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Dear Reader:

It is difficult for anybody who has not run dogs—has not been with them twenty hours a day, seven days a week for eight years and more—to understand the depth and intensity of the bond that can build between the driver and his dogs. There is love, of course, as many people love and are loved by their dogs—an unassuming love that surely is the most dedicated and pure of any.

But with the driver and his (or her) dogs it goes beyond love, goes beyond measurement by normal standards. It is a bond of survival, of life.

And the attachment that occurs between a driver and his lead dog goes even beyond that; there is a mystical quality to it—a love that catches the breath, a true knowledge between driver and leader that makes them singular, makes them one in all things. After a time there is no need to talk, often no need to command a turn or direction. So close are they that a movement, a thought, seems enough, and many times a leader will react before the driver knows what to do, will again and again handle things until the driver (and the team) is simply lost without the leader.

Such a bond, such a love, I had with Cookie.

 


Sincerely,
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 To Lloyd Gilbertson:

Keep the dance going











 Love

COOKIE USUALLY HAD puppies easily, but they were always so wonderful and special that I worried excessively each time. Considering that she had five litters of never less than eight pups and twice twelve—altogether over forty pups—this constituted a large measure of worry.

She deserved the effort and concern. Cookie was my primary lead dog for something close to fourteen thousand miles—trapline, training, and one full Iditarod—and had on several occasions saved my life. But more, most important, she threw leaders. Sometimes as many as half her pups tended to lead and a few had, like their mother, become truly exceptional lead dogs; dogs with great, unstoppable hearts and a joy to run. It didn’t seem to matter if they were male or female—they were all good.



 And so I worried.

This time the breeding had been accidental. We had been on a long training run in early fall, and Cookie had temporarily and with great enthusiasm fallen in love with a big, slab-sided half-hound named Rex. Cookie was running lead. It was a first-snow run—the snow was thin and melting rapidly and would be gone in two days, three at most—and it was so warm (thirty degrees) that I was wearing only a jacket and wool watch cap. We were running at night because of the heat (the dogs were most comfortable at ten or twenty below zero) and I had looked down at something on the sled when the whole team stopped dead.

I knew Cookie was in season and would not normally have run her during her time. But I had young and new dogs—Rex was one of them—and I needed her good sense and steadiness to control them while we ran.

Cookie, overcome by what could only be described as wild abandon, stopped cold, threw it in reverse, and backed into Rex. If he was surprised, he recovered instantly, and before I could react, they were romantically involved.

I pulled the other dogs away from them to avoid any fights, tied them up to trees, and made a small fire to have tea. Usually these things took time—lasted five 
or ten minutes—but with Cookie and Rex both in harness she would be anxious and stressful about wanting to run, and I wanted her to see that I had settled in and wanted to remove some of the nervousness so she wouldn’t start to fight.

 Normally I would have controlled the mating situation better, would have selected a male more to my liking. Rex was very much a question mark. I’d only had him a few days and didn’t know much about him, and had I known that this would be Cookie’s last litter and that it would be seven of the best dogs—two leaders—that I had ever seen or heard of, I perhaps would have paid more attention.

As it was I ignored them, or tried to. It always seemed to be such a private time for the dogs, the time of mating, and though they were quite open, I in some way felt like an intruder and did not like to watch them.

I turned away and heated snow for tea. The night was still and, consequently, I heard the dogs more than I usually would have. I “heard” the puppies being made.

In truth, much of what dogs are is based in sounds. They are quiet, wonderfully silent, when they run; mile after mile in soft winter nights I have heard nothing but the soft whuff of their breath and the tiny jingle of their collar snaps as they trot along.

But almost all other times they live in sound. They bark, whine, wheeze, growl, and—wonderfully—sing. 

When they see me come out of the house with harnesses over my shoulder, they go insane, running in their circles, literally bellowing their enthusiasm—some barking, some crying, some yipping, and some emitting a high-pitched keening scream that leaves the ears deaf for hours.

 When it rains there is a song, and when it snows or when they want food or when something dies—sad songs, happy songs, duets and trios, sometimes all the dogs trying to harmonize, except the young ones who think they can sing but can’t and throw their heads back to try to look adult but sing off-key and with the wrong timing.

They live in sound, always in noise. Perhaps because it is so constant, the art of listening to them falls off, and so many things they say are not heard, are swallowed in the overall sound. (An interesting aside: people know the sounds of their own dogs the way mothers know the cry of their babies. At one checkpoint during the Iditarod during a mandatory layover, some seven or eight hundred dogs were all in an area not much larger than a football field. The din was constant, deafening, and yet if a man or woman inside the building heard the sound of his or her own dog in the cacophony—even if the person was fast asleep—they were up and out the door instantly.)



 But this quiet night with the wind gone and even the fire muted somehow by the dark I could hear, and for the first time I think I truly listened to them.

There were some growls, low and soft, envy from the young males who wanted to fight and show they had shoulders and thick necks; quiet whines of interest from others; and then, above all, the soft sounds from Cookie and Rex.

I thought of the word love.

There are, of course, many who would dispute it, many who would say dogs simply mate and that only people love, and it is perhaps true that I would have said the same thing before that night.

But the sounds were sweet, soft, gentle—not whines so much as terms of endearment, courtesy, and hope. They made me think of all the good parts of living and loving; how two can honestly become one; how we have made it all seem pointless with posturing and fashion and frills but that it is not frivolous, it is as old and meaningful as time, and it has all to do with the one thing that we are on earth to do—to make more, to make better, to bring new beings into it, into life.

All there, sitting by the fire while two people—I still cannot think of them as dogs—loved and were, in some way that I could not understand, sacred. All there listening to God making puppies.




 Nativity

IT CAME IN A WILD STORM, the litter, which did not help to lessen my concern.

I had carefully noted the day when the puppies were conceived and knew that Cookie was as regular as a clock—sixty-five days—when it came to gestation.

But sixty-five days put us smack in the middle of January. January in northern Minnesota is—literally—a hard time. Everything is brittle, difficult. It is paradoxically the very best time to run dogs because it is cuttingly cold—which the dogs love and work best in—and the snow is clean and deep enough to be easy on the sleds.

Everything else is hard. At forty, fifty below, vehicles don’t start, tires freeze and break, pipes—even those protected by straw and buried deep—freeze solid. 


Hot water must be carried to the dogs, who dehydrate in the dry air of winter, and the old water must be literally chopped out of their pans with an ax. The water is mixed with beef blood to lure them into drinking it fast before it freezes again—within eight or nine minutes—and this process must be done twice a day while running team after team to train for the race and cooking dog food each evening to feed the next day.

 And in the middle of January, when it is the busiest, when there is no time, not a minute to spare, and everything is pushed to the absolute limit of its performance envelope—smack



















































OPS/images/PuppiesDogsAndBlueNorthers-1.jpg
Gy fd—





OPS/toc.xhtml

    
      Table of Contents


      
        		
          Title Page
        


        		
          Table of Contents
        


        		
          Dear Reader
        


        		
          Copyright
        


        		
          Dedication
        


        		
          Love
        


        		
          Nativity
        


        		
          Joy
        


        		
          The Home Wreckers
        


        		
          Young Run
        


        		
          Older Run
        


        		
          Last Run
        


        		
          About the Author
        


      


    
  

OPS/images/cover.jpg
GARY PAULSEN

Puppies,
Dogs,

and Blue
Northers

AJO
HMH





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
GARY PAULSEN

Puppies, Dogs,
and Blue Northers
=

REFLECTIONS ON BEING RAISED
BY A PACK OF SLED DOGS

HARCOURT, INC.

Orlando Austin New York San Diego London





