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The world was conquered through the understanding of dogs; the world exists through the understanding of dogs.

—Nietzsche




 My lord, my liege lord, my dear lord, what I desire is my own and not your kindness.



 A poor man is better than a liar, dear my lord, suppose the desire of a man is his kindness.

—Donald Davie





Introduction

Vicki Hearne, who died much too soon at the age of fifty-four, was a teacher, a poet, and an animal trainer. Her first book, Adam’s Task, is a poem-like whirlwind of philosophy, linguistics, stories, legal and literary theory, scholarship, opinion, anger, love, poetry, and the first-rate animal observation that became her trademark. Bandit, published five years later, became its worthy successor.

On the surface, Bandit is the story of a dog by that name, sentenced to death for biting but rescued through the good offices of Hearne, who hired an attorney and testified in court on his behalf. Bandit was allowed to live, but on the condition that Hearne adopt and train him. She did. Bandit taught Hearne fully as much as Hearne taught Bandit, and their mutual experience in its human and historical settings is the theme of the book.

Thus, it is no simple dog story. Instead, it illuminates the complex role of dogs in our society and our complex ways of thinking about and dealing with them. Bandit was known as a “pit bull”—that dreaded breed damned as vicious and outlawed almost everywhere—yet it would seem that there is no such thing as a “pit bull,” which is merely a convenient misnomer for many different breeds. Nor is it true that such dogs are naturally vicious. Bandit bit a woman because she was physically assaulting someone whom Bandit knew. The authorities forgave the dog on the condition that the owner fence his yard, but Bandit was afraid of the fence, and took to relieving himself on his owner’s porch. For this, the owner beat him severely. During one beating, Bandit bit his owner. In short, Bandit bit defensively and understandably, and, at least in the case of his first bite, laudably. Many other dogs would do the same. There is nothing “inherent” in this kind of biting, but try telling that to animal control authorities—the most dangerous enemies of “pit bulls.” When Bandit appeared before the judge as a two-time biter, the authorities cried out for vengeance: Bandit deserved execution. It took Hearne’s intelligence, dedication, and money to save him, but save him she did, over much public outcry and many objections. To this day, sixteen years after the publication of Bandit, a few detractors still fulminate about Bandit’s salvation. One detractor, fluent in four-letter words, posts his venom on the Internet, calling Hearne “mentally disturbed,” and, due to inadequate scholarship, also calls her “he” and “him.”

And yes, Hearne does rub some people the wrong way. She aims her critical barbs at all kinds of ideas and institutions, including the American Kennel Club, also PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) and most humane societies. These institutions, as she points out, would “rescue” stray animals only to kill them later. Better to be a stray. She ardently dislikes the Humane Society of the United States, which, she claims, has urged “that any dog used primarily to guard public or private property be seized and destroyed without a hearing.” Sooner or later, every reader’s feathers will be ruffled by something she says. But all who share her intense feelings for animals in general and dogs in particular will forgive her completely: She speaks for those who can’t speak for themselves, and she does it brilliantly.

The book has much to teach. Dog trainers should read Bandit, if only to learn what those who train other kinds of animals already know—the process is not about domination. A tiger trainer, for example, cannot dominate a tiger, and so he must, with soothing words and little bites of meat, create an atmosphere of mutual respect. Hearne knows this better than anyone. Her discussions of animals radiate with the respect that she feels for them. Although many people treat their pet animals as if they were slaves to be mastered or infants to be coddled, Hearne treats animals as respected colleagues, adults with histories that they remember and important, separate lives of their own. In other words, she values them for who they are, not for a persona that she superimposes. She says of bull terriers that she likes their “spirit, their élan vital, their refusal to respond to any but honest, straightforward training methods, their courage. Their hearts, above all their deep hearts.”

Those who fear “pit bulls” should also read Bandit. Hearne presents a torrent of information on dogs falsely accused, on statistics skewed or just plain misrepresented, and on anti-dog propaganda generated by the media. Bandit, for instance, had protected his old neighborhood. Yes, he bit an unruly woman, but, like his human neighbors, he favored an orderly environment. Neighborhood crime increased after his removal, including a ghastly, unexplained murder, which according to the neighbors, Bandit’s presence could have prevented. Yet the Canine Control authorities deemed him vicious and condemned him. As for viciousness, Hearne writes: “The difference between difficult dogs and vicious human beings is that difficult dogs do not rise to positions of prominence in the community.” She quotes his owner: “There’s more man and more backbone to that dog than to any of these folks who want to kill him.”

Since this book appeared, many people have taken an interest in the plight of “pit bulls.” Valerie Humes made a documentary film, A Little Vicious, about them in general and Bandit in particular. And at least for a while, the anti-bull-terrier crowd became subdued. Some books about dogs could be called the “Lassie” genre, about unusual, almost supernatural dogs. But the best books about dogs are about real dogs. These dogs are everywhere. What makes any one of them seem unusual is that someone like Hearne has singled him out, got to know and understand him, and shone a spotlight on him for the reader. In Bandit, Hearne has interpreted a so-called “dangerous” dog, and it’s now up to us to apply what we have learned.



 ELIZABETH MARSHALL THOMAS
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This book is dedicated to Robert Tragesser. He went on countless errands to the library, bookstore, grocery store, and above all pharmacy, and walked Bandit while I brooded luxuriously on the problem of expressing exactly how wonderful it is to walk Bandit. That, however, is not why this book is dedicated to him. It is dedicated to him because he is the first philosopher of my ken to open a discussion of philosophical matters by acknowledging not only that there might be a dog in the fog, but also that if it is foggy our view of the dog might be obscured and thus that we don’t always know what we are looking at or talking about, nor even what the murk is composed of. There are plenty of philosophers who pretend to be capable of knowing that it is foggy, but it takes enormous skill and insight actually to do this, especially if the newspaper is open to a story about a monstrous canine mutant on the loose and even more especially when it might turn out, as it so often does in human speculative enterprise, to be the fog of one’s own breath on the windowpane that veils the landscape with ferocious shapes.





Author’s Note

AFTER MUCH head scratching, I have decided to follow an unusual convention for breed names—roughly, the convention I would use in correspondence with a knowledgeable dog person. In the case of names used by official breed registries, I have capitalized all words in the breed name. Hence I write “American Staffordshire Terrier” instead of “American Staffordshire terrier,” or “Plott Hound” rather than the more conventional “Plott hound.” When giving a nickname for a breed, such as “pit bull,” or when referring to a type of breed, I use lowercase, unless the nickname includes a proper noun or nouns, as in “AmStaff” for “American Staffordshire Terrier.”

Note that this means that “Bulldog” refers to a breed registered by the American Kennel Club, whereas “bulldog” is either a type of breed or, more frequently, a nickname for the American Pit Bull Terrier. “Bull Terrier” is an AKC breed—the sort now called “Spuds MacKenzie dogs,” but “bull terrier” is a type of breed that includes Bull Terriers, American Staffordshire Terriers, Staffordshire Bull Terriers, American Pit Bull Terriers, and so on. If I write “Collie” I mean the breed registered by the American Kennel Club, but “collie” is a type of dog.

I am unhappily aware that all of this is distracting and confusing, but it seemed better to achieve accuracy this way than with repeated parenthetical explanations that would be at least as annoying and messy as the capital letters that now litter my pages.

All of the events I cite in this book are actual—true in the courtroom sense of true “to the best of my knowledge and belief.” I hope that the book is also poetically and scientifically true, true, that is, not only to my knowledge and best beliefs but also true to, faithful to, the world. In a few cases, however, I have suppressed names and locations, for a variety of reasons. One is to avoid boring the reader, since legal events, I have been forced to notice, are interesting in their full actuality only to a very narrow audience. There are the lawyers, of course, and there are the parties and witnesses, for whom every detail is telling and rich with significance, but by and large hearings and trials and the events that lead up to and follow from them are like deeply satisfying or else profoundly difficult conversations—you had to be there.

But I tell my story peculiarly, I know. I tell it the way I hear so many like stories over the telephone, breathlessly, leaving the (legally) important bits almost for last, as afterthoughts. I do this for the same reason people start their stories in the middle over the telephone. It is one way to try for lucidity, to avoid falling into that exhaustive illegibility for which chronicles, economic records, and legal files are both scorned and treasured. For legibility’s sake then, I sometimes look at the facts sideways or upside down, in order to avoid being baffled by the accurate and misleading details. If my book remains baffled by truth rather than data, then it has that much artistic honesty at least.

This book harbors no fugitives from justice, whether human or heavenly. However, I do not include all of the guilty details here, even the details of the guilt of those I think of as the enemies of my dog, largely because the details of our guilt, anyone’s guilt, obscure the brilliance of the life of the soul, the particularities of that exquisite shine of dwelling and action to be found in everything that is, in the world’s being and happening as it does, that make it keep turning out that we can’t help but have a use for a term such as “soul” any more than we can help but have names for each other if we are to talk to each other at all.

If I cannot help but imply morals to various stories as I go along, I wish to be forgiven for that; all narratives are postlapsarian, which is why the moral to a story will jump out and ruin one’s writing. I will not threaten any readers who desire a moral, but sometimes I wish that they wouldn’t.

You may say that the only question I began with was wholly private—“What is a dog bite?” When I say that it was wholly private, I mean that it was not among the questions being asked in any public forum, not a question anyone wanted me to speak to; it was a philosophical question in that it was a question I could not find my way to.

I don’t mean that I did not already know a lot—a lot—about dog bites, a lot about how to prevent or cause them, a lot about how deceptive the phenomenon of a bite is, as deceptive as words themselves, as friendly, too—close enough, that is, to break the skin, as words are inevitably that close to us, from the beginning. It turned out that in writing the book I had to do what philosophy I managed to do on a hit-and-run basis; this book leads into the real book, the one called Animal Happiness. (Philosophy and poetry both can be said to begin in the experience of feeling rebuffed in the pursuit of the various happinesses that are their birthrights.)

This book is not, of course, a song, but it is offered in praise.





Prolegomena
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BANDIT’S PROSPECTS were not good. He bit three people, said the rap sheet. Then the city attorney came up with a rumor about a fourth and said to the judge, “He’s diseased, Your Honor. He’s been hit on the head.”

“He has genes. Genes is what these dogs have, and their training is part of their genetics, and it makes ’em mean,” went one bit of light-headed expert testimony.

One police report quotes a neighbor as saying, “Dog could not be controlled to stop biting.” This neighbor did not witness anything, but the humane police are not a skeptical, suspicious lot.

There was much testimony about the Jekyll-Hyde syndrome, about how all of ’em turn on you eventually.

Effie Powell said from her hospital bed, “I felt his teeth sinking into my flesh.”

“Pit bulls are vicious. The data is all there, in Sports Illustrated,” shrilled dozens of callers, eager to convince me of my waywardness in defending Bandit. Impatient with learned arguments regarding illegal search and seizure and the Uniform Administrative Procedures Act, a prosecutor said, “This case has been due-processed to death, Your Honor. The dog should be destroyed!”

Pit bulls have double-jointed jaws so that they can “hold with the front while they chew away with the hind,” says the literature of the Humane Society of the United States, and a taxi driver in New York said no, it’s triple jaws, he saw a veterinarian say so on TV. Quite often, when you bring your beloved pit bull into a veterinarian’s office, worried about her health, the veterinarian, instead of keeping his or her attention concentrated on the medical question at hand, will tell you how vicious your dog is or ask if you’ve been to any dogfights lately.

Calico Silver, in a brilliant if somewhat erratic essay about dogfighting yarns, in which he praised especially one Mark Twang, identifies poets and other writers in terms of their residence on a metaphysical place called Lookout Mountain. This essay appeared in one of the “underground” fighting rags I chanced to see in a tack store I stumbled on. These magazines are characterized by pseudonyms and a high degree of allegory and magical realism, a genre or style that I have come to associate with writers living under military regimes, police states, and the like. Lookout Mountain survives from the days of moonshine; it is the place from which you can see the revenooers from afar. I suspect Mark Twain himself would have no trouble understanding the idea that the spot from which you can see the revenooers coming is one location of visionary truth.

In these allegorical maps of America, New York City is a place way out past the foothills, in the cloudy mists of the valley. Calico Silver himself lives fairly close to the top of Lookout Mountain, so has learned a lot, though not everything, he says, about bulldogs and bulldog yarns.

It seems a fellow called him up one day and asked him if it was true he had fought a two-headed dog named Cerberus. He hadn’t, of course, but he said this had a little truth in it, and wrote, “This story is called a Jive story. It is a way the writer has when the understanding of true stories is small.”

It is this way for our species. This is not the only way it is for us, but this is one way it is—we are a lonesome and threatened tribe, and we tell jive stories. Calico Silver’s jive story here is not, of course, the one about the two-headed dog, but the one about being asked if he had a two-headed dog. You need something like magical realism to say what it is like to have local representatives of humane organizations demanding that you admit that your own dog has double jaws or two heads or is a “time bomb.”

The double jaws, the double heads, the dog-as-time-bomb—these stories have a little truth in them, not as much truth as the old Rin Tin Tin stories had, but some: the dogs are strong and quick and loyal. But “the understanding of true stories is small,” because we all get distracted. For a brief bit, when my social conscience had carried me away from the true path, I was on talk shows and learned from that experience that signs of education in a letter or voice were signals that the writer or speaker was going to yammer on about pit bulls being bloodthirsty, and about dope dealers. A voice or letter that sounded or looked to be working-class would tend to predict someone wanting to tell me something sensible. I don’t mean that they would necessarily know anything. They would usually say, “They aren’t all bad,” and then tell me a small story.

One that I recall in particular was told by a woman who sounded to be in her seventies. She said she had had a pug, and that her pug had gotten old and blind. And that a pit bull had lived next door.

“And that dog was so kind to my Jouncer. He played with him, kept him company, and when Jouncer started to get close to the street he would take him back into the yard.”

There is a literary tradition of assigning common sense to the working classes.

In the course of my involvement with the Bandit case—or rather, the case’s involvement with me (I did not go looking for it, it just pounced on me, out of nowhere; in fact, I was writing a book about horses and content to be doing so)—I realized that while quite often the impact of an actual pit bull, panting amiably, is powerful, we can’t turn our backs on the Pandora’s boxes we open when we trade in Pete the Pup for Cujo, even though Pete the Pup, of the old Our Gang comedy series, was real, and Cujo almost entirely an artifact of the special effects department of a Hollywood studio. Where you can leap to, wrote Stanley Cavell, depends on where you stand. In relationship to animals, we stand in a great tangle of words, hip deep even in the easy areas, so it is through words that we have to make our way back to the mainland of reality.

I have here written an entire book in an attempt to return to the ordinary insights and the ordinary virtues of my world as it was before the Bandit case.





ONE

Why I Did It

Every word they say chagrins us and we do not know where to begin to set them right.

—EMERSON “Self Reliance”

[image: e9781602390706_i0003.jpg]
THE BANDIT CASE, as of this writing, has been going on for three and a half years. For all but the first six months of that time, Bandit has been my dog. In that time I have used the services of five lawyers, have been threatened with jail and other things that come of contempt of court charges, have heard that some cops were out to get me, others out to protect me, have entertained some very, very strange phone calls and mail, have had my dog alluded to on the front page of the state newspaper as Public Enemy Number One. I have all of that time worried about someone killing my dog for what looked to me like purely political reasons. Some people say that the motives in question aren’t purely political, are more psychological, but that is really scary, so I try to leave those contemplations alone.

Still, I am not especially oppressed, as things go for animal people nowadays, but that is because I have lucid intervals and a really good lawyer, and because I learned to train dogs from the best, and so I have a lot of backup. It doesn’t hurt that I am white, educated, and female, but these are troubled times and you can’t rely on the traditional bigotries the way you used to.

As I said, I have been threatened with jail. Now, this is very peculiar, because I am an animal poet, and in a healthy society, or so I always figured, the animal poet is a ninny, someone who goes around at the edges of things fussing harmlessly and obscurely over Kant’s mistakes about wild animals and Socrates’ praise of dogs, tripping over her Airedale, not making as much sense as her family and friends wish she would. At dinner parties, the animal poet inserts into the conversation unwanted information about the true life history of Toto, the Cairn Terrier in The Wizard of Oz, and is more or less gently tolerated for this.

At the university, especially in the philosophy department, everyone used to say, “Go away, little girl, we’re busy,” and while this was irksome, we cannot any of us have as much of heaven as we want, as the sheepdog Sirrah said posthumously to Donald McCaig. In those days the roof sometimes leaked, but there was so much intellectual freedom for me that I was able to write entire books without even knowing the names of any lawyers.

Nowadays, I let my lawyer see my manuscripts before I let my agent see them, not only to protect me but to protect my dogs, and while my lawyer, Frank Cochran, is proving to be a quite good, though somewhat expensive, creative writing teacher, it means something when an animal poet has to show manuscript to her lawyer. It means what the presence of lawyers usually presages, that there is a major topic slouching toward one to be born, and also that one will probably be unequal to the task. It is a bad sign when the dog story becomes a politically sensitive genre.

The topic in question is: Justice.

Not justice for poets. Like tiger trainers, poets are on their own as far as justice goes, and must make what they can of what comes their way. But the topic of justice assaults most people at some point or another in their lives; to be human is to be fated to such an assault. That is what makes justice such a big topic—not the fact that it is intrinsically all that interesting, but the fact that it is of general concern, like radon or cancer.

I personally do not find justice all that interesting, not nearly as interesting as, say, the pedigree of the pup I am on the point of acquiring, or Landrover Smith, a chimp I met recently, or the poetry of Wallace Stevens, or the prose of Mark Twain, and other things that journalists used to call “human interest,” but the topic—justice—has assaulted me, and I have to do something about it, have to deal, as we say of other crime victims, with the psychological repercussions. I am singularly ill-suited for the task. Once I was going through some back issues of the London Times, looking for the answer to some questions about world peace, and came across a story about a man who was arrested for having a donkey in the passenger seat of his car. He said it was a very small donkey, and the cops said it didn’t matter, donkeys had to be in the back. World peace went out of my head, and there I was looking for more donkey stories.

Now I have a dog story to tell.





At the time of this writing, many Americans believe that there is a breed of dog that is irredeemably, magically vicious. This is not the only reason the current era is going to go down in history as one of the most remarkably hysterical and superstitious of all time, but it is a bigger reason than current speculation allows for. The dog in question is said to be good at guarding dope dens, to suffer from something called the Jekyll-Hyde syndrome, to be an indiscriminate killer of tires, weeds, kittens, and people, to exert two thousand or sometimes twenty thousand pounds of pressure per square inch with its double- or triple-jointed jaws. There is a great deal else said about these dogs that is agonizingly ungrammatical, such as the expert view that they have “vicious genes” and “their training is part of their genetics.” These dogs are popularly called “pit bulls.” They don’t exist, so I call them Voice of God dogs, to distinguish them from real breeds. The God these dogs are a Voice of does not exist, any more than the dogs do; this is not so much a God of vengeance as of grime and banal confusion, and is not to be mistaken for anything real in the way of divinities. What true theologian would be so rash as to suggest that the true God, Who is Owner of the World, or kono shel olam in Hebrew, would own a dog who is a horror largely of banalities and poor clichés? Kono shel olam might own a very terrible dog indeed, but not one that deals dope.

I started using the phrase “Voice of God dogs” one day when a district attorney in Rochester, New York, asked me what I would say if a dog suddenly and out of nowhere attacked someone. The hypothetical bite situation he described was impossible, could not take place, so I asked if he meant, “Like the Voice of God?” He said yes. From this and other events I take it that there are people who believe in some God that the Voice of God dogs represent, and that these dogs must be fought tooth and nail by the district attorneys of the nation, for the sake of . . . justice?

The unreal Voice of God dogs are to be distinguished from the dogs of God in a wonderful fourteenth-century fresco by Andrea da Firenze, in Florence, which shows the Dominicans guarding the gates of heaven, and in the foreground a row of dogs helping them. The title, Dominicanni, contains a pun on “Dominican” and domini canii, or “dogs of God.” At one end of the fresco are, unmistakably, bulldogs—pit bulls. At the other end are, unmistakably, hunting hounds of the greyhound/ staghound sort now classified as gazehounds. In between, the dogs vary from each other in phenotype by virtually indiscriminable degrees, so that the painting shows a visionary progression from the stocky and stalwart and therefore divine to the slender and swift and therefore divine. It is very much as though the artist were of a Platonic bent and wanted to picture all the actual forms that conceal (or for him reveal) the ideal form Dog. Da Firenze’s dogs and da Firenze’s God were not of course what the DA was asking me about, and not what I mean by the phrase “Voice of God dogs.”

In the Rochester case, by the way, a man was on trial for manslaughter, and I might as well tell you what I know about it. A man named Mark and his dog, Pete, had gone on a Fourth of July picnic. Present also were a man named Mike and his brothers. Mike was throwing firecrackers at Pete. Eventually, Pete bit him on the thigh and fled. Thereupon Mike’s brothers beat Mark up, and then took their brother to the hospital. Eleven days later, Mike was released, or rather was scheduled to be released that day, when he died suddenly of an embolism. There was some attempt on the part of the defense to have entered into evidence hospital records showing that anticoagulant medication, which is supposed to prevent embolisms in the case of thigh wounds, had not been administered, or had not been properly monitored. For some reason, the medical evidence was not deemed admissible.

Pete the dog was killed, of course. Perhaps the death of the dog made it turn out that the hospital was blameless, sort of the way victory in war makes the winning side turn out to be blameless, because once someone is dead they are no good to anyone, and then you can say, “They were no good.”

Pete was eight years old, and in the habit, on walks, of waiting at street corners for his master to catch up, rather than skipping across heedlessly by himself. I thought that showed a sense of responsibility in the dog, and so testified, but try telling a district attorney whose eyes are wide and glowing with a vision of the Voice of the God of Doom that a given pit bull has a sense of responsibility.

The district attorney asked me if it wasn’t true of Staffordshire Pit Bull Terriers that their genes have become vicious as a result of their being owned by unsupervised urban teenagers and dope dealers.

There is no such thing as a Staffordshire Pit Bull Terrier, I told the DA, so he asked me to testify about the breed “whatever.”

Remember: Mark was on trial for manslaughter.

Once the dog was dead, my services as a witness were not called for. I heard that Mark had agreed to plead guilty to the lesser charge of assault. I spoke with him several times, trying to get him to accept help in the form of funds for a new lawyer, but he insisted he was too frightened, that it would be too dangerous: “They beat me up, they destroyed my car, they will beat me up again.”

They beat him up royally in the local newspaper, which was up in arms about this viciousness. The defense had proposed that outside experts be brought in to evaluate Pete, and this idea was mocked with a cartoon showing a sort of dog on a psychiatrist’s couch, the psychiatrist in tatters.

All that isn’t why I did what I did, but before I say why I did it, I should say what I did to get the topic of justice slouching toward me.





What I did: I meddled in some court cases. I rescued a dog named Bandit, even knowing that dog rescue is one of the most corrupt of all human activities. It can do enormous damage, just like on television, where rescue adventures leave the landscape littered with bodies and create enormous temptations to feel righteous about the bodies. I used to think about television when I heard all those hymns about Emmanuel rescuing the people of God.

Bandit was said to be a pit bull, but he is not. He was said to be uncontrollably aggressive, but he is not, because random aggression requires pretty advanced intellectual capacities, the ability to live by abstract concepts and so on, and Bandit is not that bright. He was said to suffer from the Jekyll-Hyde syndrome, but you have to be human to suffer from the Jekyll-Hyde syndrome, and you have to be able to misread Robert Louis Stevenson, and Bandit can’t read. He was said to be diseased, but he is not. He was said to be untrainable because five years old, but he is not. Untrainable, that is; he was at one point five years old. He was said to have genes, and for all I know he does.

He was said to be “a dog like that!” I do not know what “that” means.

The state of Connecticut wanted to dispose of him because of all of this, or at least that’s roughly why they said they wanted to dispose of him. Perhaps they made better sense to themselves than to me. In any case, they did not get to dispose of him. They wanted to take him away from his owner, an old man, and they did succeed in that.

Bandit is, as near as I could discover, the only alleged pit bull to have gotten off death row in the pit bull wars. The reason no alleged pit bull gets off death row is that the arguments in court are about a hallucination—a Voice of the God of Doom dog—and it is simply impossible to get anything across to people who are hearing Voices.

Bandit is my dog now, has been since a very hot day in late July of 1988. He belonged to an old man in Stamford, Connecticut, an old black man, Mr. Lamon Redd. Mr. Redd went to bat for his dog. He built a six-foot-high chain link fence around his property when the local dog warden told him to, attempting to save Bandit’s life, and he got a lawyer, and he stayed in the fight like a trouper, but I rescued Bandit, and the old man did not get his dog back, which is how and why it turns out that dog rescue is by and large such a corrupt activity.

I hadn’t intended any of this, to get involved with justice and the theology of the Voice of God dogs, or any of the rest of it. What I intended to do in the spring of 1987 was finish my book on horses and stay out of the pit bull wars altogether. I had, it is true, written a piece a few years earlier about what nonsense the superstitious belief in the viciousness of pit bulls is, but it is one thing to write something and quite another to buy a sedate skirt and respectable shoes and go off to a courtroom and become an expert. An authority. To encourage one’s jowls over the collar of one’s tweed jacket under cross-examination and speak with forceful but pedantic impatience. All of this is implausible behavior for an animal poet, but that is what I did, and it is Dan Rather’s doing. Not his fault, but his doing.

I do not have a television and rarely read newspapers, or even the magazines I sometimes write for, but my mother has a television and is one of the last of the news junkies. The quality of news these days is such that it is hard to keep the faith, but she does her best. Onto the screen of my mother’s television in California there appeared, out of nowhere, like the Voice of Doom: Dan Rather, reporting solemnly that in Dayton, Ohio, a man had been innocently jogging down the road when out of nowhere two pit bulls appeared and attacked him and killed him.

This story I found incredible, because the account of the incident didn’t sound like anything I have ever known a dog to do. It is quite difficult to get a dog to perform a full-fledged man-stopping attack off his own property, which is one reason police dog training is a matter that occupies intelligent people for years and years. The picture I was offered, of the man jogging innocently by and the two dogs attacking and killing “out of nowhere” and “for no reason,” simply did not make sense. I also found myself worried silly, because I have always suspected that it is expensive getting a Dog Bites Man item on the desk of a major newscaster, and I wondered who had paid for the crisis.

Various dark thoughts crossed my mind about the victim. Especially, I wondered darkly what the good doctor had been up to, because I had had occasion earlier in my life to look at and reflect on some bite studies in which it turned out that boys are bitten more often than girls, and because it was just all too perfect, somehow. Like the opening of a horror movie. Innocent jogger, evil pit bulls coming out of nowhere. I am all in favor of safety and have spent most of my life haranguing people for indulging their dogs in a way that creates the danger of a bite, but that has to do with reality, and this story Dan Rather was telling had little to do with reality.

I also assumed that in Ohio someone was mounting a statewide pit bull ban. I do not believe that politicians control the media in the way they would like to—when I said that Bandit had been slandered on the front page of the state newspaper, the word “state” didn’t mean what it means in the case of Tass—but there are constraints on what a reporter can use as news that add up to a picturesque pas de deux between the media and policy-making activities. Hence it turns out that if you read the newspapers and watch TV you can make some fairly good guesses about what the politicians are up to, especially if you don’t read or listen to what the politicians say, because they never have anything to say . . .

And so I heard Dan Rather reporting on what sounded like something out of a horror flick, and assumed that some senator in Ohio was using pit bulls as a campaign issue, and this proved to be the case. A few months after that broadcast, Ohio passed what must be a singularly unconstitutional law, declaring that any animal of the breed commonly known as pit bulldog was prima facie vicious for purposes of that law, except dogs lawfully engaged in hunting or being trained for hunting. Not that the prima facie vicious dog banned in Ohio exists outside the courtrooms and the media and whatever credence we are willing to give to these venerable institutions. Also, there is no such thing as common knowledge of dogs. People get ideas in their heads, but that is not knowledge, common or otherwise. There was, therefore, no such dog as the one banned, no such animal as a dog “commonly known as pit bulldog,” but that did not stop a judge from ordering an entire kennel of Shar Peis out of the state.





In my circle of acquaintance there are a lot of people who watch television. Some watch PBS and documentaries; others watch commercial television. I know very few persons of a perfect and pure cynicism, but I do not know anyone who believes in what they see on commercial television. By and large my friends of high and low station tend to read the paper and watch television in order to find out what other people—“the public”—believe. I know some editors who believe in this “public” they are preparing the news for, a public that sometimes goes by such names as “Joe Six-pack,” and Joe Six-pack is supposed to be irredeemably narrow-minded, monosyllabic, and gullible. But my experience of watching people as they watch television and read newspapers has given me a different image of Joe Six-pack.

My image is of someone scoffing and saying, “People will believe anything.” This person of my experience is close to monosyllabic, but what can you say about television? So it may be that the deep superstition here, the one worth understanding, the widespread and unquestioned belief that will make this century memorable for its superstitiousness, is the belief that there is someone out there believing what they see on television, and further, that believing what you see on television can even be a case of belief as philosophers analyze it. In my experience, when the crazy, sleazy ads with their sick images of people and animals and music come on, or when the nauseating sitcoms with their brain-damaged ideas of human interaction appear, Joe Six-pack shakes his head and says, “I know other people don’t feel this way, but they hadn’t ought to do that. Good taste matters.”

I am older than I was, so most of my Six-pack friends have switched to Scotch and a reduced alcoholic intake, or else herbal tea, since their stomachs can’t take the carbonation and their minds can’t take the confusion as well as when they were younger, but they say the same sort of thing.

At one point, I had a fevered and malicious idea about what to do about one of mine enemies. Blackmail. My idea was to hire a detective and get something on one particularly troublesome person and use it to stop him from killing dogs and making children and old men weep. I produced this idea, while in front of a television, in a whole room full of Six-packs, and they all said, “No, don’t do that, there’s no point in going down to his level.”

My friend George Bernard, over at the kennel, does not care much for beer but switches channels even faster than A Recent Study said the Average Viewer does, which was once every thirteen seconds. A Recent Study said this was evidence that the attention span of Americans was in bad shape, and I guess it is, because George keeps saying, “I can’t stand this crap.” No attention span.

Understanding what goes on when people watch television became important to me for a while, because it was important to know Who Is Slandering Our Dogs. A lot of beleaguered dog owners thought it was The Media and Those Reporters, and there was a joke that went the rounds of the country for a while. Q: What’s worse than a pit bull with AIDS? A: The reporter who gave it to him. But it wasn’t the media feeding out solemn remarks about savage fighting dogs with double jaws who learn to kill human beings by practicing on dolls and declawed kittens; it wasn’t and isn’t the media lobbying for laws that would take away a dog owner’s right to a hearing. So I made my own indelicate version of the joke. Q: How did the pit bull get AIDS? A: The humane society fucked him over.

Which humane society? There are thousands. It was persons whose names appear on the letterhead of the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) who produced most of the expert testimony at first, especially one Dr. Randall Lockwood, Ph.D., though there were odd things coming from Drs. Clifford, Wright, Fox, and others. It took me a while to tumble to this, months of poring over clippings, wondering how Pete the Pup got replaced virtually overnight by a short-coated Cujo. As I said, there are thousands of humane societies and humane officials and humane experts, and their very ubiquity makes them anonymous, and even though they fight with each other as much as they do with you and me, they seem to be everywhere and nowhere, like locusts. In time, however, certain proper nouns began to emerge, and even I, who have no training in political epidemiology, noticed one name in particular, that of the HSUS, popping up in literally hundreds of clippings from all over the country intoning solemnly about the viciousness of pit bulls. I also have some of their literature, including a letter of August 14, 1987, from HSUS president John Hoyt, saying that the vicious dog situation created an urgent need for new felony and manslaughter prosecutions of owners. He asked for the reader’s help “in funding this unexpected crisis. We have spent thousands of staff hours and thousands of dollars in extra expense on this project.”

I read not only press clippings but as much historical material as was available in the languages I know, and I began to see that it is usually a humane society of one sort and another, in the last one hundred and fifty years, that is funding a crisis of horror. Sometimes it seems as though the horror story is the only one the major animal and child welfare organizations have to tell. The child or the animal is, in the material I have seen, either sweet and innocent and suffering or irredeemably vicious and dangerous; the babe at your breast becomes the dope fiend who steals from your purse and beats you, all because of some Bad Man or Bad Woman who breeds supernaturally vicious dogs or concocts magic potions in the cellar.

The very image of the mad, bad dog—Cujo, for example, the sweet family pet who becomes a fiend from hell—is in part the result of a campaign started by the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, as I learned from Harriet Ritvo’s splendid social history The Animal Estate: The English and Other Creatures in the Victorian Age. According to Professor Ritvo, the RSPCA was casting about in the 1880s for an issue to gain popular and legislative support for its programs; like the HSUS in the 1980s, the RSPCA wanted help in funding a crisis. Fervor for the cause prompted someone to hit upon the idea of getting the public worried about rabies, and pretty soon there was widely believed to be a rabies epidemic, caused by canine sexual frustration, some said; others said, as they say now about the pit bull “epidemic,” that it was caused by lack of proper education—dogs would not get rabies and bite people if only they were raised properly, with respect for the church and for their elders.

There is such a thing as education, of course, and it is worthwhile, but the term “education” in this context means various kinds of sympathetic magics, according to which the character of the parent or instructor is supposed to rub off on the pupil. It works on the principle of a radium treatment or the laying on of hands. On this view, teachers and parents are not so much to know how to do things and teach them as to be themselves morally sanitary, contagiously hygienic. Hence a quotation from an education expert I heard on a radio talk show who said that it is true that television programs are just about as godawful as everyone says they are, but they are good for children because they teach “values on society.” He may have learned to say that from watching television. What he wanted was a clean society.

Social hygiene movements worry me. I think of purges, of the Salem witch trials and the Spanish Inquisition. I am not always all that brave, so I trembled in my boots when I heard Dan Rather’s report on the pit bulls who killed the pillar of the Dayton community, which could be seen as a clever little allegory about how these evil and unsanitary dogs are contaminating everything upright and righteous.

Here and there it will seem to the reader that I am replacing one horror story with another, and there will be some justice in this. I am human, and I am telling a story about what seems to me to be a horror. The horror in question is the fact itself of horror stories, of for instance Dan Rather’s tale about the dogs attacking “out of nowhere.” This story, like the horror stories sometimes told about the viciousness of Jews or blacks or witches, has the effect of making both teller and listener feel very righteous about their assaults on Jews or blacks or witches. Images of outlandish viciousness—images given to us in the name of morality, of gentleness—are used to make everyone feel good when the bad guy gets got. Hence the Ayatollah sponsoring a manhunt for Salman Rushdie on the grounds that he is outlandishly, even hellishly, vicious, and the extraordinary fact, the fact that I do not know how to assimilate, that the person who is the object of the lethal assault is said to be the vicious one. It seems to me that the fact that there exist horror stories, that there exists that structure and fiction of interpretation, is one of the most anomalous facts about our species.

Wolves do not tell horror stories, whether gleefully or piously, and cougars do not, and field mice do not, and if, as I am not the first to suspect, the difference between people and other animals is a difference in a capacity for moral concepts—that is to say, we can get so outraged by something that we write books about it or round a lot of people up and torment them in the name of some kindness or piety—then the structure of the horror story is a clue about the nature of human morality. It is as though the knowledge of good and evil is given by the special effects department, or at least it is in general from the special effects department that we are willing to take that knowledge, perhaps because the idea that evil is banal is less tolerable than the idea of the fires of hell.

Once we have the knowledge of good and evil, once we start seeing monsters on every street corner, justice slouches toward us, a major topic hoping to be born, and justice is a very tricky topic, so beware of your language when it starts producing monsters.

I found out more about what had happened in Dayton. The victim may or may not have been jogging. He was an M.D., a pillar of the community, and the dogs were owned by a prostitute. The doctor had been at her house earlier in the evening, and she had sent him away, and he had eventually returned, breaking in. Actually breaking into the bedroom where the woman and the dogs were, said some reports. The DA asked for a manslaughter indictment on the dog’s owner, but the grand jury refused to indict her, on the grounds that she had done nothing wrong, a fact that was not reported by Dan Rather.





A few months after the Dan Rather report a Dutch psychiatrist named Mark Vandenberg called me up. All I knew at first was that there was this rather precise Dutch voice coming over the transom, saying that it felt that someone should get hold of one of those bad dogs in the news and show that he is a good dog. I was nervous, because M.D.s and psychiatrists and such generally make me want to run like hell even when they don’t earn their keep at the Mid-Hudson State Hospital for the Criminally Insane, but at least the man was not American, so he might not be bonkers in a way that would interfere too much with my own mental health.

Also, his proposal—it came like the Voice of an Angel, you see, saying, “Here, here is what you were promised. Here is your intellectual birthright.”

Dr. Vandenberg could not have known that, and might have been more cautious if he had. Certainly I should have been more cautious, but I was not. What happened when he said, “Take one of these bad dogs and show he is a good dog,” was that I remembered Hearne’s Law. I formulated this law about a quarter of a century ago, when I first began to study the remarkably illusory nature of society and laws and institutions and Rome and New York and Eden. The law says that if you need a really good, sound, steady-hearted dog, the thing to do is to find a court case accompanied by a lot of hullabaloo in the press about a vicious dog, and get hold of that dog, and there is Rin Tin Tin.

I reasoned quite simply, as follows. When there is a stink about something in the papers, it means some politician or bureaucrat or charity head wants the stink. Some Untier. Untier is a German word for “monster” and is used somewhat the way we use the term “inhuman,” except that it doesn’t mean “inhuman” but “unanimal.” Tieren, or animals, will take on any opponent—both the worthy and the unworthy—but Untieren, or humans, ennobled, some say, by the knowledge of good and evil, take care to preserve their pride of place in creation by never taking on a worthy opponent when they can avoid it, so they pick on a poor and unsophisticated family when they want to raise a stink about dogs. The name of the stink varies; nowadays it is called Protecting the Public and Preserving Society’s Rights, or sometimes, Values on Society. The Untieren learn Values on Society from television and not from the Constitution, in which there is no mention of either the Public or Society. By Untieren I do not mean Joe Six-pack but rather people who have lost the moral candor of animals without achieving the moral consciousness appropriate to human beings.

If a given case continues in the news long enough to be a phenomenon, that means that the poor or working-class family is fighting back. Fighting back is expensive. It often turns out they are having to mortgage the family farm in order to do it, unless, as in at least one case in Santa Barbara, the owner is homeless and has nothing to mortgage.

It takes quite a dog to compel that kind of loyalty. In the case of Mr. Redd and Bandit, it took quite a dog to compel him to build the fence and get the lawyer and the rest of it.

I didn’t know about Bandit at that point, but I told this odd person with the Dutch voice that his idea was interesting, and soon we were meeting and conspiring, and not too long after that I was on the telephone listening to Robert Bello, a lawyer in Stamford, discuss the Bandit case. Especially, I listened to Bello read the police reports, the rap sheet, as it were, and listened to a history of bites. Serious bites. Listened to a story of a ravening monster and said to Robert Bello, “That’s a good dog!”

Bello does not care for dogs all that much, and said, “Uh, yes, well, ahem.” He was doing this—doing it pro bono, I might add—because he liked the old man, not because he is an animal rights nut. It was later that he told me he doesn’t like dogs all that much. All he said when I said, “That’s a good dog!” was, “Uh, yes, well, ahem.”
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Here is what I learned from the conversation with Bello and a subsequent visit to Mr. Redd’s house.

On a hot evening in early July of 1987, Mr. Lamon Redd, in his late seventies, was sitting on the front porch of his modest house on Henry Street in Stamford, Connecticut. Bandit was with him, as Bandit always was. There never was a better dog for sitting on your porch on Henry Street than Bandit; everyone in the neighborhood agrees about this. The world goes by, and Bandit keeps watch, over Henry Street and over Mr. Redd, and over the neighborhood generally. Neighbors and passersby greet him enthusiastically: “Hey, Bandit!” The garbage man stops for a chat, as does the mailman. “Hey, Bandit, how you doin’? He lookin’ good, Mr. Redd. He lookin’ good.”

Normally that is all that is required of a dog, keeping watch, but on Henry Street crime is a personal matter and doesn’t happen over the telephone or through the courts and public prints, but rather to yourself and your portable property. In 1974, an article in the Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine speculated that the rise in dog bites in New York City since 1965 was a result of people’s fear of rising crime. My experience suggests, however, that it is crime itself, not fear of crime, that causes dog bites. If you break into someone’s house, their dog might just bite you. If you assault someone, the same thing might happen. If you tease or torment a dog, the dog might bite you even if you are under age.

And as Lily Mae McClean said, “You gotta be a little vicious when someone comes in your house, wants to kill you. Bandit is a good dog. We didn’t worry about these kids breaking in when Bandit was here.”

A Little Vicious. That’s what Valerie Humes, who came by and made a documentary about some aspects of the case, called her film.

Mr. Redd is black, is from Virginia, was a steelworker for twenty-three years, is now retired. His daughter, Lily Mae McClean, who works as a housekeeper at St. Joseph’s Hospital, lives with him. Lily Mae understands Mr. Redd a great deal better than I do, knowing exactly when to call him Daddy and when to chide him impatiently, saying, “Redd! Cut it out!” Mr. Redd owns the house at 189 Henry Street, parts of which he rents to boarders, and the house next door at 191 Henry Street, where there resided one Mr. Johnson.

People on Henry Street say “Mr.” and “Mrs.” and “Miss” to their neighbors, except when some other locution is to the point. Lily Mae McClean gently calls Mr. Johnson “that boy, yes, that boy, he helped my daddy,” but she is a privileged person. Others say “Mr. Johnson.”

In July of 1987, Bandit was as he is now a grand sort of dog, but he wasn’t an obedience-trained dog, and taking him for a walk was a strenuous matter. He was no different in this regard from most dogs, but he is heavy and powerful, so when he pulls on the leash he takes most people along with him.

Bandit is not a pit bull, but he is one of the bull breeds, the kind of dog who takes with enthusiasm to weight-pulling contests and wins going away. They love to pull, do the bulldogs. And people in housing projects and other dens of iniquity do indeed often buy wide leather collars for their dogs, just as Dr. Clifford of the Medical College of Toledo, Ohio, writing for the Journal of the American Veterinary Medical Association, says they do. In his article, in the section on helping veterinarians to identify pit bulls, he writes, “The distinguishing characteristics of fighting dogs include short ear crops [and] wide leather or web collars with heavy rings may be worn.” Now, that’s science!

Pit bull owners buy wide leather collars because they don’t want a narrow one hurting the dog’s neck, and also because the wide leather collars are quite expensive and they want to do right by their dogs, like a Poodle owner buying a diamond collar or a jeweler’s-link gold and silver collar for Fifi.

In the case of both pit bull and Poodle owners, this affectionate foolishness leads to trouble. Jeweler’s link is an irritant to Fifi’s skin, and since the smaller Poodles are quite often irritable enough without jewelry, it can increase Fifi’s snappishness. For pit bulls, the trouble comes about because it is so much easier to pull on a wide leather collar, and remember that weight pulling is a game, a bliss, a delight, for the bull breeds. The resulting slathering from the dog has about as much to do with viciousness as the wide-open, bright red mouth of a Golden Retriever hot on the trail of a Frisbee.

Bandit liked to pull. So it was Mr. Johnson who would take Bandit for walks and often feed him for Mr. Redd. As a result, Mr. Johnson and Bandit were buddies, pals.

The houses at 189 and 191 Henry Street are separated by a walkway that is possibly six or eight feet wide. On July 9, 1987, Mr. Johnson had a quarrel with his girlfriend, who went home to or called Mama, whose name is Effie Powell. Effie Powell came over storming, with her husband. It came about that Effie Powell hit Mr. Johnson with a broom, which Mr. Johnson seems to have deserved. Mr. Johnson left 191 Henry Street by way of the walkway that separates it from 189, followed by Effie Powell wielding the broom.

Bandit brought the assault on his friend to a screeching halt, with his teeth.

This is neither a domestic farce nor a prelude to a Fido Award from Gaines, as it would be if the assailant and assailee were of different genders and races, and if Bandit were agreeably shaggy. Bandit was impounded, and Mr. Redd was ordered to build a six-foot chain link fence and a doghouse if he wanted his dog to live.

Half a year or more later, I told this part of the story to Ben, who was visiting the kennel. Shortly afterward, Ben’s friend Billy came in to visit, and asked, as everyone asked, about the notorious dog.

“What did he do?”

“Oh, some guy was beating up on his girlfriend, and Bandit bit him,” says Ben.

“Well, no wonder!” says Billy. “What do you expect?”

Other versions of this story sprang to people’s minds. Bandit was defending a child. He was defending a white man against a black man. Most frequently he was defending a woman. It was hard for people to hear the story, respond as to a story about Rin Tin Tin—for they did, they kept seeing scenes from Rin Tin Tin, when I told it at least—and keep in mind that it was a woman that Bandit bit. A mother. To be fair, I should say that most dog-bite victims are male, also that most assaulters are male. But people didn’t hear me when I said Bandit had bitten in defense of a man, and especially not in defense of a black man. Righteousness and violence on behalf of a black male just don’t go together in people’s minds, so they would decide that Bandit was righteous and then they would make it a woman Bandit was defending, or a white man. Or at least make the bite victim turn out to be male.

About Bandit’s motives: We know that Effie Powell was committing assault. But we also know that she was generally raising hell on Bandit’s property, and that may have been more important than the assault. One thing I do know: Bandit had a reasonable motive.

Under a great many laws about dog bites, the dog is not to be held to be vicious, and the owner is not to be held liable, if the person bitten was teasing or provoking the dog or was committing a trespass or other tort at the time of the bite. And Mrs. Powell seems to have been committing two torts—trespass and assault. This is not to say that Bandit understands the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution, only that there is here and there some overlap between a dog’s map of the world and human systems that grant rights to the dog’s owner.

It is difficult to know what, if anything, the laws that give a dog a right to bite express, but they often reflect an awareness of what dogs are actually like, and were probably lobbied for by people who knew something about dogs. They are property laws—laws, that is, that concern the dog’s status as property—and are by and large analogous to laws about damage caused by one’s inanimate property.

When dogs are given the right to self-defense and defense of their property, it is by virtue of their status as themselves property of people, just as some of our rights to defend our families are given by virtue of that’s being my daughter the drunk was getting too friendly with. Is this an accidental benefit of a corrupt and exploitative relationship to animals? Or are the angles of possession a clue to the angles of rights? Bandit is alive because Mr. Redd vigorously defended his property rights in the dog.

But back to the action. Someone called the police, and Bandit was impounded. The local dog warden said Mr. Redd could have his dog back if he would surround his property with a six-foot-high chain link fence and build a doghouse. I am not sure how the doghouse was supposed to protect the public, but there it was.

I mentioned that in many states the dog-bite statutes do not count a dog vicious if the person bitten was committing a crime, but Connecticut is different. The local dog wardens in Connecticut have the power to tell you to do whatever the hell they feel like telling you to do. The statute in Connecticut about biting dogs does say a few things about the circumstances of a bite, but its language does not even define “biting dog,” with the result that a dog who so much as barks or looks at someone cross-eyed can be deemed a biting dog. What the statute says is:



SECTION 22-358, SUBSECTION (b):

Quarantine of biting dogs. . . . the commissioner, the chief canine control officer, any canine control officer, any warden or regional canine control officer may make any order concerning the restraint or disposal of any biting dog as he deems necessary.



The rhythm here is distinctly unconstitutional to my ears. I don’t want to be an alarmist, but this statute gives a dog warden more power than the cops have. And there are other statutes that make a point of not requiring prospective dog wardens to have any training. There is a little blue book the state puts out that explains that dog wardens do not have to be trained in order to be members of the police department. The confusions here are enormous. Are dog wardens cops? If they are, why aren’t they answerable the way cops are? And why don’t they have to be trained if they are going to bear arms and have police powers?

Even if they had any training, when you appeal something a humane cop has ordered in this state and others, you appeal it to his boss, or to his boss’s boss, instead of to a court, which is about like appealing to the precinct captain. You have to find something dramatic and compelling and unprecedented that will help or threaten some senator’s or governor’s campaign in order to go further than the chief humane cop.

And you have to have a lawyer who is so interested injustice and so intelligent that he or she can see that when someone takes your dog away from you your civil liberties are in question.





Mr. Redd built the fence. It goes around the whole of his front property, and it cost him four thousand dollars. Mr. Redd is a poor man. I assume the fence was duly inspected. While it was going up, Bandit did time in the pound. At least six weeks.

When Bandit returned, everything had changed. In particular, he was no longer as responsible for himself on the porch as he had been for the past four or five years. He always, for example, left the porch to go into the yard and pee, but now he peed on the porch. And Mr. Redd took a switch to him for this. Switched him quite a bit, apparently. And Bandit bit Mr. Redd in the arm.

Not without warning, for as Mr. Redd said to me, “He notified me, grrrr, grrrr, but I just kept on whupping him and they took him away, and that’s why I fight so hard for him, because if they kill him it’s my fault.”

I believe Mr. Redd when he says Bandit never wet on the porch before, because this dog has a powerful sense, though not, obviously, an undamageable sense, of the proprieties. After six weeks in the pound, he peed on Mr. Redd’s porch. After two weeks of training, he would wait to pee until I arrived at the kennel in the morning, in order to avoid fouling even the outside part of his living quarters.

Bandit came home in a sorry state, according to Mr. Redd and Lily Mae McClean and other residents of Henry Street with whom I talked. Lily Mae shook her head and said, “It’s a shame, what they did to that dog, a shame.” She was referring both to his behavior when he returned from the pound and to some wounds he had on his face and flank. These wounds left scars that somewhat ruin his expression, giving him a sneering appearance if the light is right. There was speculation that in the pound someone had decided to match Bandit against another dog and see how that would go. I asked my vet if he thought the scars were from fighting, and he said they looked more like scars from a beating, though he said that off the record, and not to accuse anyone of anything.

Lily Mae and Mr. Redd said that the wounds came about during Bandit’s first stay in the pound. The state in some person or another has denied that the wounds got there when Bandit was in the pound. In the TV footage of the second arrest of Bandit, after he bit Mr. Redd, I cannot see, after many viewings, any fresh wounds or blood, which suggests that the wounds were not the result of Mr. Redd’s “whupping” him. I have no idea how the wounds got there, nor for that matter how there came to be a small hard lump in the skin of Bandit’s neck, which one veterinarian said might be a BB. On the one hand, Mr. Redd had confessed to beating Bandit, but on the other hand I saw the coverage of Bandit’s second incarceration, and . . . but I am getting ahead of myself.

Bandit wet on the porch, was whupped, and bit Mr. Redd. At this point a neighbor called the police, Bandit was seized again, and a disposal order was issued.





Mark Vandenberg came to know about this case and set himself to doing some matchmaking between me and Robert Bello so that I could be, God help me, an expert witness. As I have said, Robert Bello was taking the case pro bono, and it was rather noble of him, I thought, because he not only doesn’t like dogs very much but was in fact scared of Bandit.

At the time Bello and I first spoke, Mr. Redd was appealing the disposal order the local dog warden had issued. In Connecticut, Canine Control is a statewide organization that is part of the Department of Agriculture, so that meant an administrative hearing, which meant a kangaroo court. As I have said and must repeat: Appealing a dog warden’s destruction order is a little bit like appealing on the grounds of wrongful arrest to the precinct captain, because even though the dog warden can seize and destroy property there is no procedural machinery in place that gives the right of appeal outside Agriculture. A familiar and dreary kind of bureaucratic malaise—but don’t get the idea that bureaucrats are faceless and merely frustrating and boring.

Kangaroo court or no, one wants to do one’s own part properly, so I drove to the Stamford pound to take a look at Bandit. I brought with me a leash and collar. I also brought a nose thumper, I am ashamed to admit. The nose thumper was to have handy in case he attacked me.

This is evidence of how powerful words are. I knew, knew more surely than I know my proper name, that if the dog would let me take him out of the cage at all, he wouldn’t be a problem to handle. Of course, I didn’t then know that he was not a pit bull, but even if I had known, I had no reason to be afraid of him. His rap sheet told me that he was a dog who already knew what life was all about, a reasonable animal.

The only thing I had to worry about was whether or not he had been agitated in his cage. That was possible, but if it created a problem, the problem would be that he wouldn’t let me in the cage to get the leash and collar on anyhow, and the nose thumper wouldn’t do me any good without some backup, and the only backup I was willing to rely on was that of my training teacher and friend Dick Koehler, whose name is a household word in dog circles. Alas, Dick was in California, three thousand miles away, and blissfully unaware of his coming participation in the case.

But I hadn’t trained any dogs or horses for a while at that point, except a little desultory work with my own dogs. I had been teaching in a university, spending all my time around people who believe what they read, mostly, and I suffer from the usual brain damage of my species, some problem in the wiring that causes me to be distracted from what I know by words. Words such as “vicious” and “uncontrollably aggressive” and so on.

It was a chilly day in late November, the kind of damp chill that Connecticut specializes in. My husband, Robert Tragesser, came with me, and we parked the Jeep in the parking lot by the pound. In that little corner of Stamford there must be a permanent low-pressure system, because it is always dank. Or so I figured, sitting in the car, trying to decide whether or not to take my weapon in with me, wondering what sort of heroine I was going to turn out to be. Not that I was thinking in literary terms just then. I wasn’t thinking in terms at all; most of my knowledge of dogs is visual and kinesthetic, so what I was doing was cherishing my forearms and upper thighs and imagining this dog leaping at me, unstoppable, uncontrollably aggressive, and I hadn’t handled a dangerous animal in years. And there had been a lot of doughnuts and cigarettes and Scotch and soft hours with the keyboard and in the library and even some witty conversation under the bridge since the last time I walked into a situation, all of that stuff wearing away the support system for the bridge. A suspension bridge.

“That’s a good dog!” I had said to Bello, but I am as much a person of words as anyone else, even though I do not read newspapers or watch television. And the possibility that Bandit had been teased, agitated, was real.

I left my truncheon in the car, on the grounds that if I was wrong about dogs in general and about this dog in particular, it wasn’t going to help in any case, although I gave a split second’s thought to leaving the window down and the car unlocked, or to asking my husband to carry the truncheon, but that didn’t seem right, since in order for Robert to be handy with the truncheon he had to be handy with his own body, too, and it wasn’t his fault his wife hared around the countryside looking for vicious dogs to mess with instead of . . .

Instead of whatever it is wives do. So I left the truncheon in the car, and Robert and I walked into the front office, and there I met the dog warden, who seemed, I was interested to note, even more nervous than I was. Present also were Mr. Redd, Robert Bello, and a young man who was Mr. Redd’s grandson, I believe.

Said howdy to the dog warden through recalcitrant lips. Dog warden jerks a thumb toward the door to the kennels and says, “He’s back there. Last cage on the left.” So I pulled out of my pocket one of the leashes I had brought with me.

Here the dog warden got a little turbulent. He said I couldn’t actually take Bandit out of his cage, and I demanded to know how I was supposed to evaluate him through chain link, and the dog warden said I had to sign a release, which I did. I don’t know whether or not it made him feel any better, but it made me feel better, because it was such a defensive gesture on his part that a certain feeling rose in my breast, an at the time hard-to-identify feeling, a primitive, joyous feeling of contempt for the enemy. He wasn’t playing it straight, wasn’t in a position to play it straight, for whatever reason, and I was, and there is nothing like knowing that you can play it straight to cheer you up.

I needed cheering up at that point. I was the only person I knew, including Bandit’s lawyer, who was even trying to say he was a rational dog, and I hadn’t met him yet, and it was kind of tricky finding ways to continue to believe myself when it would be my own body—a poor thing, but mine own, you understand—that would be the proving ground.

I have written down “a joyous feeling of contempt,” and I have written truly. My inward lip curled in a snarl of disdain for the dog warden. If there had been words to my loathing, I suppose they might have been something like “Poor little shivery-chinned bully. Despicable little pseudo-macho twerp.”

Thus I bolstered my expertise and humane authority.

Later, and not very much later, I came to have more merciful feelings about Warden Winski, but that was later, and I am telling you now about the shining courage I took with me as I walked down the kennel aisle with my escorts, proposing to demonstrate that everyone was wrong about the most vicious dog east of the Rockies. I was afraid.

Like everyone else I was afraid, not of Bandit himself, but of a dog who had been constructed from paper and emotions and colored lights and costumes—the brand-new, neat brown costumes of dog wardens and Canine Control officers, for example—and when a human being is afraid of something made out of shabby words and papier-mâché, she is at her worst.

Contempt for the dog warden is not one of the cozier or more admirable feelings in my emotional repertoire, but it felt better than being afraid of a dog, and it was enough to make me walk down the aisle toward the cage. At least, it helped. I beat back the ferocious false dog of the ferocious false God with ferocious contempt, you might say, like St. Anthony managing to banish the demons by refusing to believe in them, only my work isn’t as clean as St. Anthony’s. My knowledge helped, for sometimes knowledge helps, like a silver cross against the devil. But knowledge isn’t always enough, and the less reputable activities of the mind and heart, such as building one’s contempt as one builds a fire against whatever shadows sicken one, have their place in adventures.

I told you that dog rescue is a nasty, corrupt business—and this is only the beginning.
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