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  To all our dogs: Lily, Poppy, Ziggy, Lusty, Gaddy, Milo, Caspar, Lucky, Alex, Katie, Herbie, Lettie, Harry, Gizmo, Bertie, Nala, Theo, Julius, Annie, Woody, Harry, Lucy,

  Trixie, Max, Navy and many more, who are gone but not forgotten.




  







  Introduction: Rude Dogs and People




  Dog World is a strange and wonderful place, filled with dogs and people of every type, breed and class – some pleasantly eccentric, some fairly normal and some not

  pleasant at all. It is a world of charm and conviviality, but also vibrant with tensions and hatreds. I joined it 25 years ago by having my first, very own dog. I knew little about Dog World then

  but it looked idyllic to me. I remembered having a dog in the Fifties when the woods, fields, parks and roads were quieter, and my parents were in charge of the dog. Heaven. But now that I have my

  own dogs, I know Dog World is far more complicated than it seemed, and the dog population is bigger than ever before. Breeders churn the dogs out, owners care for them lovingly or tire of them and

  discard them, rescuers save as many as they can, and this means that once you enter Dog World, and let yourself fall in love with a dog, you are on an emotional roller-coaster – bliss one

  minute, worry and terror the next. So you have to be fairly robust. Not everyone can deal with it. But if you can, it will be worth it. You will have a fascinating, affectionate, loyal,

  entertaining and beautiful creature in your very own home, and it will change your life for the better.




  And think of all that fresh air and exercise, getting up every morning to take your dog out. You’ll be healthier, fitter and closer to nature and the physical world, which is vital for

  city dwellers, even if some of them find it difficult to cope with, like my friend Mavis.




  In the carefree days when I only had one dog, she and I were having a walkie with my Boxer, Daisy, when along came Stanley. Stanley was an elderly Boxer. He hadn’t much energy left, he

  usually plodded slowly along beside his owner, he never ran, he rarely played, he looked rather glum – until he saw Daisy, and then he came to life. He clearly thought her fabulously

  attractive and the minute he saw her, was overwhelmed by lust. I won’t go into what he usually did to Daisy, but he did have an enormous tongue. It wasn’t just the usual straightforward

  dog stuff. It looked frightfully rude if you weren’t used to it. Stanley’s owner and I had seen it so often that we tended to ignore it and just have a chat. Why not? The dogs were in

  heaven. They didn’t meet very often, they didn’t have much romance, it made them happy and at least they weren’t fighting. But not everyone could deal with that sort of thing.

  Mavis certainly couldn’t.




  ‘Stop them,’ she whispered, going red in the face. ‘I can’t handle this. Please stop them.’




  But I didn’t really want to. They were happy, I was having a rather gripping conversation with Stanley’s owner, and as we were in a busy part of Hampstead Heath, near the

  café, on a main path, next to a bench packed with people, the sun was shining and no one else seemed bothered – in fact they were rather cheered by the spectacle, staring and laughing

  in a jolly way – and so I didn’t fancy wrenching the dogs apart.




  But Mavis couldn’t stand it. Her face went even redder and she was desperate to get away. ‘I’m going. I can’t stay here. I’m going to have to go.’ And off she

  went up the path in a temper, and I had to follow her.




  She had ruined the dogs’ fun. But it’s a difficult case to argue: one can’t upset a friend just so that dogs can do that sort of thing. It’s a step too far. People would

  say I was pandering to the dogs, or encouraging their bad behaviour, or even worse, being a voyeur. So I trudged up the hill with Mavis, feeling rather browned off.




  This business of dog sex in public is rather confusing. One doesn’t always know quite what to do. Ingela, another Dog World acquaintance, was on a walkie recently with her rather nervous

  rescue Greyhound, Milo, when along came a whacking great Pyrenean Mountain Dog, jumped on top of Milo, whose back isn’t all that good, and started having its way with him. (We often find that

  gender is irrelevant in dog relationships.) Ingela wrenched the huge dog off, then along came its owner, and naturally my friend expected her to apologise but instead she gave Ingela a furious

  telling-off.




  ‘Why did you do that?’ she roared. ‘You’re ruining their natural pleasure.’




  Personally I think that’s a bit much, because it wasn’t the same as the Daisy and Stanley relationship. That was at least consensual. Ingela was shocked by the woman’s bonkers

  reaction. ‘Do you know what?’ she said to me after the event. ‘I’ve never met so many mad people as I have since I started walking the dog.’




  She’s right. Dog World is full of odd people. Probably no more than the ratio of batty to normal among the rest of the population, but this is part of its charm. Going on dog walkies, you

  meet the sort of people you perhaps wouldn’t normally come across in your own social circle. Fortunately most dog owners are usually a well-behaved, friendly bunch of all sorts of people who

  have one thing in common: their dogs, and entering their varied and colourful world can only make your life richer.




  This book is not an instruction manual. I can’t offer advice. It would be a bit pot and kettle, because not all my dogs’ behaviour has been ideal. It is for those of you who would

  like to join Dog World and don’t know how to go about it; those of you who are already in it and recognise the joys and perils of dog ownership, and, above all, those of you who profess to be

  Dog Haters but will hopefully accompany me on this journey through Dog World, come to appreciate dogs and their owners, and our unique contribution to modern life.




  







  1. Walkies




  The main route into Dog World is through dog walks. If you have a dog you must take it for walks – usually known as ‘walkies’ to dogs. Let’s not analyse

  why. Could be that ending on a consonant does not appeal to a dog. Could be that I am just infantilising my pets, and so are most dog owners. I don’t know, but that’s what I shall call

  them from now on. Any dog-owner who does not take their dog out for a lovely long walkie at least once a day, and then hopefully a shorter one in the afternoon, really should not have a dog.




  Walkies are not always fun. Sometimes they can be tremendously difficult and stressful, but if I am having a tough time on my walkie, I remind myself that having a dog about is usually bliss. It

  more than makes up for difficult walkies. Walkies only take up a couple of hours of the day, but that leaves twenty-two hours of comparative heaven. So heavenly that once you are used to having a

  dog in your home, it is horrible to be without one.




  I wake up in the morning, perhaps thinking of global meltdown, or illness, or death or old age drawing nearer. It may be winter, the skies may be grey or rainy, I may wonder what is the point of

  life. And there it is – a darling dog, in a cheery mood, wagging its tail and wanting a kiss. And a walkie or a play, or a snack or breakfast. And not only is it cheery, and it loves you, but

  it is beautiful. Every dog looks beautiful, especially to its owner. It is a living work of sublime art, in your very own home. You can gaze at it forever. What better reason could there be to get

  out of bed?




  And this cheeriness and charm doesn’t stop after breakfast. It goes on all day. Even when the dog is snoozing. There is nothing more relaxing than a snoozing dog. It just lies next to you,

  breathing gently, perhaps with the odd charming little snore, a tiny oasis of calm in a mad world, and all the tension in your body melts away. Well it does for me. It is a chum rather than a

  possession, which is why the term ‘owners’ gets up some people’s noses, and although in law a dog is regarded as a ‘chattel’, I wouldn’t dream of thinking of

  anyone’s dog as a real ‘chattel’. But I’d be in worse trouble if I called us ‘parents’, which is why I’m sticking to ‘owners’, and now

  that’s out of the way, back to walkies.




  Most dog walkers have a routine of sorts, so they take their dog for a walkie at a particular time of day. I go for my morning walkie between about 8 o’clock and 10 o’clock, and I

  meet all the regulars. I don’t know much about the 6 o’clock to 8 o’clock lot, or the lunchtime lot, or the afternoon lot. But I have tended to avoid afternoons in the big parks,

  because those are the more dangerous walkie times. That is when the more irresponsible dog walkers crawl out of bed and bring their badly brought up dogs out to play: to tear at tree bark, to

  snatch picnics and the ice-cream from your child’s little hand, to fight, jump at or chew up your dog.




  Anyway, my morning lot are quite enough to be getting on with. There are dozens of them. I have made friends and enemies, I have had fun breakfasts in the dog café, I have had blood and

  fights on the paths and in the fields, but on the whole, things are pretty mellow, and having to go for a walkie every morning will do you the world of good – all that exercise (my bone

  density is perfect) and lots of people with the same interests as you – dogs.




  Sometimes walkies can be solitary, giving you time for contemplation; sometimes they are like a party – friends appear, groups congregate, the dog café fills with dog-owners having

  morning coffee, lunch, afternoon tea. Sometimes they are almost too much of a party. I once met seven fascinating people on one walkie, had seven long and thrilling conversations before breakfast,

  and was completely wiped out by lunchtime. I need to try and moderate my chats, but it isn’t always possible.




  It is heaven to find someone who walks at the same time as you do, and follows more or less the same route, who you often meet, and find amusing. But really you know nothing of these people.

  They could be anything. When I first started these walkies, with Daisy, my first own, well-behaved, benign dog, I met, among scores of others: the lady who knitted woollies from her Poodle’s

  wool, the Whippet woman, with three Whippets, the showoff with the long, black cloak, a biblical staff and three super-obedient dogs, and a witty fellow with a pure white Samoyed, who I initially

  thought charming. But we all make mistakes.




  Mr Fascist and his white dog




  The Samoyed owner told amusing and riveting stories, a different one every walkie, but one day he somehow got onto the subject of the Jews.




  ‘Jews are stupid and greedy,’ said he, in a rather sweeping way.




  ‘I’m Jewish,’ I said. ‘I’m not stupid and greedy.’




  ‘I’m half Jewish,’ said he, unashamed, ‘and I’m not stupid. We’re intelligent, despite being Jewish,’ and then he warmed to his theme.

  ‘When I walk through Golders Green,’ he said airily, ‘I feel like re-opening the gas-ovens.’




  So that was the end of our walks together. If I saw him in the distance, I’d head off in another direction. I always avoided him if I could. But it wasn’t that easy. If our dogs

  spotted each other before we did, they would gallop towards each other and play. Anti-Semitism meant nothing to them, so I had to talk to the fascist again, and explain why I hadn’t joined

  him recently for another jolly walk. He was taken aback. ‘I’m not a fascist,’ he said. ‘That was a joke.’




  I didn’t agree. He tried to convince me.




  ‘I could show you a real fascist,’ said he. ‘He often walks around here. He wears boots and clicks his heels!’ But I still didn’t fancy any more walkies with this

  fellow.




  Annoyingly the dogs still loved each other. Whenever they met in future, we would wrench them apart in silence. Which was difficult, because his dog was wild about Daisy. Physically. He blamed

  Daisy, of course.




  ‘Is she on heat?’ he snapped one day, after a particularly tough struggle to get his dog away from mine.




  ‘That was weeks ago,’ I said.




  He wrinkled his nose with distaste. ‘She’s still rather high,’ he said disapprovingly, as if my darling dog was somehow dirty and immoral, and it was she who had sullied his

  pure, white dog. I hope Daisy wasn’t listening. And that really was the last time we met.




  In the same club




  That was the only fascist in twenty-five years of dog-walking, which is pretty good going. I met Sylvia over twenty years ago and we are still chums. We took to each other

  because we both had Boxers. People tend to stop and chat to another person with the same breed of dog, because they have the same looks, same charms, same behavioural and health problems.

  It’s like members of the same footer team. You’re automatically in Boxer/Ridgeback/Yorkie/Greyhound or whatever club, and you can compare notes: does yours pull/dash/pounce to excess?

  Slobber? Does it have colitis and eye ulcers? Is it the handsomest, most amusing, cleverest sort of dog on earth? Of course it is.




  I am in Boxer club. I blame my parents for having Boxers when I was a child. It set a pattern for the future. Having had Boxers imprinted on me from an early age, I soon learned to love them. My

  mother loved them, my father loved them, my auntie loved them, so I loved them. Other people love pointy-nosed dogs, longhaired and fluffy dogs, little dogs, yappy dogs, lap dogs, any dog as long

  as it’s a dog, but I love big, squash-nosed, short-haired, muscular dogs. As I was an only child, my dog was my best friend, and a big, cuddly-wuddly, but tough and ferocious-looking dog is

  the best sort of friend to have. It adored me, it never shouted, argued, it never criticised or told tales. Its loyalty was unwavering. No human friend could ever maintain that standard of

  perfection.




  Our first Boxer, Lusty, saved me from a wicked child-minder. She called me for my tea, I delayed because I wanted to finish my thrilling game of five-stones, so she rushed in, grabbed my little

  nine-year-old arm and started hauling me into the kitchen. But my darling dog growled a fierce warning and clamped his jaws round her wrist. Not hard enough to draw blood, just hard enough to leave

  some purple indentations, and she let go of me pretty sharpish.




  And as well as its protection skills and caring nature, a Boxer has an adorable face, and it has a sense of humour, I swear it. Perhaps other dogs can have a laugh, I don’t know. Boxers

  are the only type of dog I’ve ever lived with, but I promise you, they do jokes. They play hide and seek, they pretend to hand you a toy, then they whip it away, then they prance about, just

  out of reach, laughing. And they can sulk. They turn their heads aside and raise their noses up a little. The message couldn’t be clearer. They’re saying, ‘You have upset me and

  are worthless. Go away.’ To me, there is no dog as fabulously expressive, intelligent and amusing as a Boxer.




  When we first met, Sylvia had a middle-aged Boxer and I had a puppy. Hers was the grown-up. It played very patiently with mine. Then five years later her lovely Boxer died, she acquired another

  puppy, and the roles were reversed. Mine was the grown-up and played very patiently with hers.




  In fact mine was more or less the only dog around who could tolerate hers, because it was particularly bouncy and annoying. So we began to have regular walkies. We still do, although Sylvia no

  longer has a Boxer. At 85 her daughter reckoned it might be a bit much. ‘What about a Staffie?’ asked Sylvia. ‘No,’ said the daughter strictly. That might get her into

  trouble with the bad boys who roam about with their dreaded bull-breed crosses, looking for a fight. Or it might be stolen. Sylvia might be mugged for her dog on the way round the block, so in the

  end she bought a Norwich Terrier – Alfie. Alfie is perfect – small, robust, good-natured, attractive, affectionate, always in a perky mood, gets on with the cat, and with my dogs. He

  scuds along, never fights, and of course she loves him, but she does still miss her Boxers a tiny bit.




  Two dogs at once




  It is heaven to see dogs playing together. They have various games: hide and seek around the trees and bushes, bite-the-cheek, bark-at-the-crow and general running and

  pouncing about while growling playfully. Clearly a dog likes to have its own friends around, which made me wonder, after fifteen years of having one dog, what it might be like to have two. A good

  idea, I thought. A dog friend might make my dog happier, and surely a happy, well-adjusted dog is a well-behaved dog. Not everyone agreed.




  ‘Don’t do it,’ says Sylvia. ‘You must be mad. One dog is enough. I’m warning you. Don’t do it.’




  But I ignored her and went ahead with my plan. Because at the time I didn’t know that it is more difficult to train two dogs than one dog. It’s not just twice as difficult. It is ten

  times as difficult. And sure enough, before the first year was up, my older dog Lily’s behaviour began to deteriorate. Violet, our new dog, followed her example, and they began to gang up and

  form a vicious pack of two, rushing and pouncing at innocent passing dogs.




  Whyever did I get another dog? Because it had been a long-term dream of mine to have two dogs. I was convinced that Lily needed someone she could talk to in her own language, play with, sleep

  next to. Someone to keep her company when I went out. I imagined myself out in the parks and fields with two jolly dogs gambolling along beside me, playing with each other, sharing their toys. And

  for years the daughter had nagged intensively for another dog. I had done my research, asking every dog person I knew or met what they thought of my plan. What is best? One dog or two? But the

  trouble with research is that one tends to go along with the results which agree with what you wanted to do in the first place, like a government consultation. So I got Violet, thinking, So what if

  they don’t behave together? I’ll just let them off the lead one at a time.




  But I hadn’t thought it through. I hadn’t realised that if you let one dog off and it gets into a fight, you can’t go and sort it out, because you’re hanging onto the

  other dog, which is longing to join in. So you’re stymied. So I could only take them out together if I had a friend with me, then, if the worst happened, the friend could hold onto one, while

  I went and pulled the fighting one out of its fight. It was that or take them for walkies separately, which took up most of the morning, and by the time one has finished buggering around with two

  walkies, probably a few walkie dramas, returning home, cooking two doggie breakfasts and having your own breakfast, it is nearly lunch-time and you are completely clapped out and need a little

  rest, so that’s goodbye to most of the day, and by the time you dredge up a little energy, it’s walkies and dogs’ dinner time again.




  So could I advise anyone thinking of getting another dog, to think very carefully indeed before doing so.




  

    

      Two dogs?




      FOR




      

        	

          They will not be lonely when I go out.


        




        	

          Two dogs will guard the house twice as well.


        




        	

          A dog needs friends of its own sort. It may feel isolated when only surrounded by humans. What do they know of its feelings? Practically nothing.


        




        	

          I like dogs. Two dogs will surely be twice as lovely as one dog.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      AGAINST




      

        	

          The dogs may not like each other.


        




        	

          They may not be as well adjusted and even-tempered as I had hoped.


        




        	

          They may form a pack on walkies and gang up to attack other dogs.


        




        	

          Two dogs cost twice as much as one dog to feed.


        




        	

          It is difficult to take one dog on holiday. It is almost impossible to take two.


        




        	

          It is difficult to find a dog minder to live in your house with your dog while you go on holiday (she is too sensitive to go into kennels). It is almost impossible to

          find someone to look after two dogs.


        




        	

          Vets’ fees for one dog are high. Vets’ fees for two dogs are astronomical.


        




        	

          Insurance for one dog is exorbitant. Insurance for two dogs is financially crippling.


        




        	

          One dog takes up a lot of time. Two dogs take up your whole life.


        


      


    


  




  I found out most of the AGAINST section when it was too late. I can’t quite understand why I never thought of all this while making my mind up. Probably because I had made

  my mind up already. But now that I have two dogs, I love them madly, so I have to cope with the problems. Anyway, on a positive note, suffering makes you a stronger person, I feel more sympathy for

  other people struggling with difficult dogs, and I’m hoping others might learn from my experience.




  Not sorry at all




  I’m just about to leave the Heath with my dogs, when two women and a white foxy-Husky type dog, just about to start their walkie, appear at the entrance. The white

  dog rushes at us, barking and snapping fiercely. This is no fun for me. My dogs are not pleased, they weigh eight stone between them, (something else I didn’t think about when deciding to

  have two) they would like to retaliate, so they rear up, almost wrenching my arms from their sockets, while the white dog prances and yaps and snaps around us. I don’t blame my dogs. They

  were behaving themselves and minding their own business, until the white dog rushed us.




  Mrs Owner calls her dog, but it doesn’t pay much attention. She has to call and call, while my poor little arm tendons are being ripped to shreds, and eventually she gets her dog away and

  secures it on a lead, but is she sorry? Does she apologise? No and no. Because this has happened before. Every time her dog sees my dogs, even just one of my dogs on its own, it rushes and yaps and

  snaps. I am paying a fortune in Indian head, neck and shoulder massage to repair the damage caused by this sort of incident.




  But instead of a grovelling apology, she looks accusingly at me, and says, ‘He only does this to your dogs. He doesn’t do it to anyone else’s!’ As if it’s

  my fault. As if my dogs are giving off some sort of poisonous vibe that forces her dog to behave so uncharacteristically badly.




  What a nerve. So now, whenever I see her and her friend coming – she always has a chum with her – I try to get out of the way and turn my dogs in the other direction, but the white

  dog still dashes, the woman still glares crossly, and one day, my arms will snap, my dogs will escape, and all hell will let loose and of course it will be My Fault.




  When it first happened I apologised. A sort of automatic grovelling that I do when my dogs misbehave, and that was probably a big mistake. Because it wasn’t their fault. Sometimes it is,

  but this time it wasn’t, so now I just glare back. I don’t speak, I don’t apologise, because what’s the point? I like my apologies to be appreciated.




  But one of the pleasures of walkies is that there is always a more charming dog-owner happy to listen to stories about ghastly dog-owners and having blabbed about the white-dog owner to scores

  of people, because I like to get things off my chest, I happen to tell another dog-walker who knew all about this woman and her white dog.




  ‘She says that to everyone,’ said this Pleasant Walker. ‘Every dog her dog rushes at is the only dog it rushes at.’




  Wait until I see that woman again.




  Not sorry enough




  It is a comfort to me to know that I am not the only dog-owner who occasionally has a tough time. Wei is out walking with her English Bull Terrier, Biddy, on the lead. She

  knows Biddy is not perfect. Biddy hates other dogs, which is why Biddy is on the lead. A friendly but rather weedy Spaniel comes wiggling up.




  ‘I want to play,’ it says. After years of observation, like most dog owners, Wei can translate their body language.




  ‘No,’ says Biddy, clear as crystal, body rigid, no playful response. But the Spaniel persists. It hasn’t got the message. So Biddy whacks it hard with her paw, knocks it to the

  ground, pins it down and starts having a go at it. Wei hauls it off.




  ‘I’m very sorry,’ she says to the Spaniel owner, even though there’s no injury and not a speck of blood. ‘I’m really sorry that my dog was so horrible to your

  dog.’




  ‘No you’re not,’ snaps the Spaniel Woman crabbily.




  ‘Yes I am,’ says Wei.




  ‘No you’re not. I don’t think you’re sorry enough, because if you were, you wouldn’t let your dog do that.’




  What? This is a bit of a shock reply to Wei, because she was telling the truth. She was profoundly sorry and wished desperately that her dog liked other dogs, and would just play normally with

  them, so that her walkies would be the pleasure she’d imagined they might be when she got a dog, but no, they were all too often like this. Hellish, although she did her very best to make the

  dog behave, and suddenly the unfairness of it hit her, and this miserable woman was the last straw, so Wei blew a gasket.




  ‘All right then. I’m not sorry,’ she shouted back. ‘I’m always saying sorry, and nobody fucking believes me, and I’m fucking sick of people like you saying

  that I’m not fucking sorry. You lot just don’t like Bull breeds, so why don’t you just fuck off all of you!’ and then she ran home with naughty Biddy, crying all the way. It

  ruined her day. Because I promise you she’s a sweet, kind, usually calm person who has never screamed ‘fuck’ repeatedly at a stranger in a park before. But some people deserve

  it.




  Dirty protest




  It’s not just fights and mean owners that can ruin your walkie. Choice of dog lavatory venue can also be a problem. This is another decision that a dog often likes

  to make for itself, over which the owner has little control. You can do your best: estimate likely times, get to a suitable place, take enough poo bags. But you can never be certain. Anyway, one

  day Wei sets off for her walkie with Biddy, she has three poo bags, which is overload, because Biddy only ever needs one, but this morning, very unusually, she needs three. Unprecedented. Wei had

  walked her a bit longer, hoping she might have a chance to do everything necessary, and she had. Great, because Wei needs to go to the High Street and buy a birthday present for her friend. She can

  now go, safe in the knowledge that the dog’s toilet business is over for the day.




  Off they go, through the crowded High Street to the charming gift shop, where Wei buys a present, which the assistant wraps delightfully in four layers of pink tissue and a bow, and out they

  come, back into the street, crowded with shoppers. It’s Saturday, the road is jam-packed with traffic, they’re just halfway across the zebra crossing when, yes, you guessed it –

  Biddy stops for a gigantic poo. Oncoming crowds of pedestrians step aside, nauseated, and Wei has no poo bags. What can she do? Panic stations. She has no choice. She must scoop it up with the four

  sheets of lovely pink tissue paper, and the whole High Street watching with distaste. Did Biddy do it on purpose? We think yes.




  She’s chosen a bad lavatory venue before. Biddy is a lucky dog. She never has to stay home alone, because her other owner, Adrian, takes her to work in his van. She sits in the front and

  has to wear a coat in the winter, otherwise she gets cold and shakes. She is tremendously well looked after and loved. Every now and again, Adrian pulls over, stops and takes her for a little

  walkie. She can’t always be bothered to go. She’s like a camel.




  ‘Come on, do you want to go?’




  ‘No.’




  Adrian delivers art works all over the place, often to wealthy people with swizzy homes and gardens. One day he’s delivering a work to an artist, who spots this majestic-looking dog in the

  front seat of the van.




  ‘Bring your dog out,’ says the artist hospitably. ‘Let it come in.’ He would like Biddy to join them on the patio, where everyone is having tea and scones, surrounded by

  a huge and delightful garden. Out jumps Biddy, runs to the patio and has a gigantic poo. The stench ruins everyone’s tea and scones.




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ says Adrian, clearing it up. Shame.




  Biddy was not saying sorry. She was saying ‘Give me some attention.’ Another bit of body language that Wei and Adrian have learned.




  That dog should/shouldn’t be on a lead




  As my walkies with two dogs were sometimes a nerve-wracking experience, I would take them out together only three or four times a week. On the other days I took them

  separately. This was more relaxing, but physically more arduous. It meant two long walkies, about 2-3 miles each, which meant 4-6 miles a day. I was 67 years old, and this was a bit much for me.

  But one 3-mile walkie with both dogs was mentally exhausting. Which was worse? To be mentally or physically knackered? I couldn’t decide. So I did alternate days, one with the dogs together,

  the next with them separately. Neither option was a breeze.




  Anyway, on one particular day I had them both. As usual, I let them off the lead separately, so that they didn’t gang up and bomb off after some innocent dog, catch it up, pounce on it and

  give it the fright of its life. I reached a large deserted field. It was Violet’s turn off the lead. On went her muzzle (see how conscientious I am?). Off went Violet, and then, just as she

  had pranced out of my range – I couldn’t catch up with her and grab her – a pale, rather fluffy Lurcher emerged from a concealed entrance, with its owner.




  Blast. Violet spotted it right away. Its colouring was not in its favour. Violet did not like pale Lurchers. Why? Don’t ask me. If I knew, my life would be easier. Lily didn’t like

  them either. I suspect Lily had taught Violet not to like them. There are certain breeds of dogs that my dogs didn’t like – that they disliked even more than brown Labradors. Top of the

  hate list were pale Lurchers. Then any other Lurchers. Or any thin, bendy dog at all, or any small weak-looking versions of Lurchers. Also top of the list, about level with the Lurchers, came

  Wheaten Terriers. Neither of them could bear fluffy, Wheaten Terriers. Even Wheaten Terriers who were trotting along, hundreds of yards away, minding their own business. Then came brown Labradors,

  and they did have a short period of loathing Springer Spaniels, but that soon faded. Thank heavens.




  I asked dog trainer Sue Scully why. ‘A dog can’t like every dog it meets,’ said she. ‘We don’t like everyone we meet. Why should they.’ Fair enough.




  But knowing this didn’t help matters. Violet had spotted the pale Lurcher. We had two seconds to blast-off. I could do nothing. Well I could, but would it work? I had two options. I could

  shout fiercely ‘NO! LEAVE IT!’ in a deep, authoritative voice. Or I could say ‘Good girl, come,’ in a relaxed way, to demonstrate that there was no need for fear and panic,

  that dog was harmless, Violet could approach and play, like a normal dog. I tried method number two. I thought it stood more chance of working. Apparently, method number one is dicey, because if

  you shout, the dog thinks that means danger and it must act to protect you, i.e. dash, pounce, fight and bite.




  On this occasion, method number two did not work. Off shot Violet like a torpedo. Wham, pounce. The dogs had a short squabble. The Lurcher’s mummy and I shouted at Violet. Almost

  immediately she came back to me, cringing with what seemed like regret. There was no blood. Violet looked deeply sorry. She sat obediently at my feet. The victim dog did not seem upset. But its

  mummy did. She was pink with fright and rage.




  ‘Your dog should be on a lead,’ said she. ‘I could see that coming.’




  ‘That’s why she has a muzzle on.’ The dog’s mummy was still furious.




  ‘What if another dog bites your dog?’




  ‘That’s my problem.’




  But it was her problem too. ‘My dog has never bitten another dog in its life,’ said this woman crossly. ‘I don’t want it to start now.’ She was American. And then a

  damning comment, with a pinched look. ‘I’ve seen your dog do that before. That dog needs to be on a lead.’




  This threw me into a glum mood. How could poor Violet spend the rest of her life on the lead? Off we went, both dispirited. This field, usually empty and a brief freedom opportunity for Violet,

  was now just another place of fear. Suppose the red-haired American and her curly Lurcher were to appear again? We were in big trouble. We plodded on, obeying orders, with both dogs on the lead. My

  day was ruined. It always is after something like this. I felt a failure. But as we trudged through some woodland, we met another woman, with a little black dog.




  ‘Are your dogs no good off the lead?’ she asked. I told her about the incident.




  ‘Let her off,’ she said robustly. ‘My dog can look after herself.’




  ‘Are you sure? My dog might pounce.’




  ‘Just let her off. She can’t do much. She’s got a muzzle on.’




  If only all dog-owners were so chilled. So I did as I was told. Violet did a moderate rush and pounce, but the little black dog just lay on its back. Violet had a sniff, and she and the little

  dog made friends. Phew. Both my dogs sat down obediently for a snack.




  ‘That is not an out-of-control dog,’ said this fabulous woman. (She was English.) ‘Just take a Valium, go for your walkies, put her muzzle on and let her off.’




  I thought she was definitely the more sensible of the two women and decided to take her advice. Not that I have anything against Americans. My cousin is American, some of my best friends are

  Americans, I love and admire many Americans, but the last time Violet rushed an American’s dog – stopped short, didn’t even pounce, certainly didn’t bite – he kicked

  her. I heard her scream.




  ‘Keep your dog away,’ he roared, in front of what looked like his teenage daughter and her chum, ‘Or I’ll kick its fucking head in.’ But I’m still not

  generalising. After all, Cesar Millan, the Dog Whisperer, is an American. But see what these little spats can do? They’re deeply upsetting and can bring out hidden fears, prejudices and

  resentments, and cast you down for the day. But more often, they can perk you up. The delightful woman with the little black dog put me into a sunny mood for the whole day. Add to that the pleasure

  of seeing your dog frisking about happily, rolling on the sunny grass, sitting nicely for its bit of sausage, the white and golden pussywillow almost luminous against the blue sky, and a dog walk

  is bliss.




  The wolf pack




  Among the same-dog-bonding groups in our park are some Vizsla owners, who meet in a certain field on Saturday mornings to train together. Beagle owners often have two

  Beagles, and stop for chats with a small cluster of dogs, and a group of Husky owners gathers daily on the top of one of the hills in a wide open space, on the Heath. We call them the Wolf Pack,

  because from a distance they look like wolves and are a bit scary.




  John is always in the middle of them. ‘If it wasn’t for these dogs, I’d be six feet under,’ says he. ‘Honest I would. I had terrible depression. Massive, I

  don’t care who knows it. I’m not ashamed of it. Then I started taking a dog out, then more dogs, and I got better. It cured me. I’m out here every day with the dogs, in the fresh

  air. And I even get some money for this!’ He can hardly believe his luck. And he isn’t the only one. Dogs can be an excellent cure for depression. I’ve heard of three dog-cures,

  and if I know three, there must be loads more. It’s perhaps that magic trick they have for getting you out of bed in the morning – the most difficult thing to do if you’re feeling

  terminally glum. They can wake you with a kiss, they want a walkie, and then you might notice that the sun’s shining, and up you get, out of the grey blankets and into the green outdoors.




  Any type of dog can do it. The Wolf Pack are not all Huskies. There’s usually a selection of dogs. Various walkers pass by with their dogs and join in, to hang about and chat. But one of

  the Huskies is particularly keen on balls. He did once gallop over to me, knowing that I had a ball-y (another dog-friendly word ending, and it is easier to call out ball-y than ball), jumping up

  with its paws on my shoulders, but being used to large, jumping dogs, I remained calm.




  The worry here was not that the wolf-dog would harm me, but that my dogs might take exception to him jumping up on their owner, trying to snatch their ball-y, which could have led to a big

  fight, which I didn’t fancy. But it didn’t happen. John called his dog away and it did as it was told. And then he called my dogs, who also did as they were told, because they know that

  he’s very fond of them and knows their favourite biscuits. Violet will eat anything, but Lily will only eat donut-biscuits. She knows that he has them. She will reject his first offer of an

  ordinary, commonplace biscuit, and wait until he gives her a favourite donut-biscuit.




  ‘See,’ he says, holding out the substandard biscuit first. ‘She won’t have it. She wants her donut-biscuit. Look at that. She knows what she wants. What a clever

  dog.’




  Absolutely. I always appreciate someone who appreciates my dog. Not everyone realises she is brainy, and when I find someone who does, then I will gravitate towards them, even if they are in the

  centre of the Wolf Pack. My plan is to gradually accustom my dogs to this assortment of wolf-like dogs, then they can all be friends, rather than just having Boxer friends. Dog World, I feel,

  should be like an ideal world – no cultural barriers, everyone mixing happily. And that’s usually what it is. There are few cultural barriers in dog world. Another plus.




  How to fall out with your friends




  Sometimes I take a friend with me on a walkie. They used to come just for pleasure, when I had my one well-behaved dog, but now that I have two, having a friend makes

  things easier. We can take one dog each. If there are fights, I can leave my friend hanging onto one dog, while I dive in and separate the fighters. I know you’re not meant to plunge your

  hands into the middle of a fight, but I have always found that hauling a dog off by its collar has always been perfectly safe for me. Well not always. I did once get my hand punctured by a Poodle

  when I tried to wrench two dogs apart in the bushes. But for heaven’s sake don’t try separating dogs on my recommendation. Your experience may be different. You may get half your hand

  ripped off, so be it on your own head if you want to try anything like that. There is another advantage to going walkies with a friend. It means that I only have one dog to hold onto, which

  doesn’t play such havoc with my neck and shoulder muscles. I do my best with the walking to heel training, but while Violet is still learning, there’s still rather a lot of wrenching,

  turning the other way, and sudden lunging, which has proved rather damaging, and so it is a tremendous relief when my friend Clayden comes too, then he can take Violet and I have a wrenching-free

  morning. All my torn and shredded muscles can have a little rest.
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