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Letter writer is columnist’s best friend
THE other day I received a letter
from a concerned reader who
asked: “Do you really get letters
from readers or do you just use
this as a device because you
cannot think of more eloquent
ways to introduce subjects into
your articles?”

Well put reader, whose name
and address are being held by
the editor (his fist is overflowing
with the scraps of paper with the
names an addresses of shy
readers).

But of course I get letters from
my adoring public building up on
my desk everyday and even if I
can’t write back to all of you indi-
vidually — women between
18-25 who include a picture have
the best chance — I want you to
know that your thoughts and bad
spelling always give me the
strength to carry on.

Sometimes letters themselves
can be the spur to write an art-
icle.

Like one I received recently
from either a man with childlike
handwriting or a child with ex-

pensive taste in stationery, who
asked: “Where do you get your
ideas for articles from?”

The answer is more mundane
than many of you think.

There is a company in Dublin,
which is linked to a headquarters
in New York, who come up with
ideas and opinions for us column
writers and,
for a quarterly
fee paid by
the paper, we
pass these off
as our own.

We still
have to do the
writing itself,
though at some stage in the fu-
ture I imagine computers will be
trained to do this, leaving us with
more time to respond to your let-
ters. Not that I always rely on this
service to squeeze out a weekly
offe r ing.

No, sometimes I will read a
news story that is so important
that I realise the best minds in
journalism ought to be concen-
trating on it. And while they do

that, I can write about my dog.
It’s always handy if there is a

topical news story that you can
use as an excuse to hook your
article on.

Today that is the disgraceful
decision by Dublin City Council
to ban certain breeds of dog from
housing estates in the capital.

This de-
cision fails
to deal with
the reality
that it is not
certain dog
breeds that
are vicious
but the

treatment of certain dog breeds
by owners, which makes them
so.

No one wants to see a story
where a young child is attacked,
or worse, killed by a bloodthirsty
dog; but council authorities
should realise that — like racial
profiling in the hunt for terrorists
— singling out certain breeds
rather than keeping tabs on own-
ers who have treated or are likely

to treat dogs badly is heading at
the problem from the wrong
angle. It is the owners, not the
dogs, who are at fault.

When I was a kid, there used
to be a friendly black labrador on
our estate who all of us shorter
than a broom feared. We would
be playing soccer on the green
when there would be a shout of
“run, it’s Sam!” and we would all
scamper to the nearest car and
take refuge on its roof.

My own golden labrador,
Harry, is another excessively
friendly dog who, because of his
cartoonish good looks, tends not
to inspire fear in even the smal-
lest of kids but, rather, shouts of
“doggy, doggy.”

This can be a mistake be-
cause, although he is friendly,
Harry is also big.

I have seen young toddlers
call to him and then seen terror
entering their pupils as he pads
over, places his front paws on
their shoulders and slams them
into the pavement.

He then licks the tears off their

faces. I can empathise in a small
way, with those who may lose
their dogs in Dublin because
twice in the last week Harry has
disappeared out the back gate
and gone walkabout.

The first time he was gone for
two hours and I searched high
and low for him. I was fearing the
worst but then I heard the clatter
of the claws on the back porch
and saw him bounding in. We
frolicked, he barked and we gen-
erally celebrated his return — me
with whiskey, he with sleep.

That sense of relief when he
came back, I realised in my
drunken stupor, was one of the
greatest feelings I had ever felt
surge through my body.

Two days later I left the back
gate open. He disappeared. I
fretted. Went searching. Got
neighbours driving around look-
ing.

I was resigned to phoning up
the pound when what did I hear
on the back porch?

The sound of kids climbing up
on its roof. No, it is ol’ ’Arry again

and this time he has been gone
for three hours and the relief is
even more sublime.

I can sense there is a danger
to doing this and my suitability as
a parent in the future is
something I am questioning.

Surely the relief of finding a
lost kid must be even greater.

(Someday in the future, I walk
into a police station to report my
missing progeny.
Garda: What age is he?
Me: Fo u r.
Garda: When did you last see

him?
Me: I was waving goodbye to

him at Gate six).
If you think I am being an irre-

sponsible owner who should
have his dog impounded or are
also a secret relief junkie maybe
it’s time to put pen to paper and
get in touch.

Because there’s another bo-
nus. Guess who loves hiding be-
hind the wheelie bin in wait for
the postman before leaping out
to pounce on him?

That’s right, it’s me.

SAYING CHEESE ON THE DOUBLE: Twins Laura and Ellen Stafford, from Cobh, posing for a picture in rain prior to the re-enactment of the eviction
scene of A Celtic Journey performed by members of the Daft Theatre Company in Cobh. Picture: Richard Mills


