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SALLY’S LEGACY
By Howard N. Ellman

The day finally came when I had to put Sally down. Shortly after her fifteenth birthday,
the extent of her disabilities and apparent suffering overpowered my revulsion at the
prospect.

I had acquired Sally when she was seven weeks old. 1 picked her out of a litter of nine
based on criteria I could never explain to anyone. Oh sure, I liked the mother and the
bloodlines, but I could not explained how I chose that particular little black fur ball.

She was my boon companion through fourteen hunting seasons. If you discount the first,
marred by puppy indiscipline, untamed exuberance and inadequate training -- and the last
when the growing burdens of age limited her -- I enjoyed twelve banner years in her
company. Labs rarely live long enough to give that much. So I was fortunate -- even
more so as our years together coincided with a series of crisis times in my life and in the
health of family members. The hours spent with that dog, whether running on the beach,
trout fishing or sitting in a blind were often the only bright moments in a bleak landscape
of unrelieved bad news.

She had all the best characteristics of the breed, the upbeat disposition and the sense of
vital attachment to “the boss.” She seemed to read my moods with the simple
unconditional love that a man can get from a dog. One of the old country guys I know,
an irrigation contractor who did some work on my rice farm, used to say: “A good dog
don’t shoot you no angles.” A good dog plays it straight, wants to be trained, wants to
please. She was like that in her fashion, from the beginning to the end.

Her hearing started to fail her at about the age of ten. She got cataracts thereafter. Her
hindquarters started to get a little uncertain, giving out from time to time for no apparent
reason. The cold got to her more readily than it had before. Even so, she hated the
neoprene vest I bought in the hopes of keeping her warm and fought it every time I put it
on her. She retained her joy of life, her appetite and hunting heart through all the
encroaching debility, relying on her nose, her persistence and a treasury of experience.
Right to the end, there was hardly a hunt when she did not find a bird that I or my
companions would have lost without her. On the cold mornings when I left her in the car
for the first couple of hours, she would cry as though her heart would burst. I always left
a bird or two for her to find when I went back later in the morning to get her.

Seizures signaled the end. They started shortly after her fifteenth birthday. In their grip,
she would stiffen, shake and then collapse, without breathing, her bladder voiding slowly
in a caricature of death. She would come to twenty or thirty seconds later, disoriented,
unhappy and in obvious discomfort. The vet confirmed the obvious. These episodes
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seemed to declare that her time had come. But the next day she would perk up, enjoy her
food — and I would postpone the grim event, to allow a few more hours of naps in the sun
and the other mundane pleasures in the life of a dog.

I used to carry a camera in the field often. So I have several pictures of Sally on the wall
of my office. One of them shows her bringing in a greenhead through heavy tule growth
that surrounded the blind. I snapped it the instant before she delivered the bird. It is one
of those rare photos that captures the scene perfectly, including the sullen gray sky that
seemed to suck the color out of everything. That duck, that retrieve, that morning,
marked a watershed in my career as a hunter and lover of the natural world, a moment of
revelation.

Hunting had been slow that morning. After two hours, I had one greenhead and a drake
pintail, the only opportunities that had come my way. The decoys sat lifeless on the
glassy water. No breath of air stirred the pond surface under the low overcast. I was
thinking of calling it a morning when a few mallards began to show. Although I couldn’t
turn any of them, they at least added some interest to the proceedings.

Then, a lone drake swung wide and high over the set. He answered my call, set his wings
and lowered, still out of range. After two more turns, his wing beat told me that he was
leaving. He didn’t act frightened, simply disinterested. And in disinterest he made the
mistake of flying directly over the blind. It was long shot — but a direct overhead has
always given me the best chance in those situations. The morning had left me a little
frustrated. I decided to give it a try. The bird shuddered at my two quick shots, labored
and came down partially under control, hitting the water hard about a hundred yards
away.

Sally had marked the bird while it remained airborne. I said her name and she took off
like a shot. We were hunting in a rice check, the water roughly six to eight inches deep.
She ran in that stuff without ever seeming to slow down, the fastest Lab to a fall that I
had ever seen. In the meantime, the duck had gone over the little dam bounding the rice
area into the adjoining field, a tail water pond overgrown with dense, roundstem bulrush
in two feet or more of water.

For at least ten minutes, the dog pushed that duck, trailing it through cover that a man in
waders could hardly fight through. I had about given up on the bird, cursing myself for a
stupid, reckless shot when I saw her come out of the pond onto one of the farm roads at
least one hundred fifty yards away with the drake firmly in her mouth. She cantered all
the way back and delivered as she always did when we hunted a pit by thrusting the bird
into my chest. It was marvelous dog work. I swelled with pride in her performance and
affection for her. And I was relieved that we had not lost a crip through my bad
judgment.

The drake was full of life. It appeared that I had merely broken one wing at the second

joint. He might have had a shot or two in the body. In any case, he was fully alert and
aware of what was about to happen. We made solid eye contact before I dispatched him



and placed his twitching remains beside the other two prizes of the morning. Sally
shook, made a circle or two around the blind as was her habit and resumed her place,
lying low, scanning the sky out of the tops of her eyes.

I could not get my mind off that drake. Hunters tend to think of the birds in the aggregate
rather than as individuals. But they live and die as individuals, just as we do. That bird
clearly cherished his life as much as I cherish my own. Stricken from ambush, crashing
to earth in shock and pain, he had then lost a frantic and prolonged effort to get away
fueled by nothing but stark terror. And I had done that to him; indeed, in one form or
other, to all of the birds I had killed.

Other hunters I have known over the years have expressed a guarded, fleeting sympathy
for the birds, the individual creatures themselves and not the “resource” or whatever other
term we might use for the aggregate. It’s an uncomfortable subject that most hunters
push out of their minds whenever it seeks to intrude. But we can’t escape the reality of it.
In a passage often quoted, Leopold writes of watching the bright fire fade in the eyes of a
she-wolf he killed during a predator control hunt. It was an epiphany, an event that
changed the way he viewed the pyramid of life, the relationship that binds predator and
prey. He did not give up hunting. He gave up what he termed “trigger itch.” I’'m
confident we all know what that is without needing to have it defined.

Nor is this sense of guilt — or perhaps responsibility — limited to hunters. Young 4H Club
members often have trouble sending to market the animals they have raised. Although
those animals are given life for the sole purpose of being killed for food, those who raise
them develop a kinship with the spirit that resides in them as in all living things.

On one of his Prairie Home Companion tapes, Garrison Keillor describes his childhood
on a Minnesota farm. Every spring, they slaughtered hogs bred and raised for sausage
and cured meat. When he was twelve years old, Keillor and a cousin of similar age were
taunting and harassing some of the hogs soon to be killed. One of the uncles caught them
doing it and subjected them to the worst hiding and sternest lecture that Keillor says he
has endured in his entire life. The substance of the lesson was respect, indeed reverence
for the life that sustains us.

Animals themselves appear to have none of these thoughts. Sally didn’t care about that
drake except as a quarry to be marked, pursued, trailed, captured and retrieved. That was
her role in life, the role for which she had been bred and trained as part of humankind’s
process of environment control. She loved her role and did not question it. Only
humankind in the animal world has the ability or the need to explore such questions.
Perhaps it is no accident that only humankind in the animal world has the capacity to
destroy all life and render the planet uninhabitable, and may well do so some day.

True to an immutable corollary of Murphy’s Law, birds started to show up that morning
in the midst of my turmoil over the drake. A group of five turned to my call, locked and
came to the set. They flew over no more than thirty yards high on the first pass. [ never
raised my gun. I looked at the three on the strap and decided that they were enough for



that morning. When I clambered out of the blind, Sally knew that the hunt was over.
Tail high and ears forward, she explored the scents as I walked back to the car. She
bounded joyously along, covering country, searching for nothing in particular, looking
with longing after the jackrabbit she started but knew she was forbidden to chase. We
could have stayed out all day, never fired another shot or killed a mound of birds for her
to retrieve and she would have been happy either way — as she was happy to go on my
decision. It is the nature of her kind, as we have created them.

I made the appointment with the vet when further delay would have been unconscionable.
Like many dogs, Sally hated the vet hospital. On that morning, however, she perked up
when we got there, sampling the scents with interest. I began to wonder if perhaps we
should wait, just a few more days for ears to be rubbed and hide-warming naps in the sun.
Just as I was about to act on that impulse, she collapsed, all four legs failing as she fell to
the floor, unable to rise on her own.

I held her in my lap until the vet could take us. I carried her into one of the examining
rooms, put her on the table and held her close. She put her head under my arm as she had
always done when given the chance, from puppyhood to old age. The vet put the needle
into her foreleg on the inside of what would be an elbow on a human being. She took a
deep, shuddering breath and was gone. The entire process took less than five seconds.
Her spirit — the spirit that enriched my life for fifteen years -- departed, leaving me with a
ravaged hulk of skin and bones, broken, defeated, defiled by death.

I have known such grief rarely in a long life. Why should the death of a mere dog hurt so
much? After all, it is no more than their nature to live and die as they do.

The picture of Sally with that drake greets me everyday in my place of work. I study it
often, recalling that day. I still hunt — and am probably a better hunter now than then,
despite fading eyesight and lowered energy. I kill fewer birds now than then, out of
choice.

And I waited five years before acquiring a new dog.

Howard N. Ellman, a San Francisco attorney and co-founder of Madduck, is the author of The
Wayfarers, an historical novel. Autographed copies are available by contacting
www.Hillyzk(@aol.com.

If we take care of the ducks, the ducks will take care of us.
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