The Incredible Journey

By Sheila Burnford © 1960

Part 1

This is the story of three animals who ‘boarded-out’, and
travelled home together 250 miles across the wildest part
of Canada. It tells how Luath, a young golden Labrador,
Tao, a Siamese cat and Bodger, an old bull terrier, set off to
trek through the wilderness on their soft domestic paws.

All three were very much a part of the author’s household
in Canada, and it was their remarkable behaviour and
understanding of each other that inspired her to write this
book. The journey on which she has sent them is
imaginary, but out of a multitude of real incidents, Sheila
Burnford has created a literary masterpiece full of
suspense and disbelief.
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Chapter 1

The journey took place in the north western part of Canada.
The area is vast, with forests, rushing rivers and lakes. There
are lonely farms and small towns where people earn their
living by trapping animals for fur, or cutting down trees for the
timber or paper industries. The land is a rich source of
minerals an some earn their living from mining.

For the wild animals that live there - moose, deer, black bears,
lynx, fox beaver, muskrat and otter — their life is peaceful.
There are also wild ducks, Canadian geese, speckled trout and
other fresh water fish.

Almost half the year the country is covered with snow and for
weeks at a time the temperature may stay many degrees
below zero. There is a short burst of Spring. Then comes
Summer when everything grows wildly. Then comes the
autumn, which Canadians call ‘Fall’ because this is the time
when the leaves of the trees turn beautiful colours and finally
fall off the trees before the winter. This is a beautiful time of
year when the sky is clear blue, the temperature is warm and
the leaves of the trees put on the rich colours of red, orange,
yellow and brown. This is the season when the three travellers
in our story —two dogs and a cat — set out on their journey.

A man called John Longridge, a writer of historical books, often
went on trips to collect information for his books. When he

was away, his house was cared for by a middle -aged couples,
Mrs. Oakes and her husband Bert, who lived not far away.
They would come and stay and look after John’s three pets — a
Siamese cat, and two dogs. One was an old English bull-terrier,
and the other, a large Golden Labrador.

The night before John was to leave on one of his trips, he
phoned Mrs. Oakes to let her know that he would be leaving
at 7 am the next morning. Mrs. Oakes explained that she had
to meet her niece who was coming on the bus in the morning,
and couldn’t be there until 9 am. John said that would be OK.
“Ill let the dogs out first thing for their run,” he said.

The three pets did not actually belong to John. He was looking
after them for the Hunter family, who had gone overseas eight
months ago. Mr. Hunter had taken on a job as a university
lecturer in England for one year. John had agreed to look after
the pets while they were away. The Labrador was a favourite
of Mr. Hunter, who took the dog with him when duck hunting.
The old bull terrier was the special pet of 11 year-old Peter,
and the cat belonged to 9 year-old Elizabeth. The dogs missed
the children very much, and the young dog in particular never
relaxed, always on the lookout for the return of his family. But
for now, John and the three pets slept peacefully.



Chapter 2

The next morning, John dressed quickly. He watched the early
morning sun break through and thought that it would be a
perfect day. Downstairs he found the animals by the door,
waiting patiently for their early morning run. He let them out
then cooked his breakfast. He was out in the driveway loading
up his car when the dogs and cat returned from the fields. He
fed them and finished packing the car.

“Be good,” he told them. “Mrs. Oakes will be here soon!” He
had no worries with leaving the animals outside on their own
because they had never strayed before. John drove off.

Twenty minutes passed and none of the animals moved from
their positions. Then suddenly the young dog rose and
stretched himself and stood, looking down the driveway. He
walked to the curve in the road then looked back, as if inviting
the others to come. The cat and the old dog followed. All three
trotted down the road together briskly, as if with a purpose.

“‘About an hour later Mrs. Oakes walked up the drive-
way from her cottage, carrying a string bag with her
working shoesand apron, and a little parcel of tidbits for
the animals. Her placid, gentle face wore a rather dis-
appointed look, because the dogs usually spied her long
before she got to the house and would rush to greet her.

“I expect Mr. Longridge left them shut inside the
house if he was leaving early,” she consoled herself. But
when she pushed open the kitchen door and walked
inside, everything seemed very silent and still. She
stood at the foot of the stairs and called them, but there
wasno answering patter of running feet, only the steady
tick-tock of the old clock in the hallway. She walked
through the silent house and out into the front garden
and stood there calling with a puzzled frown.

“Oh, well,” she spoke her thoughts aloud to the
empty, sunny garden, “perhaps they’ve gone up to the
st-:hool ... It’s a funny thing, though,” she continued,
sitting on a kitchen chair a few minutes later and tying
her shoelaces, “that Puss isn’t here—he’s usually sitting
on the window sill at this time of the day. Oh, well, he’s
probably out hunting—I've never known a cat like that
for hunting, doesn’t seem natural somehow!”

She washed and put away the few dishes, then took
her cleaning materials into the sitting-room. There her



The young dog slept fitfully and uneasily, constantly lifting his head
and growling softly . . .

with the dogs when Longridge drove them anywhere
or took them farther afield for walks. Like many
Siamese cats, he was as obedient and as trained to go on
walks as most dogs, and would always return to a
whistle.

Mrs. Oakes sweptand dusted and talked to the house,
locked it and returned home to her cottage. She would
have been horrified to the depths of her kindly, well-
ordered soul if she had known the truth. Far from
sitting sedately in the back of a car travelling north with
John Longridge, as she so fondly visualized, the animals
were by now many miles away on a deserted country
road that ran westward.

They had kept a fairly steady pace for the firsthour or
50, falling into an order which was not to vary for many
miles or days; the Labrador ran always by the left
shoulder of the old dog, for the bull terrier was very
nearly blind in the left eye, and they jogged along fairly
steadily together—the bull terrier with his odd, rolling,
sailor-like gait, and the Labrador in a slow lope. Some
ten yards behind came the cat, whose attention was fre-
quently distracted, when he would stop for a few
minutes and then catch up again. But, in between these
halts, he ran swiftly and steadily, his long slim body and
tail low to the ground. '

When it was obvious that the old dog was flagging,
the Labrador turned off the quiet, gravelled road and
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through the tangled undergrowth at the far end. They
came out upon a small open place where a giant spruce
had crashed to the ground and left a hollow where the
roots had been, filled now with drifted dry leaves and
spruce needles.

The late afternoon sun slanted through the branches
overhead, and it looked invitingly snug and secure. The
old dog stood for a minute, his heavy head hanging, and
his tired body swaying slightly, then lay down on his
side in the hollow. The cat, after a good deal of wary
observation, made a little hollow among the spruce
needles and curled around in it, purring softly. The
young dog disappeared into the undergrowth and
reappeared presently, his smooth coat dripping water,
to lie down a little way apart from the others.

The old dog continued to pant exhaustedly foralong
time, one hind leg shaking badly, until his eyes closed at
last, the laboured breaths came further and further
apart, and he was sleeping—still, save for an occasional
long shudder.

Later on, when darkness fell, the young dog moved
over and stretched out closely at his side, and the cat
stalked over to lie between his paws; and so, warmed
and comforted by their closeness, the old dog slept,
momentarily unconscious of his aching, tired body or
his hunger.

In the nearby hills a timber wolf howled mournfully;
owls called and answered and glided silently by with

great outspread wings; and there were faint whispers
of movement and small rustling noises around all
through the night. Once an eerie wail like a baby’s
crying woke the old dog and brought him shivering
and whining to his feet; but it was only a porcupine,
who scrambled noisily and clumsily down a nearby tree
trunk and waddled away, still crying softly. When he
lay down again the cat was gone from his side—another
small night hunter slipping through the unquiet
shadows that froze to stillness at his passing.

The young dog slept in fitful, uneasy starts, his
muscles twitching, constantly lifting his head and
growling softly. Once he sprang to his feet with a full-
throated roar which brought a sudden splash in the
distance, then silence—and who knows what else
unknown, unseen or unheard passed through his mind
to disturb him further: Only one thing was clear and
certain—that at all costs he was going home, home to
his own beloved master. Home lay to the west, his
instinct told him; but he could not leave the other two
—so0 somchow he must take them with him, all the
way.



Chapter 3

woke, then staggered painfully to his feet. He was

trembling with cold and was extremely hungry and
thirsty. He walked stiffly in the direction of the pool
nearby, passing on his way the cat, who was crouched
over something held between his paws. The terrier
heard a crunching sound as the cat’s jaws moved, and,
wagging his tail in interest, moved over to investigate.
The cat regarded him distantly, then stalked away,
leaving the carcass; but to the terrier it was a dis-
appointing mess of feathers only. He drank long and
deeply at the pool and on his return tried the feathers
again, for he was ravenous; but they stuck in his gullet
and he retched them out. He nibbled at some stalks of
grass, then, delicately, his lips rolled back over his
teeth, picked a few overripe raspberries from a low
bush. He had always liked to eat domestic raspberries
this way, and although the taste was reassuringly
familiar, it did nothing to appease his hunger. He was
pleased to see the young dog appear presently; he
wagged his tail and licked the other’s face, then

]:N THE cold hour before dawn, the bull terrier

followed resignedly when a move was made towards
the direction of the road. They were followed a few
moments later by the cat, who was still licking his

"Alips after his feathery breakfast.

In the grey light of dawn the trio continued down
the side of the road until they reached 2 point where it
took a right-angled turn. Here they hesitated before a
disused logging trail thatled westward from the side of
the road, its entrance almost concealed by overhanging
branches. The leader lifted his head and appeared
almost as though he were searching for the scent of
something, some reassurance; and apparently he found
it, for he led his companions up the trail between the
overhanging trees. The going here was softer; the
middle was overgrown with grass and the ruts on
either side were full of dead leaves. The close-growing
trees which almost met overhead would afford more
shade when the sun rose higher. These were all
considerations that the old dog needed, for he had been
tired today even before he started, and his pace was
already considerably slower.

Both dogs were very hungry and watched enviously
when the cat caught and killed a chipmunk while
they were resting by a stream in the middle of the
day. But when the old dog advanced with a hopeful
wag of his tail, the cat, growling, retreated into the
bushes with his prey. Puzzled and disappointed,
the terrier sat listening to the crunching sounds



inside the bushes, saliva running from his mouth.

A few minutes later the cat emerged and sat down,
daintily cleaning his whiskers. The old dog licked the
black Siamese face with his panting tongue and was
affectionately patted on the nose in return. Restless
with hunger, he wandered up the banks of the creek,
investigating every rock and hollow, pushing his
hopeful nose through tunnels of withered sedge and
into the yielding earth of molehills. Sadly he lay down
by an unrewarding blueberry bush, drew his paws
down tightly over his blackened face, then licked the
dirt off them.

The young dog, too, was hungry; but he would have
to'be on the verge of starvation before the barriers of
deep-rooted Labrador heredity would be broken
down. For generations his ancestors had been bred to
retrieve without harming, and there was nothing of
the hunter in his make-up; as yet, any killing was
abhorrent to him. He drank deeply at the stream and
urged his companions on.

The trail ran high over the crest of this hilly,
wooded country, and the surrounding countryside
below was filled with an overwhelming beauty of
colour; the reds and vermilions of the occasional
maples; pale birch, and yellow poplar, and here and
there the scarlet clusters of mountain ash berries
against a rich dark-green background of spruce and
pine and cedar.

Several times they passed log ramps built into the
side of the hill, picking their way across the deep ruts

_left by the timber sleighs below; and sometimes they

passed derelict buildings in rank, overgrown clearings,
old stables for the bush horses and living quarters for
the men who had worked there a generation ago. The
windows were broken and sagging and weeds were
growing up between the floorboards, and one old
rusted cookstove even had fireweed springing from the
firebox. The animals, strangely enough, did not like
these evidences of human occupation and skirted them
as far as possible, hair raised along their backs.

Late in the afternoon the old dog’s pace had slowed
down to a stumbling walk, and it seemed as if only
sheer determination were keeping him on his feet at
all. He was dizzy and swaying, and his heart was
pounding. The cat must have sensed this general
failing, for he now walked steadily beside the dogs,
very close to his tottering old friend, and uttered
plaintive worried bleats. Finally, the old dog came toa
standstill by a deep rut half-filled with muddy water.
He stood there as if he had not even the strength to
step around it; his head sagged, and his whole body
was trembling. Then, as he tried to lap the water, his
legs seemed to crumple under him and he collapsed,
half in and half out of the rut. His eyes were closed,
and his body moved only to the long, shallow,
shuddering breaths that came at widening intervals.



Soon he lay completely limp and still. The young dog
became frantic now: he whined as he scratched at the
edge of the rut, then nudged and pushed with his nose,
doing everything in his power to rouse the huddled,
unresponsive body. Again and again he barked, and
the cat growled softly and continuously, walking back
and forth and rubbing his whole length against the
dirty, muddied head. There was no response to their
attention. The old dog lay unconscious and remote.

The two animals grew silent, and sat by his side, dis-
turbed and uneasy; until at last they turned and left
him, neither looking back—the Labrador disappearing
into the bushes where the crack of broken branches
marked his progress farther and farther away; the cat
stalking a partridge which had appeared at the side of
the trail some hundred yards away and was pecking
unconcernedly at the sandy dirt. But at the shrill
warning of a squirrel, it flew off across the trail with a
sudden whirr into the trees, while the cat was still
some distance away. Undaunted, still licking his lips in
anticipation, the cat continued around a bend in the
trail in search of another, and was lost to sight.

The shadows lengthened across the deserted track,
and the evening wind sighed down it to sweep a flurry
of whispering leaves across the rut, their brown brittle-
ness light as a benison as they drifted across the unheed-
ing white form. The curious squirrel peered in bright-

eyed wonder from a nearby tree, clucking softly to
itself. A shrew ran halfway across, paused and ran

back; and there was a soft sound of wings as a whisky-

jack landed and swayed to and fro on a birch branch,
tilting his head to one side as he looked down and
called to his mate to come and join him. The wind
died away—a sudden hush descended.

Suddenly, there was a sound of a heavy body
pushing through the undergrowth, accompanied by a
sharp cracking of branches, and the spell was broken.
Chattering shrilly in alarm and excitement, the squirrel
ran up the trunk of the tree and the whisky-jacks flew
oft. Now on to the trail on all fours scampered a half-
grown bear cub, round furry ears pricked and small
deep-set eyes alight with curiosity in the sharp little
face as he beheld the old dog. There was a grunting
snuffling sound in the bush behind the cub: his mother
was investigating a rotten tree stump. The cub stood
for a moment and then hesitantly advanced toward the
rut where the terrier lay. He sniffed around, wrinkling
his facile nose at the unfamiliar smell, then reached out
a long curved black paw and tapped the white head.
For a moment the mists of unconsciousness cleared,
and the old dog opened his eyes, aware of danger. The
cub sprang back in alarm and watched from a safe
distance. Seeing that there was no further movement,
he loped back and cuffed again with his paw, this time
harder, and watched for a response. Only enough



strength was left in the old dog for a valiant baring of
his teeth. He snarled faintly with pain and hatred when
his shoulder was raked by the wicked claws of the
excited cub, and made an attempt to struggle to his
feet. The smell of the drawn blood excited the cub
further; he straddled the dog’s body and started to
play with the long white tail, nibbling at the end like a
child with a new toy. But there was no response: all
conscious effort drained, the old dog no longer felt
any pain or indignity. He lay as though asleep, his
eyes veiled and unseeing, his lip still curled in a snarl.

Around the bend in the trail, dragging a large dead
partridge by the wing, came the cat. The wing sprang
back softly from his mouth as he gazed transfixed at
the scene before him. In one split second a terrible
transformation took place; his blue eyes glittered
hugely and evilly in the black masked face, and every
hair on the wheat-coloured body stood upright so that
he appeared twice his real size; even the chocolate-
coloured tail puffed up as it switched from side to side.
He crouched low to the ground, tensed and ready, and
uttered a high, ear-splitting scream; and, as the
startled cub turned, the cat sprang.

He landed on the back of the dark furred neck,
clinging with his monkeylike hind legs while he raked
his claws across the cub’s eyes. Again and again he
raked with the terrible talons, hissing and spitting in
murderous devilry until the cub was screaming in pain

Landed on the back of the dark furred neck as he raked his

long claws across the cub’s eyes.



and fear, blinded with blood, making ineffectual
brushing movements with his paws to dislodge the
unseen horror on his back. His screams were answered
by a thunderous roar as the huge black she-bear
crashed through the bushes and rushed to the cub. She
swiped at the clinging cat with a tremendous paw; but
the cat was too quick for her and with a hiss of fury
leaped to the ground and disappeared behind a tree.
The unfortunate cub’s head received the fuil force of
the blow and he was sent spInning across the track into
the bushes. In a blind, frustrated rage, maddened by
the cries of her cub, the mother turned for something
on which to vent her fury, and saw the still figure of
the old dog. Even as she lumbered snarling towards
him the cat distracted her attention with a sudden leap
to the side of the track. The bear halted, then reared up
to full height for attack, red eyes glinting savagely,
neck upstretched and head weaving from side to side
in a menacing, snake-like way. The cat uttered
another banshee scream and stepped forward with a
stiff-legged, sideways movement, his squinting, terrible
eyes fixed on his enormous adversary. Something like
fear or indecision crept into the bear’s eyes as the cat
advanced; she shuffled back a step with lowered head.
Slow, deliberate, purposeful, the cat came on—again
the bear retreated, bewildered by the tactics of this
terrible small animal, distraught by her cub’s whim-

pering, slowly falling back before the relentless inch-
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by-inch advance. Now the cat stopped and crouched
low, lashing his tail from side to side—the bear stopped
too, shifting her weight uneasily before the spring that

# must follow, longing to decamp but afraid to turn her

back. A sudden crackle of undergrowth turned the
huge animal into a statue, rigid with apprehension—
and when a great dog sprang out of the bush and
stood beside the cat, teeth bared and snarling, every
hair on his russet back and ruff erect, she dropped to all
fours, turned swiftly and fled towards her cub. There
was a last growl of desperate bravado from the bush
and a whimpering cry; then the sounds of the bears’
escape receded in the distance. Finally all was quiet
again; the curious squirrel leaped from his ringside seat
and scrambled farther down the trunk of the tree.

The cat shrank back to his normal size. His eyes
regained their usual cool, detached look. He shook
each paw distastefully in turn, glanced briefly at the
limp, muddied bundle by his feet, blood oozing from
four deep parallel gashes on the shoulder, then turned
and sauntered slowly down the track towards his
partridge.

The young dog nosed his friend all over, his lips
wrinkling at the rank bear smell, then attempted to
stanch the wounds with his rough tongue. He scratched
fresh leaves over the bloodstained ones, then barked by
the old dog’s head; but there was no response, and at
last he lay down panting on the grass. His eyes were



uneasy and watchful, the hairs still stood upright in a
ridge on his back, and from time to time he whined in
perplexity. He watched the cat drag a large grey bird
almost up to the nose of the unconscious dog, then
slowly and deliberately begin to tear at the bird’s flesh.
He growled softly, but the cat ignored him and con-
tinued his tearing and eating. Presently, the enticing
smell of raw, warm meat filtered through into the old
dog’s senses. He opened one eye and gave an
appreciative sniff. The effect was galvanizing: his
muddied half-chewed tail stirred and he raised his
shoulders, then his forelegs, with a convulsive effort,
like an old work horse getting up after a fall.

He was a pitiful sight—the half of his body that had
lain in the rut was black and soaking, while the other
was streaked and stained with blood. He looked like
some grotesque harlequin. He trembled violently and
uncontrollably throughout the length of his body, but
in the sunken depths of the slanted black-currant eyes
there was a faint gleam of interest—which increased as
he pushed his nose into the still-warm bundle of soft
grey feathers. This time there was no growling rebuff
over the prey: instead, the cat sat down a few yards
away, studiedly aloof and indifferent, then pains-
takingly washed down the length of his tail. When the
end twitched he pinned it down with a paw.

The old dog ate, crunching the bones ravenously
with his blunt teeth. Even as his companions watched
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him, a miraculous strength slowly seeped back into his
body. He dozed for a while, a feather hanging from
his mouth, then woke again to finish the last morsel.
'By nightfall he was able to walk over the soft grass at
the side of the track, where he lay down and blinked
happily at his companions, wagging his pitiful tail. The
Labrador lay down beside him, and licked the
wounded shoulder.

An hour or two later the purring cat joined them,
carelessly dropping another succulent morsel by his
old friend’s nose. This was a deer mouse, a little
creature with big eyes and long hind legs like a
miniature kangaroo. It was swallowed with a satisfying
gulp, and soon the old dog slept.

But the cat purring against his chest and the young
dog curled at his back were wakeful and alert most of
the remaining night; neither moved from his side.



Chapter 4

UNGER WAS now the ruling instinct in the
H Labrador and it drove him out to forage in the

early dawn. He was desperate enough to try
some deer droppings, but spat them out immediately
in disgust. While he was drinking from a marsh pool
still covered with lily pads, he saw a frog staring at him
with goggle eyes from a small stone: measuring the
distance carefully, hesprang and caught it in the air as it
leaped to safety. It disappeared down his throat in one
crunch and he looked around happily for more. But an
hour’s patient search rewarded him with only two, so
he returned to his companions. They had apparently
eaten, for there were feathers and fur scattered around
and both were licking their lips. But something warned
him not to urge his old companion on. The terrier was
still utterly exhausted, and in addition had lost a lot of
blood from the gashes suffered at the cub’s claws the
day before. These were stiff and black with blood, and
had a tendency to open and bleed slightly with any
movement, so all that day he lay peacefully in the warm
autumn sunshine on the grass, sleeping, eating what the
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cat provided, and wagging his tail whenever one of
the others came near.

The young dog spent most of the day still occupied
with his ceaseless foraging for food. By evening he was
desperate, but his luck turned when a rabbit, already
changing to its white winter coat, suddenly started up
from the long grass and swerved across his path. Head
down, tail flying, the young dog gave chase, swerving
and turning in pursuit, but always the rabbit was just
out of reach of his hungry jaws. At last, he put all his
strength into one violent lunge and felt the warm,
pulsating prize in his mouth. The generations fell
away, and the years of training never to sink teeth into
feathers or fur; for a moment the Labrador looked
almost wolf-like as he tore at the warm flesh and bolted
it down in ravenous gulps.

They slept in the samne piace that night and most of
the following day, and the weather mercifully con-
tinued warm and sunny. By the third day the old dog
seemed almost recovered and the wounds were closed.
He had spent most of the day ambling around and
sleeping, so that by now he seemed almost frisky and
quite eager to walk a little.

So, in the late afternoon, they left the place which
had been their home for three days and trotted slowly
along the track together again. By the time the moon
rose they had travelled several miles, and they had



come to the edge of a small lake which the track
skirted.

A moose was standing in the water among the lily
pads on the far shore, his great antlered head and
humped neck silhouetted clearly against the pale
moon. He took no notice of the strange animals across
the water but thrust his head again and again under
the surface, raising it high in the air after each
immersion, and arching his neck. Two or three water
hens swam out from the reeds, a little crested grebe
popped up like a jack-in-the-box in the water beside
them, and the spreading ripples of their wake caught
the light of the moon. As the three sat, ears pricked,
they watched the moose squelch slowly out of the
muddy water, shake himself, and turn cantering up
the bank out of sight.

The young dog turned his head suddenly, his nose
twitching, for his keen scent had caught a distant whiff
of wood smoke, and of something eclse—something
unidentifiable . . . Seconds later, the old dog caught
the scent too, and started to his feet, snuffing and
questioning with his nose. His thin whippy tail began
to sweep to and fro and a bright gleam appeared in the
slanted black-currant eyes. Somewhere, not too far
away, were human beings—his world; he could not
mistake their message—or refuse their invitation: they
were undoubtedly cooking something. He trotted off
determinedly in the direction of the tantalizing smell.
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The young dog followed somewhat reluctantly, and
for once the cat passed them both; a little moon-mad
Pcrhaps, for he lay in wait to dart and strike, then
streaked back into the shadows, only to reappear a
second later in an elaborate stalk of their tails. Both
dogs ignored him.

The scent on the evening breeze was a fragrant com-
pound of roasting rice, wild-duck stew and wood
smoke. When the animals looked down from a hill,
tantalized and hungry, they saw six or seven fires in
the clearing below, their flames lighting up a semi-
circle of tents and conical birch-bark shelters against a
dark background of trees; flickering over the canoes
drawn up on the edge of a wild rice marsh and dying
redly in the black waters beyond; and throwing into
ruddy relief the high, flat planes of brown Ojibway
faces gathered around the centres of warmth and
brightness.

The men were a colourful lot in jeans and bright
plaid shirts, but the women were dressed in sombre
colours. Two young boys, the only children there,
were going from fire to fire shaking grain in shallow
pans and stirring it with paddles as it parched. One
man in long soft moccasins stood in a shallow pit
trampling husks, half his weight supported on a log
frame. Some of the band lay back from the fires,
smoking and watching idly, talking softly among



themselves; while others still ate, ladling the fragrant
contents of a black iron poton to tin plates. Every now
and then one of them would throw a bone back over a
shoulder into the bush, and the watching animals
gazed hungrily after. A woman stood at the edge of
the clearing pouring grain from one bark platter to
another, and the loose chaft drifted off on the slight
wind like smoke.

The old dog saw nothing of this, but his ears and
nose supplied all that he needed to know: he could
contain himself no longer and picked his way carefully
down the hillside, for his shoulder still pained him.
Halfway down he sneezed violently in an eddy of
chaff. One of the boys by the fire looked up at the
sound, his hand closing on a stone, but the woman
nearby spoke sharply, and he waited, watching
intently.

The old dog limped out of the shadows and into the
ring of firelight, confident, friendly, and sure of his
welcome; his tail wagging his whole stern ingra-
tiatingly, ears and lips laid back in his nightmarish
grimace. There was a stunned silence—broken by a
wail of terror from the smaller boy, who flung himself
at his mother—and then a quick excited chatter from
the Indians. The old dog was rather offended and
uncertain for a moment, buthe made hopefully for the
nearest boy, who retreated, nervously clutching his
stone. But again the woman rebuked her son, and at
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the sharpness of her tone the old dog stopped, crest-
fallen. She laid down her basket then, and walked
“quickly across the ring of firelight, stooping down to

“look more closely. She spoke some soft words of

reassurance, then patted his head gently and smiled at
him. The old dog leaned against her and whipped his
tail against her black stockings, happy to be in contact
with a human being again. She crouched down beside
him to run her fingers lightly over his ears and back,
and when he licked her face appreciatively, she
laughed. At this, the two little boys drew nearer to the
dog and the rest of the band gathered around. Soon
the old dog was where he most loved to be—the
centre of attention among some human beings. He
made the most of it and played to an appreciative
audience; when one of the men tossed him a chunk of
meat he sat up painfully on his hindquarters and
begged for more, waving one paw in the air. This sent
the Indians into paroxysms of laughter, and he had to
repeat his performance time and time again, until he
was tired and lay down, panting but happy.

The Indian woman stroked him gently in reward,
then ladled some of the meat from the pot on to the
grass. The old dog limped towards it; but before he ate
he looked up in the direction of the hillside where he
had left his two companions.

A small stone rebounded from rock to rock, then
rolled into the sudden silence that followed.



When a long-legged, blue-eyed cat appeared out of
the darkness, paused, then filled the clearing with a
strident plaintive voice before walking up to the dog
and calmly taking a piece of meat from him, the
Indians laughed until they were speechless and
hiccupping. The two little boys rolled on the ground,
kicking their heels in an abandonment of mirth, while
the cat chewed his meat unmoved; but this was the
kind of behaviour the bull terrier understood, and he
joined in the fun. But he rolled so enthusiastically that
the wounds reopened: when he got to his feet again
his white coat was stained with blood.

All this time the young dog crouched on the hillside,
motionless and watchful, although every driving,
urgent nerve in his body fretted and strained at the
delay. He watched the cat, well-fed and content, curl
himself on the lap of one of the sleepy children by the
fire; he heard the faint note of derision in some of the
Indians’ voices as a little, bent, ancient crone addressed
them in earnest and impassioned tones before hobbling
over to the dog to examine his shoulder as he lay
peacefully before the fire. She threw some cattail roots
into a boiling pot of water, soaked some moss in the
liquid, and pressed it against the dark gashes. The old
dog did not move; only his tail beat slowly. When she
had finished, she scooped some more meat on to a
piece of birchbark and set it on the grass before the
dog; and the silent watcher above licked his lips
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and sat up, but still he did not move from his
place.

But when the fires began to burn low and the
Indians made preparations for the night, and still his
companions showed no signs of moving, the young
dog grew restless. He skirted the camp, moving like a
shadow through the trees on the hill behind, until he
came out upon the lake’s shore a quarter of a mile
upwind of the camp. Then he barked sharply and
imperatively several times.

The effect was like an alarm bell on the other two.
The cat sprang from the arms of the sleepy little
Indian boy and ran towards the old dog, who was
alrcady on his feet, blinking and peering around
rather confusedly. The cat gave a guttural yowl, then
deliberately ran ahead, looking back as he paused
beyond the range of firelight. The old dog shook
himself resignedly and walked slowly after—reluctant
to leave the warmth of the fire. The Indians watched
impassively and silently and made no move to stop
him. Only the woman who had first befriended him
called out softly, in the tongue of her people, a fare-
well to the traveller.

The dog halted at the treeline beside the cat and
looked back, but the commanding, summoning bark
was heard again, and together the two passed out of
sight and into the blackness of the night.

That night they became immortal, had they known



or cared, for the ancient woman had recognized the
old dog at once by his colour and companion: he was
the White Dog of the Ojibways, the virtuous White
Dog of Omen, whose appearance heralds either
disaster or good fortune. The Spirits had sent him,
hungry and wounded, to test tribal hospitality; and
for benevolent proof to the sceptical they had chosen
a cat as his companion—for what mortal dog would
suffer a cat to rob him of his meat: He had been made
welcome, fed and succoured: the omen would prove
fortunate.
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