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Craig Stoltz:

There’s an old joke in the publishing world that people will read books about three things, Abraham Lincoln, doctors and dogs.  Now under that theory the ideal book would be about Lincoln’s doctor’s dog.   

[laughter] 

I don’t know if anybody has ever written that one.  That is not the book we’re here to discuss.  But this book, while it does have doctors in it, certainly has dogs in it.  John Grogan is currently a columnist for the “Philadelphia Inquirer.”  He writes a great column three days a week.  It’s one of the greatest gigs in newspaper, and his columns are wonderful.  But he’s here to talk with us about his book, “Marley and Me.”  Those of you -- 

[applause] 

Already the applause, that’s very good.  I would imagine there are quite a few dog owners out there.   

[applause] 

You know what?  I’m going to stop talking and say, ladies and gentlemen, John Grogan. 

[applause] 

John Grogan:

Thank you so much.  It’s great to be here.  And look at this great turnout.  Obviously my life has changed dramatically in the last year.  At this time last year I had this little book that I had been working on and it was going to come out in a few weeks.  And I was wondering, you know, how it might do.  And here I am now on the National Mall talking to you about the same book.  “Marley and Me” is in its 33rd printing, with over two million copies out in America right now.  And it’s now in 25 languages.  So it’s really just surprising me to no end. 

[applause] 

I really knew my life was changing a few months ago.  I was in Phoenix for this book event and there were like a thousand people there.  And on my way over to it, the phone rang and it was Howard Stern’s producer.  And she said, “I don’t know if you know this, but Howard Stern’s been talking on the air for the last three days about how you made him cry.”   

[laughter] 

I don’t know if I should take this as a compliment or not.  But it has to mean something to me, that I made Howard Stern cry.  I walked into the event, and I was looking at this big crowd and I was pinching myself saying, “You know, I can’t believe it, that all these people are here.”  Just before I went on to talk I went out to get a cup of coffee in the lobby, and I was working at the coffee table and a woman clearly seemed to recognize me and started walking over.  And I said, “Ah, you know, there it is, you know.  I mean six months ago, I could have gotten coffee anywhere in America.”  And I started pulling my pen out, you know, “She probably wants my signature.”  She walked up to me and she said, “Young man, you’re all out of Sweet ‘n Lo over here.”   

[laughter] 

So much for the high ego trip of being on a book tour.  

I want to tell you a little bit about my book and my story.  To start telling you about this book, I really have to tell you a little bit about my wife and I -- Jenny and I.  This is a story that I think anyone who’s ever had a dog knows, that you really can’t tell the story of a dog without telling the story of the family that that dog is part of.  

We were young and in love, newlyweds just starting out on life’s voyage together.  Jenny and I had recently moved into the perfect little bungalow with the perfect little garden in the back.  We sanded and varnished the wood floors and painted the windowsills.  Jenny sewed curtains and I planted flowers.  Life seemed about as good as life could get.  Then we brought home Marley.  When he arrived he was just this little tiny fur ball, a squiggly Labrador Retriever puppy, with stylish black liner around his eyes, and ears so comically oversized, he looked like he’d stolen them from an elephant at the circus.  

Right from the start he was a total handful.  He pulled the toilet paper off the roll and raced through the house with long streamers fluttering behind him.  He galloped to the front door to greet guests with his sloshing water bowl clenched in his teeth.  And if you think I’m making it up you can look in the inside cover; there’s a picture of him in action with a full dish of water in his teeth as he runs.  He devoured shoes and watches and eyeglasses.  He shredded pillows, and with beaver-like efficiency chewed the corner off cherished family heirlooms.  On the cover there’s a picture of Marley with a little stool behind him.  That little stool, my wife grew up with and it had a lot of sentimental value to her.  Did you notice the past tense there?   

[laughter] 

We came home one day and our four-legged stool was a three-legged stool.  No sign whatsoever of the third leg, not a single wood chip anywhere, and no indigestion on Marley’s part.  We tried obedience school.  The teacher expelled us at the conclusion of the second lesson.  I mean, how sad is that?   

[laughter] 

After Marley dragged her ingloriously across the parking lot as she desperately shrieked, “Heel, heel.”  The veterinarian diagnosed him as hyperactive with attention deficit disorder.  

[laughter]

He said, “If this dog were a child, he’d be on Ritalin right now.”  He urged us to take immediate steps and stop his gene line.  

So you know, being a fellow male, I was feeling very guilty about this.  I wouldn’t want someone to do it to me, okay?  So we get him in the car, Jenny’s driving and I’m feeling bad for the poor guy.  So I roll down the window about three inches so he can have a little fresh air on his last ride into the sunset.  He loved it.  His nose was out there and he was snuffing away, so I rolled it down a little more and his whole head went out.  And I thought, ‘Oh, what the heck.  This is it for him, his last ride as a fully-equipped male of the -- member of the male gender.”  So I rolled it down about halfway, and he put his paws out, or his head was out there with his ears flapping back.  And Jenny was just started to say, “John, this is making me a little nervous.”  She didn’t quite get the word “nervous” out when Marley made his big break.  Out the window he went, and as he was -- at 45 miles an hour.  I grabbed his tail, just as he was leaving, and I’m holding on for dear life, his giant scrotum right in my face.   

[laughter] 

I was so angry I was ready to do the operation right then and there.  We finally got the car stopped, got him back into the car, and got to the doctor’s office.  And by the time I got there my guilt was totally gone.   

[laughter] 

I said, “Doc, give him the works.”  So, neutering eliminated the possibility that Marley would ever have little Marleys, thank goodness.  

But it really did nothing to slow him down at all, and neither did the sedatives that the vet gave us with the warning, “Go ahead and use these at will.”  Marley dove through screen windows and chewed through doors.  He dug through walls and kitchen floors.  He decapitated our prize hibiscus.  He ate the cones out of the brand new stereo speakers and gauged open so many mattresses we lost count.  His powerful tail cracked windowpanes and could clear the coffee table with one sweep.  One day he escaped over the garden fence, and when he returned he had this giant pair of women’s underpants in his teeth.  Just like a former president, that’s the day I instituted the, “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy.  

Whenever he had something in his mouth that he shouldn’t, which was just about all the time, he would go into this full-body quivering dance.  We called it the Marley Mambo.  When we would finally get , when we would finally get him cornered and pry open his jaws, we’d find all sorts of household objects in there, wadded up tissues, pen caps, wine corks, combs, everything you can think of.  One time I peered down his gullet and there was my paycheck plastered to his mouth.  And this was before the days of direct deposit.  

For Jenny’s birthday I gave her an 18-carat gold necklace.  And I was pretty proud of myself, and she loved it and instantly put it on.  And about 15 minutes later she grabbed her throat and she screamed, “It’s gone.”  I said, “Well, don’t panic.  It must have just fallen off.  We haven’t left the room.  It’s got to be here somewhere.”  And then I looked at Marley.  And I just said, “Oh, no.”  It was the Marley Mambo.  He was doing his dance, and as I looked closer at him I saw this little two-inch length of gold chain sticking out of his jowls.  

My wife and I, we’d been through this so many times we didn’t even have to talk about it, we just began circling him in opposite directions, quietly, stealthily.  We felt like members of the SWAT team with somebody who is fully wired with explosives.  I would find myself saying things like, “Just drop the chain and no one gets hurt.”  We got within about 18 inches of him, and Marley saw what was coming.  And he threw his head back and swallowed it.  I don’t want to gross you out excessively here, but I can tell you that we eventually got that chain back.  And it was shinier than when it went in.  

[laughter]

We were totally convinced we had ended up with the world’s worst dog.  Marley jumped on guests, drank from the bathtub, stole food right off the table.  During my daughter’s first birthday party, you have to picture it -- these cute little girls in their little black velvet dresses and white hose, and we gave them all hot dogs, so they each have a hot dog in the bun.  They were sitting around in a little circle.  My wife and I leave the room for about 90 seconds to go get the potato chips and the Jell-O, and when we come back in there’s eight little girls with eight empty hot dog buns.  I looked at Marley and he was making a beeline out of the room. 

But for all his incorrigible antics, Marley’s heart was pure.  He was filled with fulsome joy and unwavering loyalty.  He lived each day with undying optimism and enviable exuberance.  Marley never met a living thing he did not like, humans, dogs, cats, chickens, even the fish in the pond were all his friends.  Never once did we hear our gentle giant growl or bare his teeth.  Marley was with us through the ebbs and flows and the blessings and the trials and tribulations that every marriage goes through.  He was at our feet when we learned we were expecting a baby.  To celebrate, he ate the pregnancy test strip. 

[laughter] 

He was also there 10 weeks later when that pregnancy ended in a miscarriage.  On that day that was so heartbreaking for us, Marley proved that beneath his wild lug head exterior lived a sensitive soul.  I brought Jenny home from the hospital after the miscarriage, helped her onto the couch in the living room, and then I went to let Marley in from the garage.  As was his habit, he came crashing into the house full of his joy and exuberance that I told you about, flinging drool, kicking up the throw rugs.  He had this thing, he would never come racing for the door without first taking a drink of water.  So he’d have about a pint of water in his two jowls and then he’d come running, flinging it in all directions.  

But the moment he spotted Jenny, an amazing thing happened, and it happened in the course of about a second and a half.  He saw her, and he instantly went still.  I wouldn’t have believed it unless I had seen it with my own eyes, but our crazy bounce-off-the-walls dog quietly rested his big blocky head in Jenny’s lap, looked up at her with pleading eyes and whimpered softly.  Jenny had been the brave soldier through the whole ordeal, but something about that sweet moment of human-canine bonding broke the dam in her.  She buried her face in his fur and she just sobbed.  When babies did arrive, Marley proved himself a loyal and gentle protector.  He poked their bellies with his nose, licked their cheeks, and let them climb all over him, tugging his ears and pulling out tiny fistfuls of fur.  

We always wondered if our big happy goof would defend us against danger, or merely greet a threat in his usual manner, by chasing his tail.  One night we found out.  Jenny and I were in bed just drifting off, when from outside came a woman’s scream, a long and desperate scream.  I whistled for Marley.  He was already on his feet with his ears pricked up.  Jenny woke up and she said, “Don’t go out there.”  But I knew I had to.  I’m not sure I would have except that I had this 98-pound dog, pure muscle, he didn’t have an ounce of fat on him.  So Marley and I opened the door and we ventured out together.  

Three doors down I found the neighbor girl, 17 years old, clutching her ribs.  She had been stabbed by an assailant who had told her, “Don’t scream or I’ll kill you.”  And she screamed, and that’s what I heard, and he stabbed her and then ran.  I touched her arm and the moment I touched her she started to collapse and her legs were folding out and she collapsed into my arms and we went down on the sidewalk together.  So I was sitting on the sidewalk holding this girl.  And I remember in my head I just kept saying, “Where’s the ambulance?  Where’s the ambulance?”  It seemed like about an hour; I later pulled the police report and it was actually three minutes.  

A couple minutes into it I realized that I had let go of Marley.  So I looked up to see what happened to him.  And he was standing about 20 feet in front of us, and he wasn’t looking at us like he would almost always be doing.  He was looking down the street in the direction the attacker had gone.  And he was in a total fighter’s stance.  His fur was up between his shoulder blades, his legs were splayed, his ears were folded back, and his tail straight out.  He had the look on him of a very, very aggressive dog.  It was a side of him I had never seen before.  And I knew at that moment without a doubt that if that attacker came back he would have to get past my dog before he could get to us.  Man’s best friend?  Damn straight he is.

As the years passed, Marley mellowed.  He became a little less wild, a little easier to control, yet he never stopped marching to his own beat.  And then one day I woke up and realized my perpetual puppy had turned into an old and arthritic senior citizen in the final chapter of a most memorable life.  His tawny snout was white.  His hips had lost their strength.  His hearing had gone and his eyesight dimmed.  Still, despite his mounting infirmities Marley’s taste for mischief remained intact.  One day my geriatric pooch sauntered into the living room; Jenny and I were in there talking.  He came walking in, regal in all ways, his head held high.  He looked so stately, except for one little detail: he had the kitchen trash can lid wedged around his neck.  He had this look on his face like, “I have no idea how this got there.” 

[laughter] 

But pretty late in Marley’s life I came home from work, and you know, I’d been wondering about his failing hearing.  And he seemed to be going deaf for every sound except the sound of food hitting the floor.  And I sort of thought he might be faking, you know, it’s like, “Well, he’s saying, ‘Come.’  I’m very deaf right now.  I just heard a piece of meat drop.  I’m on my way.”  We always came in the back door from the garage into the kitchen.  And on this one day, I came in through the front door, and I called for him and there was no answer.  Jenny and the kids were out.  The house was empty.  

And as I’m walking down the hall I can see into the kitchen.  And there’s Marley.  He’s got these arthritic hips.  I had never thought he could do this, but he’s up on his hind legs with his front paws on the kitchen table and he’s going through each of the kids’ plates, eating their grilled cheese sandwiches that they left behind.  So thought I’d do a little test.  And I walked up right behind him and I said, “Marley.”  Nothing.  “Marley.”  Nothing.  “Marley.”  Nothing.  I slapped my hands together.  He looked up at the back door.  “Was that a car door I just heard?”   

[laughter] 

“Are they home?  Do I need to get down and pretend to be asleep?”  Then after a while I saw his tail start to go again.  It was like, false alarm.  He went back to his sandwiches.  

So I just reached out with one finger and I just touched him on the back.  That old dog just about went through the ceiling.  I swear he almost jumped out of his fur coat.  And he slithered down to the ground, rolled over, put his paws up, gave me his belly in submission.  I said, “You are so busted.”  But it was hard to get mad at him, because it was the moment I really realized that Marley wasn’t faking us, that he really was in that final sunset of this very memorable life.  

People get dogs at different times in their lives, and Jenny and I brought Marley home at that special juncture all new couples must navigate, when they attempts to meld two lives into one shared relationship.  We were newlyweds trying to figure out what our lives would be when Marley arrived to turn those lives upside-down.  Even as we tried to mold him to our wills, he was doing his part to change us as well.  He changed us forever.  

Marley was with us for 13 years, changing the family we would become in ways he would never understand, especially today seeing me standing up here in front of all of you talking about him.  He taught us about patience and about accepting those we love, flaws and all.  He taught us the value of commitment and that living beings are not widgets to be disposed of when they become inconvenient.  He taught us to embrace life’s simple joys, a walk in the woods, a nap in a shaft of winter sunlight.  As he aged and grew creaky, Marley taught us the value of optimism in the face of adversity, something all of us humans could stand to learn a couple lessons on.  Mostly, he gave us the gift of unconditional love, and Jenny and I eventually figured out, when you have that, most of life’s other pieces fall into place.  For all his flaws, Marley has enriched our lives deeply.  He taught us what really mattered and what does not.  A dog does not care what car you drive or what house you live in or how many square feet you have or what your zip code is.  A dog doesn’t pay attention to race or creed or class.  Give him your heart and he will give you his.  That’s what Marley gave us; all in all, not bad for one canine life.  

When the day came that we could no longer pretend that Marley would live forever, when he let us know it was time to let him go, I eased him into the car and drove him to the animal clinic.  Waiting for the vet to arrive, with the shot that would free Marley’s indomitable spirit from his broken body, I sat on the floor with him, stroking his giant head, cradling his oversized paws, scratching those comically big ears of his.  There was something I needed to say to him, something our big bad boy had never once heard in 13 years of life, not once.  I rested my forehead against his as if my thoughts could telegraph right into his.  My lips were against his snout.  “Marley,” I whispered, “you are a great dog.”  

Thank you very much. 

[applause] 

Thank you.  Thank you.  I would love to take some questions from you guys.  What’s on your mind?  Yes. 

Female Speaker:

Hi, Mr. Grogan.  I thought your descriptive style in “Marley” was just part of what made it so enjoyable and funny and sad and heartwarming, and I have two questions for you.  One, what kind of advice might you give to aspiring nonfiction writers who might like to write about their life experiences, who might have a hard time getting started.  And two, are you still playing in your rock band? 

[laughter] 

John Grogan:

On the writing thing, I am a huge fan of journal keeping, and I firmly believe that if I hadn’t kept a journal pretty faithfully over this 13-year-period that I describe in the book that there would be no book, or if there were a book it would be a very different book.  The journal not only helped refresh my memory, but it guided me in ways I never thought I would go.  I mean, when I sat down and said to myself, “I want to write a book about this dog and his effect on our life,” it never occurred to me that I might include an entire chapter about a miscarriage.  But I was paging through the journal and there was 14 pages, single spaced, that I wrote the night of the miscarriage.  

After Jenny went to bed I went out and I just typed everything out.  It was less a piece of writing than a catharsis at the moment.  And it was full of dialogue and all of that.  And I read it and I said, “Well, you know, this is really a powerful part of our life,” and I just pasted it into the book, I mean, and did a little editing on it.  So I think a journal’s a really valuable thing.  A lot of younger writers now journal on blogs, which I think is great, because you actually have an audience for it.  So that’s important to me.  I think it’s also important to write a little bit every day.  

And I am not in my rock band.  She’s referring to when I was a newspaper reporter down in Florida, the “Miami Herald” and my paper the “Sun Sentinel,” we had a band that we used to play around, a really bad band, actually, but we had a lot of fun.  Thank you.  Yes. 

Female Speaker:

In your book, your wife said that she wanted to get rid of Marley.  Is that true? 

John Grogan:

Yes. 

[laughter] 

You want me to expand on that?   

[laughter] 

We had two babies within about 16 months of each other, and the second pregnancy was a very problematic one, and I describe it in the book.  Jenny was on bed rest for many weeks, and she was actually in the hospital for two of those weeks.  And by the time the baby came, we were both really stressed out and strained and exhausted, and sleep deprived.  And meanwhile, old Marley was up to his normal antics, you know.  I was like trying to cover for him.  I’d get up and I’d start repairing the damage and -- 

[laughter] 

-- and saying you know, “Are you trying -- you know, you got a death wish or something?”  But there was a day I finally came home from work and he had ripped up our new couch and the springs were sticking out and Jenny just had had it.  And she said, “Either you find him a home or I’m going to find him a home.  He’s got to go.”  And I thought that, you know, she’d call calm down and after a day or two it would be over, but she really was discouraged and so I began looking for a home for him.  Of course, unfortunately I’m a writer, so his reputation preceded him. 

[laughter] 

If you ever think you want to find a good home for a dog, don’t write newspaper columns about how bad he is. 

[laughter] 

And at the same time, I was doing a lot of work with him.  That’s when I finally got serious about working with him.  And this was after he got kicked out of obedience school.  I started in much more seriously and I took him back to obedience school.  I’m so proud of him.  He graduated seventh in his class. 

[laughter] 

I don’t need to tell you there were only eight dogs in the class. 

[laughter] 

One of them was a psychopathic Pit Bull. 

[laughter] 

But he did graduate.  Jenny got through what we later found out was postpartum depression, a pretty significant case of that.  They became best friends again and they stayed that way for the rest of his days. 

Female Speaker:

One more question.  Did you regret having a dog babysitter, the list you made? 

John Grogan:

Oh.  The dog babysitter?  No, actually, I mean, the dog babysitter regretted it. 

[laughter] 

But we didn’t.  We loved the idea of having a trusted friend live in our home with our pets when we’re gone.  That’s so superior to a kennel.  But it was comical, you know?  The directions were like longer than most people leave for like, you know, a high-need, critical-care infant.  We had eight pages of directions for this poor sitter. 

[laughter] 

We got back after a three-week vacation.  I’m not making this up.  She was standing on the porch with her car key in her hand.  

[laughter] 

She could not wait to get out of there.  Yes. 

Female Speaker:

Was Marley actually in the movie that you said -- 

John Grogan:

Yes, Marley was actually in a movie.  And in fact, when I do readings I usually read that section from that chapter.  Back in the mid-’90s, when Marley was like about five years old, there was a film crew filming a feature-length movie in south Florida.  And through a friend of a friend, we ended up getting asked -- they just needed a dog to be in the background.  He didn’t need to know any tricks or anything like that.  He just had to be a family dog in the background.  So we took Marley, and if you read the book you know that it was an unmitigated disaster.  But he did end up in the final cut of this movie.  It’s called “The Last Home Run.”  Surprise, surprise, it went straight to video.   

[laughter] 

And then it quickly disappeared out of the video stores.  One of those interesting ironies in life, the week or two before the book came out you could buy it on eBay for two or three dollars.  A couple of weeks after the book was out, it was selling for 10 or $12.  By Christmastime it was up to $60.  And the last time I checked, it was like $90.  So, it’s not worth it, believe me. 

[laughter] 

I’ve got time for I think one more question.  So, sir, or ma’am. 

Female Speaker:

Yes.  I wanted to ask you a question about your new dog, Gracie, and it’s going to be on the “Dog Whisperer.”  

John Grogan:

Yes. 

Female Speaker:

Do you know when that’s going to be?  And one other question, when is your next book going to come out? 

John Grogan:

Okay, I’ll start with the book.  I have a children’s version of “Marley and Me.”  Surprise, surprise, the name is “Bad Dog Marley.”  And that’s coming out in the spring of next year, like March or April of 2007.  I also have an edited version of “Marley and Me” that’s been edited for young readers, for 8- to 12-year-olds.  A lot of the adult content has been taken out.  I’ve rewritten a lot of the sentences to be a little bit more kid friendly.  A lot of kids are reading this book, as young as eight or nine, and I’m not quite sure it’s appropriate for kids that age, and that’s what led us to do the kids’ version of the book.  I’m also just starting to write my next adult memoir, and that’s going to be down the road a few years, or at least a couple years.  Now, what was your other question?  

[low audio] 

John Grogan:

Oh, the “Dog Whisperer,” Cesar Millan, on National Geographic Television.  We have this new dog.  She’s so good she’s boring.   

[laughter] 

I call her the anti-Marley, you know, she like -- she’s just sedate and quiet.  But when Jenny called the “”Dog Whisperer for advice, he said, “Oh, you’re those Marley people.  They need help.”  So Cesar and his television crew were at our house in August and again just last weekend to help us sort of figure out how to be, you know, more assertive dog parents.  And that is going to run sometime in the fall.  I don’t think they have it scheduled yet.  But if you go to my Web site, marleyandme.com, on my blog I’ll be giving lots of advance notice.  As soon as I find out when it’s going to be on, I’ll put it on the blog so you guys know about it.  

I think I’m out of time.  Thanks so much.  You’ve been wonderful. 

[applause] 

[end of transcript]


