

CHAPTER 1


Jim the Wonder Dog

Was Jim the Wonder Dog really an “old soul” revisiting the world in the form of a not-show-quality bird dog, or an amazing con, pulled off without any apparent purpose of financial gain? Could there have been another ulterior motive to explain his mysterious feats and extraordinary knowledge? If he was the product of an elaborate hoax, how could his master have consistently hoodwinked experts and seasoned skeptics, like professors of psychology, professors of veterinary medicine, and a joint session of the Missouri State Legislature? Could a dog really do everything newspaper reporters witnessed and initial disbelievers saw and talked about for the rest of their lives? We may never know.

I would be less inclined to believe the stories about Jim the Wonder Dog if I did not have direct knowledge of another remarkable canine. That seemingly wise, perhaps psychic, but beyond a doubt extraordinarily intelligent dog lived decades after the world-famous Jim the Wonder Dog, and over 1,000 miles away, in my hometown of East Greenwich, Rhode Island. (You can even find articles about this famous dog from my childhood on the Internet.)

My father was a family physician, well steeped in science as an undergraduate before attending Harvard Medical School. By nature, he was open-minded, yet skeptical, and highly observant because of his medical training. Among his patients when I was growing up were George and Marion Wood, whose dog, Chris, attained fame with appearances on television’s I’ve Got a Secret and The Garry Moore Show. Chris was also studied by a Duke University professor who described him in the respected Journal of Parapsychology.

Back when doctors making house calls were not rarer than dogs with psychic powers, my dad often attended the Woods in their home. As part of the routine greeting, visitors would encounter Chris and bear witness to some small act of apparent canine clairvoyance.

Mr. Wood, an engineer by profession, found he enjoyed training his various pets at home. This went beyond, “Sit!” and “Roll over!” He made a hobby of trying to teach his dogs to count out numbers with their paws and indicate letters of the alphabet with a similar system he devised. Mr. Wood had even tried to teach tricks to his parakeet, but he was just glad when he could get that bird to return to its cage. He hadn’t gotten very far with any of his experiments in pet training when one day, while he was trying to teach his favorite dog to count, his wife asked Chris, a recently adopted stray, if he could count to ten. Chris promptly pawed her arm ten times, as her husband was trying to teach their other dog to do. On that day, George Wood shifted his entire focus to Chris.


Some doubters dismissed Chris’s demonstrated ability to add, spell, predict winning race horses, and report sports scores from the radio as nothing more than “the Clever Hans Phenomenon,” whereby a trainer gives unconscious clues to an animal. But all the kids (and most of the adults) in the neighborhood believed George Wood to be entirely sincere when he said he employed no trickery when he demonstrated the extraordinary abilities of his little beagle mutt Chris. When Chris spelled out his opinion of cats (DUMB) and the reason for his extraordinary abilities (SMARTDOG), for Duke University researchers, my father said the dog was demonstrating a sense of humor he never saw George Wood muster.

Unlike the questionable ancestry of my hometown hero Chris Wood, Jim the Wonder Dog had proud parentage leading back through generations of Llewellin setters. His kin were high-dollar bird dogs. Born March 10, 1925, as part of a large litter in Louisiana, Jim was a funny-looking runt. Fate matched him with an initially unenthusiastic owner from Missouri named Sam VanArsdale.

Jim’s future man pal Sam supposedly said, “That’s the ugliest dog I’ve ever seen,” and nobody seemed to think he was just trying to get the asking price down. Jim truly was a homely ambassador for his breed. Under different circumstances, back then a seemingly listless, runty pup might have been shot or drowned. One story has it VanArsdale got Jim for one-fifth the going price for a good hunting dog, and kept him as a joke among hunting buddies, or at the very least an attempt to prove them wrong for spite.

Jim’s promise looked none too good when Sam began trying to train him with his other bird dogs back home in Missouri. The young pup seemed oblivious to any commands given, preferring instead to merely watch from the shade while the older dogs carried out their commands with mixed success. But the first time VanArs-dale took Jim out alone to hunt, without hesitation the dog located a covey of quail, went on perfect point, and when told to fetch, immediately retrieved the first bird the hunter shot.

VanArsdale was an avid hunter who often took his dogs beyond Missouri on hunts with other sportsmen. Beginning to believe he might have an outright fine hunting dog in Jim, Van Ars-dale kept count of the birds the still young setter had helped him take, and by the time he was full grown the dog had been written up in more than one hunting magazine as a setter of some promise. Outdoor Life called him “The Hunting Dog of the Century.” Now hunters are generally fond and proud of their best dogs, but there is no indication VanArsdale thought initially he had anything better than an outstanding, if ugly, retriever, now always eager to hunt.

When Jim was three, VanArsdale took him alone on a particularly tiring hunt one very hot day. Needing to rest himself, the hunter spoke conversationally to his dog, saying, “Jim, let’s go rest a bit under a hickory tree for a while.” Jim obediently trotted over to a hickory and sat down.

Amused by the seeming coincidence, the master commanded, “Well, if you’re so smart, why don’t you show me a walnut tree?” The obedient Jim promptly did. Accounts vary as to what species of trees Jim identified that particular day, but all agree that in no time at all Jim showed himself adept at identifying a pretty wide assortment of trees (plus a can and a stump), which is something not a lot of humans can do with both hands, a magnifying glass, and a field guide.


Not long after, a pregnant stray cat showed up at the hotel VanArsdale owned in Sedalia. For fun, Sam wrote “male” on five slips of paper and “female” on another five; he then placed all the choices in front of Jim, asking him to predict the litter. This Jim did correctly, selecting two males and three females by pawing at the slips of paper. When word of that feat got around, VanArsdale was asked to have Jim predict the sex of several unborn human babies, which he performed correctly on at least six separate occasions. At some point these requests seem to have unnerved the generally obliging innkeeper, because he thereafter made it a rule to refuse such requests as something he did not believe God intended.

VanArsdale said he never sought to profit from his canine friend, so when Jim began successfully picking race horses, there is no record of Sam betting on the outcomes. But one evening, when a group of VanArsdale’s friends were sitting around talking about the Kentucky Derby, they asked if Jim could pick the winner. VanArsdale wrote the name of each horse in the race on separate slips of paper and sealed each in an envelope. He then handed the envelopes out to his friends, so no one knew which horse’s name he held. Jim made a selection and that envelope, still sealed, was placed in a safe until after the race. When the Derby had been run and the envelope was opened, it contained the name of the winning horse. In similar fashion, Jim correctly picked the names of the next six Kentucky Derby winners.

A widely publicized test of Jim’s amazing abilities was held at Missouri University in Columbia, where Paramount studios filmed the proceedings. Faculty members from several institutions across Missouri were invited to participate. First professors from the School of Veterinary Medicine and the Agriculture Department examined Jim and stated they found nothing remarkable. He seemed to be just an ordinary dog.

Jim was then asked to find a Professor Dickinson, which he did in no time. Invited to ask questions of Jim in a setting outdoors on campus, the assembled group of students and faculty gamely tried to stump the pooch. One asked in Italian for Jim to find an elm tree, which he proved he could do. Next he was asked in French to locate a car with a particular license number. Again Jim was correct. Jim found a girl in a blue dress when asked to do so in German, and likewise a man with a black moustache, when so requested in Spanish. It has been pointed out by many who knew him that VanArsdale spoke nothing but English, so could give his dog no clues. After the lengthy demonstration, the gathered animal experts, as well as psychologists from Missouri University and Washington University in St. Louis, declared through their spokesman, Dr. A. J. Durant, the dog known as Jim “possessed an occult power that might never come again to a dog in many generations.” In 1933 the Missouri legislature convened in joint session to see a demonstration by Jim. On that occasion, it was recorded, he found people by name (whom VanArsdale did not know) and correctly picked people by descriptions of their complexions and the colors of their clothes. Many of those instructions were given to Jim in Morse code, which VanArsdale had never learned. (And experts will tell you most dogs are apparently color-blind.) In response to a final command given to the setter, again in Morse code, Jim located a legislator seated in the back of the chamber when only given the title of a bill the man had recently introduced as a way of describing him. (I wonder how many legislators would have been able to perform so well, if asked to do so on that day.)


[image: Lovers of the breed say Jim was a homely Lewellin setter.]
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 FRIENDS OF JIM THE WONDER DOG



Jim was sometimes remarkable for what he could not do. Mary Burge was present one such day when she was a child, wearing a red dress with little white polka dots. When Jim was asked to “find the girl in the red dress,” he walked around and surveyed the entire crowd, but made no selection. There were three girls wearing red dresses. He then was asked to find the girl in the red-and-white polka dot dress, which he did not do. Two girls, including Mary, were wearing red-and-white polka dot dresses. When asked to find the girl with the red-and-white polka dot dress and a red-and-white polka dot ribbon in her hair, Jim correctly selected the other little girl. Many years later, Mary Burge was interviewed on camera about the incident and said, “Jim’s eyes were different from other dogs; when you looked into them, they went forever.”

Another famous case of Jim’s refusing to act was when Jim and VanArsdale were invited to do a demonstration for a class studying ancient Greek at Missouri University. Sam suggested the students write a question in Greek on a piece of paper and present it to Jim. When the paper was placed before the dog, Jim looked at it but would not budge. VanArsdale began to get embarrassed by the lack of response from his generally cooperative dog, so he asked someone to translate the question for him so he might figure out why they had gotten no response. The students had tried to trick the pair by giving Jim a paper that only contained the letters of the Greek alphabet.

Jim was written up in Ripley’s Believe It or Not, Field and Stream, Outdoor Life, Missouri Ruralist, Missouri Life, and the Kansas City Star. The New York Times offered to bring Sam with Jim to meet President Roosevelt in Washington, but for unstated reasons VanArsdale declined. He turned down more than $100,000 for a year-long cross-country tour with Jim and a reported $665,000 for one year of using Jim to make movies in Hollywood. Responding to the Hollywood offer, Sam VanArsdale stated simply, “I feel that Jim’s powers are beyond my comprehension, and I do not care to commercialize them in any way.”

After Jim’s fame spread nationwide, the VanArsdales took a family vacation one winter to Florida. Although Sam reportedly made it a point of honor not to bet on any of the horses Jim picked to win a race (and his selections were seldom even known before the races were done), a man who was being paid to walk the dog apparently began to win a lot of money at the racetrack and supposedly gave the credit to Jim. VanArsdale received an anonymous warning his dog might disappear, so the family hastily cut their vacation short and returned to Missouri.

Throughout most of his life, Jim was known simply as “Jim,” but invariably a whole host of adjectives was attached to him by writers who found, then, as I do now, how difficult a task it was to adequately describe what he seemed to be. In August 1935, two years before his death, and after a demonstration he gave at the Kemmerer Hotel in Kemmerer, Wyoming, the editor for the Kemmerer Gazette wrote an article simply titled, “Wonder Dog Was Here Wednesday.” That will now and forever be the title that will stick on Jim like a tick.

In that memorable piece, C. W. Brandon began,


Jim, the wonder dog, who sees all and knows all, was in Kemmerer Wednesday evening and the tales told of this marvelous animal by those who witnessed the exhibition called for loud guffaws of ridicule by those who hadn’t seen and could not believe. In fact some of them were called liars.

As an example of his super canine instinct, Ivan S. Jones walked into the lobby of the Kemmerer Hotel and a query was written on a piece of paper, ‘Who is the county and prosecuting attorney in this county?’ The dog looked at the paper and walked over and put his paw on Mr. Jones’ knee. It was equally facile for him to distinguish between Chevrolets and Fords. He could read signs, understand Morse code, and understand four languages. Some dog! But it is true, for the writer was there with the others.



Kemmerer is proud of its link to Jim, and a recent article, more than seventy-five years after Jim visited the town, closed with the words,


If the Gazette never gets to interview a U.S. President, or a famous celebrity, or never earns the distinction of winning the Wyoming Press Association award for Newspaper of the Year, at least we can say that The Gazette has gone down in history as being the publication that gave Jim, the Wonder Dog his famous nickname… a tail-waggin’ fact that we are mighty proud of!



I was taught to avoid ending a sentence with a preposition, like the one above, but I also learned you can always tack on a “Doggonit!” or the word for a female dog.

On March 18, 1937, Sam took Jim for a car ride from the town of Marshall, where they had lived for several years, to Lake of the Ozarks, where Sam planned to do a little fishing. When they arrived, Jim ran a short distance, but then suddenly collapsed. Sam drove frantically to an animal hospital he trusted in Sedalia, but once on the examination table Jim drew only two more breaths and died. VanArsdale requested his beloved canine friend be granted permission for burial in the family plot at the Ridge Park Cemetery in Marshall, but the request was denied because the people in charge declared, “a dog does not possess a soul.” Jim was therefore buried in a special casket, just outside the cemetery gates. Ironically, the cemetery has since been expanded to include the ground where Jim was buried, so dog and master are in a sense united again. (Any Jim fan would suppose Jim knew this would happen, all along.) His grave is the most visited in the cemetery, and few of the people who come there to see it express any doubt about where Jim is now.

Dead these many years, Jim still stirs wonder and even controversy at times. Following an admiring blog post on a fun spot titled From the Shadows in 2007, an anonymous responder commented, “My mother grew up in Marshall and my little brother is buried in the same cemetery. I think it is creepy and want nothing to do with black magic. I find it ironic that he was born in Louisiana. The bible [sic] makes it clear that these type [sic] of gifts are not from God.”

In 2012 a raucous scene ensued when a proposed bill to designate Jim Missouri’s State Historic Dog came up against two competing bills, one most notably featuring Old Drum, the famous dog who was first ever to be called “man’s best friend,” and whose statue now stands in front of the courthouse in Warrensburg. The hearing grew so contentious the committee chair said no bill would be sent to the full House for debate that year. In 2013 a compromise was worked out whereby each famous dog received state recognition. (Good job, guys and gals. Now let’s see what kind of compromises you can cobble together on education legislation.)

Jim the Wonder Dog has a park dedicated to his memory in Marshall, on the site of the former Ruff Hotel (honest), which Sam VanArsdale managed when he moved back to Marshall from Sedalia in the mid-1930s. On that very ground Jim performed many of the feats for which he is so famous, and today you can follow a series of plaques describing his extraordinary abilities. He was also featured on the Animal Planet television series Animal Legends a few years back.

Jim, being modest, would probably not have cared. But given a bright fall day, with a nip in the air and the scent of pheasant or quail wafting out over the meadows, Jim would have sprung to the ready when his owner reached for his gun and whistled a come along. For most bird dogs, that is communication enough, and they respond in total joy, tails wagging with unbounded enthusiasm. But for Jim there was apparently also some far deeper sense of understanding with his owner and perhaps all of mankind. From where his wisdom came, nobody seems to know.




CHAPTER 2


The Lost Tribes of Missouri

Missouri is named for one of the once dominant indigenous tribes that lived in this region when Europeans first entered their so-called “New World.” Other tribes present at that time, whose ancestors had inhabited the continent for millennia, inspired the naming of our neighbor states Iowa, Illinois, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Kansas. The names of the three remaining states bordering Missouri (Nebraska, Tennessee, and Kentucky), although not those of Native American tribes, do derive from their languages.

Many of our Missouri cities and towns take their names from famous Native Americans or words they spoke. We claim to honor their memory in rivers, roadways, parks, and even a few commercial products. So where are these celebrated Americans now and why are their voices no longer heard?

Missouri has no state or federally recognized Indian reservations or tribal areas. Less than one-half of one percent of all Missourians identified as Native North American in the 2010 census. Neither as well known as the western tribes so ridiculously depicted in cowboy movies, nor as sensitively memorialized as the southeastern tribes who marched the painful Trail of Tears, Missouri’s vanished indigenous people are equally fascinating for what is remembered of their stories and belatedly deserving of our respect.

And yet even the word Missouri itself is not exactly the homage intended. When French explorer Louis Joliet and Catholic missionary Father Jacques Marquette traveled down the Mississippi River in 1673, it was a Peoria tribe of the Illinois Confederation who spoke an Algonquian word the Frenchmen understood as “Oumessourita,” when asked who lived to the west. Although fluent in the eastern Huron language and several of its regional dialects, Marquette was thus taking another tribe’s word that variously translates as “Land of the Big Canoes” or “People with big/wooden/dugout canoes.”

In retrospect, we now know that members of the tribe in question called themselves Niutachi, translating most convincingly as “People of the River Mouth.” But Pere Marquette recorded the name the way he understood it, secondhand from neighbors, and Missouri became accepted for the tribe and much of the region, even beyond where the tribe lived.

I don’t know about you, but personally, I would prefer you call me by the name I use for myself, rather than somebody else’s misunderstanding of another somebody’s name for how I get around. But Missouri it was, and Missouri has stuck, so here we sit in the Land of the Big Canoes.

Marquette and Joliet never set eyes on any members of the mysterious Missouria tribe (as they came to be known). The first likely encounter between Europeans and the Missouria was around 1680, when two French traders were reportedly captured and held for a time. Two years later, Robert La Salle wrote of encountering a war party of Missouria and Illinois warriors on their way to attack the Osage while on his exploratory journey down the Mississippi.

But the tentacles of European expansion reached many Native Americans even before they saw white men.

The Spanish introduced smallpox and a host of other diseases previously unknown in the Western Hemisphere when they made their first incursions into the Americas. By the time DeSoto first ventured into Florida on his search for the fabled Seven Cities of Gold in 1539, he discovered abandoned villages where thousands had perished in epidemics brought on by contacts with Europeans. Pre-Columbian trade had been extensive throughout the Southeast and Mississippi River Valley, and the extension of that commerce brought deadly pestilence northward along the river and its tributaries. In a similar fashion, deadly sickness crept in from British settlements in New England and French outposts in Canada, down the Mississippi, Illinois, and Ohio River Valleys, to unsuspecting tribes.

Europeans, having experienced smallpox, measles, scarlet fever, cholera, and influenza over centuries, had built up some immunity. Native Americans had virtually none. Estimates are that smallpox produced 35 percent mortality among Europeans not previously infected, but the death rate among Native Americans was a staggering nine out of ten.

The proud and powerful Missouria tribe had migrated from the Great Lakes region. By the time Europeans arrived on the continent, they numbered approximately 10,000. Commanding most of the lands along the river now named for them, they were therefore among the first to engage in direct trade with the French west of the Mississippi. Weakened by successive epidemics throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they could no longer stave off attacks from their Osage enemies from the south or the Sauk (Sac) and Fox tribes from the north.

Sometime in the decade before Lewis and Clark made their historic Corps of Discovery Expedition, the combined forces of the Sauk and Fox waited in ambush hidden by willow thickets along a narrow stretch of the Missouri where a majority of the remaining Missouria were to pass in their dugout canoes. After unleashing a hail of arrows on their unsuspecting victims, the attackers finished off the survivors in the river using clubs and knives.

That ferocious assault reduced the Missouria numbers further, from a pitiful one thousand to near extinction. Some three hundred managed to flee north, where they were taken in by their allied cousins of the Otoe tribe, with whom they formed what is now known as the Otoe-Missouria tribe. Together they were subject to the Indian Removal Act of 1830 and subsequent treaties, which forced them to sell lands well below market value and move to less desirable land more than once. Sadly, the last full-blooded Missouria is said to have died in 1907. The tribe today is based in Red Rock, Oklahoma, from where they promote economic development and native language restoration for more than three thousand tribal members.

Within the boundaries of what we now call Missouri, only the legendary Osage could rival the Missouria in the years after Columbus first set sail. Indeed, by the time Europeans reached the Mississippi River Valley in any significant numbers, the Osage were ascendant, and their domination over the lands they













[image: Famed painter George Catlin described the Osage as “the tallest race of men in North America… very many of them six and a half, and others seven feet.”]
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