by the barn, where it had come for a bantam supper, and by the time I had waked to the noise and pulled on pants and located a flashlight, the fight had rolled down to the creek and Pan’s chopping yap had suddenly stilled, though Watty was still squalling hard. When I got there and shone the light on a commotion in the water, all that showed was the coon’s solemn face and shoulders. Astraddle Pan’s neck with an ear clutched in each hand, he was quite competently holding her head down despite her mightiest struggles. Big bubbles rolled up as I watched, with Watty dancing still uproarious beside me on good firm land. Grabbing up a stick I waded into the frigid chest-deep pool, whacked the coon out of his saddle, declined his offer to climb me in retaliation, and sent him swimming for the other bank. But by then Pan was unconscious, and on shore I shook and pumped the better part of a gallon of water out of her before she started to wheeze and cough.

Which didn’t keep her from assaulting the very next coon her brave, small, black friend sniffed out, though she never followed another one into water. She was not too rash to learn what an impossibility was.

We had a plague of feral housecats in that place, strayed outward from the city or dumped along the roads by the kind of people who do that sort of thing, and a huge tom one evening gave Watty his comeuppance. After a notable scrap with Pan, the tom decided to leave when I arrived, but she grabbed him by the tail as he fled. At this point old Watty, thinking in dim light that the customary face-to-face squabble was still in progress and gaining from my arrival some of the courage that the cat had lost, dashed in for a furtive chomp and was received in a loving, tight, clawed embrace with sharp teeth in its middle. His dismay was piercingly loud and he bore those scars for the rest of his life. The tomcat got away.

If my less than objective interest in these violent matters is evident, I have the grace to be a bit ashamed, but not very. I have had close friends among the hound-dog men whose main pleasure in life has lain in fomenting such pursuits and brawls, and some of them have been quite gentle people. That is to say I have never been of the school that believes hunting per se makes worse brutes of men than they already are. I seldom encouraged those home-ground uproars between my own dogs and varmints until later, when Pan was gone and Blue had constituted himself Protector of Garden and Poultry. The toll of wildlife actually killed over the years was light, reaching a mild peak during the brief period after Blue was full grown and before Pan died, when they hunted and fought as a skillful team. Most chases would end with a treeing and I would call the dogs home with no real damage having been done on either side. But Man the Hunter’s association with dogs is very very longstanding, and any man who can watch a slashing battle between his own dogs and something wild and tough, when it does occur, without feeling a flow of the old visceral, reckless joy, is either quite skilled at suppressing his emotions or more different from me than I think most men are.

There being of course the additional, perhaps more cogent fact that in the country varmints around the house, garden, barn, and chicken yard are bad news, and the best help in keeping them away is aggressive dogs.





Unable to find any males of Pan’s breed in this region, we mated her with one of those more numerous herding dogs, similar in build and coat but colored white and black-speckled gray, known commonly as Australian Blue Heelers or just Australians. Three of the resulting pups had her coloration and the fourth was Blue, marked like his sire but with less speckling and no trace of the blue “glass” or “china” tinge that many, perhaps most Australians have in one or both eyes, sometimes as only a queer pale blaze on an iris. When the time came to choose, we picked him to keep, and as a result he turned out to be a far different sort of grown dog than he would have been if we had given him away.
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"John Graves' writing is invaluable....
The reader who misses him will have missed much."
--Larry McMurtry






