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To Nicky, Mossy, Libbi and Kadya

And to Safi and Mitzpah, the dogs we’ve loved,

And to Eva Aperia, who adores the dogs

And Leslie Lyndon, whom both dogs adored,

And to all dogs longing for loving homes.
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But as soon as we begin … a large nose emerges above the side of the table, slowly edging upwards, followed by an eager mouth and unwaveringly focused eyes 

This book began almost as an afterthought at a meeting with my agent Jonny Geller and my editor Andy Lyon. ‘Write something short and popular,’ they said, throwing up a range of subjects, anti-Semitism, love, hate, none of which appealed. ‘But I could write about my dogs,’ I said, half as a joke, as I was about to leave their office. ‘Great idea,’ they both responded, slightly to my surprise. No doubt they realised before I did that such a book would take me to many of life’s great themes: faithfulness, companionship, loss. Andy and Jonny have remained constantly encouraging since.

Before starting to write, I wanted to learn more about the wide-ranging relationships between dogs and people. A key moment was when I sat down with veterinarian Marc Abraham, who founded Pup Aid. He not only gave me an extensive list of people to see, but also immediately took the trouble to make personal introductions. It was due to him that I met Peter Egan, who told me how having dogs had made him care passionately about animal welfare. It was thanks to Marc, too, that I got to know Jane Holmes and the remarkable team at Medical Detection Dogs, as well as Charlotte Leng and the staff of Canine Partners. I am grateful to them all, for their love of dogs and people, and for their astute and compassionate understanding of how we can help one another. I would also like to thank Martin Segal, Noach Braun and those who train guide dogs in the UK, Israel and across the world. I also spoke with representatives of several organisations working to prevent the cruel treatment of domestic animals, a subject on which, as a committed vegetarian, I feel very strongly.

Andy Lyon and the team at Hodder could not have been more encouraging. As the book began to grow they told me frankly, but kindly, what was funny, what was not and where the tail was wagging the dog. I am grateful for their enthusiasm, trust, support and guidance. 

Barbara Jackson a long-standing friend, is a wonderful artist and illustrator. I am grateful that she agreed to draw the illustrations, with customary elegance, accuracy and grace.

It was my grandmother Charlotte from whom I first learnt what the companionship of a dog could mean; I don’t think she ever got over the loss of her beloved greyhound Prinz. But no puppy ever trotted across the threshold of the home in which I grew up. We were a cat family and I adored our black Persian Fluffy. For a long time, my parents thought I might become a vet.

It wasn’t until Nicky and I were married that sharing our lives with a dog became a real possibility. ‘I think you’d love it,’ said my mother-in-law Ursula when I expressed my hesitation. She’s been proved one hundred per cent right, and I am grateful to her and the Solomon family for bringing the love of animals back into my life. 

Our first dog, Safi, was found by a congregant in the street: I owe Russel Thomas, his mother Sandra and her brother Leslie, my much-missed colleague, the fifteen years of happiness which that kind and faithful creature brought us. I am grateful, too, to my congregants who have appreciated, or at least tolerated, the frequency with which my dogs attend the synagogue, a habit which I hope more of them will come to emulate. It may be because of my bad example that I believe my community has more dogs per human capita than any other Jewish congregation in the world.

My loving appreciation goes first and foremost to Nicky, who understands how to look after and, most importantly, how to discipline, dogs. I am grateful for all the years we’ve shared first as a couple, then accompanied by our four-legged companion, and for the last almost twenty-five years as each of our three children Mossy, Libbi and Kadya has joined us on our adventures following Safi’s tail across Highlands and Lowlands, through rivers, forests and fields of rapidly fleeing sheep. For the children, a dog has been a natural part of the family from the first. It was they who persuaded us that we really should take Mitzpah, our second owner, home with us from the farmyard in Wales where he was born.

My parents, too, swiftly came to love our dogs. Mitzpah knows that Isca, my mother, is the second-softest touch from whom to obtain titbits underneath the table.

The dogs have opened my eyes and heart to beauty and tenderness I would not otherwise have noticed, without being so perfect as to provide me with no moments of embarrassment which I still ponder with shame. I am grateful to dogs, to nature and to life.

Jonathan Wittenberg
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There is so much I wouldn’t have noticed without my dogs 

The January sun gleams over the east Devon valley, illuminating the bare branches of the trees on the crest of the opposite hill. Seagulls traverse the air, crying in the pale blue dawn. My dog and I walk slowly up the field, breathing the sharp air of the cold new day. He pauses by the base of a wild hazel, by the mossed trunk of a wind-stunted hawthorn.

There is so much I wouldn’t have noticed without my dogs. It isn’t that I didn’t look before; I’ve always loved to hike and wonder. My family have been my companions, fellow adventurers across forests and hills, through bogs, moors and streams, always returning muddy, tired and happy. But without the dogs I wouldn’t have been out so early on so many woodland and mountain mornings, or walked so late beneath the winter stars. I wouldn’t have turned unafraid down paths too overspread with thick-leaved branches to admit the moonlight, or crossed for hours the empty moorlands with only the company of rocks and water and grass. 

I wouldn’t have experienced that special dimension of love which transcends the human and brings animals too within its embrace. I wouldn’t have known what reaching out a trembling hand to touch the fur on a dog’s back could mean to an elderly lady transported to the solitary landscape of Alzheimer’s disease. I wouldn’t have understood how stroking a dog’s head could prove so vital a bond with life for a young man too sick and exhausted for the laborious formulation of words. I wouldn’t have appreciated the comfort a dog’s tongue could bring, licking away tears, transforming an anguished face from pain to consolation. 

I wouldn’t have watched with my children how Mitzpah, our second dog, rushes for the beach in headlong, headstrong eagerness or how, released from the lead, he spins a crazy dance in widening circles of delight, before spiralling off for the nearest bank of trees. Nor would I have observed how Safi, our first dog, who had never in his life experienced snow, refused to leave the sleeper train when it stopped at the icy platform in the Highlands until I descended first, after which he carefully placed his feet on my shoes, before testing with a single, tentative paw the unfamiliar cold, white powder. 

I wouldn’t have felt a companion adventurer at my side as I tried to pray, to still my mind and listen, and hear, in the touch of the wind on the grass, the breath of the life of all being. I wouldn’t have understood how deeply we belong together, humans, dogs, trees: everything imbued with the gift of life by the spirit which flows through us all. 

Judaism has blessings for every eventuality. When struck by the beauties and wonders of creation one says, ‘Blessed be God in whose world it is thus.’ I like to say under my breath in addition, ‘Blessed be God, in whose world there are dogs.’ 

What follows are some of the attitudes and skills I have learnt from my dogs, as well as some I most certainly don’t intend to adopt. Though who am I to judge? For all I know, they would consider me an inadequate pupil, inept at imitation and lacking the same capacity for undivided concentration. What I should say then is that, alongside the wisdom humans have to offer, I’m trying to learn from dogs too. Some have to teach us about the heartlessness of cruelty, of which they are so often the victim; others of the utter and total devotion of unqualified loyalty and unequivocal love.
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