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Dedication





This book is dedicated to Sue Harland, who has worked with me for many years and without whose excellent help many of my numerous books would never have been written. Thank you, Sue, and have a long and happy retirement!
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INTRODUCTION





Wandering in my mind through the alphabet for this book has led me to thinking back over the years and realising how acquiring two little donkeys became the start of a whole new way of life for me. Little did I know then that my future would revolve almost entirely around the care and welfare of donkeys in need. Having started my own small family of donkeys in 1969, I established The Donkey Sanctuary in 1973, and this has been of enormous benefit to millions of donkeys both in the UK and throughout the world. The Sanctuary’s work for donkeys overseas is, in turn, helping their impoverished owners, who rely on their animals for their everyday livelihood. As well as this charity I founded The Elisabeth Svendsen Trust for Children and Donkeys, which gives children with special educational needs and disabilities the opportunity to ride and have close contact with donkeys in six custom-built Centres throughout the UK. The two donkeys who started it all were Angelina and Naughty Face!


The story really started when I was five years old. Every third weekend my parents, with my sister Pat and me, travelled from our home in Elland, Yorkshire, to St Annes-on-Sea in Lancashire to visit my grandparents. The journey in my father’s little Hillman (JX 1930 was the registration number) was never a comfortable one, particularly as in 1935 many of Yorkshire’s roads were cobbled! There was, however, a reason I looked forward to the journey. If I begged and pleaded hard enough my father would agree to make a five mile detour through Hebden Bridge. There, in a field, were two donkeys! As soon as the car stopped, I would rush out and run up to the fence at the top of a bank. I would shout ‘Donkeys!’ and, without fail, they would trot over to me for a cuddle! I think my love of these delightful animals began then.


I was so lucky to have a loving family, who nursed me through some unfortunate illnesses, which ultimately resulted in my contracting osteomyelitis. This nearly cost me my right arm and resulted in permanent damage to my hand, which to this day causes me difficulties at times. However, I was able to attend Teacher Training College and obtained a 1st Class Froebel degree. I found that my primary interest was in children with special needs and I spent some time while at college at the Fountain Hospital for mentally ill children in the Deptford area of London.


My teaching career ceased when my father’s secretary died. She had been running the office in his sanitary pipe works for many years, and I was persuaded to take her place. My father explained, ‘Ee lass, Fanny Sutcliffe has worked for me for forty-five years and we don’t want any strangers knowing our business!’


I needed to take a crash course in typing and accountancy and was soon tackling wages for sixty miners on different rates of pay, and fettlers on piece work! I often wandered down the yards where the kilns were belching out flames and, when asking my father ‘why is there a large water butt by each kiln?’ he shocked me by explaining that they were for the men to douse the flames should their clothes catch fire – which they often did!


Sometimes I had to drive one of the six-ton lorries for emergency deliveries. In the days of double de-clutching this was quite a feat and, if I had to brake suddenly, it was alarming to hear the pipes thumping against the back of the cab window. Many of the deliveries were to building sites and I caused quite a stir on arrival, as they didn’t expect a woman driver!


I met Niels Svendsen and we married in 1954. At that time Niels was working with his brother building up their company, ‘Metalife’. I was able to help out in my spare time – you can’t imagine how many chimneys we painted with anti-corrosive paint in the West Riding of Yorkshire! A disagreement with his brother led to Niels taking a job with British Cellophane at Bridgwater in Somerset, which meant moving house. I found this rather difficult, as I had to leave my job and by then had my first baby, Lise.


At first, and with another baby on the way, we rented a flat near Bridgwater, and it was here that we encountered a big problem – we were not allowed to hang washing outside! I got quite desperate after Paul joined Lise; I had two children under fifteen months old with the resultant laundry problems. Together Niels and I came up with the idea of an electrically powered nappy drier! Niels built them in a rented shed and I went out selling them with my two babies in the back of the car! It was hard work, but successful. One day in 1958 we saw an article in the News Chronicle advertising a ‘Get Ahead’ competition. There was nothing to lose and so we entered our nappy drier. The finals were televised and to our great delight, we won! We were awarded the (then) magnificent sum of £5,000 and gained enormous publicity! Within three days the demand was so great for our driers that Niels resigned from his job and we set up a factory and employed nationwide salesmen. While exhibiting at the Ideal Homes Exhibition in 1961 we were approached by one of the Directors of Thorn Electrical Industries, who made us such a tempting offer we decided to sell our business to the company while still remaining as directors of one of its branches. However, after being his own boss, Niels wasn’t enjoying being employed and so after two years of good salaries and a Bentley as a company car we gave it all up to become business consultants!






[image: ]

Invitation to the final of the ‘Get Ahead’ competition
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The winning cheque!








Our first job was in Cornwall, putting a shipyard back on its feet, but after a few years Niels’ recurring back problems forced us to think again and, with three young children to consider (Clive was born in May 1961), we decided we would buy and run a hotel, so there would always be plenty of help if Niels’ bad back meant he couldn’t work. I went to look at the Salston Hotel in Ottery St Mary, which was for sale with four acres of land.


As I gazed at the lovely field in front of the hotel I remembered the donkeys I’d loved during my childhood and I could imagine donkeys happily grazing there. So, we bought the Salston Hotel and in 1969 Naughty Face arrived!


I loved Naughty Face, but after a while she showed obvious signs of being very lonely – the hotel residents didn’t seem to appreciate her mournful brays day and night! A companion was needed urgently and the problem was solved when Angelina joined us.


This book tells the stories of many of the donkeys that The Donkey Sanctuary has cared for, either by taking them into its care or through the work which is being carried out for hundreds of thousands of donkeys both in the UK and abroad. They are in alphabetical, not date, order – hence the title of the book.


Although not strictly in order I feel that Angelina must come first in section A of this book, as she and Naughty Face were where it all began…



















A







A is for Apple




A is for apple that donkeys adore


B is for breakfast – they always want more


C is for cold, when abandoned and lost


D is for Donkey Sanctuary – we don’t count the cost.







This book is for you, to read and enjoy


To realise a donkey is not just a toy


But alive, giving help to all that they meet


From poorest peasant, to man in the street.







We’ve tried to connect them from A through to Z


It’s the sort of book you can take to your bed;


It covers the world and what donkeys can do


And brings tears, and joy, from me to you!


 





Dr Elisabeth D Svendsen 2010





DONKEYS


Angelina


I think one of the first lessons I learned about donkeys is that they don’t like living alone. Naughty Face, my first donkey, had been so lonely living on her own and her braying had regularly woken our hotel guests, so I decided to buy another donkey to keep her company. Angelina was a beautiful chocolate brown donkey with a lovely nature to match and, like Naughty Face, she was in foal. They got on together splendidly.


Unfortunately, despite my best efforts and those of the vet, Angelina’s foal was born dead, which was heartbreaking for us all. However, she quickly recovered and helped look after Naughty Face’s little foal, Superdocious. From then on Angelina was in charge!


In 1970 we had been fortunate enough to be able to buy a house with four bedrooms at the bottom of a lane close to the hotel, which proved ideal for my family as well as the donkeys, as there were stables and, like the hotel, it had four acres of land. My idea of starting a stud farm was taking shape.


I bought a beautiful stallion, St Paddy of Kennetbury, and Angelina was definitely number one wife! It was she who calmed St Paddy down when he had a bad experience with a television crew from the local BBC news programme, ‘Spotlight’. The presenter, Bob Forbes, set the scene for a feature on the ‘Donkey Lady’ and despite my protests, he insisted on filming in St Paddy’s paddock. Angelina was with St Paddy to keep him in order!


Unfortunately for the cameraman he was wearing a full length brown, hairy Afghan coat – I say unfortunately because St Paddy, who was watching the proceedings with great interest, was at the edge of the paddock directly behind him. Bob started asking me questions. I was gently scratching Angelina’s ears and trying to answer the questions calmly but, out of the corner of my eye I could see St Paddy, whose ears were flat against his head and he was pawing at the ground with his hoof. He’d obviously decided that the cameraman, as he crouched over the camera, was a visiting mare! All of a sudden St Paddy moved like lightning and suddenly there was utter chaos! Poor St Paddy received a great shock, as his ‘mare’ collapsed under him and Angelina sprang forward to see what all the fuss was about. Angelina nudged and pushed at St Paddy and, between us, we were able to quieten him down. They were both returned to their stable and that was the end of filming for the day. I met the cameraman again several months later. He told me he would never wear the coat again – I wasn’t surprised!


Angelina was in foal to St Paddy when I stopped breeding donkeys, having become deeply concerned over the fate of many donkeys in the UK. She safely produced a darling little colt, who I named Russell (of whom more later in the book).


After many happy years at the Sanctuary Angelina died in 1997. Of course, I always feel sad to lose any of our donkeys, but Angelina was so very special to me and I missed her enormously. Unfortunately I no longer have a photograph of her.


Alfred


One of the donkeys collected from Miss Philpin’s (see her story under ‘P’) sanctuary after her death was one I named ‘Alfred’ after Alfred the Great. At that time he was the biggest donkey we had taken into care and, apart from his hooves, which were badly in need of a trim, he was in fairly good condition Although large, he could be described as almost elegant! He had excellent manners, always carried himself well and was a perfect gentleman with the farrier!


Shortly after his arrival my ideas for putting children with special needs and donkeys together for their mutual benefit got under way and Alfred, partly because of his size and partly because of his good manners, was chosen for the trial. He proved absolutely wonderful. The children loved him and he adored the children!


In those days, before we built The Slade Centre, we would take the donkeys out to the children at their schools. The children shrieked with joy when they saw the donkeys coming down the ramp at the back of the lorry – to many of them it was the highlight of their week. The children’s joy turned to sadness in the winter when the rides had to stop but, in December 1978 The Slade Centre opened, with its super play area and riding arena designed for the comfort of donkeys and children alike. Now the rides take place all year round.


Alfred was always a great favourite with everyone and his compassion and understanding knew no bounds. One day, Alfred was the second in line of five donkeys giving rides to a group of severely disabled children. One of the many games we use had been set up, and propped against the rail on the left hand side of the arena were a number of envelopes, with a letterbox on the opposite side. The children, on donkey back, had to stop the donkey, pick up the letter, ride around the arena and post it in the letterbox. Alfred’s rider was severely handicapped and, despite very real attempts the child could not pick up the envelope. After he had failed at the third attempt, Alfred turned his head round and grasped the envelope firmly in his teeth. Then to everyone’s amazement, he carried his rider to the letterbox and stopped with the envelope only inches from the hole! Who says donkeys aren’t intelligent?





[image: ]

Alfred and me!











Alicia


Alicia’s mother, Nana, was in foal and had a severe hoof problem when she was taken into care at El Refugio del Burrito in Spain. Although she continues to be monitored, the degeneration of her pedal bones in her feet still causes her a great deal of pain. Painkillers and anti-inflammatory drugs are helping but her prognosis is not good. Despite her problems, on Mother’s Day in 2009 she gave birth to a beautiful foal, who we called Alicia.


Alicia’s first birthday was celebrated in May 2010 at her home at Fuente de Piedra, the main farm of El Refugio del Burrito in Spain. The staff made a lot of fuss of her, and gave her a little treat – a luscious carrot cake! Hopefully this will be the first birthday of many more in a safe, loving environment; she is a lucky donkey to have known only love and care from day one. She is a happy little donkey and is now living with other female donkeys. Her new friends are Celia, Pepa, Canela, Romera and Romina.
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Alicia at her birthday party









Ashley


In June 2009 we received an urgent request to take into our care eight donkeys from the north-west of Scotland. The donkeys were in need of a new home due to a change in the owner’s circumstances. The donkeys arrived safely and, after they’d had a good night’s rest our vets carried out the usual routine medical checks. They found that four of the mares were in foal! One of them, Maible, gave birth within two weeks of her arrival, producing a delightful colt foal who we named Brian, in memory of a former member of staff who had died a few weeks previously. A second mare, Flora, gave birth to her foal, Zena (see her story under ‘Z’), a few weeks later.
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Ashley, orphaned at birt








Sadly things did not go well for another of the new arrivals, Aisling. She suffered a fatal complication during the birth and, despite desperate efforts by our staff, we lost her. The little colt foal was weak and we knew it was quite possible we could lose him as well. It really was a desperate situation; Ashley needed feeding every two hours day and night, which was exhausting for the members of staff from various departments who volunteered to help. Elena, one of our vets, was in charge of looking after him. After a few days she said, ‘Ashley is a delightful little character and every day goes from strength to strength He is responding better than I had expected, so I’m really pleased.’ After two weeks other members of staff, including office members, volunteered to help the veterinary team and they found their days and nights changed beyond recognition! Thankfully, with skilful care Ashley hung on and, after a month, we knew he had turned the corner. It was relief all round!


Hand-reared foals can, however, develop poor behavioural characteristics; the staff had to be careful to minimise cuddles because he could otherwise grow to prefer humans to donkeys – it was so hard to resist the temptation, though! So during the day Ashley was put into a paddock with Flora and Zena. Flora looked after him well and taught him how good donkeys should behave!



DONKEY FACTS, PEOPLE AND PLACES  


Abbie


Abbie has been attending EST Manchester from the time she began to sit unaided at around two years old. She has gained both in self-confidence and riding skills. When she first came she was just able to sit and her feet didn’t even reach the stirrups, but she has progressed through our achievement levels in all aspects of therapy, including her language development. One of the Centre’s riding instructors, Robina, says, ‘Abbie has really come out of herself! She used to be so shy in any communication, but now she always comes in with a big smile on her face, tells me about her day at school and makes sure she has her drink and flapjack.’  


One of the real bonuses in learning to ride our donkeys has been the improvement in Abbie’s self-esteem. Robina goes onto say, ‘Abbie is now learning all the “real skills” of riding, using her reins and “steering”. It is so rewarding to see that as she has matured she has also begun to learn how to take care of our donkeys.’
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Abbie likes helping wherever she can!








Abbie’s mother, Julie, can’t stress too greatly how much the donkeys are a part of her life. Abbie recently attended a speech and language course with horse riding and was able to ride with confidence and transfer the skills she has acquired from donkey riding. Julie says she can’t praise the staff at EST Manchester enough for the support, interest and pleasure they have given her.


Abigail


Donkey riding therapy has been instrumental in helping Abigail to learn to walk and find a new sense of self-confidence. At the age of two she was not yet able to crawl and struggled with a range of developmental delays that prevented her from interacting with children and adults outside of her family. She had low muscle tone and learning difficulties which caused problems with her balance and her ability to walk.


Abigail has now been attending the EST Leeds Centre for three years and has amazed her family with the improvements that the riding sessions have made. Her mother, Carol, recalls:




‘Abigail was very withdrawn and wouldn’t interact with other children or join in with their activities or games, but since we began coming to EST I have seen enormous changes in what she is able to achieve. The riding sessions are tailored to include activities that focus on developing Abigail’s core strength and flexibility. Her physiotherapist is delighted with the improvements in her muscle tone, mobility and posture – she is now able to run around like every other child, which is wonderful to see.’





Abigail can now use the stirrups to climb onto the donkey, hold the reins during riding, and she engages with the educational elements of each session, such as naming colours and matching pictures together. She now interacts with the other children and has managed to form strong friendships.


Abigail often rides with her sister, Isabelle, at the Saturday Clubs and in the school holidays. Carol says: ‘It’s brilliant that the girls can do an activity together that they both enjoy. Abigail is always excited about visiting the Centre and asks if it’s “donkeys today” on most days!’
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Abigail enjoying her donkey riding games









Adoption Scheme


The Elisabeth Svendsen Trust for Children and Donkeys (EST) offers supporters the opportunity to choose a donkey from one of its Centres that can be classed as their ‘special’ donkey. The main aspects of the Adoption Scheme are:




	A choice of twenty-four donkeys, four of each at Belfast, Birmingham, Ivybridge, Leeds, Manchester and Sidmouth.


	Those who adopt will receive a folder, certificate, details of the adopted donkey, a colour picture and a beautiful A4 pencil drawing. An update on the chosen donkey is sent every six months.


	A donkey can be adopted on behalf of any person as a gift. A personal message can be included.


	More details can be obtained by email: www.elisabethsvendsentrust.org.uk/adoptions, or by telephone: 01395 573034.






















B





DONKEYS


Barney
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Barney (reproduced with the kind permission of Jim Wileman)








Barney was a contender for the title of ‘the naughtiest donkey at the Sanctuary’. In fact he was one of the reasons we had to buy a new donkey lorry! He was bought in a market in Wales by a concerned donkey lover, who saw that he was in a terrible state, having lice and poor feet, as well as a large cancerous growth (known as a sarcoid) on his inside hind leg. Once satisfied that he had recovered sufficiently to travel, Barney was signed over to us and he was collected in our lorry. What a journey! Despite desperate efforts by the driver, Barney proceeded methodically to rip all the protective panels from the sides of the lorry. By the time he arrived at the Sanctuary the driver was nearing a nervous breakdown, but Barney had experienced the time of his life! As he was a stallion he was castrated and put in the stallion yard for his six week isolation period. Nothing was safe – wheelbarrows were tipped over, staff were playfully pushed around, brooms were picked up and swung around – there was no end to his tricks. He was, however, really popular with all the staff. When his isolation period was over we had to put Barney with the Poitou donkeys (where he remains to this day), who are large enough to stand up for themselves and, with a big blue football they keep themselves amused for hours on end.






Beau


Beau arrived at the Donkey Sanctuary (Cyprus) in 2005 aged eight years. He had been abandoned in a village near Limassol and was found eating beans belonging to a rather irate farmer! He had two nasty large wounds on his face which were treated by the vet. Beau is an unusual colour for a donkey in Cyprus – more of a typical Eastern European donkey – grey, with a well-defined cross on his back. He is a cheeky, strong chap who enjoys chewing the grooms’ shirts while they are cleaning his paddock. The only thing he isn’t too keen on is having his back hooves trimmed, but as he is so handsome we can forgive him for that!
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Beau








He continues to be as mischievous as ever, but was a paragon of virtue when he had his teeth checked and rasped recently, and his behaviour is slowly improving with the farrier. He is available for adoption under the Donkey Sanctuary (Cyprus) Adoption Scheme.


Ben


Ben belonged to an English owner who unfortunately was too busy to look after him. He was eight years old when he came into the Donkey Sanctuary (Cyprus) in 2003 and a very handsome and strong donkey he is! He likes being around people and we are sure he knows how good looking he is, as he seems to like to pose for photographs.
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Ben








Ben is a very happy little chap who appreciates lots of fuss and cuddles, and he enjoys being a member of the Donkey Sanctuary (Cyprus) Adoption Scheme.


Bill and Ben (1)


It is very rare for a donkey to have twins – in fact I’ve only heard of about six sets in the last thirty years, one of which was exceptionally rare – twins born to a Poitou donkey in Germany. However, in 2003 we welcomed Bill and Ben (formerly known as Ronnie and Reggie) from Wales. Sadly their owner’s health and personal problems made it necessary for them to be relinquished into our care.


The twins are a perfectly matched pair and, as they have never been apart, they are closely bonded with each other. It was particularly touching to see the twins had brought with them their own ‘feed bowl’ which they had shared all their lives and which their owner felt would serve as a ‘comforter’! They stand at eleven hands high, which is quite large and according to their owner they are ‘desperate to be busy’.


It was soon obvious that they both loved interacting with people, especially children, so we decided they should join our Education and Activities Department (E & A). These donkeys are taken to visit schools, as well as taking part in the educational projects we arrange for children visiting the Sanctuary.


Bill and Ben are delightful donkeys, constantly keeping the staff on their toes! They always have to be involved in everything that is going on, and will tug at the grooms’ clothes if they think they’re being ignored. They love helping the grooms as they clean their shelter and yard, and have been known to grab the brush and the large ‘scooper’ pan (one each!) and clatter around the yard, quite determined to dodge their carers, Jan and Sue! They also love playing football and undoing coat zips – particularly if they can smell polo mints!
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Bill and Ben have now been fostered to a new home. I understand Bill’s behaviour is impeccable!









One evening, on my daily walk, I was very concerned to find Bill on the wrong side of the fence. This meant he couldn’t get back to his warm stable for the night. I had no head collar with me and, as I rushed back to the main buildings I realised most of the staff would have left, as it was getting late. There were three voluntary workers in the EST Centre, who kindly offered to help but, as they didn’t know Bill, I decided to see if there was anyone else around who could go with them. I was delighted when I found Maggie in the Visitors’ Centre! Maggie knew all the donkeys at Slade House Farm, and I was pleased to accept her offer to go with the volunteers, particularly as she was familiar with the electric fence and would be able to turn it off. They set off without me, as the shelter was a fair distance away and it was now pitch dark. I was pleased to learn the next day that they had succeeded in their task.


The story doesn’t end there, however. A couple of days later Maggie went out with a few ginger nuts in her hand to give the other donkeys a treat before taking them out for a visit to a school. Once again, Bill was on the wrong side of the fence. When he saw the biscuits in Maggie’s hand, to her amazement he took a short run and jumped cleanly over the fence with no trouble. The fence was nearly three feet high – none of us had realised that donkeys were able to jump that high voluntarily – and the lure of the biscuits was just too much temptation! I kept thinking of my desperate rush a few days earlier to ensure we could help Bill round the fence so that he could get into his warm stable for the night, but I now realised that he must have jumped over in the first place. The grass was obviously greener on that side!


Bill and Ben (2)


In 2010 another pair of twins came into the Sanctuary – coincidentally with the same names. They had been owned by the Cotswold Rare Breed Farm Park and were purchased by a lady from Tiverton, who kept them for nine years. Unfortunately she lost her grazing land, so she relinquished the donkeys to us.


Bill and Ben are very closely bonded – so much so that they become very agitated even if only separated by a gate.
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Bill and Ben enjoying life at East Axnoller Farm












Bill, Ben and Boots


Bill, Ben and Boots arrived at the Sanctuary in 1973 and were the first donkeys to be rehabilitated to a ‘foster home’. An elderly lady contacted us to say that she and her two sisters were willing to offer a good home to three donkeys. My sister, Pat, arranged to visit the three ladies and was most impressed by the enormous house standing in beautiful grounds with fenced paddocks, walled gardens and a large stable block complete with groom and stable boy, although there had been no horses there for about fifteen years!


In August Bill, Ben and Boots were taken to their new home, where they were greeted with all the love and attention they could wish for. I telephoned a few days later to find that everything was going well; each sister had her own favourite and the donkeys were as good as gold. I continued to phone on regular occasions over the next few months and there were no problems.


I was, therefore, very surprised to receive a telephone call that November. ‘Mrs Svendsen, I’m sorry, but you must take Bill and Ben back. They’ve become such naughty boys. Boots can stay, as he’s so good, but we just cannot cope with the other two!’ ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘Whatever are they up to?’ ‘Well,’ said the lady,’ they have become so disobedient. Boots goes straight up the stairs when we tell him but, no matter how we push and pull, Bill and Ben refuse to go up. You know we are elderly ladies, Mrs Svendsen, and we can’t do such heavy work.’ ‘Did you say up the stairs?’ I asked. ‘Of course … you don’t think we can lie upstairs in our warm beds at night and leave those three in the stables, do you? It gets cold, you know – they use the guest bedroom.’


So Bill and Ben came back to us, followed one month later by Boots, who ceased to be angelic when his friends departed!


Blackie Star and Lola


Blackie was probably the Sanctuary’s most famous donkey! In 1986 we heard of an annual fiesta which took place on Shrove Tuesday in Villanueva de la Vera, a town in the Extremadura region of Spain. Each year a procession takes place which includes a donkey being ridden by a man who is far too heavy and is usually drunk. A thick rope with knots tied in it is put around the donkey’s neck and the poor animal is dragged along by men holding onto the knots, urged on by hundreds of over-excited onlookers. Reports were that the donkey used that year had fallen and been crushed to death by the crowd.


Vicki Moore, an animal rights campaigner (who died in 2000 after battling for several years to recover from injuries sustained during one of her protests) offered to attend the 1987 fiesta if the Sanctuary would pay her expenses. The press had been notified and Vicki was accompanied by reporters from several newspapers, including the Sun and the Star. Vicki confirmed that the treatment of the donkey was appalling; he fell several times, only to be dragged back to its feet again; he was punched and kicked and terrified by the shouts of the crowd and the sounds of guns being fired into the air. Although the donkey, who the locals called Blackie, survived, he was in great distress after the event. It was arranged that the Star would buy him, provided we could bring him back to the Sanctuary and that he would bear the newspaper’s name.


It proved to be difficult rescuing Blackie, but John Fowler (the Sanctuary’s vet at the time) and I, accompanied by two reporters from the Star, set off four weeks after the event with a small Sanctuary lorry. The villagers had hidden him, but one animal lover took pity on us and we were guided to his hiding place. We carefully loaded him onto the lorry and travelled to the ferry port at Santander. We had to put the lorry on the car deck, but the captain kindly allowed us to enter at regular intervals to feed, water and comfort him.


When we arrived at Plymouth we managed to get him to the Sanctuary before the two reporters released the news. Blackie arrived in the UK amid huge media interest and we received literally thousands of visitors, who came to see the famous donkey from Spain. He was settled into what we call the ‘Salston Box’ with its own little paddock, accompanied by a new donkey companion, Lola, who had arrived from Wales at the same time. Blackie and Lola thoroughly enjoyed all the attention they received, although Blackie was rather reticent – possibly because of his ordeal, or probably because he didn’t understand English!


A team from the Sanctuary has attended the fiesta every year since then to see what help can be given to the poor donkey used. Accompanied by a vet I visited on the first three occasions to witness how much suffering the donkey endured. It was very frightening for us and the donkey, as 12-bore shotguns were being fired at random all the time. We have tried many things over the years to stop this dreadful practice, including presenting a petition with over 25,000 signatures to the Spanish Ambassador in London, offering a life-sized model donkey to the town as a replacement for a real donkey and many attempts to persuade the Spanish authorities to legislate against the use of live animals in fiestas. Despite all our political and practical efforts, however, it still continues to this day.
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A Christmas photo of the three of us!









Blackie spent seven happy years at The Donkey Sanctuary before, probably as a result of the abuse he had suffered in his early years, he died in May 1993. Having spent an hour with Blackie after he died (our normal practice in the event of the death of a donkey companion), Lola was able to accept the fact that he was gone and, after being moved to New Barn in the main yard she soon found a new companion – a twenty-six year old skewbald donkey named Mumphrey!


Boomer


Boomer’s owner had suffered a car accident and could no longer care for him, so he was taken into our care. As he is such a gentle, friendly donkey it was decided that he should be trained to work with children with special needs and disadvantages who attend our EST Centres. He was chosen as one of the team of donkeys that moved to the Ivybridge Centre in March 2007.
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Boomer








Bob Venn, Principal of the Centre says: ‘Boomer has been a very busy donkey since he’s been with us. From the moment he arrived, he played an important role in the opening of Christmas grottos in a superstore in Plymouth, joining a procession bringing Father Christmas and his helpers into the grotto in a carriage. He also had a lot of media interest when his duties took on a distinctive ‘military’ feel. Each year in the Royal Citadel on Plymouth Hoe, where 29 Commando Royal Artillery is based, a concert is held called ‘The Music of the Night’. The concert features the massed bands of Her Majesty’s Royal Marines and hundreds of singers, dancers and actors. It runs for six nights, and is watched by over three thousand people each night. In 2007 one of the sets featured Joseph and his Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat. EST Ivybridge was asked to provide a donkey, and Boomer appeared on all six nights. He was a true star – he thoroughly enjoyed all of the fuss and attention made of him and was completely unconcerned by all the noise – in particular the loud fireworks! He got a huge cheer each night, which he seemed to appreciate!


Unfortunately Boomer developed a knee joint problem which resulted in him requiring arthroscopic examination and treatment of the joint. He was referred to Western Counties Equine Clinic for a specialist procedure. After surgery Boomer was discharged to recuperate at The Donkey Sanctuary hospital, where he needed a prolonged stay to be given intensive medication, as well as physiotherapy. Happily he made a good recovery and was able to return to EST Ivybridge. What a welcome he received from his donkey friends!


Buffalo
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Buffalo, one of my all-time favourites!








Buffalo must have been one of the biggest donkeys around – and he certainly must have had the biggest ears! Thousands of years ago, when donkeys and horses lived wild in Africa and Asia, the stronger horses tended to push the donkeys off the richer pastures, so the donkeys took to the hills and mountains where, although the grazing was much poorer, they could at least graze peacefully. This made communication difficult and it appears to be the reason for the donkey’s penetrating voice to call with and large ears to hear with. If this is so, then Buffalo could go up the highest mountain and still hear his friends!


He came to us in September 1977 and was the 457th entry. He arrived with three friends, Blupy, Bonanza and Bobby; all had been working on Blackpool beach for (excuse the expression) donkeys’ years and were now in their thirties. Their owner decided they deserved a happy retirement. When the lorry doors opened I couldn’t believe the size of Buffalo. His feet were over twice the size of the average donkey’s and, as my eyes went upwards, there was the most enormous shaggy body, crowned with a superb head and the most enormous ears!


Every new arrival at the Sanctuary is given a name and number and, at the time of Buffalo’s arrival, we were buying made up ‘cow collars’. ‘Goodness!’ I muttered as I tried in vain to get the collar around his huge neck. ‘He really is the size of a buffalo.’ Actually he did us a great favour, as we rang the manufacturers of the collars and we were able to buy the collar material in rolls, which was much cheaper and could be made up to fit the necessary neck size.


Buffalo was such a softy – it’s almost impossible to describe him. When he was being groomed and you bent down to brush his legs he slowly began to lean on you, with a beatific expression on his face! Only the strongest could take his weight and I certainly don’t qualify for that, usually collapsing in an undignified heap to be nudged up by Buffalo with an enquiring expression on his face.


The first time our farrier saw him he put down his file and slowly walked about him with a delighted grin on his face. ‘Now that’s what I call a donkey,’ he said. ‘Not half so far to bend down as usual, but is he good?’ He soon found out.


Buffalo enjoyed his pedicure thoroughly and stood patiently, even lifting his enormous feet towards the farrier as he bent to his task. Buffalo’s only problem seemed to be the enormous size of his ears. When he got tired the muscle needed to hold them up seemed to sag and, slowly, like great handlebars, first one ear collapsed, then the other, until finally they drooped at right angles to his head! His size, though, gave him an advantage; in the stable he could happily stand in the second row behind one of the smaller donkeys in his group, and was able to casually lean over and help himself over the top of the others.


Buffalo certainly earned and deserved the name ‘Gentle Giant’ at the Sanctuary. He was dearly loved by our visitors and it was a very sad day when he died just after Christmas in 1987. He was forty years old.


Busby


Busby is a dark brown gelding with a white muzzle. He was born in 1990 and relinquished to The Donkey Sanctuary in 1993. His owners, who had bought him as a colt in a market, found that he wasn’t getting along with their ponies so they reluctantly sent him into our care. As he grew up, Busby’s gentle, quiet nature shone through and in 2001 he joined EST Sidmouth to work with children with special educational needs and disabilities. He is quite a small donkey and ideal to be with children who are nervous, as he is so calm and well-behaved. He stands so still as he’s groomed by the children that he sometimes appears to have dozed off, but he also has his energetic moments – often galloping round and round his field to make sure he is the last to be caught when it’s time to go back into the stable!


Busby has many visitors in his role as one of the donkeys in EST Sidmouth’s Adoption Scheme.


Butch


When Butch came to the Sanctuary in 1988 our driver reported it was the saddest collection he had ever made. Jack, Butch’s owner, was eighty years old and for the last twenty-five years they had been inseparable companions. Knowing he was no longer able to care for Butch as he grew older, Jack made the sad decision to send him to the Sanctuary. Having handed the driver a suitcase containing Butch’s belongings, Jack was too upset to let the lorry go and for half an hour he sat inside with Butch’s head on his shoulder. Even the driver had tears in his eyes as he finally had to close the tailgate and set off for Devon. However, for the next seven years Jack visited the Sanctuary three or four times a year and would spend every day sitting in the Main Yard, with Butch never leaving him. Then, another tragedy: Jack died.
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Busby 
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Butch was an old softie 








One day a few weeks later Butch was seen resting his head on the shoulder of an elderly visitor who was sitting on the same seat as Jack did when visiting! I felt so sorry for Butch, as he was obviously missing Jack, so we advertised in the local papers for a grey-haired gentleman to make regular visits to him. Butch enjoyed visits from the kind gentleman who volunteered, but the visits ended when the gentleman became ill. As a resident in Main Yard, though, he continued to receive lots of fuss and cuddles from our many visitors. I wasn’t at all surprised, though, when one of our Donkey Week visitors told me that she had been sitting on the same bench when, as she said to me, ‘this old donkey came and put his head on my shoulder – and kept me there for half an hour!’ I didn’t need to ask the name of the donkey, and when I told her the story of Butch and Jack she was visibly moved.





DONKEY FACTS, PEOPLE AND PLACES


Beach donkeys


Donkeys have been giving rides to children on UK beaches since Victorian times, but for many years I had been concerned with regard to the conditions under which they worked. I realised that many of them were unfit, overworked, underfed and expected to work long hours on beaches, carrying loads far too heavy for them. I was actually threatened on one beach for telling the operator off for working a mare that had just recently foaled. She was being prodded on by an electrically-operated goad, leaving her heartbroken foal on the edge of the beach.


Over the years conditions for the donkeys have been improving, thanks to our work with other equine charities and local councils – and with many beach operators’ willing co-operation. Compiled with the co-operation of Blackpool Council and put into operation a few years ago, we have now updated The Donkey Sanctuary Code of Practice for Working Donkeys, which has been endorsed by the British Equine Veterinary Association. The first copy was presented to the Mayor of Blackpool, which has the largest number of donkeys in the UK working on its beaches.
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Donkeys working on the beach at Rhyl in North Wales












Bonaire


I had been made aware of difficulties for donkeys on the Dutch island of Bonaire in the Caribbean, where feral donkeys were wandering onto the roads, causing accidents and being killed.


In 1993, while cruising in the Caribbean with my friend, June, one of the ship’s ports of call was Bonaire and we took the opportunity to visit to see the problem for ourselves. We saw that the donkeys, many of them very thin, were wandering all over the roads as our taxi drove us to the site of a small Sanctuary, which was being run by a Dutch lady named Marina Melis.


The Sanctuary was small but very well run, and Marina appeared to be gaining control of the donkey situation. However, she was very grateful for our offer of help. We agreed that The Sanctuary would send a donation to build a second shelter, assist with fencing and, at a later date, provide collars for the donkeys.


The Donkey Sanctuary Bonaire has since expanded and we continue to help in a small way.


The donkey’s bray


In the wild most braying is performed by territorial males. They tend to bray regularly soon after dawn and sometimes are answered by other males. The leaders of the herd bray to maintain contact with the group and advertise group possession of the area to other herds. They also bray before rounding up the group to move to a new location. Therefore it would seem that braying is a natural feature that has stayed with the donkey throughout the centuries.
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Can you hear me?








Legend has it that after hiding in Egypt for some years Joseph decided to move his family back to Nazareth. During the night they camped along the side of the road and one night while they slept, their donkey heard the soldiers’ horses approaching from a distance. Afraid that the soldiers were coming to kill Jesus, the donkey neighed to wake Joseph. He neighed and neighed, but his voice was just too soft to wake the sleepers. Finally, as the soldiers approached, the donkey prayed for a loud voice to wake the family. When he neighed again, he was rewarded with the loud bray that donkeys have had ever since.
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