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FOREVER

He believed the dog was immortal. “There will always be a Rin Tin Tin,” Lee Duncan said, time and time again, to reporters, to visitors, to fan magazines, to neighbors, to family, to friends. At first this must have sounded absurd—just wishful thinking about the creature that had eased his loneliness and made him famous around the world. And yet, just as Lee believed, there has always been a Rin Tin Tin. The second Rin Tin Tin was not the talent his father was, but still, he was Rin Tin Tin, carrying on what the first dog had begun. After Rin Tin Tin Jr. there was Rin Tin Tin III, and then another Rin Tin Tin after him, and then another, and then another: there has always been another. And Rin Tin Tin has always been more than a dog. He was an idea and an ideal—a hero who was also a friend, a fighter who was also a caretaker, a mute genius, a companionable loner. He was one dog and many dogs, a real animal and an invented character, a pet as well as an international celebrity. He was born in 1918 and he never died.

There were low moments and setbacks when Lee did doubt himself and Rin Tin Tin. The winter of 1952 was one such point. Lee was broke. He had washed out of Hollywood and was living in the blank, baked valley east of Los Angeles, surviving on his wife’s job at an orange-packing plant while Rin Tin Tin survived on free kibble Lee received through an old sponsorship arrangement with Ken-L-Ration, the dog food company. The days were long. Most afternoons Lee retreated to a little annex off his barn that he called the Memory Room, where he shuffled through old newspaper clips and yellowing photographs of Rin Tin Tin’s glory days, pulling the soft quilt of memory—of what really was and what he recalled and what he wished had been—over the bony edges of his life.

Twenty years earlier, the death of the first Rin Tin Tin had been so momentous that radio stations around the country interrupted programming to announce the news and then broadcast an hour-long tribute to the late, great dog. Rumors sprang up that Rin Tin Tin’s last moments, like his life, were something extraordinary—that he had died like a star, cradled in the pale, glamorous arms of actress Jean Harlow, who lived near Lee in Beverly Hills. But now everything was different. Even Ken-L-Ration was doubting him. “Your moving picture activities have not materialized as you expected,” the company’s executives scolded Lee in a letter warning that they were planning to cut off his supply of free dog food. Lee was stunned. He needed the dog food, but the rejection stung even more because he believed that his dog, Rin Tin Tin III, was destined to be a star, just as his grandfather had been. Lee wrote back to the company, pleading. He said that the dog had “his whole life before him” and new opportunities lined up. His father and grandfather had already been celebrated around the world in silent films, talkies, radio, vaudeville, comics, and books; this new Rin Tin Tin, Lee insisted, was ready to conquer television, “the coming medium,” as he described it.

In truth, Lee had no contracts and no connections to the television business and doubts about its being anything more than a fad, but with the prospect of losing Ken-L-Ration hanging over him, he rushed to find a producer interested in making a television show starring Rin Tin Tin. It couldn’t be just anybody, though: Lee wanted someone who he felt really understood the dog and his profound attachment to him.

The winter went by with no luck; then spring, then summer. Then one September afternoon in 1953, a stuntman who knew Lee from his Hollywood days came out to visit along with a young production manager named Herbert “Bert” Leonard. The stuntman knew Lee was looking for a producer, and he also knew Bert wanted a project to produce. Even so, it was an unlikely match. Lee was a Westerner, an eccentric cowboy who was comfortable only with his dogs and horses; Bert was a young, loud New Yorker who gambled, smoked cigars while playing tennis, and loved attention, but had no interest in dogs. And yet their connection was lightning, and Bert decided he wanted to make a television show starring Rin Tin Tin.

At the time, Bert was managing the production of a low-budget thriller called Slaves of Babylon; during his lunch break the next day, he wrote up his idea for a show he called The Adventures of Rin Tin Tin, starring the dog and an orphaned boy who are adopted by a U.S. Cavalry troop in Arizona in the late 1800s, during the Apache wars. As Bert recalled later, Lee “went crazy for it.” The story was fiction, but it captured something essential in Lee’s relationship to the dog, and in the dog’s nature—a quality of pure attachment, of bravery, of independence that was wrapped around a core of vulnerability. The show debuted three years later. It climbed in the ratings faster than any show in the history of television. Almost four decades after Lee first found Rin Tin Tin, the most famous dog in the world was born again. Lee had always been convinced that his dog was immortal. Now Bert was convinced, too. As he liked to say, “Rin Tin Tin just seems to go on forever.”

In the first years of the twenty-first century, Daphne Hereford hitched her 1984 Cadillac El Dorado Biarritz convertible parade car to the back of a U-Haul truck and fishtailed out of her driveway in Texas, setting off on an eleven-month tour of the United States with three of her German shepherds: Gayle, Joanne, and Rin Tin Tin VIII, whose registered name was Rin Tin Tins Oooh-Ahhh but whom she generally referred to as the Old Man. Gayle was pregnant and needed attention and Joanne was good company; the Old Man, though, was the big ticket. Daphne never went anywhere without the Old Man. At home, the other dogs spent most of their time in their kennels in the backyard; only the Old Man had house privileges. She planned to have him taxidermied when he died so she could always have him around.

The purpose of this cross-country trip was to present the Old Man at German shepherd shows and Hollywood memorabilia events around the country. It was not luxury travel. Daphne tolerated the meaner vagaries of life on the road, including, for example, the time when a friend she was staying with out west tried to kill her. She shrugs off the attempted murder along with all the other inconveniences of the journey. “I don’t give up,” she told me when I visited her in Texas not long ago. “I just don’t give up.”

Persistence is a family trait. Her grandmother, who had fallen in love with Rin Tin Tin when she saw his early movies, was so determined to have a Rin Tin Tin dog of her own that in 1956 she tracked down Lee Duncan and sent a letter pleading for a puppy. “I have wanted a Rin Tin Tin dog all my life,” she wrote, adding, before asking the price, “I am not one of those Rich Texans you hear about. Just a plain old country girl that was raised on a ranch.” She said she hoped to begin “a living legacy of Rin Tin Tin dogs in Houston” and promised that if Lee would send a puppy to her in Houston, she would return the shipping crate to him, posthaste, parcel post. Lee, impressed by her determination, agreed to sell her a puppy “of excellent quality” sired by Rin Tin Tin IV.

When her grandmother died in 1988, Daphne took on the stewardship of that legacy. She also revived the Rin Tin Tin Fan Club and registered as many Rin Tin Tin trademarks as she could. All of her money went to the dogs, the fan club, and other dog-related projects. She lived in a little shotgun house in Latexo, Texas, and scrimped to keep her costs down. For Daphne, it was all about continuing the Rin Tin Tin line. The line led from the Old Man back through the generations, from dog to dog to dog, a knot here and there, but always continuing, back to the original dog, and, most important, back to the original notion—that something you truly love will never die.

My most vivid memory of Rin Tin Tin is not of a live dog at all, but of a plastic one: a Rin Tin Tin figure about eight inches high, stoic, bright-eyed, the bud of his tongue draped over his bottom teeth. My grandfather kept this figurine on his desk blotter, maddeningly out of reach. Somewhat dour and formal, my grandfather, an accountant, was not very interested in, or natural with, children. Strangely enough, however, he was very fond of toys; in fact, he collected them, and displayed a few special ones in his office at home. The most exceptional of these was the Rin Tin Tin figurine, that special dog, the star of the television show I loved.

At that time, in the 1950s, Rin Tin Tin was everywhere, universal, almost something in the air. I was only four years old when the show began its initial run, so my memory of that period is only a faint outline. But my brother and sister watched the show with the dedication and regularity of churchgoers, so I’m sure I plunked down beside them. When you’re as young as I was at the time, you just soak something like that up and it becomes part of you, so I feel I have always known of Rin Tin Tin, as if he was introduced to me by osmosis. He became part of my consciousness, like a nursery lullaby you can sing without realizing how you came to know it. In the buzzing white noise of my babyhood, a boy on a television was always shouting “Yo, Rinty,” a bugle was always blowing, and a big dog was always bounding across the screen to save the day.

That is why the first dog I ever wanted was a German shepherd, and why I kept wanting one well past the point at which it had been made amply clear that I was never going to get one—my mother, unfortunately, was afraid of dogs. Like so many childhood passions, it eventually receded but never died. I came across the name “Rin Tin Tin” a few years ago, while reading about animals in Hollywood. It was a name I had not heard or thought about for decades, but a shock of recognition surged through me and made me sit up straight, as if I had brushed against a hot stove.

And instantly I remembered that figurine, and remembered yearning for it. My desire for it had remained unrequited. My grandfather allowed us to hold one or two of his toys on occasion, but never Rin Tin Tin. I didn’t understand why this was the one treasure we could never touch; it wasn’t more delicate than the other toys, and it didn’t have any finicky mechanism. There was no explanation; it was simply not ours to have.

There was something spellbinding about our visits to that office—my grandfather looming above us, his hand hovering over the desk blotter to choose the toy he would allow us to hold, our eyes following his hand as it paused at this toy and that toy, each time drifting close to Rin Tin Tin but passing it by again, lifting our hopes and dropping them; then his hand grasping and passing to us some other forgettable toy and waving us out of the room. Time tumbled on, as it does, and people changed, as they do, but that dog figurine was always constant, always beckoning, always the same. When I was reminded of Rin Tin Tin after decades of forgetting all about him, the first thing I thought of, with a deep, sharp pang, was that mysterious and eternal figurine.
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    FOUNDLINGS

1.

Rin Tin Tin was born on a battlefield in eastern France in September 1918. The exact date isn’t certain, because no one who was present during the birth ever reported on it, but when Lee found the puppies on September 15, 1918, they were blind and bald and still nursing. They were probably just a few days old.

The Meuse Valley of France in 1918 was a terrible place to be born. In most other circumstances, the valley—plush and undulating, checkered with dairy farms—would have been inviting, but it rolls to the German border, and in 1918 it was the hot center of World War I. As the German artillery advanced westward, the villages in the Meuse were pounded to a muddy pulp. The troops faced off in trenches, where the fighting was slow, relentless, and brutal. Barbed wire was strung across hundreds of miles. Much of the combat was hand-to-hand. Weapons were crude. Blistering, poisonous chlorine and mustard gas had recently been introduced in battle for the first time. Casualties were almost medieval. There were so many victims with severe facial injuries that a group of them formed an organization called La Union des Blessés de la Face—the Union of the Smashed Faces. Death was everywhere. By 1918, when Rin Tin Tin was born, there were more than 1 million war orphans in France.

Unlike the Rin Tin Tin I knew as a kid, the puppy in this litter who grew up to be a movie star was dark-coated and slim-nosed, with unexpectedly dainty feet and the resigned and solemn air of an existentialist. In his most popular portrait—shot in the 1920s, copied by the tens of thousands, and signed “Most Faithfully, Rin Tin Tin” in Lee’s spiky script—his jaw is set and his eyes are cast downward, as if he was thinking about something very sad. Even when he was photographed doing something playful like, say, waterskiing or sunbathing or riding a horse or getting a manicure or snowshoeing with starlets or drinking a glass of milk with a group of children who were also drinking milk, he had a way of looking pensive, preoccupied, as if there were a weight in his soul.

2.

Leland Duncan was a country boy, a third-generation Californian. One of his grandmothers was a Cherokee, and one grandfather had come west with the Mormon pioneer Brigham Young and then settled in the still-empty stretches of southern California. The family ranched, farmed, scratched out some kind of living, made their way. They were not fancy. Lee’s mother, Elizabeth, fell in love when she was sixteen. Little is known of her beau other than that his name was Grant Duncan, and he was a dreamer. Even though Grant’s family was better off than Elizabeth’s, her parents didn’t like him, and they were furious when she married him in 1891.

Lee was born in 1893, when Elizabeth was just eighteen. She pictured a bright future for him: she named him after California railroad magnate Leland Stanford. Three years later, Elizabeth gave birth to a girl, Marjorie. Two years after that, when Lee was five, the dreamy Grant Duncan took off and was never heard from again. In time, when Lee became a Hollywood figure, Grant’s disappearance was transformed by the alchemy of press agentry; instead of having abandoned his wife and children, he had suffered a “tragic early death due to a burst appendix.” Lee never corrected that account, nor did he elaborate on it.

Lee was a great keeper of notes and letters and memos and documents, which are now archived in the Riverside Metropolitan Museum. In those thousands of pages, which include a detailed memoir—a rough draft for the autobiography Lee planned to write and the movie he hoped would be made about his life—there is only one reference to his father, and even that is almost an aside. Lee writes that he “lost Father” around the same time that Elizabeth’s brother died from a rattlesnake bite. Lee then notes that his mother took her horse for a long, hard ride to shake off the grief of losing her brother. Lee describes the horse in great detail, but there is not another word about his father.

Uneducated, unskilled, and on her own with two young children, estranged from her parents and unaided by other relatives, Elizabeth gathered up Lee and Marjorie, took the train from Los Angeles to Oakland, and applied to leave them at the Fred Finch Children’s Home, an orphanage in the East Bay Hills.

This was 1898. A decade earlier, the United States had been in a period of growth and comfortable decorousness, but in 1893 several major businesses had collapsed, setting off a financial panic, and the country had cartwheeled into a depression. Banks were failing; railroads were going bankrupt. There was a cholera outbreak; a smallpox outbreak; a miserable and suffocating closeness in city slums. For children, it was a particularly harsh time. Thousands lived on their own, having lost their parents to disease, and thousands more were cast out by families who couldn’t afford to keep them. In New York City, gangs of abandoned children lived on the streets. Eventually, more than two hundred thousand children from the New York area were sent west on “orphan trains,” which dropped them off along the route to be taken in by pioneer families, sometimes as foster children, and sometimes as near slaves.

The Fred Finch Children’s Home was a Methodist institution, solid and earnest. Its founders were proud of the home’s cleanliness and order, especially compared to the dank, germy orphanages in bigger cities. An early brochure boasted that in its first five years of operation, not a single one of the Fred Finch children had died.

Like most orphanages of the time, Fred Finch was a refuge not just for the truly orphaned but also for children who needed care while their parents struggled through a period of adversity or until the children were fourteen years old, when state payments for their upkeep ended. The orphanage operated as a peculiar sort of pawnshop. Parents could reclaim their children when circumstances improved—unless, in the meantime, the children had been adopted by other couples, who could shop the orphanage inventory and ask to take a child home if one happened to catch their eye.

Elizabeth filled out an application to leave Lee and Marjorie at Fred Finch, answering the questions tersely:

Reputation and sobriety of parents? Good.

If either or both parents have deserted the child, state when.
Father deserted January 8, 1897.

Will the child inherit anything from its parents’ estate or
insurance? If so, how much? Nothing that I know of.

Is the father dead? I do not know.

The orphanage physician examined Lee and Marjorie, and then Elizabeth signed the papers and said goodbye. “How [Mother] kissed us, left us on the porch and walked down that long lane to the car line will be a picture I shall never forget,” Lee later wrote in his memoir. “The days that followed were very lonely and sad and when night came, it seemed as though my bed was falling into some dark well or canyon.”

Over the next three years, many people who visited Fred Finch looked at cute, curly-haired Marjorie and came close to adopting her, but only one family gave serious thought to adopting Lee, pausing to look him over as if he were a stray at an animal shelter. Then they decided that Lee’s ears were too big and moved on to examine other children.

Lee and Marjorie lived at the orphanage for three years. In the span of a child’s life, that’s a long time: Lee was six years old, a child, when he arrived and nine when he left, a real boy. He was never, technically, an orphan, since his mother was alive, but in a sense, he came of age in the orphanage. The experience shaped him; for the rest of his life, he was always deeply alone, always had the aloneness to retreat to, as if it were a room in his house. The only companion in his loneliness he would ever find would be his dog, and his attachment to animals grew to be deeper than his attachment to any person.

Surprisingly, once he left Fred Finch, Lee didn’t choose to forget the place and the years he lived there. He seemed to look on it not as a nightmare he had survived but as a sorrowful time that had been redeemed. When Rin Tin Tin was bringing him all the money and fame in the world, Lee took every opportunity to mention publicly that he had lived in an orphanage when he was young. He carried a copy of his Fred Finch admission papers with him at all times, till the day he died. When he did publicity tours with Rin Tin Tin, his first stop was always the local orphanage. This kind of visit was a convention for many public figures, but for Lee it was like going home. He visited Fred Finch often; he became a celebrity there. In 1934, the children at the home staged a play based on his life. After the performance, a staff member wrote to Lee, “Boys and girls are beginning to hold their heads a little higher—to say with a note of pride, ‘I came from the home, too—same home as Mr. Lee Duncan!’ You have raised us to a pedestal by your coming.”

Fred Finch is on the rise of a hill in Oakland, in the shadow of a huge Mormon temple, and is now called the Fred Finch Youth Center. One day not long ago, I stopped by hoping to visit the dormitory where Lee felt himself falling into a dark well. But most of what had existed when Lee and Marjorie lived there is gone: many of the original buildings burned down years ago, and others were torn down in the 1960s because they had gotten shabby. The new buildings are bland and boxy, the usual institutional structures, and the campus resembles a midpriced office park. The residence building, where the children lived, is now an administrative office; a bedroom that could have been Lee’s is now the accounting department. I strolled across the campus and then, at the last minute, ducked into another of the remaining original buildings. I wandered down a long corridor with glossy green walls and went around a corner. Hanging there, in front of me, was a large framed picture of Lee on one of his many visits to Fred Finch with Rin Tin Tin, smiling down at a crowd of eager little kids.

Was it by chance or by design or by some mix of the two that the fatherless and motherless were drawn to Rin Tin Tin? Lee never knew his father, and had no parents at all for three critical years of his life. Bert Leonard had the edgy, fists-up manner of a stray, and he had only a passing relationship with his father, who always managed to be missing when Bert needed him. Daphne Hereford was abandoned by her mother; she was raised by her grandmother and spent most of her time with her grandmother’s dogs. Rin Tin Tin came to be loved by millions of people around the world. Many of them had intact families and no hole in their happiness. But he meant something special to people who had a persistent absence in their lives: he was, ultimately, the true companion for the companionless.

3.

In 1901, Elizabeth reconciled with her parents. At the time, they were managing a ranch outside San Diego, and they offered to take her and the children in. On that news, Elizabeth went to Fred Finch to reclaim Lee and Marjorie, who had spent their years at the orphanage not knowing whether that day would ever come. Elizabeth bundled the children onto the train and headed south.

“Then came the ride back to the country, the life I love best of all,” Lee wrote. In a single day, he was whisked from Fred Finch, where he lived in close quarters with three hundred children, to a ranch where the closest neighbors lived nine miles away. Lee’s only friend there was a stick horse he rode day and night. His grandfather had several dogs, but Lee wasn’t permitted to even touch them, let alone treat them as companions. They were ranch dogs, used to herd livestock, and his grandfather, a severe and unyielding figure, told Lee their training would be ruined if he played with them. Lee was only allowed to “admire them from a distance.”

Eventually Lee was given a lamb as a pet. He adored the lamb, taught him tricks, took him everywhere—he even slept with the lamb, whenever he managed to sneak him into the house. One day, when Lee wasn’t paying attention, the lamb ate Lee’s grandfather’s favorite rose bush. The man was enraged. He had the lamb slaughtered. “It was then that he killed something inside of me,” Lee wrote in his memoir. “It took many years to outgrow that hurt.”

Several years later, Lee finally got his first dog, a little terrier he named Jack. He quickly discovered the pleasure of training him, and the two of them spent hours together every day in a corral behind the house, practicing their routine. Lee realized, right away, that he had a talent for it. He always attributed his talent more to diligence than to genius, more to patience and practice than to anything else, but he knew that he had a special capacity for working with dogs.

One day, Elizabeth announced that she and the children were leaving the ranch. It is unclear what prompted the decision, but she took Lee and Marjorie to Los Angeles and moved in with an uncle of Grant Duncan’s—the husband who had deserted her—which suggests that she might have fallen out with her parents. She told Lee they would have to leave his dog, Jack, behind until they had settled in but promised they would send for him as soon as they could. Lee was physically sick with longing for the dog and spent ten days in bed. Elizabeth finally told him that Jack would never be joining them. He had been given to some friends of hers; she told Lee she had decided it was best if he didn’t visit him. Losing Jack was one of the worst experiences of his life, but Lee promised his mother he would put it out of his mind. “From that time on,” he declared, “Jack was just a memory.” He never saw Jack again.

Elizabeth eventually married a man named Oscar Sampson, and the family moved from Los Angeles to Burbank, probably into Sampson’s home. Lee lived with his mother and sister well into adulthood and wrote extensively in his memoir about their life together, but he never once mentioned Sampson. He also never mentioned that Elizabeth and Oscar Sampson had a daughter. It was as if Lee was determined to stay orphaned forever—as if he was more comfortable with, or at least accustomed to, being a solitary, fatherless boy.

He found his pleasure everywhere other than with people. He loved being alone, outside. One of Elizabeth’s cousins was the foreman of a colossal 350,000-acre ranch near Los Angeles, and Lee went there as often as he could, spending days in the wilderness alone, fishing and hunting and hiking. During high school he got a job in the gun department at Bernal Dyas Sporting Goods, and after he dropped out of school he worked at the store full-time. He had no particular idea of what he would do with himself, but he knew he wanted to work outdoors. He thought about becoming a forest ranger or a fire lookout, and he wanted to learn how to fly a plane because he thought it might advance either of those plans.

Whatever reason Elizabeth had for getting rid of Jack seems to have evaporated by this time, and Lee got a new dog, which he named Firefly. This wasn’t another mongrel ranch dog like Jack: Firefly was a purebred Airedale, with a star-studded pedigree. Owning a purebred dog in the early 1900s was unusual, and the showing and breeding of pedigree dogs was an upper-class sport, nearly as exclusive as racehorse breeding. For a lower-middle-class kid like Lee, it was a surprising pursuit. He started taking Firefly to dog shows, and once the dog became a champion, Lee started breeding her and selling the puppies. He was devoted to the dog. When he joined the army in 1917, hoping he would get free flying lessons out of it, he left Firefly behind with great regret.

The first Americans in World War I were rich, educated pilots who signed up even before the United States officially joined the Allied effort. Most of them flew with a French squadron called Lafayette Escadrille. The squadron was a stylish outfit that had a pair of lion cubs named Whiskey and Soda as its mascots. The pilots often brought Whiskey and Soda along when they flew sorties. There were other squadron pets, too. Blair Thaw, heir to a train and boat fortune, never took off without his big Irish terrier on board and loved to demonstrate how he had trained the dog to refuse food if Thaw told him that the kaiser had sent it. Blair’s brother William, who was the first American to fly a mission in the war, usually had his pet skunk in the copilot’s seat.

In spite of their antics, the Lafayette Escadrille pilots were capable and accomplished; they flew scores of successful missions and amassed dozens of medals, including the Croix de Guerre. They were also killed at a staggering rate. But they projected something dashing and indomitable, and they became popular subjects of the short, biweekly newsreels that were shown in theaters before featured films. The pilots’ animals were ideal sidekicks, making the whole thing appear casual, almost sporting—as if aerial combat were a prelude to a good game of fetch. Even when the news from Europe was discouraging, a newsreel featuring a handsome young man skimming through the sky with a round-eyed lion cub beside him in the cockpit made the grim war almost seem gay.

The newsreels, with their jazzy, insouciant tone, must have tantalized kids like Lee Duncan, who had never seen anything so glamorous. When the United States finally entered the war, these were the kids who fumbled their way into the armed forces right out of high school or off the farm, and rode slow boats across the ocean to watch the world being harshly remade.

4.

At the time, the United States had fewer than two hundred thousand battle-ready troops, so training for newly enlisted men like Lee was hasty. He went through a two-week boot camp in Texas. Then, along with several thousand recruits and several hundred horses, he shipped out to Europe on a slow-moving decommissioned British troop carrier. The crossing to Europe was seventeen days of rough seas. Most of the men were desperately seasick. Three died of disease. Lee’s most vivid recollection of the trip, though, was of the terrible noise made by the horses, miserable and sick in their stalls below decks.

They landed at Glasgow and were then loaded on a train for England. At first, Lee was utterly lost. In his memoir, he gamely described the experience as interesting. “Even the food is novel,” he wrote, noting that it was the first time he had ever drunk tea or been served rabbit with its ears still attached. Everything in England astonished him. When I first read his memoir, I was surprised by how surprised he was, until I remembered that in 1917 most Americans had no idea what other countries looked like—and similarly, most Europeans had never seen the United States.

Lee was assigned to the 135th Aero Squadron. He was a low-ranking gunnery corporal, although in time, his Hollywood biography and his own gentle embellishments made him out to be an officer—sometimes a lieutenant, often a captain—or an aviator. His squadron had nineteen soldiers and a plane called What the Hell Bill. The troops believed that What the Hell Bill was a lucky charm, although, as it turned out, this was hardly true: most of the squadron’s officers were eventually killed in combat. Lee had enlisted hoping to fly, but he was earthbound. Thanks to his job at Bernal Dyas, he was a crack gun mechanic, so he was assigned to service the artillery. For weeks after arriving in England, the squadron was on hold, waiting for their orders to head to the front. On furloughs, Lee didn’t explore London or flirt with local girls; he spent his time traveling around the English countryside, looking for a well-bred dog to bring home.

The countryside, though, was quiet; all the dogs were gone. Lee later learned that because of food shortages, many people had gotten rid of their pets, and many others had donated their dogs to the British Army to use in the war.

It is estimated that 16 million animals were deployed in World War I. Their presence alongside the equipment of warfare suggests a surreal fusion of clumsy antiquity and vicious modernity. Many species were involved. Britain’s Imperial Camel Corps boasted thousands of ill-tempered camels. The cavalry used close to a million riding horses. Heavy draft horses pulled artillery and guns. Thousands of mules drew carts or packed loads. Hundreds of thousands of homing pigeons carried messages. Oxen dragged the heaviest equipment wagons. Dogs were everywhere. Germany, where the first military dog training school in the world was established in 1884, had 30,000 dogs on active duty, and the British and French armies had at least 20,000, of which 7,000 were pets donated by private citizens. (If a dog was deemed a washout in training, the British put a tag around its neck saying USELESS. Most of these dogs were taken out and shot.) In fact, every country in the war used dogs except for the United States. By the time the U.S. military came to appreciate their value, it was too late to develop an American canine corps, so when necessary, the United States borrowed dogs from the French and British armies.

Dogs worked in every imaginable capacity, and some that were unimaginable. Many served as messengers, carrying notes between troops across contested ground. It was a dangerous job that was assigned to the lowest-ranked soldiers if no dogs were available. (Adolf Hitler was a messenger in the kaiser’s army.) Red Cross dogs, also known as “sanitary” or “mercy” dogs, worked in the field after battles ended, roaming among the casualties with saddlebags of medical supplies. If a soldier was injured but conscious, he could call a dog over and help himself to bandages or water; if he was mortally wounded, he could embrace the dog for comfort while he died. Other dogs were trained to assist medics. Once fighting stopped, these animals, known as cadaver dogs, were sent out to survey the field. Dogs can distinguish by scent whether someone is alive or dead, and the cadaver dogs were taught to indicate, by barking or pulling a piece of a soldier’s clothing, which bodies on a battlefield still had life in them. When there were hundreds or thousands of bodies littered on a field, the dogs’ survey saved the medics a great deal of time.

Every type of dog had a role. Big dogs pulled ordnance and ammunition on carts; little dogs—“ratters”—cleared rodents out of the trenches. Aggressive dogs were used as sentries and on patrol. The unluckiest dogs were called “demolition wolves”—they were suicide bombers, released into enemy territory with explosives strapped to their bodies. Probably the most warmly welcomed were the cigarette dogs: terriers that carried saddlebags full of cigarettes, which they were trained to distribute among the troops.

The British Army’s official dog was the Airedale, tall and agile, useful in nearly every capacity; in England there had been a call to the public to donate their Airedales to the army, which is why Lee couldn’t find one to bring home. The Belgian army had several breeds of huge working dogs. Accustomed to pulling milk carts in peacetime, these dogs were easily reassigned to haul machine guns during the war. Sled dogs, retrievers, collies, and bulldogs were also used. Mixed breeds, if they were strong and smart—and preferably dark-colored, so they were harder to spot at night—were put to work. Any dog, as long as it was not shy or stupid, had a chance to take part in the war.

Stories circulated of dogs that performed extraordinary feats. There was Prince, of the North Staffordshire Regiment, who walked two hundred miles from his home in Hammersmith, England, to find his master in a trench in Armentières, France; Sergeant-Major Mac, a mongrel who was able to distinguish between enemy and Allied aircraft by sound and served as an early-warning system for the 449th British Siege Battery; Crump, a Brussels griffon who was a pack-a-day smoker and accompanied a British general on active service until the Armistice. Stubby the Hero Dog, a moth-eaten stray, was the mascot of the U.S. Army’s 102nd Infantry and stood with the troops through seventeen major battles. After the war, Stubby shook hands with Presidents Woodrow Wilson, Warren Harding, and Calvin Coolidge; when he died he was stuffed and mounted and put in the Smithsonian on display.

The first time most people in the world saw a German shepherd dog was in the war, and it caused an immediate sensation. A cavalry officer named Max Emil Friedrich von Stephanitz had developed the breed in Germany in 1899, just fifteen years before the war. Von Stephanitz was a German nobleman with a tentative-looking jaw and a bold black moustache, and a great interest in dogs. Just as he was about to be promoted in the army, he made the strategic mistake of marrying an actress. By the standards of priggish nineteenth-century Germany, a woman in theater was practically a prostitute; the scandal of his marriage forced von Stephanitz to resign his commission. He seemed to enjoy the fact that unemployment afforded him more time to spend at dog shows. At that point, there were many different shepherd-like breeds in Germany, but not a single standardized type. Von Stephanitz had a Germanic enthusiasm for genetics and had studied briefly at a veterinary college. He was convinced that if he carefully managed bloodlines he could establish a distinct and superior type of dog that could become the national breed of Germany. He preferred muscular dogs with erect ears rather than fuzzy dogs with floppy ears, and as he wrote in his book The German Shepherd Dog, he liked dogs that demonstrated “attentiveness, unshockability, tractability, watchfulness, reliability, and incorruptibility together with courage, fighting tenacity, and hardness.” This new breed, von Stephanitz imagined, would be a worker, good at managing flocks and guarding farms: smart, athletic, and loyal to the bone. Most important, it would have a unique capacity for bonding with human beings.

In 1899, after months of searching throughout Germany, von Stephanitz found a dog that had the look and temperament he had in mind. The dog was named Hektor. According to von Stephanitz, he was “one live wire . . . his character was on a par with his exterior qualities . . . the straightforward nature of a gentleman with a boundless zest for living.” From the sound of it, Hektor was, to put it politely, an untrained creature. “When left to himself,” von Stephanitz admitted, “he is the maddest rascal, the wildest ruffian and incorrigible provoker of strife; never idle, always on the go; well disposed to harmless people, but no cringer, mad about children and always in love.”

Von Stephanitz changed Hektor’s name to Horand and began breeding him with suitable mates, hoping to advance what he called his “grand design.” As soon as there was a sufficient number of Horand’s puppies that matched his standard for the breed, von Stephanitz founded the Verein für Deutsche Schäferhunde—commonly known as simply SV, the German Shepherd Dog Club—and established benchmarks for the breed such as height, weight, color, bone structure, and coat.

Von Stephanitz’s new breed proved popular; Horand’s puppies were snapped up and the club grew quickly. Von Stephanitz maintained strict control, insisting on approving which dogs were mated, having all new litters of German shepherds inspected by the club’s “breed wardens,” and even deciding how many puppies a breeder could keep of any new litters. The American Kennel Club first recognized German shepherd dogs as a breed in 1908 and registered a female named Queen of Switzerland that year. For years, German shepherds were rare and expensive in the United States: a male German shepherd at the 1913 Westminster Kennel Club show sold for $10,000, the equivalent of $215,000 today. In Germany, though, there were enough dogs that met von Stephanitz’s breed standards by 1914 that he approached the German high command and suggested adopting German shepherds as the country’s official army dog.

Dogs were already highly valued by the German military; they were classified by the army as “important auxiliaries.” The New York Times reported that the first military dog training school, opened in Berlin in 1884, had made “wonderful progress” in preparing animals to assist on the battlefield. Most of the dogs used in the German army were a ragtag assortment of shepherd types. Von Stephanitz dreamed of a unified, standardized German dog army, the sons and daughters and nieces and nephews of Horand. At first the military ignored his proposal. Von Stephanitz then donated a number of his German shepherds to local police departments, where they quickly proved their worth. The military noticed and reconsidered, and soon hundreds and then thousands of these new German shepherd dogs joined the ranks.
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After months of waiting, Lee’s squadron was transferred from England to France and was headquartered near Toul, a Gothic town on the Moselle River that had once been sacked by Attila the Hun. Toul had so far been untouched by the war, even though it was just fifty miles from the stone-ringed citadel town of Verdun, where a deadly battle had been fought just two years earlier. Verdun was a war prize: it was an important midpoint on the “sacred road,” as the main supply route from Paris to the battlefront was called. The Germans and French had squared off at Verdun for almost a year in a clash that alternated between ferocity and numbing dullness. Sixty million artillery shells were fired, pocking the hills and battering the fields until Verdun was a mire of mud. Between the assaults, nothing moved, nothing happened. The soldiers sat in bored terror in their trenches. Many used their idle hours to make “trench art”—tiny animal figurines sculpted out of spent bullets, war scenes carved on shell casings, little cars and trucks whittled out of bits of bone or wood. Somehow, being in an ugly place inspired them to make things that were beautiful or playful. Eleven months into the conflict, the French finally pushed forward and the Germans pulled back, abandoning field guns, artillery, vehicles, and animals in the pudding of the Verdun battlefield. By then, more than half a million soldiers had been injured and more than a quarter of a million had been killed.

One of the heroes of the Battle of Verdun was Satan, a mongrel with gray fur and a small, thick body. It is hard to know what Satan’s face looked like because the only photograph of him that still exists shows him wearing a gas mask, which obscures all but the base of his ears. During the battle, a contingent of French troops had been sent forward but soon disappeared in the haze of fighting. Satan was dispatched to look for the lost troops. Picking his way through enemy lines, Satan was shot twice, but he kept going. He located the men and ran toward them. According to the soldiers, he seemed to materialize out of the smoke of the battlefield. Because he was wearing his gas mask and a backpack, some mistook him for a small angel with large wings.

In Toul, the Americans waited anxiously to be called to the front, where the fatalities were mounting. They had been welcomed in the village as potential liberators, as well as a reliable source of chocolate and chewing gum, and in the afternoons, neighborhood children hung out at the army mess, looking for handouts or curiosities. The soldiers liked their company. One nine-year-old boy, who had been orphaned in an air raid, was taken in as the squadron’s mascot. The soldiers made the boy his own American uniform and taught him to speak a little English. He lived on the base and helped out in the kitchen.

Then one day the French authorities took the boy away from the squadron and sent him to an orphanage, and the soldiers never saw him again. “We all missed him,” Duncan wrote in his memoir, “but I think our Mess Sergeant missed him most of all. To forget his little chum, the sergeant went in to Toul and tried to drown his sorrow in cognac.”
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In September 1918, General John Pershing launched the Saint-Mihiel offensive, one of the first major American assaults in the war. It was an attempt to push the Germans east out of the Meuse Valley. The Germans were dug in, and the Allied advance was agonizing. The air was thick with driving rain and the ground was churned into hip-deep mud. Lee was assigned to the armory department, but so many pilots were being killed or injured that even soldiers in his low position were told they might be placed on flying status when the biggest push of the offensive began.

Lee’s account of this dark time is soldierly and understated. In his memoir he lists which pilot flew which mission and who did and didn’t come back. The more detailed accounting is reserved for the types of planes and equipment used. If this wasn’t precisely what he envisioned when he enlisted in southern California the previous year, there is no mention of that fact. What Lee did recall, though—vividly, obsessively—was the morning of September 15, when he was sent to inspect the ruins of a German encampment in Fluiry, northwest of Toul, to determine if it would make a suitable flying field. Fluiry was a tiny farm town with a punishing history. It had been destroyed twice previously in wars, had been rebuilt, and now was ruined again. In World War I it had already changed hands several times. When Lee was sent to do the inspection, the Germans had just retreated, leaving the broken town behind.

Lee implies in his memoir that he went to Fluiry alone, although it is surprising that a soldier would be sent near the front lines unaccompanied. He might have been with a few other soldiers, or he might have traveled there with George Bryant, the captain of another squadron, whom Lee had come to know. It is hard—impossible, really—to know. By his description, he strolled around the field in Fluiry, taking stock of the place and looking for the battlefield mementos the troops most prized—small engine parts, called Bosch Magnetos, from the Germans’ tough Fokker planes. He noticed a long, low concrete building at the edge of the field. Because he was familiar with dogs, he knew immediately that the building was a kennel, probably built by the Germans for their canine troops.

He stooped down and looked inside the building. When his eyes adjusted to the dark, he saw a hellish image of slaughter: twenty or more dogs, killed by artillery shells. He stepped into the kennel and made his way among the bodies. They were clearly army dogs; one had a messenger-pigeon cage strapped to its back, and two of the pigeons were still alive. Lee released the pigeons. In the stillness, he heard whimpering. He followed the sound to the back of the kennel. There, in the farthest corner of this shattered, deathly place, was a frantic German shepherd female with a litter of five puppies.

It took him an hour—a “hard struggle,” in his words—to wrangle the agitated female into his vehicle. Once he had her secured, he scooped up the puppies and drove back to the base. For a moment, anyway, it probably felt as if the war had faded away. He filled an empty oil barrel with straw and set it on its side as a doghouse. “And then,” he noted in his diary, “the little family started light housekeeping.” He knew he couldn’t manage all the dogs, so after he shared the news of his discovery, he gave the mother dog to George Bryant and three of the puppies to various other soldiers. He kept the two prettiest, a male and a female, for himself.

From the moment he found these puppies, Lee considered himself a lucky man. He believed he was lucky despite the absence of his father, the rock-ribbed loneliness of his childhood, the tough years in the orphanage, the adored pets lost to him. For the rest of his life, he marveled at his good fortune in finding the puppies, turning the story over and over again and again like a shiny stone, watching it catch the light.

He thought about that luck when it came to naming the puppies. At that time, the most popular good-luck charm was a pair of dolls, a boy and a girl, made of yarn or silk, about as long as a finger, crude as stick figures, with a dab for a nose, a dash for a mouth, shapeless little arms and legs, and sad eyes “like periods made by the point of a pencil over which the writer had paused sorrowfully,” according to one soldier. The dolls were named Rin Tin Tin and Nanette, in honor of a pair of young lovers who had survived a bombing in a Parisian railway station at the start of the war. They were lucky, and would bring luck; as an ad for the dolls proclaimed, “Avec nous rien à craindre”—With us, you have nothing to fear. Nanette was a common girl’s name, but the boy’s name, Rin Tin Tin, was unusual; no one could even settle on how to spell or punctuate it. Sometimes it was Rintintin, sometimes Rin Tin Tin, and sometimes even Ran-Tan-Tan. And no one could explain where it originated. It didn’t seem to be a diminutive, because no proper name came close to sounding like Rin Tin Tin. It was less like a name than a tongue-clicking sound, a rhythm, perhaps even the chorus of a children’s song: Rin Tin Tin, Rin Tin Tin, Rin Tin Tin.

Many French girls made the Rin Tin Tin and Nanette dolls by hand and gave them away, and at least one French charity sold them to raise money for an orphanage. American soldiers became eager customers. Everyone in Lee’s squadron carried a rabbit’s foot, or painted a lucky insignia on their plane, or had a girl’s name scrawled on the interior of the cockpit. When Rin Tin Tin and Nanette dolls became a fad, soldiers began to wear them on chains around their necks or dangle them from their gun barrels or helmets. Lee had bought his Rin Tin Tin and Nanette charms from a little girl in Toul, and he wore them for the rest of his life. The lucky puppies, he decided, would be given these lucky names, Rin Tin Tin and Nanette.

The pace of the war was relentless. In addition, a flu epidemic was burning through the troops like a fuse. Lee was relieved to have the puppies to distract him. “Each day, I found them more interesting,” he wrote. “They were keeping my mind off the hectic days we were going through.” Lee’s squadron was reassigned to a field in Colombey-les-Belles, several hours north of Toul. Captain Bryant and the puppies’ mother, Betty, were staying in Toul. The puppies were still nursing, so Lee had to decide whether to leave them with Betty or take them to Colombey-les-Belles. He decided he couldn’t bear to be without them, but he could think of only one solution to keep them fed. Until the puppies were weaned, he flew back to Toul every day by wheedling his way onto one of the squadron’s planes, an offense that could have warranted a court-martial.

Lee was hopelessly devoted to the puppies and wanted to learn everything he could about this new breed of dog. It turned out that one of the prisoners of war at the camp at Colombey-les-Belles was a German sergeant who was fluent in English and also happened to be the son of the man who had trained the dogs that had been kenneled at Fluiry—at least that is what Lee would have us believe, although the coincidence seems improbable. They talked for hours about German shepherds, prisoner and captor, absorbed in their obsession, while the war rolled on.

In November 1918, Lee finally had a chance to fly, but on his first mission, he was shot in the arm. He was hospitalized for months. The puppies came with him. When an orderly complained about having dogs in the hospital, Lee set up a kennel for them outside in a toolshed. By the time he was well enough to rejoin his unit in Bordeaux, the puppies had grown big and rambunctious, and some of the soldiers were not charmed by their antics. Lee, already a loner, never taking part in the squadron’s frequent drinking and carousing, moved with the puppies to an old barn near the barracks. He had always loved sleeping in the barn at his grandfather’s ranch, but the barn in Bordeaux was nothing like that clean, well-tended property; it was a mouse house, a wreck. Still, Lee was happier away from the rest of the men, alone with his charges. They were old enough to start training. He used a squeaky rubber doll to keep their attention, and he let them play with it as a reward when they behaved. He loved both puppies, but he thought Nanette was the outstanding one of the two, a little brighter than her brother. He hated to be away from them. When he was granted a nine-day leave to visit Paris he entrusted the puppies to one of the other soldiers but found he couldn’t enjoy himself without them and returned to camp after only one day.
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He planned on bringing them home, although most animals in the war never left it. Transporting animals back to the States, particularly horses and mules, was too expensive; retraining war dogs to be anything other than war dogs was thought to be impossible. The French military destroyed the majority of its dogs as the war skidded to a close. The British, German, Italian, and Russian military likely did the same. American military horses and mules were sold to the French, who butchered most of them.

In July 1919, after the Armistice, Lee’s squadron was transferred to Brest, France, where the men waited for their orders. It was a tense, chaotic time; there were thousands of soldiers in Brest, longing to go home, and yet no one knew when they would be leaving. At last, the word came: Lee’s squadron was sailing on the F. J. Luck-enbach to New York; they were given just a few hours to prepare. Lee gathered his gear and his puppies and was preparing to board the ship when an officer stopped him, saying he needed permission from the Army Remount Service to bring any animals on board. He warned Lee that ship captains had the authority to throw any animals overboard that didn’t have official clearance, and they often exercised it. Lee left the embarkation area and made his way through the crowd to the Remount Service. He needed permission immediately, but the Remount officer waved him away, saying he didn’t have time for Lee’s case when he had thousands of animals to account for and dispose of.

More than two thousand soldiers were leaving for home that day, each one with some complication, some need; no one had time for Lee, or for anything beyond the exigencies of the moment. In the disorder at the end of the war—the weariness, the scramble to leave, the mountains of equipment to be sorted, the unsettling diffusion of focus after five years of dire, burning purpose, the scores of urgent unfolding and competing dramas, the romances to uncouple, the friends to reconnect, the travel plans to arrange—there was Lee Duncan, war-worn, standing still in this tumult of activity, cradling his two war orphans, as he liked to call them, vying for someone to help him, being elbowed aside, realizing he was very close to once again losing something he loved and cared about. It would have been easiest to find some French youngster and hand the puppies over, but he couldn’t bring himself to do so. The puppies had come to mean too much to him. “I felt there was something about their lives that reminded me of my own life,” Lee wrote. “They had crept right into a lonesome place in my life and had become a part of me.”

He finally got the puppies on the boat. His captain, Otto Sandman, intervened and helped Lee find a more sympathetic officer at the Remount Service, who issued the necessary papers. Lee was ecstatic; he told Sandman that if he ever bred the dogs, he would send him a puppy. At last, he boarded the ship. He had his gear, a few war trophies—his Bosch Magnetos, two small dueling pistols given to him by an old lady in Toul who had done his laundry during the war, a propeller, and a clock taken from a German Fokker plane—and his puppies, Rin Tin Tin and Nanette.

Rin Tin Tin’s life turned out to be extraordinary, not just because things went his way but because so often they came close to going the other way. At his birth, he had survived a bombing that had killed many other dogs; then he had been found by someone who was eager to take care of him; he could so easily have been left behind in France, but he wasn’t. Lee saw no accident in any of this. He believed that the dog was destined for greatness, and he was lucky to be his human guide and companion.
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I went to the Meuse Valley not long ago and spent a week wandering around Toul and Verdun and Fluiry to see where Rin Tin Tin was born. I don’t usually visit the birthplace of celebrities and stars, and have never understood why so many people do. I assume it is because they think it might supply some clue about who the person was and who they became, or maybe the desire is actually more primitive—an urge to absorb something in the air, as if the place itself breathed out the deep essence of the person, the way a volcano vents the deep essence of the earth. Maybe it also provides the idea of a beginning, proof that something large and fully realized was once a pinpoint of an event. Seeing a beginning allows you to retract time like a measuring tape. That was something I wanted to experience about Rin Tin Tin, especially because I was still adjusting to the idea that he had been a real dog and not just a character, which was all I had ever known him to be. Once I stumbled into his real story, I wanted every bit of evidence that he had been born, and lived, and died.

Before I went to France, I thought it wise to find Fluiry on a map, so I would know where I was headed. I could find no such place. I searched for it on Google and Mapquest and finally on a real paper map, but no matter how closely I examined the snarl of little thready French roads, all those primary and secondary routes with their hash of letters and numbers and the long, multi-hyphenated names of tiny towns, I couldn’t find it. The war had redrawn the map of the region: many villages, including the red-roofed market towns of Beaumont, Bezonvaux, and Ornes, had been so wrecked by the German assault that they were consigned to history, never to be rebuilt; the government proclaimed that these villages had “died for France.” A 1919 French law granted each of the ghost villages a town committee and a president, similar to a town council and a mayor. But Fluiry wasn’t on the list, so I decided to just go to the Meuse Valley and try my luck.

It was late summer, when the light was liquid and everything green was etched with gold. I took a train to Nancy, an elegant old city of fountains and figurine shops, and then drove to Toul, a few kilometers away, assuming that someone in Toul could direct me from there. It was midafternoon, midweek, midmonth. Toul was as quiet as a soundstage: every fixture of life was in place but every door was locked, every window shuttered. Finally, I happened on a café near a small town square with a dribbling fountain. A half-dozen people were having wine and coffee around a small round table; they had the brash, happy drunkenness of employees who had just been unexpectedly given the afternoon off. All of them were smoking so furiously that it looked as if they were sitting around a small campfire. I sat at a table nearby and ordered a coffee. After a minute I gathered my nerve and my high school French and leaned over to ask if any of them knew how to get to Fluiry.

They sucked their breath almost as one, and then they frowned at me. “Fluiry?” one of them repeated.

“Yes, Fluiry,” I said, trying to go lightly on the r—not easy for an Ohioan, but I tried.

“Fluiry. Fluiry?”

“Yes, Fluiry,” I said. I had a copy of Lee’s notes with me. I held out the pages and read the part where he had written, “I had been sent to Fluiry on the morning of the fifteenth.”

At first, they shook their heads. My heart skipped. No one spoke. The fountain dribbled. At last, one of the smokers put his cigarette down and beamed at me. “Oh,” he said, triumphantly, “you mean Flirey!”

Another one gasped. “Oh, oui, oui! Flirey!” I could discern no difference at all in what they were saying but they were now congratulating themselves as if they’d cracked an Aztec code. Then they all lit new cigarettes and poured wine and went on with their afternoon recess.

“Excuse me,” I said, after a moment, enunciating as carefully as I could. “Do you know how to get to Flirey?”

The road to Flirey rose and dipped along a ridge, the soft fields falling away in every direction, the huge churches perched here and there, looming and gloomy and dark. Just outside of Toul I passed a hippie couple walking on the shoulder of the road carrying a million bags and packs and baskets and boxes—they looked more like a parade float than actual people. A raggedy dog ambled along with them; hard to tell what he was at first, but when I glanced back at them in my rearview mirror, I could see that the dog had the high forehead and erect ears of a German shepherd. A minute after I passed the hippie couple, I slowed for a leathery old farmer walking with his dog. It was also a German shepherd, glossy and muscular, lashing the farmer’s legs with his thick tail as they strode along.

I knew that seeing these dogs was merely coincidence—that since I’d begun thinking about Rin Tin Tin, I was seeing him everywhere, and this after so many years of feeling like I never saw German shepherds anymore. It was as if the sheer force of thinking about the dog had made him materialize, as if I had been seeding the clouds with memories of Rin Tin Tin until it rained.

I had Bruce Springsteen on a German radio station, the road skimming along beside quiet fields and quiet houses and the occasional cow, and then, suddenly, I was in Flirey.

It was nothing much, a cluster of fawn brown houses, a monument honoring General Pershing’s army, a schoolyard, a stop sign. At the center of town there was an informational plaque explaining Flirey’s history of ruination and its ever-changing name. As if to try to outrun its misfortune, the town had renamed itself time and again—Fleury, Fleury-aux-Bois, Fluirey, Fluiry—which is why it had been so hard to find on maps.

I drove down an alley off the main road. The village houses went on for a short distance, and then the alley narrowed and the houses petered out. Off to my right was an open expanse, empty except for a rusty soccer goal, a life-sized plastic clown bobbing gently on a rusty spring, and one large white sheep, his mouth pressed firmly to the ground, chopping at the grass around the soccer goal. Even if this was the right place, the field Lee had been sent to inspect, the remains of that kennel probably would have since sunk beneath ninety years of accumulated soil and gravel and grass. I sat for a while, watching the sheep work his way industriously around the soccer goal, trying to imagine what it had been like in 1918, which was of course unimaginable, and waiting for someone walking by to lead me to a spot and say, “This happened here,” as if that alone would make it come alive again.

But no one appeared other than two schoolkids, who skittered like mice across the alley and into a dark doorway, moving so lightly that they didn’t even leave a wake of disturbed molecules behind. This field, a smooth green square in a small town, might have been the starting point, where the puppy was found, and from here everything else happened, history and stories unspooling, lives changing, from a point that had long since disappeared. When the sheep finally finished his assault on the grass and raised his head, I started the car and headed for Verdun.

I had come to see where Rin Tin Tin was born, but what you see in the Meuse Valley, besides clusters of houses and nice old farms and a patchwork of fields, is many, many cemeteries. The dead are all soldiers from World War I. I passed a German cemetery at Andilly with 33,000 graves; a Franco-British cemetery at Choloy-Ménillot with many thousands more. The Douaumont Ossuary at Verdun, a terrifying gray building shaped like a jumbo jet plunging nose-first into the ground, holds the remains of 130,000 unidentified soldiers, the jumbled bones of French and German boys laid to rest according to where they were found on the battlefield, their remains commingled and then parceled out, like an annotated map of the dead. On the outskirts of Flirey, I pulled over onto the side of the road just to stretch my legs. When I got out of the car and looked around, I realized I had parked in front of yet another cemetery, the Necropolis Nationale, a pie-shaped plot cut into a mossy hillside with 4,379 French soldiers’ graves. After reading some of the tombstones, I realized that many of the soldiers had died on the same day in 1918.

A few miles past the necropolis, I drove by an ornate iron gate trimmed with gold medallions. It was so striking and singular in the middle of these farm fields that I doubled back to look at it, thinking it might be a grand estate or a country club. It turned out to be the St. Mihiel American Cemetery, a burial ground operated by the American Battle Monuments Commission, which oversees American military cemeteries in foreign countries. There are eight American military cemeteries in Europe. St. Mihiel is the third largest: forty acres, four thousand dead. The cemetery director, a stout, cheerful man named Bobby Bell, came out of his office to greet me when I walked in. He told me he had worked at a number of the American cemeteries in Europe—two others in France, one in England, and one in the Netherlands. He said he liked St. Mihiel most of all, and he showed me around with as much enthusiasm as if he were trying to sell me a plot.

The constant presence of death I was encountering while searching for Rin Tin Tin’s birthplace was starting to depress me, but the cemetery at St. Mihiel was actually one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been. The crosses on the graves were a luminous white, lined up with an almost Moroccan symmetry against the geometry of freshly mowed grass and sharply sheared boxwood hedges and soldierly rows of linden trees. The names on the graves had another sort of symmetry, matching boys with their home states: Howard Lewis of Colorado; Vincenzo Brandolini of Connecticut; Jens Larsen of Iowa; Pinckney Rouse of North Carolina; Stanley Stubensz of Michigan. It was a mathematical sensation, walking up and down the green rows, the late light throwing long lines across the flat field, two graves per stride, fifty strides per row. The steady repetition was like a drumbeat, hypnotizing. I walked on and on, reading name after name, soothed by the rhythm of my steps, the soft spongy ground yielding under my feet, and by the flashing white of the crosses as I passed them, the whoosh of the wind tossing the linden trees’ leaves with exaggerated drama, the way little girls toss their hair. At last I stopped at the end of a row, in front of a statue of a young army officer in a field uniform, trench helmet in hand. Above the figure was engraved “Il dort loin des siens dans la douce terre de France”—He sleeps far from his family in the gentle land of France. Beneath that, on the pedestal, it said:

BLESSED ARE THEY THAT
HAVE THE HOME LONGING
FOR THEY SHALL GO HOME

9.

As I drove away in the dusky light, I kept seeing the tailored rows of graves, those tiny repositories of stories that are hardly remembered, all those sad and broken boys resting in the velvet lawn of St. Mihiel, forever. Almost one hundred years of resting there, enough time to be forgotten, the lives that continued after theirs ended having now filled up the space that opened up when they died, so their absence now has been lacquered over, smoothed out, almost invisible.

What lasts? What lingers? What is snagged by the brambles of time, and what slips through and disappears? What leaves only a little dent in the world, the soft sunken green grave, the scribble on a scrap of paper, the memory that is bleached by time and then vanishes bit by bit each day?

Could it be that we fill out our lives, experience all that we experience, and then simply leave this world and are forgotten? I can’t bear thinking that existence is so insubstantial, a stone thrown in a pond that leaves no ripple. Maybe all that we do in life is just a race against this idea of disappearing. Having children, making money, doing good, being in love, building something, discovering something, inventing something, learning something, collecting something, knowing something: these are the pursuits that make us feel like our lives aren’t flimsy, that they build up into stories that are about something achieved, grown, found, built, loved, or even lost.

Thanks to Lee Duncan, Rin Tin Tin left a great deal behind—in, among other places, the municipal museum in Riverside, California. When I first visited there, three years before my trip to Flirey, I was startled to discover no fewer than fourteen boxes of Lee Duncan’s papers and Rin Tin Tin memorabilia, meticulously organized and indexed and mostly untouched. It was like coming upon a gift that had been selected for me and then sat waiting almost half a century for me to come by and open it.

That day at St. Mihiel, I found myself thinking about why I had been drawn to this particular story, at this moment, when I could have chosen any story to pursue. I knew that I loved the narrative of Rin Tin Tin because it contained so many stories within it: it was a tale of lost families, and of identity, and also of the way we live with animals; it was a story of luck, both good and bad, and the half turns that life takes all the time. It was a story of war as well as a story of amusement. It was an account of how we create heroes and what we want from them. It laid out, through the story of Rin Tin Tin, the whole range of devotion—to ideas and to a companion—as well as the pure, half-magical devotion an animal can have to a person.

It was also the story of an extraordinary journey—across land and sea, in war and in peacetime, from poverty to wealth and back again, from obscurity to fame—and, from there, into the murky world of the once famous and almost obscure. It was also a journey through time. For me, the story of Rin Tin Tin let me cast a line into the pool of my childhood memories, an undertaking that felt more urgent every day I walked farther away from the edge of that pool. I began the story of Rin Tin Tin soon after my father had died and my son had been born; the idea of continuity was suddenly very real to me. Reeling Rin Tin Tin into the present would not only revive his story but also perhaps clarify my own—the story of who I am and how I happened to become the person I seem to be.

In truth, though, this pursuit had begun not with a story or an idea but with a feeling. I had come upon a mention of Rin Tin Tin quite by accident while researching another story, and my reaction was so strong that it made me feel as though I had been waiting for decades just to be reminded of him again. And after my visit to St. Mihiel, a monument to what might otherwise crumble to nothing, I began to understand that what drew me to Rin Tin Tin most of all was his permanence—how he had managed to linger in the minds of so many people for so long, when so much else shines for a moment only and then finally fades away. He was something you could dream about. He could leap twelve feet, and he could leap through time.
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“Move over Seabiscuit . . .
A spectacularly compelling portrait ... .
Engrossing, dynamic, and affecting.”
—Booklist (starred review)

He believed the dog was immortal.

So begins Susan Orlean’s sweeping, powerfully
moving account of Rin Tin Tin's journey from
orphaned puppy to movie starand international icon.
Orlean, a staffwiter at The New Yorkerwho has been
hailed as “a national treasure” by The Washington Post,
spent nearly ten years researching and reporting her
‘most captivaring book to date: the story of a dog who
‘was born in 1918 and never died.

It begins on a battlefield in France during World
War I, when a young American soldier, Lee Duncan,
discovered a newborn German shepherd in the ruins
ofa bombed-out dog kennel. To Duncan, who came
of age in an orphanage, the dog’s survival was a mir-
acle. He saw something in Rin Tin Tin that he felc
compelled to share with the world. Duncan brought

Rinty home to California, where the dog’s athleticism
and acting ability drew the attention of Warner Bros.
Over the next ten years, Rinty starred in twenty-

blockbuster silent films that saved the studio from

three

bankruptey and made him the most famous dog in the
world. Atthe height of his popularity, Rin Tin Tin was
Hollywood s number one box office star.

During the decades that followed, Rinty and his
descendants rose and fell with the times, making a
tumultuous journey from silent films to talkies,
from black-and-white o color, from radio programs
0 one of the most popular television shows of the
baby boom era, The Adventures of Rin-Tin-Tin. The
canine hero’s legacy was cemented by Duncan and

a small group of others—including Bert Leonard,
the producer of the TV serics, and Daphne Here-

ford, the owner of the current Rin Tin Tin—who
have dedicated their lives to making sure the dog’s
legend will never di.

Atits core, Rin Tin Tinis a poignant exploration of
the enduring bond berween humans and animals. It

is also arichly textured history of twentieth-century
entertainment and entreprencurship. It spans ninety
years and explores everything from the shift in status
of dogs from working farmhands o beloved family
‘members, from the birth of obedience trai

g to the
evolution of dog breeding, from the risc of Hollywood

and heart and moments that will move you to tears,
Susan Orlean’ first original book since he Orchid Thief
isa

rresistible blend of history, human interest, and
masterful storytelling—a dazzling celebration of a
great American dog by one of our most gifted writers.

(%]
(s
w
>
=
o
b}
-
m
>
=z
g
g
]
g
£
E ]

at The New Yorkersince 1992. She is the author of seven
books, including Saturday Night and The Orchid Thicf,
which was made into the Academy Award-—wi

g

film Adaptation. She lives with her family and her

animals in upstate New York and may be reached at
w

www.RInTInTInTheBook.

MEET THE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEDS AND HORE AT
SimonandSchuster.com
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“Fascinating and big-hearted . . .
This book is for anyone who has ever
hada dog or loved a dog”
—ANN PATCHETT
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RIN TIN TIN

“Rin Tin Tin was more than a dog. He embodied the core paradoxes
of the American ideal: He was a loner who was also a faithful companion,

abrave fighter who was also vulnerable. I was astonished to learn
from this delightful book that he has existed for eleven generations over a
century. By chronicling his amazing ups and downs, Susan Orlean

has produced a hugely entertaining and unforgettable reading experience.”

—WALTER ISAACSON, author of Benjamin Franklin and Einstein

“Not only does Susan Orlean give us a fascinating and
big-hearted account of all the many incarnations of Rin Tin Tin,
she shows us the ever-changing role of American dogs
in times of war and peace. This book is for anyone who has ever
had a dog or loved a dog or watched a dog on television
or thought their dog could be a movie star. In short—everyone.”

—ANN PATCHETT, author of State of Wonderand Bel Canto

“I.adored this book. It weaves history, war, show business, humanity,
wit, and grace into an incredible story about America, the human-animal
bond, and the countless ways we would be lost without dogs by our
sides, on our screens, and in our books. This is the story Susan Orlean was

born to tell—it’s filled with amazing characters, reporting, and writing.”

—REBECCA SKLOOT, author of The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks






