
Animal-Themed Fiction and Nonfiction 

Looking for something to read beyond Marley and Me or Old Yeller? Ever wonder what your cat is really thinking? There are a lot of great 
reads with an animal centered theme and not all of them involve dogs or cats (or have a tragic outcome). Some of these books are true 
accounts of the human/animal interactions that occur in our lives while others may be fantastical journeys into the minds of our pets. 
Whether you’re looking for a serious toned book or something with more of a whimsical feel, be sure to check out the following options. 

 

Vicki Hearne. Bandit: Dossier of a Dangerous Dog. 2002. 
 
Although it’s 20 years old, Vicki Hearne’s Bandit: Dossier of a Dangerous Dog is still timely and interesting. It describes 
a court case in Connecticut in the late 1980s when Bandit, a dog mistakenly called a "Pit Bull," is to be killed by the 
state because he bit a neighbor who was assaulting another neighbor. Hearne, a poet, philosopher, and professional 
animal trainer, testified for the defense and ended up writing this book about the case. She tells the story of Bandit and 
his owner, but also discusses fundamental moral and philosophical questions about the relationship between dogs and 
people, as well as issues of racism (Bandit’s owner is black); the proper scope of government power; and the nature of 
responsibility. She writes about complex topics clearly and unsentimentally – indeed, she is the very opposite of 
sentimental – which makes her writing all the more moving. The ending of the story is neither happy nor sad, but 
ambiguous: Bandit is not killed, but he is not returned to his owner either. In fact, Hearne ends up adopting and training 
him. People who are interested in the complex relationship between dogs and humans will find a lot to think about here. 

  

 

Ted Kerasote. Merle's Door: Lessons from a Freethinking Dog. 2007. 
 
Winner of the National Outdoor Book Award for his 2004, Out There: In the Wild in a Wired Age, Ted Kerasote continued 
his success with Merle's Door. Kerasote and Merle discovered each other on Ted's rafting trip on the San Juan River and 
fast became inseparable. Merle's "door" is both metaphorical (as a door to an understanding of dog behavior) and 
physical (the doggie door that allowed Merle the freedom to come and go from their house in Jackson Hole). That's 
Merle as in "Haggard", not Meryl as in Streep. He's definitely an outdoor, country kind of dog. This book is not only a 
love story about a remarkable dog, but an engaging lesson in animal behavior by a remarkable writer. Kerasote 
transitions easily from adventures hunting elk to scholarly research into differences in hearing and vision acuity in dogs 
and humans, for example. 

  

 

Gabriel King. The Wild Road. 1997. 
 
Silver-white kitten Tag doesn’t know his coming has been foretold among cats, or that his days spent in comfort and 
indulgence with his adopted human family will be short-lived. By accident, he finds himself lost and wandering the wide 
world around him. He struggles alone until he receives a fateful message from a dream visitor: Tag must find the king 
and queen of cats and bring them to Tintagel before the Spring Equinox. If the human known as The Alchemist finds 
them first, the entire world will face dire consequences. With the wise Majicou, who appears to him in dreams and in 
various physical forms, as his guide, Tag sets out on an epic adventure to find the missing royals, travel the magical 
Wild Road, and discover his own true name. The story continues in the sequel, The Golden Cat. 

  

 

Christopher Nicholson. The Elephant Keeper. 2009. 
 
During the winter of 1765 and 1766, twelve-year old Tom Page accompanies a wealthy shipping merchant from the 
merchant’s country estate in Somersetshire to his town home in Bristol, England. Tom’s father is the merchant’s head 
groomsman, and Tom is being trained to be a groomsman himself until the merchant purchases two nearly-dead 
juvenile elephants off a ship newly arrived from India and appoints Tom their keeper. In the late 18th century, few 
Englishmen knew anything about elephants, so Tom must rely on his observations and intelligence to nurse the 
elephants back to health and care for them. As the years go by, Tom has to let go of one of the elephants, but he 
sacrifices his own happiness to stay with the other as she is sold from one owner to another, eventually ending up in a 
commercial menagerie in London. Tom and the elephant, which he calls Jenny, form a touching bond, and through that 
bond, Nicholson’s novel explores what it means to be human and animal and how the lines can be blurred by affection 
and knowledge. 

  

 

Sharon Peters. Trusting Calvin: How a Dog Helped Heal a Holocaust Survivor's Heart. 2012. 
 
As the title essentially tells you, this is the true story of Max Edelman, a holocaust survivor, who was able to overcome 
his traumatic past and engage with the world in a better way thanks to the Guiding Eyes for the Blind and the dog he 
was paired with a chocolate Lab named Calvin. Max was just a teenager when he and his brothers were forced to work 
in a series of horrific Nazi labor camps. He endured unbelievable cruelty and deprivations including watching a fellow 
prisoner have his throat ripped open by a German Shepherd, and later Max was beaten into blindness by two guards. 
More than half of the book is devoted to Max’s life before receiving a guide dog which he did not seek out until his wife’s 
disability left him with little choice if he wanted to have an active retirement. The healing bond between man and dog 
contrasts vividly with the inhuman cruelty of the concentration camps. 

  



 

Alexander McCall Smith. The Dog Who Came in from the Cold. 2011. 
 
The second book in McCall Smith's Corduroy Mansion series follows intrepid Pimlico terrier Freddie de la Hay as he is 
recruited by MI-6 (England’s version of the CIA) to spy on some nefarious Russians. This plucky dog is not your ordinary 
terrier and he understands that his master has unwittingly put the pooch in a dangerous situation that will take all his 
canine cunning to escape. The book is actually a series of intertwined (and engaging) stories involving various tenants 
in the fictitious Corduroy Mansion apartments in London’s Pimlico section. 

  

 

Garth Stein. The Art of Racing in the Rain. 2008. 
 
Enzo is a dog who understands human speech, but cannot speak himself. As the book begins, Enzo is contemplating his 
coming death, and counting on coming back to Earth as a man. Through the magic of literature, Enzo tells us the story 
of his master Denny Swift. Denny is a racer, and he has the knack of driving fast on a wet track without losing control. 
Enzo sees how this ability carries over to other areas of Denny’s difficult life: his wife dies, his daughter’s grandparents 
sue him for custody, and an infatuated teenager tries to seduce him. Through all this, Denny fights for his rights and his 
reputation, and Enzo can barely do more than witness and give comfort. 

  

 

Kristin von Kreisler. For Bea: The Story of the Beagle who Changed My Life. 2004. 
 
Kristin von Kreisler and her husband John had all they could handle while facing some major mid-life changes in their 
lives. One beautiful fall evening, they took a walk hoping to escape some of their stress. Kristin spotted the most pitiful 
little beagle abandoned along the road. John tried his best to convince his wife the dog was not lost and just out 
enjoying the evening as they were. A pushover for needy animals, Kristin proved that John didn’t stand a chance. Thus 
begins the love story of Bea, a refugee from an animal research lab and the family who rescued her. The book includes 
a list of ways people can make positive changes for lab animals, major organizations and websites concerned with 
animal welfare, and a list of suggested reading. 

  

 

Vanessa Woods. Bonobo Handshake: A Memoir of Love and Adventure in the Congo. 2010. 
 
This is the story of Vanessa Woods, Australian journalist and her husband Brian Hare, scientist and primatologist. It's 
also the story of their research on chimpanzees and bonobos and the differences between these great apes. It's the 
story of the Bonobo Sanctuary in Kinshasa and of the terrible recent history of war-torn Congo. Ultimately, it's a story of 
love, hope, and courage that exists in both animals and people. 

  

 


