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What people are saying about


Walks with Sam


Thoroughly delightful. David W. Berner describes his beloved dog Sam as “a teacher of the perfect way to move in the world.” And with that, Berner embarks on a season of dog walks, mindfully following Sam’s lead in opening himself more fully to the thoughts, perceptions, and encounters that cross their path. Effortlessly runs the gamut from the profundity of Berner’s musing on mortality, to the surprises that lurk within the seemingly mundane. A lovely testimony to the ways in which intention transforms our experience of our own lives.


Barbara Monier, author of Pushing the River


As Kierkegaard once wisely said, “If you just keep walking, everything will be all right.” On a sabbatical from teaching, author David W. Berner begins a series of daily walks with his dog Sam. What from outward appearance to others would appear to be a regular jaunt to exercise a beloved pet is inwardly a reflective journey as the world is explored by both two and four-legged friend. Each walk takes its tone from the lay of the land, from the people and dogs they meet, from the signs of a society that has forgotten how to slow down in wonder and empathy.


With gentle humor and brilliant musings, both past and present, Walks with Sam has the charm and the innate truthfulness that some find in a work of art, a daily quest tinged with wonder and mystery with each forward step.


L.B. Johnson, Amazon #1 Best-Selling Author of The Book of Barkley – Love and Life Through the Eyes of a Labrador Retriever


An element that is a constant in David’s writing is his enormous sense of humanity. He is as much a philosopher of the porch swing variety as anyone writing today.


San Francisco Review of Books


This is a sweet book from a sincere, thoughtful soul. As Thoreau found the whole world in his saunterings around Concord, Berner finds it walking his beloved dog Sam in an ordinary suburban neighborhood. His musings have a lovely, quiet inwardness, as he contemplates youth and age, continuity and change, community and solitude, love and envy, mourning and celebration — all with the subtle guidance of the dog he calls “the most mindful monk I know, a teacher of the perfect way to move in the world.”


Dean Sluyter, author of Natural Meditation and Fear Less
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I’ve seen a look in dogs’ eyes, a quickly vanishing look of amazed contempt, and I am convinced that basically dogs think humans are nuts.


—John Steinbeck, Travels with Charley













And So It Begins



It was the summer of 1963 and my best friend was moving away. He lived a block up the street in a brick bungalow, and on many summer days after elementary school had let out for the season, Mark and I would build forts on the home’s wide stone porch. We draped a bed sheet over an old chair and a couch his parents had planted there, and with our green plastic Army guns we would climb inside, preparing ourselves to battle the Nazi soldiers who would soon be coming over the hill. We played for hours, pretending we were under fire from a determined enemy, an enemy we would always overcome. During a break from the skirmishes, his mother would bring us lemonade. As we refreshed ourselves under the billowing sheet, there beside us standing guard was my dog.


Sally was a tri-colored collie given to me by my grandfather, my mother’s dad, just a few months after I was born. “A boy needs to grow up with a dog,” he told my mother when he came to the door, the eight-week old puppy in his arms. From the time I could walk, Sally was right there with me. She followed me on walks in the woods. She came along when I visited my grandmother’s home a block away. And on that porch up the street on that hot day in August decades ago, Sally was there. Not only keeping an eye out for Nazi soldiers, but also reminding me she would never leave me, even if my friend would soon leave forever.


When you are seven years old, you struggle to understand the concept of change, that things would not always stay the same. I knew my friend was moving, he told me so, but I could not comprehend what that truly meant. People in my world did not move away. My parents grew up on the same street where I grew up. My grandparents lived a few houses away. My aunt and cousins lived on a parallel street, a five-minute walk from my home. Change—someone leaving—seemed a dreadful concept.


The day of the move, a long, tall truck parked on the street outside Mark’s door. Big men moved tables and chairs, box after box, table lamps, dressers, and trunks. Mark and I stood in the front yard and shook hands. “I guess I’ll see ya,” Mark said. “When?” I asked. Mark did not answer.


On the slow walk home with Sally at my side, I tried not to think about what was happening. How far could he really be going? Maybe he’d still be at school? I stroked the top of Sally’s head and rubbed behind her ear. She nuzzled against my hip. “You’re a good girl,” I murmured. I was certain that no matter what was happening with my friend, Sally would stay. She would always be my dog, always be my friend. She was not packing her things into a moving truck that would rumble down the street and out of sight.


About halfway to my house, I stopped and sat in the grass along the sidewalk. I wasn’t ready to go home. Sally sat next to me and curled up to rest her head on my knee. For a good while, the two of us silently sat, waiting for my confused feelings to go away. I patted Sally’s back. She licked my hand. I hugged her around the neck and held on for a long time. When we started to walk again, we did not head straight home. Instead we took the long way, through the backyards, across the alley, and down another street. We ambled over a hill dotted with evergreen trees and through a stretch of maples near a creek. Time stood still. Sally and I were less than a few tenths of a mile from home, but looking back, we were walking a great distance from one thing and closer to something new. I didn’t know this then, but I believe that time with Sally was my first encounter with the beauty and redemptive power of a contemplative walk, and especially a walk with one’s dog. The little boy in me would not have comprehended this, but in time I would realize how that day was my first lesson on how a journey, even a short one, could deliver solace, how you could make things right by putting one foot in front of the other. Kierkegaard—a famous daily walker—once wrote in a letter to his favorite niece who had been struggling with personal problems—“If you just keep walking, everything will be all right.” This little boy knew nothing of Kierkegaard. But he knew how he felt after that walk with his dog, his constant companion.


It was a tough day for a little boy, but without Sally, it would have been unbearable. She eased me through the first big change in my life. Sally was there when I realized that nothing would remain, life would forever shift. She was there to hold open the lens a little longer so I could see that a walk, especially with your dog, could heal but also open you up, permit space in the soul’s tight chambers, allow your heart to heal.


So here I am, many years later, at the age of sixty and change has been, as it always is for anyone, part of life. I left Pittsburgh to attend college a hundred miles away. I left Pennsylvania and moved to Chicago for a job as a radio journalist. I’ve married and divorced, and married again. I’ve had two sons. Children forever change you. I have moved from one state to another. Lived in a dozen houses, apartments, and condos. I’ve changed jobs. Lost friends and found new ones. Buried family. And over the years have cared for eight dogs, from Sally to Sam, which I share with my wife, Leslie. Sam—a black golden doodle—came into our lives not long after my dog and Leslie’s dog, animals we had raised before we met, died of old age. Sam was a few months old when she came to us, and at the same time Sam was figuring out who she was as a young dog in a new home, I was contemplating who I had been and who I wanted to be in my older years. There are mileposts at which one inevitably examines a life—the age of 21, at 30, 40, 50. You celebrate with parties. Sometimes you set goals. Make priorities. You ask questions: What do I believe? What do I cherish? What scares me? What thrills me? At 60 years old, it was a good time to ask again. I was on sabbatical leave from Columbia College in Chicago. This was a good time to reexamine, to put the lens squarely on me and focus on who I was in my late years. It was also a good time to train a dog. Not that Sam needed a lot, she had already been housebroken, but she was in a new home, had new owners, had to adjust to new smells, had to find her place. In essence, she had to reexamine who she was. So, what would we do? How would Sam and I do this together?


Walk.


There are plenty of epic foot journeys: Camino de Santiago, the pilgrimage in Spain or The Pacific Crest Trail, all 2600 miles of it. My walks would be local. Mini-adventures. Neighborhood walks. Woods walks. Slow. “It’s a great art to saunter,” wrote Thoreau. Sam and I would be more like old Henry David; we would ramble, roam, and wander. Literature, art, and philosophy are littered with great walkers, those who believed a good walk lights a creative spark, can heal the soul, repair the heart, can work out a problem, can illuminate the world around us and ourselves. Thoreau was one of those walkers, so was Rimbaud and Twain. There’s Joyce, Dickens, and Kierkegaard, of course. It’s a long list. It was time I joined the list of the famous and the unknown, and I would do it with my dog. Sally was my companion on my first philosophical, contemplative walk and Sam could rekindle what had been lost in the years.


And so it begins, methodically and patiently, my regular walks with Sam. What might we learn from each other, find out about ourselves, and when this season of walking is behind us, who will we be?


The answers will come one walk at a time.










Walk 1
Not Enough Socks in the World



If there is a sock in the house, anywhere in the house, Sam will find it. Sam can’t get enough socks. A few days ago, she coughed one up, an entire sock—men’s black dress, swallowed whole. I threw it out.


Sam also snatches books. She once brought me a copy of Thoreau’s Walden from a basement coffee table. Other times it was a screwdriver, a small flashlight, underwear, my wife’s blouse. Mind you, she does not chew these items, necessarily. Not most of them. Instead, she finds them intriguing enough to prance around with them and eventually offer each to me. Sam’s vet says dogs become attached to items their owner has touched; those items carry the scent, and so the dog holds them close so it can be close to you. It’s like a child and its favorite blanket. Think Linus. Still, I can’t help wonder, on the day when Sam brought me her leash, if she didn’t only want to be close to my scent but was suggesting something more.


Let me tell you a bit about Sam.


My wife’s ex brought the dog to his home, expecting it to be hypoallergenic. Golden doodles are said to be. Sam wasn’t. Not entirely. Vets say no dog really is; doodles are just less likely to cause symptoms for someone who is allergic. But it didn’t work out and Sam needed a new home. We took her in for a test run at our house for two days and I fell in love. She was sweet, attentive, and trained. Expressive eyes. Smart. Within hours, there was little doubt what we would do. Her papers and vet information were in order, and her toys—a rubber bone and an old tennis ball—along with two brushes were collected in a bag and handed over. And now, a year after adopting Sam, we are down a few socks, but all else is good. She’s a winner of a dog. And she has shown signs of being a good walker, willing to join me when we have occasionally stepped off. Walking her in the past had mainly been about getting Sam some exercise. Now, it was also about me. When I was younger, I sometimes saw walking as an artistic endeavor, offering a creative boost—time to think, wander, open the mind. However, although I try, I am not the most mindful person. But I would like to be. However, a Zen master I am not. Still, with Sam at my side and the two of us combining our efforts, could I be?


* * *


I have an eye doctor appointment later in the day, so I want to get out early for our first walk. It’s a nice March morning; a bit cool now but the early sunshine suggests a rather warmish day ahead. Spring fights the end of winter. You can feel the sun taking over the night’s chill. I love the day’s first hours. It’s as if they are my own, as if I’ve stolen them from those who have chosen not to awaken this early.


Sam and I immediately head east from the house and Sam, without hesitation, begins to sniff. She is a sniffing machine—a leaf, a tree trunk, parkway grass, the edge of the cement sidewalk. I had forgotten how relentless she is. I read somewhere that a dog’s incredible sense of smell is linked to its sense of place. Sniffing gives the dog information about what is nearby, what has been here, and what is coming. Their noses are like our eyes. We look around; they sniff around. And Sam is a world-class sniffer. Her behavior is quite appropriate, however, being keenly aware of what’s around us on these walks is part of the point.


It’s primary election season in Illinois, so in many of the yards are signs for candidates in the hunt. Although I care about the upcoming election, the signs are interference, a kind of litter. Sam sniffs one of them. It’s for candidate Becky Anderson, a democratic hopeful for the local congressional seat. She is family to the owners of the local bookstore. Sam spends a great deal of time smelling up Becky’s sign and I let her. The edges of the board, the metal posts. Sniff, sniff, sniff. Maybe she knows something about Becky I don’t. Or maybe Sam is trying to decide whom she would vote for, if she could.


We walk two blocks farther east and then head north. In a driveway, a woman in black yoga pants, an oversized blue tossle cap, and big puffy coat loads items into the trunk of a SUV. On the brick wall of the home next to the garage, an Irish flag hangs. The woman spots Sam and me.


“Well, hello puppy.”


She had never seen Sam or me before. I had never seen her.


“Someone is Irish,” I say, nodding toward the flag.


“My husband’s mother was a Callahan,” she says.


“My grandmother was a Dugan.”


“Ever been?” she asks. “I want to take my husband. I’m the token Dego, so, no biggie for me. But he’d love it.”


“So, Irish and Italian family. How are your holidays?”


“Drama,” she laughs.


Sam sniffs the tires of the SUV then sits and watches us, as if she’s accepting this exchange, as if giving her approval to the conversation and the momentary suspension of our walk.


Sandy introduces herself. She has two young children. One of them is a terror, she says, and she worries it’ll be a long time before he calms down. I tell her it took more than a decade for my wild child to settle. She grimaces. Sandy asks about Sam, and Sam appears to know she’s being talked about. She stands, nuzzles into me, and looks at Sandy. Her puppy-ness shows—eager, but unsure of what to do with her impatience. I notice her poodle-like curls need brushing.


For several minutes, Sandy and I stand at the end of her driveway talking about Ireland, the Netflix series The Crown, how she likes the trees in our neighborhood but is not looking forward to all the leaves that will fall in autumn. At the end, we wish each other a happy St. Patrick’s Day and say goodbye. Sam and I walk north again on the sidewalk and I wonder—without Sam by my side, would I have ever met Sandy—my neighbor just two streets away? Would there have been any other time and place for such an encounter? She’s younger. I’m older. My kids are grown. Hers are little. It was Sam’s presence that made it happen. Sam, with her show horse prance and her openness to the world signaled to Sandy that I was okay. I was safe. I was approachable. If I had been walking alone, would it have been different? Sandy may have simply smiled and turned away, a perfunctory glance. She may not have acknowledged me at all.


Early spring flowers are pushing their way through dirt—the green leaves of tulips, daffodils, and hyacinth. Tight tiny blossoms form on the ends the branches of a Magnolia tree. And as we head west and then south toward home, Sam’s attention turns to a FedEx truck parked in front of a white brick home. The man in the driver’s seat studies a package and turns toward us as Sam delivers a tiny, innocuous bark.


“Nice looking dog,” he says, smiling.


“That’s Sam,” I say. “Say hello, Sam.”


She offers another soft bark.


“And she talks, too,” the driver says.


“Yeah, you should hear the things she says sometimes.”


I turn to our home’s driveway and release Sam from her lead. She runs to the back of the house and waits at the gate. I open it and she chases after a green tennis ball in the yard, snatches it in her mouth, and looks directly at me.


Thanks for the walk.


“You’re welcome,” I say. “It’s one of many to come. You and me.”


Looking forward to it. One more thing, when I’m ready to come inside, will there be socks?










Walk 2
What We Leave Behind



There are few things less awkward than walking the neighborhood carrying a plastic bag of poop. Nothing dignified about it. There you are, hiking the streets, leash in one hand, and a bag of your dog’s stool in the other. At our very first turn, Sam squats. This means I’ll be carrying poop in a bag for several blocks.


Like I say, no dignity.


“You couldn’t have waited?” I ask.


Sorry, Sam appears to say.


I shake the bag and tie it up tight.


It’s late afternoon, a good day, sunny and close to 50-degrees. Not bad for mid-March. Sam’s doing a bit of her usual sniffing, and I’m looking around. Robins are out. There’s one by the base of a maple tree in the parkway. An old gold-colored Plymouth Fury, circa maybe 1975 or so, remains parked in the next-door neighbor’s driveway. I have never seen it on the street or heard its engine churn since moving to the area three years ago. In the distance, I hear children playing. A basketball strikes pavement. All is normal in the neighborhood.


As we make our way along the block, I notice for the first time, a section of the concrete sidewalk where a child has pressed the imprint of a hand, like the hand of a celebrity on the Hollywood Walk of Fame outside Grauman’s Chinese Theatre. The hand imprint has been there a long time. So has the sidewalk. And above the hand, scratched in the concrete, is the name Molly.


“Who do you think Molly is?” I ask.


Sam looks at me and appears to wonder, I don’t know, but she certainly was here, and she wanted everyone to know it.


Kind of what we all want, to be sure everyone knows we’ve been here, that we made a mark in the world, small or big. We all want people to recognize we spent time on this Earth.


It’s a rather deep thought so early in the walk, and it quickly fades when I realize I’m still holding the bag of poop. Yin and Yang of walking Sam. Introspection, meditative thought … and poop. I wonder, though, if these realities aren’t intrinsically connected? My hopes for these walks with Sam are that they open up something fresh, something meaningful each day we head out. But like any endeavor we might consider initially significant, this walk comes along with the utterly mundane, the everyday, the bland realities of living. You cook a romantic dinner and you still have to wash the pots and pans. You step out for a daily meditative, restorative walk, and you must reach down with an open plastic bag and scoop up your dog’s excrement.


Cleaning up after Sam is also a symbol of community, isn’t it? Sam squats in a neighbor’s yard, and you wait patiently to take care of the mess. A neighbor sees you and what does he think? He’s a good neighbor. A good guy. He’s doing the right thing. Carrying the poop is a badge of honor. And, oddly, at the same time I consider this the deeper meaning of picking up after your dog, I am examining the delicate hand of a child stamped in hardened cement, the hand of Molly, who once found such joy in marking her spot.
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