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post-war era. In Chapter 4, Dave focuses less on the formulaic application of short-
story terminology and more on Sheean’s use of symbolism in his book Between the 
Thunder and the Sun (1943). He concludes that “Sheean as a narrator is a lot more 
visible” in this memoir, adding that “[p]rominent characteristics of literary journal-
ism such as scene and stories are not frequent in the book” (86). Dave turns his atten-
tion to the recurring examples of metonymy, metaphor, and synecdoche in Between 
the Thunder and the Sun. He notes how Sheean employed metaphor effectively to 
communicate the horrors of the German bombing of London in 1940, which the 
journalist described as “a strange survey of damnation” and a “vision of the end of the 
world” (84), where he “watched the centuries hurl themselves into the flames” (84).

Sheean continued to emphasize symbolic language when writing about his personal 
experiences with Mahatma Gandhi, the subject of Lead, Kindly Light, published 

in 1948 following the Gandhi’s assassination. Dave devotes Chapter 5 of his study to 
“A Personal Homage to Gandhi,” and it is here that one can perceive the respect that 
both Dave and Sheean hold for this iconic figure and practitioner of non-violence. 
As was the case with the previous chapter, less is said about the formalistic features of 
Sheean’s memoir, which results in a condensed, five-paragraph discussion of symbol-
ism. Instead, Dave details the personal bond that Sheean perceived with his subject; he 
quotes the journalist’s admission that “my own interest was centered about Gandhi, be-
cause by this time I was well aware of his great spirit and what it had done in the world” 
(89). Building upon the anecdote of how Sheean had foreseen (through a premonition) 
the assassination of Gandhi, Dave argues that the reporter saw his own relationship 
with the Mahatma in highly symbolic terms, constructing a kind of personal narrative 
that places his memoir in the realm of literary journalism. In Chapter 6 of his study, 
Dave focuses on the second book to come out of Sheean’s travels in India, Nehru: The 
Years of Power (1960). This chapter is also shorter than the preceding sections discussing 
Sheean’s earlier works, and it suggests that Sheean did not have as much of a personal 
connection to India’s Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru as he had to Gandhi. While 
brief and to the point, this discussion of Sheean’s final book puts forward an eloquent 
case for the importance of immersion journalism, citing Sheean’s own claim that he had 
“traveled far more in India than most people ever do, Indian or foreign” (97).

It is somewhat fitting, therefore, that this final episode—which marks the peak 
of Sheean’s ability as an immersion journalist—coincides with the culmination of 
Dave’s study. In the later chapters of Seeking to Understand the World, Dave himself 
becomes more thoroughly immersed in his subject, producing an eloquent commen-
tary that is more succinct and engaging than in the earlier chapters, where he tended 
to overelaborate on basic formal concepts. He concludes his study with appendices 
that feature photographic reproductions of Sheean’s journals and postal correspon-
dence: seeing these documents (in his own handwriting) makes Sheean’s personality 
even more palpable for readers. Personal touches like these testify to Dave’s sincerity 
in paying tribute to an overlooked figure in twentieth century journalism. The extent 
of the author’s research is admirable and makes this book a valuable resource for 
seasoned scholars, as well as a useful primer for those who are just beginning their 
studies of literary techniques and their application in the field of reportage.
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Merriam-Webster defines culture as “shared atti-
tudes, values, goals, and practices.” Those four 

attributes become Tommy Tomlinson’s focus as he 
dives into the fancy, the world of dog shows and the 
animals and humans that inhabit it. The result is a 
work of immersive journalism, which at times is mov-
ing, even shocking, but always fascinating—even for 
someone who does not love dogs.

Tomlinson begins his journey into “Dogland” 
after he watches the Westminster Kennel Club Dog 
Show on television and wonders, “Are those dogs 
happy” (xiii)? To answer that question, he chooses 
Westminster, this “pinnacle of the dog show world 
like Wimbledon or the Super Bowl” (xiii), as his case 
study. During his two-and-half-year quest, Tomlin-
son reveals much about the fancy’s culture of “shared 
attitudes, values, goals and practices” and informs readers about things like arcane 
judging qualifications and standards that make a dog the “Best in Show.” He also 
introduces an ensemble cast of stars (dogs) and supporting characters (humans) that 
move the narrative along.

This is a heavily researched book, and Tomlinson’s breezy style makes digesting 
all the information easier, clearing up any confusion, for example, about how a dog 
wins a show. He sets the record straight about the hierarchy of dog shows, too, point-
ing out that the nationally televised National Dog Show at American Thanksgiving is 
not the Westminster, as many believe. So much information is packed into this book, 
it could have been aptly entitled Everything You Ever Wanted to Know about Show 
Dogs but Were Afraid to Ask. Indeed, readers learn about the usual, such as groom-
ing and training, and the unusual, such as the intimate details of a top dog’s sex life. 
The reader, for example, is introduced to the “sperm girls” whose job is to collect (yes, 
manually) a desired “sample” from a dog with impeccable lineage: “It’s exactly what 
you’re picturing at the moment” (68), one of them tells Tomlinson. The reader learns 
these dogs “rarely, if ever have sex” (83) and that the use of testicular implants called 
“neuticles” (8) can disqualify a dog from the competition.

The biggest star in Dogland is a Samoyed named Striker whose “near-perfect 
brightness can be more than the eye can handle” (91). He appears to have extraordi-
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nary dog show talents that are nurtured by his trainer, Laura, whose work is to shape 
“ordinary dogs into something special, and shaping special dogs into champions” 
(183). Together, Tomlinson weaves their story into the book’s ten chapters, inform-
ing the reader along way about all aspects of dog show culture and winning “Best in 
Show.” Striker and Laura’s story culminates with the dog’s final appearance at West-
minster, an event that takes its name from the New York hotel where, in 1877, its 
founders met at the bar to establish the organization (28). 

The dog show world is also about conformation, which refers to the identifica-
tion of an animal that best “conforms to the ideal version of its breed” (69). If 

there is a dark side to the human-dog relationship, conformity is it. “We have ad-
mired and adored so many dogs,” Tomlinson writes, that “at the same time we have 
caused them pain and shortened their lives” (106). As he explains, the only way to 
achieve the perfect dog is by inbreeding and eugenics, which magnify “any genetic 
problems” a breed might have (106). It’s not good for the dog. Tomlinson cites the 
French bulldog, currently America’s most popular breed, according to the American 
Kennel Club, which, because of human intervention, sports bulging eyes, a flat nose, 
a large head and narrow hips. Because of this, French bulldogs are cute but can barely 
reproduce and have trouble breathing. (96). Other purebreds haven’t had it much 
better. In the early days of human-dog interaction, humans bred dogs to perform 
specific tasks like herding sheep. Now, it’s about aesthetics. Today, dogs get their ears 
cropped and tails docked to acquire a human ideal of what those animals should look 
like (71).

Dogland is a book about loss. As Tomlinson writes, dogs and their trainers live 
and work together for years to win something like Westminster and contend with los-
ing the competition—and then each other. In Laura’s case, she must return Striker to 
its owner once his competitive life ends. Yet, the book’s most moving chapter about 
loss veers away from dog shows and into Tomlinson’s home where he tells the story of 
a stray that became a beloved pet. This compelling break from the fancy tugs at the 
heart strings of the reader—even one who does not care much for dogs. 

Upon the death of Fred, his pet, Tomlinson observes, “Dogs are often a reflec-
tion of us. And we are sometimes broken mirrors” (161). If the book is to be faulted, 
it is because of didactic lines like this one. Throughout Dogland, Tomlinson reminds 
readers (too) often that humans could not live without dogs and vice versa. This 
gets repetitious and overly sentimental. Regardless, the reader can forgive Tomlinson 
because the book illuminates the Westminster world beautifully while also providing 
amusing asides, like “Pee Breaks” that list top-five rankings of “Dog Haters,” “Car-
toon Dogs,” “Westminster Dog Owners,” “Dogs in Art,” and “Dogs of Myth and 
Legend.” All told, Dogland could make the reading list for any literary journalism 
course. At the book’s outset, Tomlinson writes, “My goal is to tell you what it’s like 
out there in Dogland” (xvi). This he does admirably.


