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Elizabeth von Arnim

Elizabeth von Arnim (1866-1941) was born in Sydney, Australia, and brought up in England. In 1894 she and her first husband, Count von Arnim, moved to Nassenheide, in Pomerania, which was wittily encapsulated in Elizabeth’s first and most famous novel, Elizabeth and Her German Garden (1898). The twenty-one books she then went on to write were signed ‘By the author of Elizabeth and Her German Garden’, and later simply ‘By Elizabeth’.

Elizabeth built the Château Soleil in Switzerland where she entertained such friends as H. G. Wells (with whom she had an affair) and Katherine Mansfield (her cousin). A greatly admired literary figure of her time, she was described by Alice Meynell as ‘one of the three finest wits of her day’.
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PART I
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I WOULD LIKE, to begin with, to say that though parents, husbands, children, lovers and friends are all very well, they are not dogs. In my day and turn having been each of the above,—except that instead of husbands I was wives,—I know what I am talking about, and am well acquainted with the ups and downs, the daily ups and downs, the sometimes almost hourly ones in the thin-skinned, which seem inevitably to accompany human loves.

Dogs are free from these fluctuations. Once they love, they love steadily, unchangingly, till their last breath.

That is how I like to be loved.

Therefore I will write of dogs.
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Up to now I have had fourteen, but they weren’t spread over my life equally, and for years and years at a time I had none. This, when first I began considering my dogs, astonished me; I mean, that for years and years I had none. What was I about, I wondered, to allow myself to be dogless? How was it that there were such long periods during which I wasn’t making some good dog happy?

Lately, in order to answer these questions, I have been casting about a good deal in the past, and in its remoter portions found that the answer to them was my father. There have been other answers of more recent date, as I shall presently explain, but he was the first one. He didn’t like dogs. A just but irritable man, with far too few skins really for comfort, noise easily exasperated him, and dogs do often make a noise. Therefore he wouldn’t suffer them nearer than out in the back-yard, watching, poor sad beasts, on a chain for the burglar who never came; and if a visitor chanced to bring his dog with him, and it did what perhaps it oughtn’t to have done, such as gnaw the rug, or jump up and bark, or, worst of all, omit to remain self-contained, my father, determined that nothing should shake him out of politeness, would stand applauding its behaviour so sardonically, beating his hands gently together, and saying at intervals with so awful a mildness, Good dog, Fine little chap, Splendid fellow, that the visit was never repeated.

My mother, too, didn’t care about them—or rather, being far too sweet-natured and sunnily pleased with everything to have a feeling so negative as not caring, was simply unaware, I think, of their existence. She didn’t seem to know that they too were in the world, breathing the same air, pattering along on their little feet, even as she was, inevitably from birth to death, and I doubt if she had ever stooped and stroked one in her life.

The fact was she was too pretty, too busy with her admirers, to have any time left over for noticing such of her fellow-pilgrims as had more than two legs. A happy, adorable little creature, she went singing through the years, always crowded round by friends and admirers, and never within measurable distance of that secret loneliness, that need for something more than human beings can give, that longing for greater loyalty, deeper devotion, which finds its comfort in dogs. They were nothing to her. Where they were concerned, her imagination, lively enough about other things, became a blank; and since our parents were for us children the supreme authority, the final word, and we reverenced and feared my father, and worshipped my mother, their attitude in all things was our attitude, and what they thought we not merely thought, but passionately upheld.

Therefore dogs were ruled out of the category of possessions we might otherwise have liked to have, and it astonishes me, remembering this, that nevertheless, when I was quite small, I was given one, and allowed to keep it.
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DOG I

Bijou

FOR A BRIEF TIME, for just the time, that is, that it took a rich young man to court and marry my sister, I was allowed to keep one because, in the ardour preliminary to marriage, this young man showered gifts on any of his beloved’s relations who were within reach, and I got a dog.

There is no way of accounting for its being let in to the family circle, except that the general atmosphere at home just then was one of extreme good will and indulgence, the suitor being desirable, and my sister happy. Also, my father was probably biding his time, knowing that after the wedding, and the departure of the bridegroom, all these various gifts could be sorted out and put in their proper places. Anyhow, I don’t think that my particular gift lasted much beyond the wedding-day, and as I was only five, which isn’t at all an age to be trusted with the care and comfort of a dog, it was as well that the first one should have been, presumably, given away. And his stay was so short, and his appearance and disappearance so sudden, that if it weren’t for the photograph of us taken together—here it is,—I believe I wouldn’t even remember that he had ever existed.
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But I do just remember; I do still know that his name was Bijou, and that he was my first. And I also know that I was so frivolous-minded at that period, with so little, if any, sense of real values, that I was actually far more interested, the day we were photographed, in my new yellow boots with tassels to them than in the funny speckled little creature sitting, so good and solemn, at my feet. How very much I have learned since then. How wise I have become on the subject of dogs.

Bijou, then, was my first: a vague small figure, lost now in the mists of time. Between him and my second there was a gulf of nine years, during which I subsisted, as it were, on cats. My father, very luckily, was one of your cat men, so that at least there was always something living about the place which didn’t mind, and indeed liked, being stroked and gently tickled. I was the youngest, and alone now at home, handed over to a Mademoiselle whose duty it was to educate me and see that I washed my ears. You can’t tickle a Mademoiselle. You can’t expect her to turn over and let you stroke her tummy. Besides, I didn’t want to stroke it. Therefore these cats came in useful, and I concentrated on them.

But it is a bleak business really, concentrating on cats. One likes response, and there is very little of that to be got out of them. Lofty and aloof, for ever wrapped in remote, mysterious meditation, they allow themselves to be adored, and give hardly anything back. Except purrs. I admit purrs are enchanting, and I used to long to have one myself, but just purrs don’t nourish the hungry human heart in search of something to fill its emptiness; and being to all intents and purposes by this time an only child, and my parents absorbed in their particular interests, and my Mademoiselle on the other side of a barrier of French, I did very often feel extraordinarily empty. Besides, how chilling, how snubbing, to be merely looked at when one calls. No blandishments could make those cats stir if they weren’t in the mood, and one does want whatever one is calling to come. More, one wants it to come enthusiastically, ready for any lark going. One wants, that is, a playfellow, a companion, a friend. One wants, in fact, a dog.
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