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To Sari, who started the whole thing;
to Beth, who gave me the engine;
and to Libby, who drove it home.


To Stephen Bodio By Tim Murphy

I dreamed I was striding beside your horse,

dogs coursing in the mist,

the falcon on your fist

husbanding her inconceivable force.

Shaheen, hoping that we were hunting quail,

spiraled aloft to hover

as we quartered her cover.

Over the brush we saw a single sail,

then broke the covey. At an explosive flush

the blinding stoop and kill.

On a High Desert hill

she nibbled neck meat in the windless hush.

Yours is the hunter’s highest form of art.

Beside my prairie stream

I read your books and dream,

sharing the wild passion in your heart.
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Foreword

[image: image]

The view on a clear winter day is boundless and the sky comes down to the ground. How’s that for an image? How’s that for a sentence? Feel how its flow and the sound of the words replicate the view.

It’s one of thousands of others like it in this extraordinary book, which has broadened my life as it will undoubtedly broaden others’ lives, and these days is a glowing example of why books are worthwhile. Today we search for information by fiddling with our cell phones or Googling on the internet, finding one fact at a time (or at least we hope it’s a fact). This book has fascinating facts--the answers to questions you never thought to ask—embedded in the richest possible surroundings, including cultural lines that reach back to the Paleolithic Era, an ancient sport that’s almost unknown in the developed countries, ecosystems that exist nowhere else, the thousand year old, two thousand mile long trade route from China called the Silk Road, and a large number of fascinating people the likes of whom you never would otherwise meet.

And all this, just as a partial background for a treasure trove of compelling information. Books as well-informed as The Hounds of Heaven seldom appear today, but nevertheless will be rejected outright by the American Kennel Club and many breeders. I sometimes watch the annual AKC dog shows on television, and was once astonished to see the winner was a fluffy Pekingese whose face was as flat as a plate. I doubt that it’s easy to breed dogs for a face as flat as hers but one breeder succeeded, producing a dog with a face that was almost concave. As those familiar with dog shows know, the dogs must run or at least trot in a big circle around the admiring judges, but the poor little Pekingese couldn’t do that. Even so, she tried her best, gasping and struggling in fits and starts, but the effort almost collapsed her. The fact that her nasal passages were so compressed that air could barely squeeze through them won the enthusiasm of the judges who awarded her Best in Show while the audience cheered and applauded.

I once spent a summer alone in a little cave on Baffin Island watching a pack of denning wolves, so I know what wolves can do and where dogs came from, and if I were to continue with the negative results of breeding dogs for their appearance, this foreword would be longer than the book itself. So I’ll control myself and close this tragic subject by saying that Bodio disapproves of breeding dogs for their appearance.

His interest lies in another direction which I think is hinted at by the title, or so it seems to me, as “heaven” conjures dogs so good they seem divine, and also further conjures the sky which conjures hawks. I find this compelling. More compelling is what Bodio actually does—he hunts with dogs and raptors. His knowledge springs from traveling to the places where the sport began, also talking with like-minded people from Mongolia and Saudi Arabia whose knowledge of the sport is greatest, and meeting numbers of dogs that greatly surpass the familiar kinds of dogs we find at home.

Surmounting a near-tsunami of difficulties, Bodio found dogs in northern Asia to his liking, and after that, with one dog at a time, he and a hawk would go hunting. It’s the contemporary practice of an ancient sport which all three find compelling.

That Bodio had to travel so far to find the right dogs may seem unusual, but he had no choice. Witness our priorities in the United States, where a Best in Show was nearly suffocated just by trotting. The images of one of Bodio’s dogs at work are outstanding—scenes which most of us could never imagine. The dog is alert to the hawk, whose eyes are flat, not round like ours, and her vision is infinitely better, so she can scan wide areas from miles away and spot whoever is hiding. The dog knows what she’s doing, recognizes the signals, and takes it from there, running like the wind if that’s what’s needed. Every scene speaks of the width of this book with its flood of information about the hearts and minds of non-humans.

If the dogs aren’t enough, how about the raptors? Hounds of the heavens if ever there were any, hawks aren’t social like dogs and humans, yet surprisingly enough they have social inclinations which appear during these cooperative hunts. Even when not hunting, the idea of cooperation struck a falcon, who unknown to Bodio, had volunteered to share her food with one of his dogs. She didn’t just let the dog eat some as if, perhaps, she was afraid of him. She actually carried her food over to him and put it down where he could reach it. When we learn of such things we find ourselves gasping, yet this book is filled with such eye-widening moments—I for one have read it several times and still find myself gasping when I encounter what raptor or a dog will do. I’ve always seen myself as something of a dogologist and I’ve had the privilege of flying a Harris’s hawk, but I’ve never hunted with dogs or raptors, let alone with dogs and raptors, so I can only imagine the thrill you must get as a dog and a hawk cooperate with you to catch a rabbit.

Oh yes. I know. Not everyone approves of hunting and it’s not always pretty, as Bodio well knows. But he backs away from nothing, and in another of his books, Eagle Dreams, he tells of a Mongolian eagle who hunted and killed his Mongolian owner’s grandson. In revenge, the owner cut off the eagle’s feet and chased him away to try living in the wild without feet.

But if hunting can be far from pretty, it’s always real and raw. The hounds and hawks approve and that’s what matters. Gaia approves, so she showed them how to do it. If no person were with them, they’d do it by themselves. We wouldn’t be where we are today if our Paleolithic ancestors hadn’t been good at it. Even animal-lovers like myself have residual hunting instincts (every time we see a large herbivore in the woods we get a little thrill, not just once, but every time it happens) and with a book such as this, we visit the original hunting areas—the open lands in all their mystery, where the sky comes all the way down to the ground and we see hunting in its most compelling forms, with raptors who descended from predatory dinosaurs and wolf-types who turned into dogs.

Is there a reason that dog is god spelled backwards? If so, it’s only because you can’t spell Gaia backwards and come up with anything you can pronounce. The Hounds of Heaven gives us a glimpse of our heaven. It’s the complex, ever-changing ecosystems and their occupants, and is known as the natural world.

—Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, 2016
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The Hounds of Heaven
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Stuff is eaten by dogs, broken by family and friends, sanded down by the wind, frozen by the mountains, lost by the prairie, burnt off by the sun, washed away by the rain. So you are left with dogs, family, friends, sun, rain, wind, prairie and mountains. What more do you want?

—Federico Calboli
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The hounds are running in the grass, over the plains, running out of the past. They are not like the hounds of the old Stone Age; those have prick ears and gray ruffs like wolves. These have long legs, liquid eyes, silken coats, soft pendant ears, barrel-vault ribs, hard muscles, wasp waists. These are the second mutation—the dogs of the Neolithic steppe, the dogs that come from the north edge of the Tian Shan, the Heavenly Mountains. They are the hounds of heaven.

They run like “a wind in the grass with teeth,” to quote Andrew Jackson Frishman. They hunt with falcons and horses and human partners and fly like falcons on the ground. They seem to float above the earth until they thunder by. The Kazakh zoologist Vladimir Shakula says they have “a drop of the blood of the Eastern Dragon.”

They run on six-thousand-year old rock paintings and seventh-century Chinese tombs. They run in Asia from Xinjiang and down the old Silk Road past Almaty, Bishkek, down through the high passes over Tajikistan and Afghanistan that lead to India, through Persia and Turkey all the way south and west to Arabia Felix. They are named tazi, khalag, bakhmul, aboriginal Afghan, and finally saluki as they approach their western and southern borders. They run on the steppes north to Siberia and on ranches in New Mexico.

They sleep in the yurts of the Kazakhs and the Kyrgiz, where perhaps they always have, and in the black tents of the Bedouin, for although they are dogs, they—at least until recently—were also “hurr,” or noble, like the saker falcon and the horses that came with them down the Silk Road. They are sweet yet aloof, endlessly loyal, quick to take offense, loving, and fiercely predatory.

They are the hounds of heaven, and they are running.
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PROLOGUE

From Brooklyn to Kazakhstan
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W here do obsessions begin?

In 1954, I was a just a toddler living on the second floor of a three-decker house in Dorchester, a blue-collar part of Boston. But even in that unlikely environment, where the only nonhuman living things were sparrows, pigeons, the ragman’s cart horse, and the mouse that drowned in my bedside water glass, I was improbably fascinated by animals and animal tales. My father was an art student turned engineer by the GI Bill. He was still a dedicated hunter and fisherman then, and the fish and game he brought home—brilliant native brook trout with crimson and white fins on a bed of aquatic weed in his old wicker creel, a thick black duck with silken plumage and a startling blue speculum—must have stimulated the biophilic genes that I doubtless inherited from him.

But my always-urban mother inadvertently planted some seeds, too. She started to read to me from Kipling’s The Jungle Books when I was three, and by the time I was four I could not only recite passages aloud, but also, with her help and supplementary lessons from the foldout nature pages in Life magazine—I remember creatures of the eastern forest by the wondrous Walter Linsenmaier—I could suddenly read, and I have never looked back.

It is almost frightening to think how contingent circumstance and chance might affect a person’s interests. My father was a sportsman, birder, and amateur naturalist; his interests are easily traced. But my mother was a commercial artist who, at the time, was drawing models for a fashionable Newbury Street furrier. She had been born in the city; her only interest in animals, and that was not a serious one, was as subjects. But she was a reader, a romantic, and maybe a little bored through the long day, so she taught me to read to have someone to talk to. Out of that boredom and loneliness came Kipling, The Jungle Book, Asia, animal stories, and even the artist Linsenmaier. I collect and quote Kipling, write about humans and animals and all their relations and memes with humans, and travel, mostly to Asia. I have Linsenmaier’s book on insects, the most beautiful—if not the best—of such books I have ever seen.

But she showed me an even more particular influence. In some lost magazine that I never forgot, a dark man in a spotted coat of blue-gray snow leopard furs and a shaggy striped hat sat on a horse; on his arm was an immense black eagle with an eyeless cap on its head. I told the story of my lifelong pursuit of that image in the book Eagle Dreams. It led me for the first time to the Asia of my dreams.

And, therefore, even though she never had nor wanted a dog, she led me to my dogs.

*   *   *

Fast forward twenty-some years and begin another trail. In the 1970s, a young editor and entrepreneur named Ed Gray launched America’s first consciously literary and artistic hunting and fishing magazine, Gray’s Sporting Journal. I was already writing various nature pieces and book reviews for Boston’s alternative weekly papers, and I jumped at the chance to get paid some real money for writing about things I loved.

Ed tried to balance editorial content. Traditional tales of grouse, trout, and deer shared space with odder stuff—stranger than any stories ever published in a sporting magazine. One that drew equal amounts of praise and subscription cancellations was artist Russell Chatham’s “The Great Duck Misunderstanding,” a tale of gluttony, eros, and drunkenness that featured a naked woman with a parrot on her shoulder. (The sporting hook was a dinner of wild ducks, harvested by the narrator the day before.). Ed’s editorial policy was to encourage original and quirky first-person journalism and fiction while running enough good old-fashioned material to keep the advertisers happy. So, some first-rate to off-center material was returned with sincere regret despite its merits.

Ed knew I had a soft spot for the strange ones, as well as an interest in ancient pursuits, such as falconry. One day he passed me a thick manuscript and a sheet of transparencies from one M. H. Salmon in darkest New Mexico, “Home with the Hounds.” I had never read anything like Salmon’s vivid portrait of swift dogs—Arabian salukis and rough-coated American “staghounds,” which ran down coyotes and even swifter jackrabbits, as they had since at least the Bronze Age. It was like falconry on the ground. But we had run a lot of controversial material in the last few issues, and Ed thought coursing might be a bit primitive for our urbane readers. It went back, but not before I had written to Mr. Salmon. A new thread had begun.
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First Encounters
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How kindly they 
Bounded, predators always but 
Now with what dreamy, elegant strides!

—Vicki Hearne

W here I grew up was no place for such creatures. I was born in Boston. New England is cool, low, and wet; Western civilization has had centuries to settle and transform it. While the first Europeans found it to be hostile and wild, it was not unlike Europe topographically and ecologically. Native Americans had already subtly transformed the landscape by burning, growing, and husbanding the game; an expanding European population built farms, then roads and towns.

New England is a place of boundaries and close distances, perhaps even more so now, as the forest has returned over the past century. Sightlines are short, blocked by trees and buildings. The distances between town centers in much of it are measured in single-and double-digit miles, and you can’t see from one to the other. I once mentioned this to a native of Idaho, who, like most Westerners, is used to seeing mountains fifty and a hundred miles away. “What gets in the way?” she asked. I sputtered and answered trees, hills, buildings, people … the air.

It was not that I was particularly urban. A naturalist trained in biology and a hunter and gatherer by inclination, I spent much of my time in the woods. But it was a woods only slightly wilder than England’s, with patches bounded by roads and strewn with monuments, such as old stone walls, dry wells, and cellar holes. The wood itself was not primeval but second and third growth, some of it no older than my parents. My tools were those of the European traditions: fly rods and fancy old double-barreled shotguns, civilized weapons to gather small edible animals with which we share a complex, nearly symbiotic heritage—grouse, woodcock, trout. Even the names were shared with England. My dogs were bird dogs, breeds developed over the past two centuries—springer spaniels in my case: sweet, silly, a bit dim perhaps, but with magical noses and one obsessive focus: FIND BIRDS.

Thirty years ago a series of happy accidents landed me in the high country of New Mexico, which then seemed like a wonderfully alien planet. I tried years ago to describe it in a never-published novel:

“Think of a plateau the size of Connecticut … maybe a little bigger, with an average height above sea level of, oh, seven thousand feet. That’s right—the flat ground is higher than Vermont’s mountains. Brown plains, nappy and dry like a lion-colored pool table.

“And the following: not just a few but many mountains chains, most north-south; one going more east-west; all reaching above nine and some, over ten thousand feet; blue with pine and fir and spruce. No ponds or lakes, natural ones anyway, but lots of snow in the winter, especially above eight thousand feet. Vertical weather. A day-night temperature difference of forty degrees, winter and summer.

“People never made much impact here. The paved roads run around the edges; only one goes “through,” so to speak, and it’s two cars wide and twisty as a snake. There are six thousand people on the plateau today, more or less, most of them in towns where the only pavement is the road through.

“The size of western land, and the distance you can see across it, baffles by its apparent openness. East of the Mississippi you can drive almost anywhere on paved roads, and find signs of human occupation wherever you go. You bring these assumptions West as surely as the first European settlers brought theirs. One of the hardest preconceptions to throw off is that, because you’ve seen the West from the interstate, you’ve seen the West. That forty-mile stretch between exits may be forty miles without a single paved crossing, or the interstate exit itself may give out to dirt ranch road. You may drive a hundred miles at right angles to that exit before you hit a paved crossing. What you’ve just defined by its edges is a block bigger than Rhode Island or Delaware, with no pavement in it.”

Oddly, or not so oddly, we came to New Mexico not looking for a new home—we were thinking of Montana—but to look at some dogs. When the late Betsy Huntington and I had finally decided that New England had become too confining* we decided to take our savings and look around in the West. We figured we could exist for a year. Montana, which I had visited briefly in the early seventies, seemed to offer the most, but we left in January and wanted to see some other places first. Remembering Dutch Salmon’s “Home with the Hounds” essay, we wrote and asked him if we could visit him in New Mexico.

Our arrival at High Lonesome—a trailer house, to use the proper terminology, in a broad flat surrounded by piñon-juniper arms that was two miles from the nearest neighbor and twelve miles from any pavement—was anticlimactic. We churned through a last quarter-mile of mud-rut driveway to find nobody home but an amazing pack of dogs—salukis with silken coats and huge eyes, scarred brindle greyhounds with graying muzzles, an immense Scottish deerhound with a low-hung head like a hairy dinosaur—all howling and baying and standing on the truck. When I rolled down the window, three climbed over each other to lick my hand. Encouraged, I braved the pack to leave a note stuck on the trailer door (something along the lines of “We’re here—Bonanza Motel in Socorro—call”), then we turned around and drove the 110-plus miles back to almost immediately pick up the phone and hear, “Come on out.”

Dutch turned out to be a transplanted easterner who had chased dreams and hounds from his native Hudson River Valley to Texas, Minnesota, and finally the New Mexican high country. His laconic manners covered, we were soon to realize, a mixture of erudition and practical knowledge usually served up with a great dose of wit. But I could hardly pay attention—my eyes were on the amazing pack of dogs.

We took a quick walk in the sagebrush with the pack. The dogs swept in great arcs before us, loping like wolves. Occasionally one would stand on its hind legs like a kangaroo to see over the sagebrush; I had never seen dogs so visually oriented. The greyhounds and crossbreeds had bulging muscular thighs and wasp waists and moved with abrupt power. The salukis were subtler; they looked light, almost delicate, and seemed to float over the ground.

And then a gray jackrabbit with a black tail and enormous ears blurred into existence twenty feet ahead and streaked for the horizon. The greyhounds exploded into their double suspension gallop, their backs flexing like a cheetah’s. In a moment, two were almost on it. Death seemed inevitable, but suddenly the hare had doubled on its own body and was off running at 180 degrees with its ears laid over its back. The greyhounds had fallen back, but now the salukis pressed in. They gained, and it turned again. The greyhounds never regained their lead, but the three salukis pressed the hare until it vanished into a line of junipers on the crest of a hill and they all returned, unsighted at last.

I was dazzled. We had walked only half a mile or so, but at seven thousand feet my sea-level lungs were aching. The dogs had run several miles at the same altitude, and after a short communal pant, they were ready to go again. What mixture of evolution and culture had grown such a physiology? I knew I had to find out more about these falcons of the ground.

*   *   *

Within a month of our arrival we had taken home two pups from Dutch’s kennel. Dark brindle Riley, named after a ghost town to the north, was a cross between a male greyhound and a Scottish deerhound bitch, although at seven weeks he more resembled a horrifying mixture of monkey and tarantula. He was all legs and knobby joints and thin black fur with a sharp muzzle, tiny eyes, and huge white teeth. His formidable appearance was belied by his sweet, timid temperament; he spent most of his first three months hiding under the couch from spaniels, visitors, and his partner.

Luna, his foster brother and running mate, was grave, comely, and arrogant, a perfectly proportioned miniature saluki one week older than Riley. Although a third smaller, his greatest pleasure in life seemed to be tormenting his hapless sibling.

They began to chase things almost as soon as we brought them home. Coursing dogs are natural athletes and instinctive hunters. They need no incentive or training beyond the necessary civilizing minimum, and, in the case of salukis, they didn’t need much of that. If a weed seed blew through the yard or a butterfly fluttered low, they were after it like twin shadows, coordinating so well that Betsy named their moves synchronized dogging after the Olympic swimming event. And if a rabbit dared browse out of the patches of yucca and rabbit brush outside the pen, they’d go mad with joy and predatory lust, standing on their hind legs, whining, and holding on to the wire with what our local friend Chubby called their hands.

Betsy’s training consisted of letting them chase cottontails, which gave the puppies short runs before the rabbits disappeared down their holes, and calling them across fences so they learned how to deal with barbed wire. They were still too young to chase hares. A jackrabbit would not only run away with them and discourage them, it might do irreparable damage to growing tissues as they tried to catch up. Besides, a sighthound could run itself to death under the summer sun.

*   *   *

Luna’s first kill was a quail. A covey erupted in front of him as he trotted beside me, not even hunting; their explosive flush triggered him into an improbable leap and chop that ended with him spread-eagled over a bush, the fluttering quail winding down like a spring toy in his mouth.

He was horrified. Spaniels would rather retrieve, or as the canine behaviorists say, object carry, than eat; there mere possibility of fetching drove them to wiggle on the ground like cats stoned on catnip. But Luna was so appalled by the vibrating feather pillow in his mouth that he ran in three hysterical circles and spat it out at my feet. Pah! As I tucked the bird furtively into my pocket—it was a month until quail season—he stood on his head and wiped his mouth on the grass. Finally he sneezed twice explosively, looking me in the eye as though it were my fault. Unlike some of my later Asian hounds, he never touched a bird again.

Riley killed a bird once, years later, with about as much intent. I can’t resist a couple of lines from Betsy’s letter to a friend: “They returned, and Floyd took them to a tank where to his enormous surprise they got something. Namely a mallard. Gates, who caught the duck, seemed nonplussed and trotted off and buried it. Riley dug it up again (‘Dante Gabriel Rosetti/ buried all of his libretti/ thought the matter over, then, went and dug them up again’), and brought it in to Floyd, quite alive, quite unhurt. Floyd cracked it over the head and put it in the back of the pickup, whereupon it got up and flew back to the tank where Riley caught it again and done it in. ‘Coursing for Duck on the Western Plains—A New Method.’”

As the pups gained strength and the daytime temperature cooled, we began to take them to the edge of the San Augustine Plains, where the grass stretched to the horizon. We’d walk for hours, the dogs trotting beside us or galloping ahead, rolling up out of the scrub like porpoises when they hit a patch of rabbit brush. We were looking for hares. But one day a buck antelope seemed to materialize from the thin air, trotting ahead of the pups. They blurred into a full-out run like a still picture turning into a movie. I could almost hear the whip crack of Riley’s spine. His feet thudded against the ground, raising car-sized clouds of dust as the runners cut cross our path. The antelope did not seem to be making an effort yet. His black-horned head was erect as he bounced along, feet together, although his mouth was open to supercharge his blood with oxygen. Luna, running with similar ease, ghosted along to the rear. Riley was flat-out, flexing like a cheetah, just behind the buck’s heels. But even as we watched he began to slow. As he fell back, Luna, the true gazelle hound, a gray and white wraith spaced fifty yards behind the bouncing white spots of the antelope, faded with the quarry into the dusty horizon like a boat into the ocean on a hazy day. I started down the track, but it was an hour before I found him. He was walking—not trotting, but walking slowly, limping on all four feet, tongue dragging just above the dust. He must have run twelve miles. I picked him up and slung him around my shoulders. He did not object but lay there panting as I walked out to the truck.
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