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Some things, niño, some things are like this
 That instantly and of themselves they are gay
 And you and I are such things, O most miserable . . .



 —Wallace Stevens,
 “Of Bright & Blue Birds & Gala Sun”





NEW INTRODUCTION

by Elizabeth Marshall Thomas







Many of the world’s best writers write the same book over and over. The various forms of this book may seem different—different subject matter, different characters, different settings, and so forth—but below the surface, the books are variations on a single theme, however complicated. The phenomenon can be illustrated with the metaphor of the fox and the hedgehog—the fox knows many things but the hedgehog knows one big thing. Thus, many of the world’s best writers are hedgehogs.

Vicki Hearne certainly was. In all her work, she examines the different facets and manifestations of One Big Thing, thus for her, the collection of short essays that comprise Animal Happiness is a perfect format. What, for Hearne, is the One Big Thing? The question is not easily answered. I remember urging an editor friend to read her first book, Adam’s Task: Calling Animals by Name. When he asked what the book was about, and why it was so important, I couldn’t quite explain. Hearne’s Hedgehog Knowledge has too many facets and manifestations to summarize, and the phrase, “animals are interesting,” doesn’t do it. For instance, in an essay on koi, she says that you may not know how many koi are in your pond at a given moment, but you can tell by changes in their schooling patterns if one of them is missing. This image then governs the rest of the essay, not as a fact of koi biology, but because of the implications to koi and to people of individuality. Here, we detect an echo of Adam’s Task, because, as Hearne puts it, we can name a fish, or a tree, or a human being, “even though it is literally countless and unaccountable.” How to find an image for such imagery? The best I can do is to liken the essay on koi to, say, a bite of cake. The bite itself is nothing like its parts, which are flour, sugar, egg, butter, and other ingredients, each with limitless implications, from contemporary agricultural practices and the physics of cooking, to the biological history of each relevant plant and animal back to the Cretaceous and beyond—well, you see what I mean.

I think I like Hearne best, and feel the force of her Hedgehog’s Knowledge most strongly, when she takes on the philosophers and others who discredit the individuality, capability, and thought processes of animals. The most famous utterance is surely the unfounded statement by the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein in Philosophical Investigations that if a lion could talk, we couldn’t understand him. Even those of us who know nothing about philosophy or philosophers know of Wittgenstein because of that particular remark. Hearne counters it with the simple scene of a lion trainer wondering what Wittgenstein could possibly mean. “That if my lion Sudan started talking, we would stop being able to understand each other?” She adds that when a philosopher starts to distinguish between people and animals, “it is best to skip that part” of his thesis. Every one of us who knows or is known by an animal will cheer.

Hearne was well known as an animal trainer. In her training process, she used (in addition to her own considerable skills) the persona of the animal, plus the characteristics of its breed or species, to shape a behavior that was pleasing to them both. I have never really trained an animal, but I have been trained by them, so I know how this method feels and also how well it works. For instance, my dog Pearl, now no longer living, trained me to get up at five o’clock in the morning so that I could prepare her breakfast at a time of her choice. Every day, she woke me a bit earlier, first with a nudge, then with a discrete bark, and she rewarded me with a pleasant facial expression when I was on my feet. Eventually I was getting up at five without her prompting. At this point the training came to an end. She had successfully shaped my behavior. If dogs could speak, Pearl and Vicki Hearne would have had a lot to talk about, and would have understood one another perfectly, as both of them used the same methods, although the two had never met. So much for Wittgenstein.

The reader emerges from Animal Happiness secure in the knowledge that Hearne’s beliefs, for all their intricacies, are realistic, while those of many others who deal with animals are not. She would point out that humane societies euthanize thousands of animals, which gives the word “humane” an ironic twist, and that PETA and other animal rights organizations, under the impression that training is torture, would deprive animals of the pleasure they derive from their work. Hearne’s beliefs are very well founded—in the latter case, for instance, she knows that training is not achieved by force or punishment. If Pearl had barked at me too much in the pre-dawn hours, or, Heaven forefend, had bitten me as punishment for oversleeping, I would have put her in a crate at bedtime and slept until noon. Pearl was to me as the tiger trainer is to the tiger. Who dares to get into the ring with a resentful tiger? Punishment is not an effective training tool and successful trainers do not use it, no matter what the animal activists may tell you. Modern zoos now try to give their captives a certain amount of training because the animals enjoy it, and are healthier and happier with it than without it. In short, the One Big Thing that became Hearne’s message is that animals are much like ourselves, complete with empathy, consciousness, intelligence, and humor. The lion can and does speak to us, and, if we haven’t deafened ourselves with misinformation, we can readily understand him.
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Introduction

We do not live in the best of times. Animals and people are in terrible trouble, all kinds of trouble. Miseries abound, and there are no good reasons for them in most cases.

And anyway, how can there be a book about happiness even in the best of times, from the happiest of writers? For that matter, how can there be happiness? Freud says that it is love and work; others have had other descriptions. Jack Schaar, in an essay called “. . . And the Pursuit of Happiness,” is at pains to list some of the bewilderingly different accounts that have been given of happiness, and to note that accounts or definitions of happiness tend to be merely accounts of the preferred or most valued activities and states of being of the person in question—except for Ben Franklin, who said that happiness is release from pain, from which it follows that happiness depends on suffering.

Schaar takes seriously the fact that happiness (like justice, I sometimes think) is a side effect, an accident, not something that can be pursued directly but something that comes while you are after something else, have your mind and heart invested elsewhere. He also makes a point that should trouble Americans, which is that Thomas Jefferson, who penned that bit about the pursuit of happiness, not only performed an act of dubious authority in “guaranteeing” a right to the pursuit of something that cannot be guaranteed, but also had a limited idea of happiness as indolence, a good supper, and so on—creature comforts.

Schaar’s questions are important, but he wants, with good reason, to bring his readers to doubt their assumptions about happiness, especially in this political system, whereas I want to look more closely at the not always reassuring nature of various happinesses rather than doubt them, so I will simply commend his essay to my readers and in many other ways leave the scholarship of happiness, if there is to be any, to them.

A scholar of happiness would have to be a very delicate taxonomist indeed. Happinesses include creature comforts, relief from suffering, love (sometimes), friendship, ability and accomplishment, aesthetic experiences, and simple moments of inexplicable serenity, well-being, frivolity, perhaps of drunkenness, destructiveness. In the case of animals, happinesses also include fighting, hunting, chewing up the sofa, digging in the freshly planted garden, tipping over the garbage pail, and a host of others that often, when they come to the attention of a human being, lead to the death of the animal. The kinds of happiness are nearly as numerous as their occasions, and as unreliable in the long run, or so the darkness tells us—which is why some happinesses, and acceptance of them, come to require courage.

Each happiness is peculiar to the species and to the individual, so no one can own someone else’s happiness. Of course, in friendship there can be the shared happinesses of, say, watching a horse race or discussing the proofs of rare mathematical theorems or shopping, but even so it is a mistake, and in some cases an illness, to imagine that your friend’s happiness is yours.

My own happiness tends to have a lot to do with Airedales these days (an acquired taste, some say, a symptom, others say), especially the young fellow named Texas. Like the Airedale Derry in a children’s book I once read, Texas is always encouraged by the success of his last encounter. Derry at one point in the story is heading down a river, having sundry adventures. He meets his first porcupine and dives in immediately, fiercely, to show that piggy what a True Airedale is made of. And instantly bolts, shrieking, tail between his legs, face full of quills. Soon he meets a mother bear and her cubs. Derry should have learned some caution from the porcupine, but the book tells us that he plunges in to investigate, “encouraged by the success of his last encounter.”

This is not, I believe, the trait of the ideal family companion, but it is for me glorious, irrepressible essence of Airedale.

When I first got Texas at five or six months, he had been yardraised, playing heedlessly with his mama and siblings, so there were two ideas that had never crossed his mind. One was the idea of selfcontrol, and the other was that anyone could or would leave him alone for so much as five minutes. So he barked, and barked, and barked. A tremendous noise. “They gotta have good voices!” cackled his breeder, cheerfully and unsympathetically.

Our house is constructed so that Texas’s operatic energies did not penetrate to my study but carried nicely into my husband Robert’s study. Robert, driven to distraction, did what he knows better than to do, which was to yell at Texas, “Shut UP!” (I heard that.)

Texas was delighted, for now he was not alone. He had a friend, a playmate. There were Robert and Texas, barking at each other.

Robert then did something else I do not advise anyone to do, but please remember that Texas has quite a voice and Robert was severely stressed. He picked up a chunk of wood about the size of Texas’s head and threw it, straight at the head.

Texas simply caught it neatly (Airedale jaws open very wide) and threw it back, barking, overjoyed, urging Robert to play the wonderful game again.

Robert reported this to me in high dudgeon, came into the room shaking with rage. “Do you know what He did?”

Sometimes Robert calls Texas “Himself.” Not in admiration.

Now Texas is a bit older and has started to settle as much as he is ever going to, and to show that he is, as my friend Bill Koehler put it one time, “a dog you could ride the river with,” a dog who won’t leave you in the lurch. This makes me happy, but what makes me unreasonably happy is simply that he is always encouraged by the success of his last encounter, and that there is in this dog not an ounce of the trait that is becoming more and more highly valued under the influence of a group of people calling themselves “behaviorists,” submission. Texas is on top, and his way of obedience is a way of owning the work for his own. Hence, the day of his breakthrough on retrieving was the day he bit the dumbbell in two. After that, he had no objections to retrieving—the work became his to control. He’s not that interested in pleasing me except insofar as pleasing me is another way to articulate his powers over the world.

Not everyone likes this sort of thing. A friend of mine who runs training classes in another state asked me how my Airedales were doing, and I reported various successes, and she said she was glad someone was doing something about Airedale temperament, because she kept running into these Airedales who only wanted to play and get up to mischief and didn’t care about pleasing their handlers. No submission, I suppose. I kept mum, but it sounded like a reasonable sort of Airedale temperament to me—if not carried to extremes, of course—and I didn’t want my friend to guess too much about my own temperament.

But when Texas is not working, his manners, though they are improving, are not all they should be. This pup who is a happiness for me might drive someone else to drink, break up marriages, or, more likely, end up with a lethal injection. It is pretty much a matter of chance that I have him, that he is alive, that I am alive, that I am healthy enough to work him, that he inherited the working ability that motivates me to work him. It is a matter of unhappy chance for my older Airedale Drummer, who is a far more solemn, conscientious chap—as Airedales go. Drummer doesn’t like all that acrobatic pizzazz. There are as many hearts and minds out there, animal and human, as there are faces, and at least twice that many possible scholarships of happiness.

I alluded in my opening to darknesses and promptly invoked the name of an Airedale who for me is all light, perhaps as a talisman, for myself and my reader, against those darknesses—and perhaps that is one thing happiness is. Darknesses include this one: There is cruelty and ruthlessness, and above all, there are failures of the imagination, unhappiness caused by someone’s being unable to imagine what it would be like to be someone else. And there are other ways that one creature’s happiness is another’s torment—the owl, for example, happy in the moon-dazzling excellence of swoop on the hapless field mouse. If Texas wins a competition, other dogs, many of them in general of equal merit, lose that day.

Some people try to live without causing suffering, but this is impossible. No one—not the field mouse, not the vegetarian—escapes being in lethal competition with other creatures. If the field mouse gets the bit of grain, some other field mouse does not, and the farmer not only destroys habitats but kills vermin in the course of maintaining the fields that grow the tomatoes and the wheat bran and the tofu. To be alive, to breathe, is to have the freedom to live at the expense of others, to impinge on others; and our freedom, says the French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, can never be justified. He goes on to say that it can be rendered just, that we can earn the right to our happiness, by luck as often as not, the luck of character and circumstance. The word “happiness” comes from the Middle English “hap,” meaning “chance” or “fortune.”

Dostoyevsky gives us Ivan Karamazov, who will not accept the happiness of the entire world if it is based on the suffering of so much as a single babe—that is, he rejects the Christian possibility, not for being impossible, but for being intolerable. This is a distinctly human option, not a position any animal in my ken has it in his or her power to take, one reason some traditions hold that animals are “innocent,” and possibly the reason that Aristotle, in his ignorance, denied to animals, women, and children the possibility of happiness. But there are aspects of human ethics—nowadays largely confused with morality—that overlap matters that can occupy animals, or some animals. Animals are capable of conscientiousness, of a fastidiousness about what matters to them and their fellows, including their human fellows, that in some cases puts us to shame, or at least often puts me to shame, but as far as I know there are no brooding Ivan Karamazovs among the nonhuman animals, who may therefore have a greater gift for accepting happiness than we do.

A greater gift for accepting happiness, but not a greater capacity for happiness. A human being may experience joy as a result of doing something that an animal cannot do—producing a beautiful mathematical proof, for instance, or running a successful training class at the end of which the dogs and handlers are in harmony with each other, moving with (moral?) grace—but all happiness is animal happiness, even the happiness of the philosopher or the poet or the scientist flush with discovery. It may be that some forms of unhealthy glee and triumph are unique to our species—which is not to say that animals cannot rejoice in triumphing over enemies for the sheer sake of unholy triumph, but rather that human beings are capable, I suspect, of certain perceptions of what counts as triumph that are alien to animals. We are, or some of us are, capable of, call it twisted happiness, and I do not know whether the happiness of someone who writes a cranky letter to the editor is or is not on a continuum with the twisted happiness of the mass murderer, say there is such a thing—I do not even know that. (Though I do know the dubious happiness of the writer of the letter to the editor.)

This book leads to a discussion, in the last essay, of the Book of Job, where the Voice from the Whirlwind celebrates itself, its happiness, in terms of animals, terms that are beyond, or at least not to the point of, morality, questions of suffering. It leads there by way of various pieces written in various moods, some of them simply lighthearted, such as the sketches and tales in Part 1, many of which I wrote for the Los Angeles Times Sunday Magazine.

This book leads to Job also by way of “Josephine Trainer,” the advice columnist of Part 3, whose voice is probably the least innocent of the voices heard here. She’s hard-bitten, and gives her advice in the ironical awareness of the hopelessness of advice in a world that needs the salvation of imagination, vision, emotional courage. But I do not think that she is bitter; her mocking of the people who write to her is by and large gentle, or so I found when I wrote to her wondering whether Airedales ever take up the cosmic perspective.

This book is also an account of some things that make me happy—the mysteries of connection between different kinds of mind, and above all the mysteries of those different kinds of mind. I mean, that there should be so many different kinds of mind, animal and human.

I have not always managed to write in as celebratory a manner as my topic deserves, to be reliably merry in my railleries, but I have tried, for the convenience of readers who do not wish to know too much about why I get so grumpy, to separate the grumpier passages from the blither ones, and having done that, can do nothing more beyond begging the reader’s indulgence. Also the reader’s faith in this: The deepest happinesses are side effects of knowledge, including especially the simple and astounding knowledge that others exist, and this book is offered as an attempt to honor that knowledge and all of its mysteries. The idea is not so much to contribute to that knowledge as to begin to reveal that there is such knowledge to be had, precious beyond imagination, and in many cases beyond our ordinary powers to grasp it even as we live in the radiance that is sometimes possible, the radiance that happens when reality and knowledge come into congruence, provoking, as Wallace Stevens has it, “a laughter, an agreement, as if by surprise.”
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PROFILES





Parrots and Philosophers

Human philosophers tend to talk strangely when the topic of parrots comes up, as if they believe their stature depends on the diminished stature of parrots. I would tell you some of the bizarre things I have heard otherwise rational philosophers say about parrots, but it would probably be actionable if I did so in print, and they would deny it anyway. A human philosopher thinks that no one notices when she starts putting on airs.

A parrot doesn’t think this way. You may say that a parrot puts on airs. Well, a parrot does. But a parrot knows he’s putting on airs; he’s not like a blue jay that way, it’s completely different. A blue jay gets all mixed up in his thinking because he starts believing his own PR, but a parrot is more cool-headed than that, which is why you can win an argument with a blue jay and never with a parrot.

Of course, some philosophers know this about parrots and don’t try to argue with them. John Locke, for example, in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, tells a story about a parrot summoned by an apparently philosophical prince who was wondering how smart parrots were. The prince asks the parrot where he comes from, and the parrot tells him, and he asks who he belongs to, and the parrot says to a Portuguese, and he asks what he does at home. The parrot replies that he takes care of the chickens. The prince is taken aback: “You take care of the chickens?” Parrot: “Yes, and I’m very good at it, too.” And he makes “the Chuck four or five times that People use to make to Chickens when they call them.” It seems that a chaplain who was present “would never from that time endure a Parrot, but said, they all had a devil in them.”

I can see why that chaplain was upset. The parrot had coolly kept control of the exchange, turning what started as a condescending IQ test into a conversation on a topic of his own choosing. That is very much like my general experience of parrots—even a cat isn’t as good at keeping control of a conversation as a parrot is. Locke has better sense than to try to argue with a parrot, even from the relatively safe distance of his massive book, and tells the story without much comment.

There is a parrot living in a bar in Tijuana—I have this on excellent authority—who causes people to order more drink than they intended by sidling up to them, cocking his head, and asking, “Can you talk?” And there was Napoleon, a parrot from Brazil, who put on airs at Riverside’s Mission Inn from the time in 1907 when he was given as a gift to Frank Miller, the inn’s founder, until 1956. Napoleon held his own with more dignitaries than any other parrot in history, so Riversiders say, including Andrew Carnegie, Henry Ford, Albert Einstein, William Howard Taft, Teddy Roosevelt, Emperor Hirohito, and Carrie Jacobs Bond. All of them attempted in various ways to introduce their own topics of conversation, but Napoleon prevailed over what were for him wits no better developed than a blue jay’s, and he was not thwarted until June of 1956, when the Mission Inn was taken over by Benjamin Swig, a hotelier from San Francisco.

I have heard a rumor that Swig attempted to deny that Napoleon was “really talking,” that Swig read French philosophy, people such as Descartes, and would say that parrots only appear to be talking because they are possessed by devils, and as a result, on July 3, 1956, exactly one month after the arrival of the San Franciscan, Napoleon died of a heart attack, thus, I think, maintaining his southern Californian refusal to let usurpers from the north ruin the conversation. I can see how it was, how frustrated Swig must have been when he tried to engage Napoleon about the beauties of the Golden Gate Bridge. Napoleon died with his conversational boots on. He was buried on Mount Rubidoux, and is commemorated in tiles on the second floor of the Mission Inn, outside the room called El Loro.

Napoleon’s story makes me suspect that human resentment of parrots, especially all the talk about their having devils in them and so on, springs not from their startling ability to utter human phrases but from their aggravating refusal to let you choose the topic. You know how it is. You go up to a parrot, and he’s probably in a cage and you’re not, so you feel pretty superior, maybe you even think you can feel sorry for the parrot, and you ask the parrot how he is, and he says something gnomic like, “So’s your old man,” or “How fine and purple are the swallows of late summer.” Then the parrot looks at you in a really interested, expectant way, to see if you’re going to keep your end up. At first you think you’ve been insulted, but a parrot is too cool to throw insults around, unlike a blue jay, and once you notice that, you start trying to figure out what the parrot means by it, and there you are. You haven’t a prayer of reintroducing whatever topic you had in mind. That’s why philosophers keep denying that parrots can talk, of course, because a philosopher really likes to keep control of a conversation.





Too Much Leopard

I was sitting with my husband Robert, a tall logician, in a waiting room on Ventura Boulevard in Sherman Oaks. With us were Dr. Max MacElroy, D.V.M., and Cinder, a black leopard six months old, who weighed around forty-five pounds and was leaping for Robert’s back as Robert was trying and failing to figure out what was happening to him. (Exactly how scholars and philosophers end up in such enviable situations is a trade secret.)

I knew what was happening to him. Cinder, like any good kittycat, is intensely interested in people, and especially in figuring out which person in a given situation would be the most interesting one to unsettle. Robert qualified because he’s tall (the big cats are especially alert to height: tall people read as enemies and short people read as prey) and because he was the only one in the room who had never before found himself suddenly in the presence of a young, energetic, and intelligent leopard, so he was sending out brain waves that made Cinder curious—logicians, especially deep ones, have brain waves the rest of us wot not of. You know about cats and curiosity? The old saying has it wrong. It is usually the mouse that is killed by the cat’s curiosity, not the cat, and even if the mouse is a scholar, satisfaction doesn’t bring him back.

Robert wasn’t killed, and in fact lost his heart to Cinder. This sort of thing happens with leopards, which is why Dr. MacElroy has big cats in the first place. It started with Rocky, a lion who was brought to him with virtually every bone in his body broken—“pathological fractures caused by rickets.” There was a bobcat with a similar story, and Cinder’s mother was another. Dr. MacElroy fixes them up, and that’s how they become his pets. I was interested in Dr. Max and his leopard cubs because Cinder is well handled and didn’t eat up Robert. An enormous amount of attentiveness is required in order to end up with a mentally and physically healthy leopard in captivity.

Leopards, I was told by Bob Wagner at the American Association of Zoological Parks and Aquariums, are considered the most cunning of the big cats. They are unlike lions, for example, in that they spend a lot of time in trees and can carry their kills—up to forty-five pounds, about half their adult size—into treetops and consume their dinner in the branches. “Cunning” is, of course, the sort of term you use if you are a zookeeper worried about staying whole, but I am uneasy with the adjective because most people have forgotten its true meaning, which is “knowing,” not “dishonestly knowing,” though I must admit I had the feeling there were a minimum of two or three leopards in the room all the time, and when Cinder’s brother was brought out, it seemed like a herd of leopards.

What Cinder is like to look at: The paws express Cinder the mischievous kitten, playing innocently, and the eyes and mouth reveal the lovable kittycat, the one who wants to sit in your lap, and the whole leopard reveals something else. The affectionate kitten is real, the mischievous kitten is real—and so is the leopard.

Who, as I said, didn’t eat the logician. But she terrified him. “I wasn’t scared,” he said, “but it’s hard to explain. I was terrified, not scared. She was uncanny—one moment landing as light as thistledown, sitting on my shoulder and weighing nothing. The next moment she made herself weigh six hundred pounds, or that’s what it felt like.” (Cinder, you recall, actually weighed about forty-five pounds that day. Now she weighs more.)

The usual fate of a captive leopard is a small cage or a zoo, when it isn’t rickets and early death, or so I am told by people who may know. Cinder’s fate, thanks to Dr. MacElroy, was not so bleak. In fact, she was slated to be a working cat, an actress, so you may have seen her on movie and television screens, though the big cats rarely get decent credits. She may one day play the part of a lovable pet, and you may be moved to want a leopard. Don’t do that. Leave the big cats alone.

If you are tempted, then look at the extraordinary intelligence in Cinder’s eyes, at how dangerously that intelligence flames there. Think of the thinness of your own skin, the thinness of your own mind. Think of the vanity involved in presuming that you could ever own or control what goes on in those eyes.

And then think about the handlers and trainers of the big cats—people who can collaborate with that flame.





Honcho de Dedeaux

Louis Dedeaux says his Rottweiler Honcho is a good working dog. “Everything I’ve tried works with him. He gets a little stubborn sometimes, tries to outsmart you, which makes him that much more fun. You gotta stay one step ahead of this guy.”

When Dedeaux says, “Everything I’ve tried works with him,” that’s saying something, because Dedeaux tries just about everything with dogs. He’s been breeding Rottweilers for eleven years, grew up in a Louisiana French family, and had a father who fancied coonhounds—“Black-and-Tan, Redbone, you know, water races and all that.” Dedeaux has also worked with Greyhound racing and drag hunts. When he was nineteen he opened a guard-dog kennel in Whittier but then got into Schutzhund because “I like that a lot better than just guard-dog work. You have to have a lot more control on the dogs, and they have to be real versatile to do something like a building search.” (“Schutzhund” means “protection dog.” Originating as temperament tests for young dogs, puppies really, who were police and war-dog prospects, Schutzhund tests developed into sports in their own right. A sound Schutzhund prospect is also a sound family-dog prospect, so long as the family in question doesn’t think buying a dog is like buying a microwave that you operate by pushing buttons.) Dedeaux is doing things like Schutzhund work because, “well, coon hunting is fun, but it’s not real practical.”

Dedeaux bred Honcho himself. He’s from a good working line, but he didn’t look like much in the beginning. He was one of only two surviving pups in his litter, about a third the size of his brother, but Dedeaux kept him “because he was all there, he looked good, everything was there. And his attitude was right.”

His attitude was right. He stood tall, regarding the world with humor and friendly curiosity, fearless and without resentment or anger. Such a pup will forgive you your errors in handling and will not bail out on you when the going gets rough.

Then, at three months of age, Honcho got parvo. “He had it bad. The vet said he hadn’t seen a dog with such a high titer reading, much less one with a reading that high who lived. The vet said, ‘Go ahead and put him down now. You’ll be out a friend, but if you try to treat it you’ll still be out a friend, and the money, too.’ But I said no, to put him on an IV. He’s tough, he had the will to live, didn’t get depressed like most pups do with parvo, and you could always get him to do something, like you could get him to eat. The vet said it was unbelievable, and in all that he showed his workability, and he started tracking right after he got over the parvo.”

Dedeaux gets calls for his Rottweilers from celebrities because his dogs are well known, but he gets repeat calls for his dogs because they are sound. He doesn’t breed so much for show, he says, because although he thinks breed standards are of course important, he believes that especially with a large, tough breed like the Rottweiler, workability is more important. (Honcho, incidentally, is on his way to a breed championship.) Dedeaux also worries a great deal about the specter of inherited hip dysplasia in his pups, because “you’re not going to get the seven to fourteen years of companionship if your dog can’t walk when he’s two.”

You can’t get one of Dedeaux’s Rotts just by having enough money in the bank to cover the check. “I don’t worry about do they want one of my pups. I worry about do I want them to have one of my pups?” But Dedeaux has advice for prospective buyers. “They do need time, some money, and attention, and I don’t sell to anyone who just wants a dog running around the backyard barking. But I tell people, too, not to buy a puppy from anyone who says, ‘You can’t see the mother, because if I don’t leave her back in the kennel she might bite you.’ That may not be the dog’s fault, and the pups may be fine, but the average person looking for a pet doesn’t know how to judge that.”

Rottweilers are one of the breeds coming under attack as vicious dogs. Honcho himself is “real good with kids.” Well, all breeders say that about their favorite dogs, but Honcho’s soundness has been tested. “Honcho had a bit of a rough time. He’s been teased by kids, but he came through that and still really likes kids. Some other dogs go through that, well, they’ll just hang back when kids come over, but Honcho introduces himself to new kids on the block. When my sixyear-old, Adam, goes outside, I have him take Honcho. Then I know he’ll be safe.”

Some dogs, of course, whether they are Bearded Collies or Rottweilers, become afraid of children and adults if they are teased, which is why some state legislators, responding to dog people, have attempted to pass legislation that would not hold a dog responsible for biting anyone over seven years of age who teased or tormented the dog in question. That legislation is important, because teasing dogs is a popular activity among some people, just as teasing voters is a popular activity among politicians. In both cases, teasing dogs and teasing citizens, it often turns out that the tormentor doesn’t realize what he or she is doing and has to learn the hard way.

Such legislation is important because we need more good dogs like Honcho, who started tracking right after he got over the parvo that was supposed to kill him, who didn’t get depressed when sicker than any pup should have to be. Like Dedeaux says, “Everything I try seems to work with this guy.”





English Riding, Western Style

In my dream life in those days I was in Vienna, Virginia, or England, about to introduce elegantly groomed and bred horses and their equally elegantly groomed and bred riders to the high arts of dressage and stadium jumping. But my eyes, once open, found it impossible to evade the hard, hot, high desert light and what it revealed—forty mongrel versions of dusty western tack on forty different versions of horse and puzzled western rider. While I was desperately trying to close the vast imaginative gap between the scenery of Twenty-nine Palms, presided over by Sand Mountain, and the whitefenced and well-ordered Arcadia of my dreams, a large red-shirted man ambled over to me.

“Reason I came here,” he was saying, as if to himself, “we got this mare won’t do nothing but jump out of her corral. But my little girl, that’s Mary Pat, says she can ride Peggy, that’s short for Pegasus because she won’t stay in her corral—anyway, we heard maybe you could do something with her.”

Escaping from her corral was Peggy’s only distinction. Her mother was a hundred-dollar Indian pony from the Morongo Reservation, and her father was uncertain. But I agreed to look at her, and Mary Pat’s father, Dave Nelson, signaled toward the group of horses, from which emerged an undersized mare with a more or less black, mottled coat. She was almost entirely hidden under sixty-plus pounds of roping saddle. On her back was Mary Pat, thirteen, anxiously clutching the reins and the saddle horn. There was nothing for it but to try the mare out, but my ignorant heart sank as I went to get my jumping saddle from the trunk of my car. I thought wistfully of the horses I could have in training if only I had a bit more money. If only I lived in Virginia. Or in England, or Europe, or in a different century and in another language and so on.

I headed Peggy toward an improvised jump made of stacks of old tires. She had never been asked to jump. Indeed, she didn’t know the basic gaits—walk, trot, and canter—and she weaved and “squirreled,” as horsemen say, seeking any avenue of escape, until she found that I was firm and that there was no escape.

So she jumped the tires. Simply folded up her knees like she was praying and jumped, demonstrating textbook form.

There I was, with a mare I knew I could do anything with—but the owners! Mary Pat had never even seen a jumping saddle. Her father had no conception of what goes into the making of a show jumper. But there is a lot of heart in that family, apparently a hereditary condition, for Mary Pat started surprising me. She was the first student I ever had who actually did what I told her to do. Older trainers had warned me that there would be such students, but I hadn’t believed them until now. Watching Mary Pat and Peggy, alone in the California desert, I thought of the diary of one nineteenth-century traveler who had said of southern California, “The mountains cut the land off from sympathy with the East.” I sometimes felt that God was whispering things into the landscape, in the breathing of that child and that horse.

Then there was the day, very early in Peggy’s career, when a Santa Ana was blowing. While she and Mary Pat were on a course of jumps, the wind had blown the second fence of one combination just far enough so that there was no room between them for a horse to manage a proper landing and takeoff. Any rider would have been forgiven for pulling up, but Mary Pat just got this look on her face and headed her little mare into that fence. Peggy took them both at once, as one fence.

After that, when we went to horse shows, instead of hearing snotty remarks about Peggy such as “I think a hunter should look like a hunter, don’t you?” we heard a new sort of remark. Things like, “Watch out for that little girl in the blue coat on the Appy. She can jump that horse out of a box!”

One day, at the L.A. County Fairgrounds, Mary Pat and Pegasus came in first in a huge open jumper class against seasoned professionals. But Mary Pat was unhappy, depressed, frustrated, because even though they had won, her mare wasn’t going right. I said reassuringly, “Cheer up. There are at least fifty pros here who would be delighted to be going home with the purse you won today!”

Mary Pat set her chin, glared at me through angry tears, and said, “My mare isn’t happy. You always told me that what mattered was the horse!” Pegasus seemed to agree. She nodded her head vigorously a few times and stuck her eye next to my eye, regarding me meaningfully.

I remembered Gervase Markham, a sixteenth-century thinker, who opens his treatise on riding by saying, “Of all creatures, the horse is the noblest.”





Love and Responsibility

Dr. Helen Anderson and Dr. Helen Ranney have a noble Doberman Pinscher named Bismark. He is a splendid representative of the first dog ever bred specifically for companion-dog work. That means that Dobies are bred for the kind of courage whose other names are gentleness and love.

Unfortunately, not all of Bismark’s neighbors know this. Dr. Anderson takes him on a morning walk each day. On their route are a number of other dogs who have seen the wrong movies about Dobies and tend to make accusatory remarks to Bismark. These dogs are not stupid; the fear of Dobermans is all too easy to understand in light of the bad press they’ve received.

One of the dogs who used to disaparage Bismark was a female Golden Retriever. Bismark never returned the insults; he is a nobleman and forgives people for their poor judgment. Besides, male dogs usually know that when a female starts taking pains to insult them, it means she’s interested. I have tried to explain this to a number of male humans, in attempts to bring peace to certain relationships. I usually fail, but this little Golden succeeded.

One morning the Goldie was in the house instead of the backyard when Anderson and Bismark came by, and the front door was open. The Goldie charged out, and her owner was terrified, both because she was sure Bismark would kill her dog and because if Bismark should fail to kill her quickly, she was bound to be hit by a car—there is a lot of traffic on that street. What happened was that Bismark fell instantly in love and leaped forward to hug the Goldie around the neck with his front legs, thus simultaneously saving her life and establishing a deep relationship.

But the thing is that Bismark’s nobility doesn’t always manifest itself quite the way you might expect. Bismark is a trickster. At least, that’s what some say. I say he worries about the moral soundness of his human charges. He feels that people should be up and about bright and early, so he sometimes reconnoiters the house, poking any exposed bits of sleeping human he finds with a cold, wet nose and insisting that he needs to go outside, that it is urgent. As soon as everyone is up, Bismark goes back to his own bed and relaxes.

Some of his detractors say that he isn’t as honest as he ought to be. When Dr. Ranney is undressing, Bismark waits alertly by the bed, hoping that she will leave some piece of clothing there. Quite often she does, and he nabs it and takes it to his bed, for extra cushioning as well as entertainment. The reason he doesn’t wait around for Dr. Anderson’s discarded sweaters and socks and so on is that this habit of his caused her to become much tidier. Bismark explained to me that he believes that his beloved Dr. Ranney would also be a happier person if she kept her wardrobe in better order. Dr. Ranney claims that she is quite happy as she is, but as I said earlier, Bismark is from a line bred for serious companionship.

Bismark’s bloodlines are also American from almost the word go, and his breeders, Judy and Edward Weiss of Levittown, New York, tend to breed for a somewhat “softer” dog than German breeders do. Germany is the location of some splendid dog training, and German breeders and trainers tend to prefer a dog who is “sharper.” This doesn’t mean that German-bred Dobies are nasty—far from it.

The truth is a funny thing. I was talking with a friend who was asking my advice about what sort of dog to get. She wanted a large dog that would be easy to train and groom, safe around her children, and a good protector. I said she was describing a Dobie. She believed me but said that she couldn’t get over her irrational terror of the dogs. She grew up in Nazi Germany and remembers Hitler spreading propaganda to the effect that Dobies were of impure blood and therefore vicious and unstable. His generals used Dobermans in World War II, of course, as did the U.S. Marines; he apparently made his anti-Dobie speeches before the war broke out.

In any event, a good Dobie is the dog I would choose if I had a child who needed a reliable pal and lived in an atmosphere of risk—but I emphasize that a lot more is captured than I can go into here by the expression “a good Dobie.”





Living Jewels

Japanese concepts sometimes translate into English in funny ways, with the result (in my experience) that a conversation between an American and a Japanese often begins with the Japanese trying to get the American to realize that the American doesn’t understand.

One aspect of Japan’s complicated culture has to do with the keeping and breeding of koi, or ornamental carp. As near as I can gather, this is an artistic discipline; the word “koi” means “living jewel.” Breeders look for a myriad of perfections of shape and symmetry or asymmetry of pattern and color. The very serious breeders are keenly conscious of an ancient complex of philosophical and artistic meanings of the patterns besides, but I am still too bewildered by my glimpse into their world to say more than this.

What matters most about koi to most koi keepers is the patterns they make in the pond. So, as one pond keeper in Santa Barbara told me, though you can never know how many koi you have at a given moment, if you are properly attentive, you can tell that one of your fish is gone, even out of the corner of your eye, by the changes in the patterns. Standing at the edge of his koi pond, I found this easy to believe.

That pond used to house an ogohn (solid-colored) koi named Von Hindenburg, whose death revised a work of art—that is to say, the patterns in the pond. His name, all by itself, was interesting as a name for a fish, but it was the fact that he had a name that captured my attention, for he belonged, not to the man in Santa Barbara, but to the man’s pond. It seems that if there is a belonging of koi, it is to their ponds rather than to a person. (And the ponds can be extraordinarily difficult to set up, since they must be not only beautiful but also safe from raccoons and greater blue herons, who tend to regard koi as lunch, not art.) What was different about Von Hindenburg was that he was the only koi in the pond who would eat out of a person’s hand. Though this is not unusual for koi, it was unusual in that pond. When Von Hindenburg came up for a treat, his fellow koi would follow, so he was the focal point of the ever-changing work of art, the leading element of the design, so to speak.

I am hopelessly American, and having learned that baby koi must be culled carefully, I was intrigued that some koi keepers fail to take this responsibility seriously. In culling, the most beautiful survive in all cases where human judgment replaces the connoisseurship of raccoons and greater blue herons. I found myself particularly interested in some casual southern California koi breeders who couldn’t keep their minds on this sort of thing. There was a young fish that failed to display any of the proper, traditional beauties. Also, he swam at a funny kind of tilt. His owners, instead of culling him, named him Robert Geometry, which was the nickname of a friend of theirs who was always studying branches of geometry in which the symmetries elude the mathematician at every turn.

Robert Geometry didn’t survive very long anyway, thus possibly affirming the wisdom of culling. I still can’t figure out how it is that even though you cannot count your koi, you can name them. But I learned, standing at the edge of a beautiful pond and at the edge of an ineluctable mystery, talking quietly of koi, that you can name a fish, or a tree—or a human being—even though it is literally countless and unaccountable.

How American—or how interesting—to love the one that doesn’t fit in and so requires a name.





Four-Legged Therapist

Ellie had to sit out the Christmas party because she was in full season, and that makes life rough for even the noblest of her male friends. Ellie’s friends are mostly working dogs with careers to attend to.
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