From Pillar to Post
Or, How To Raise A Dog

“Jack Alan” (Jack Goodman & Alan Green)
1942

Dog owners, arise! Too long has the actual head of your family not even paid an income
tax. Too long have you tried to conceal from your dog the fact that he really owns you.
Too long have you searched in vain for the counsel you so sorely need when, panting
and tongue hanging out, you fall back into the nearest chair and finally admit to yourself
that the lively little fellow isn't going to sit up and beg, hasn't the slightest intention of
leaving that frayed end of the tapestry alone, and is unshakeably convinced that the
mathematical center of the living-room rug is the Comfort Station Supreme.

You can expect no help from dog books or dog doctors. In this all-important emer-
gency, all they do is back away, muttering incoherent statements about Training and
Psychology. And you are left holding the bag, one end of which has already been
chewed away, like everything else you own.

I am no expert. | might as well tell you right now that I generally go to sleep with a
large, greasy bone under my pillow because I have failed to sway my dog in his opinion
that there isn't a better spot in town for bone hiding. My house is thoroughly dog-bro-
ken. But I do not intend to leave my fellow man with his dog having the upper paw in
the household.

I believe my predicament to be an average one, a valuable case history. | will show
you how I deal with my dog. Maybe you will be able to discover where along the line
something went terribly, terribly wrong.

Things started badly when I bought him. I didn't select him, he selected me. When I
went to the kennel, | had decided definitely against buying four or five puppies, as |
wanted to do. Phyllis claims that this is too many for a small apartment. Cunningly, how-
ever, | planned to get around this by getting as much dog as possible for my money—a
great Dane.

I looked critically at the batch of puppies, which, while only three months old, were
the size of Airedales. Then one detached himself from the mob. He had a lot of filling
out to do. He took, I noticed, several steps before his skin started moving along with
him. He galloped over, sat down heavily on my feet, and looked me over carefully. |
couldn't move, so | had to look at him, too. He was obviously admiring me. His next step
was to take my trouser leg in his mouth and shake it, possibly to test the quality of the
material. Then he gave several pleased body wiggles, attempted to climb up on me, and
washed my hand thoroughly with a salmon-pink tongue. Then he sat down again on my
feet and admired me some more.

| had been chosen.

Several months have passed, and we have learned much about each other. Neither
of us regrets his choice, although my training methods seem to lack something.
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I have found that the very first step must be to Gain His Confidence. To accomplish
this, I sit on the floor next to him and say, “Good little dog!” This is a flat lie and he
knows it, being well aware that he is neither little nor good. He backs away several feet,
presses himself close to the floor, and turns up his eyes at me with a wary “You-are-up-
to-something-tricky-and-I'm-not-going-to-like-it” expression.

I reach out reassuringly and pat his nearest paw. He withdraws the paw and licks it
off fastidiously.

| attempt now to get his attention by cupping both hands and saying coyly: “Guess
what I've got here?”

Showing signs of interest, he nuzzles into my hands. | am caught flat-footed with
nothing in them. [ run to get a dog biscuit to absolve myself. Meanwhile he stalks off
bitterly to a corner of the room, tenses his forelegs, digs a hole in the carpet, and lies
down in it.

I now change my approach, deciding to try the Great Big Playmate tactic. Crouching
on all fours, I advance on him, barking several times with mock ferocity. He decides to
humor me by pretending he thinks I'm a huge, dangerous dog. With a happy yelp, he
flashes around a chair and dashes upon me from behind. Since he weighs roughly
eighty-two pounds at the moment, | am now flat on the floor with him on top of me. He
wants to pretend he is shaking me by the neck. This is too difficult unless he actually
does shake me by the back of the neck. So he does.

I get up and brush myself off. I brush him off me, too, several times. | have now suc-
ceeded in gaining his confidence and showing him that | am a regular fellow who
doesn't mind a good, clean romp, so | am through. But he isn't. He likes it too well to
quit. He gets my tie in his teeth and hangs from it. It is some time before | get my
breath.

He still refuses to stop. It is therefore time for me to Punish Him. I decide to lock
him in the bathroom. This consists of the following steps:

1. He instantly senses my purpose and scrambles into the bedroom under
the bed.

2. Irush after him and say, “Come out from under there this minute!”
3. He doesn't.

4. 1get down on the floor and look under the bed. We face each other
silently for a moment, each trying to outstare the other. I blink, which
gives him the round.

5. I mutter several dire threats. So does he.

6. 1hold out my handkerchief, hoping he will grab it and pull, thereby
enabling me to drag him out.

7. He grabs it and pulls.
8. We are now both under the bed.
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9. Iseize him firmly and wriggle out.
10. A head bumps severely against the box spring. It is not his.
11. Ishove and pull him into the bathroom and back out, closing the door.
12. I stop closing the door to avoid catching his nose in it.
13. 1shove him back and close the door, catching my hand in it.
14. We both howl simultaneously.

Returning to the living room, tired but victorious (look up Pyrrhic in any good ency-
clopedia), | now proceed to describe my dog to you. He is still a puppy, seven months
old. He is a good dog to have for a case history because, although a thoroughbred, he
has a character which is practically a cross section of that of America's dogs.

Although large and getting larger, it is his opinion that he is a lap dog and as such
entitled to climb on my chair whether I am in it or not. When I catch him to give him a
bath, he emerges as a pale gold in color with a mouth fringed with black. This mouth is
already large enough to contain my arm and, when I am giving him a bath, does. Like all
his breed, he has a short coat, but he sheds it with the success of the collie. He has a
way of searching out tidbits in his food which probably reveals that in spite of his pedi-
gree he contains a trace of ant-eater. He has a beery sort of baritone. And he is very
democratic in his ideas about love.

When [ first got him | called him Gilbert, the name I still introduce him by. The only
word he will always answer to, however, is Food, so I generally call him that.

Food, or Gilbert, is still in the bathroom, you will recall. This is my golden opportu-
nity to get something to eat unbeknownst to him. Let me explain.

Since I have known Gilbert, I have had few square meals at home. This is because
Gilbert is an adept at a quiet, effective sort of bullying. When | am eating, he is too wily
to use strong-arm tactics, realizing that force will be answered with force. He therefore
just looks at me tragically. He keeps looking at me. He meditates on man's inhumanity
to dog. He sighs. Beginning to feel like a heartless gourmand, I transfer my little morsel
of food to my mouth. His glance never wavers. He drools slowly.

As aresult, I spend a large part of my time at my dinner table chewing things up a lit-
tle for Gilbert. Then I give them to him, cursing.

But now that Gilbert is in the bathroom, I turn on the radio full blast and enter the
kitchen singing loudly, hoping that both noises will distract him.

It is a losing game. Gilbert, who would sleep soundly through a collision with
another planet, easily detects the noiseless opening of the electric icebox. No sooner do
I reach a guilty hand to a roast-beef bone than Gilbert utters a series of agonized cries,
giving the entire neighborhood the impression that I am murdering him by inches. In
self-defense I rush to the bathroom to make him stop.

He is very happy as | open the door, particularly since a well-timed move enables
him to snatch the beef bone from my hand and rush back to the bathroom.
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I am about to follow him to get back my bone when the doorbell rings.

It is Mrs. Garble, a middle-aged woman I do not like. She is the president of Phyllis’
club. She is also a cat lover. She expresses relief at being able to come in for once and
not have that great brute of a dog jumping all over her. Looking around nervously, she
asks where he is. I tell her.

“What in the world is he doing in the bathroom?” she says.
“Well, really, Mrs. Garble,” I reply primly, “he said he wanted to wash his hands.”

This keeps her quiet for a moment. It then develops that she wants to see Phyllis,
who isn't home. She looks at the carpet, which has no more than a normal amount of
Gilbert's hair on it.

“Goodness gracious!” she says, clucking, “I don't see how you can keep a great Dane
in a city apartment! Why, I'd just as soon keep a horse in one!*

I bristle and stifle a desire to say, “Oh, so you don't think I ought to keep my horse,
either?”

Gilbert chooses this moment to enter. And not, to my surprise, with his usual atti-
tude, which practically says, “Oh my chin and whiskers! What wonderful things have |
been missing!” Instead, he comes in with measured dignity. He casts a sedate glance at
Mrs. Garble.

“He seems to be getting much better manners,” she says grudgingly. “You certainly
are training him to behave like a gentleman!”

I decide that Mrs. Garble, too, seems to be getting better manners. | warm toward
her, as I do to all types of characters who have a kind word to say for Gilbert. | even toy
with the idea of giving her a drink.

I watch with paternal pride as Gilbert walks slowly over to her. He sniffs at her leg in
a genteel way. | beam reassuringly. Mrs. Garble smiles back uncertainly. Gilbert seems
about to walk past her. He doesn't. He stops. Trained to observe such matters, | sud-
denly notice an uncertain attitude, a slight quivering of the muscles of Gilbert's left hind
leg.

“GILBERT!” I cry, in the nick of time.

There is no need to go into the next five minutes. It will serve no purpose for me to
repeat my weak explanation to the outraged Mrs. Garble that Gilbert, being still in the
experimental stage, was merely about to test out a comparatively new idea. And that
there was no personal malice or intended criticism involved.

Gilbert and I are alone again and it is definitely time for me to Take Him Out.

Gilbert loves to go out. Five, seven times a day he responds with mad joy to the rattle
of his chain, dances with impatience as I attach his collar, and, in a series of chamoislike
bounds, precipitates me to our apartment elevator, permitting me to touch the corridor
with my feet only intermittently on the way.
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If Gilbert is in luck, there will be another passenger in the elevator. This is a stout,
very short gentleman with a red face who lives on the floor above us. He is generally on
his way to some formal affair. There is something about his frock coats and silk hats
which brings out Gilbert's warmest feelings of affection.

It takes Gilbert no time at all to place both his paws on the little man's carefully
groomed shoulders. Gilbert's tongue then quickly and deftly leaves a long moist streak
from chin to forehead, as Gilbert's body deposits large amounts of hair on the faultless
apparel.

The little man's face now becomes even redder, because he does not Understand
Dogs. | know he doesn't, because the very first time this occurred, I said to him reassur-
ingly, “It's all right, he is friendly.”

To which he replied: “I'm not.”
Since then all we say to each other is “Look out!”

Once we have left the elevator and passed through the lobby—a passage too swift
for the average vision—Gilbert and I find ourselves outside. It is now that my problems
begin and Gilbert's end. This is because we spend a lot of time standing by trees, lamp-
posts, and pillars. It is not the fact that Gilbert is generally standing on one more leg
than I am which makes my position more difficult than his. It is rather that | am far more
conscious than he of the famous girls’ finishing school on our block. Since its dismissal
times seem to coincide with our airings, it bothers me to feel that there are hundreds of
pretty young girls in the world who believe I spend my entire time standing by upright
columns.

It is therefore frequently necessary for me to pretend that I do not know Gilbert.
That is difficult, because of the stout chain which connects us. There are various atti-
tudes, however, which I assume:

1. That I happened to be out with a chain and a careless dog got caught in it.
2. That a dog happened to be out with a chain and I got caught in it.
3. That a chain happened to be out and the dog and I both got caught in it.

Between lampposts, Gilbert and I walk along with dignity. With as much dignity as
possible, that is, considering that we are walking in the gutter.

Sometimes we pause in the gutter and turn around rapidly many times. Then one of
us reads a newspaper, while the finishing school, which we are directly in front of, con-
ducts a fire drill.

I could go on interminably. Maybe you think I have already. But anyway, we are
agreed that my dog-handling methods are not ideal. Now let me give you some informa-
tion which is really practical in case you plan to have a dog. Let us examine Gilbert's hab-
its, his point of view, his psychology. | know all about them and it does me no good, but
it may forewarn you about your own dog.
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I have observed many of Gilbert's moods. They are, I believe, fairly common to his
race. Here are a few of them:

1. The Hooray-Hooray-a-New-Day's-Dawning! Mood. This manifests itself
twice a day. Once at six in the morning, at which time Gilbert lands
heavily on my stomach, knocking both breath and sleep out of me. And
a second time at a few moments past midnight, just after he has been
bedded down, at which time he insists that | throw his rubber bone for
him, or take him out with my coat over my pajamas. There must be
some way to stop this.

2. The Aren’t-I-Supposed-to-Have-Any-Normal-Instincts-at-All? Mood. This is
caused simply by the fact that Gilbert is devoid of a sense of shame and
I am not. It often results in our not speaking to each other and also in
other people not speaking to me. There is no way to avoid this.

3. The I-Was-Asleep-and-Some-Bad-Man-Must-Have-Come-In-and-Torn-that-Blue-
Bedspread-to-Bits Attitude. This is accompanied by a brazen, hypocritical
simulation of overweening joy at my entrance and is unconvincing
because of the large piece of blue cloth which Gilbert is unconsciously
carrying on his dewlap. One method of avoiding this is always to leave
your bed bare to the springs until retiring.

All right. Now that I have revealed my relationship to my dog in all its squalor, the
curious may inquire why I have a dog at all. The curious may, but not the wise.

The answer, of course, is simple. In Gilbert I have found a being to whom I am supe-
rior in many ways, in spite of the fact that Phyllis insists that a lot more people stop to
admire him than me on the street. Gilbert cannot drive a car. [ can. Gilbert cannot wash
dishes, pour drinks for people, run errands, or do dozens of other things around the
house Phyllis considers necessary. Above all, Gilbert is a living, breathing answer to her
contention that [ am the most inefficient form of life yet devised.

He is also the finest dog in town, even if he did tear up the very best parts of this
piece.
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Notes

This humorous essay appeared in the 1946 collection A Treasury of Laughter, edited by
Louis Untermeyer and illustrated with the charmingly peculiar pen and ink work of Luci-
lle Corcos. Nice copies of this volume are readily available from the online used book
sellers, and I heartily recommend it. | was lucky enough to grow up with a copy and thus
become infected with a love of the great humorists of the 1920s and 1930s.

Of the hundred or so stories, poems and essays in that book, none remained with
me more clearly, or made me laugh more consistently, than From Pillar to Post. We had
dogs, but none quite like Gilbert. It wasn’t until my 30s that | acquired a Great Dane and
the story only got funnier... and now, fifteen years later, | have two Danes (“the curious
could inquire why, but not the wise”) and all | can say is that the process of reprinting
this story has been difficult because I can’t laugh like that and type at the same time.

The authors were advertising men quite famous in the 1930s, Jack Goodman with
Simon and Schuster and Alan Green with a Madison Avenue agency. In 1942 they collab-
orated on a humor book, How to Do Practically Anything: An Easy Guide to Complete Chaos.
I believe, but have not verified, that this essay is an extract from that book.

As best as I can tell, neither man, nor their composite, ever wrote anything else of
wide popularity and both of them, their book and even the Untermeyer omnibus are all
but forgotten today. Also as best as I can tell, both original works are out of copyright,
as is this short piece.

It is to me a crime that this story, perhaps the most wonderful Great Dane story ever
written, is forgotten—a lost treasure. | have for years intended to bring this work to a
wider audience and I do so now as a Christmas gift to the world community of Great
Danes and their two-legged chattels. May both of you enjoy it.

December, 2007

James Gifford
Nitrosyncretic Press
www.Nitrosyncretic.com
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