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Introduction


I have loved animals all my life. As a little girl, my very first pet was a small, green frog which I called Prince Charming. He lived mostly in the air-raid shelter dug-out in our yard. During the bombing raids, my family and I would cower inside that smelly, damp hole in the ground, listening to the boom, boom, boom sounds of the bombs, and the crackle of our anti-aircraft guns in response, and it was this frog that gave me a measure of comfort and distraction while we waited to see if we would survive the night. I was fascinated by him, the strength in his legs when he chose to hop away from me, his lidded eyes, and his green body. So much so, that during one raid I tried to leave the shelter to find him. My mother, a rather fierce woman, gave me what-for’ so of course I wasn’t allowed out. I tell you this to illustrate how important animals have always been to me, and how, without a second’s thought, I would risk my life over and over for them. My love of animals was inherited from my father, the kindest, sweetest, gentlest man you could ever wish to meet. Many times he arrived home from work with a creature that needed saving, or that he’d ‘rescued’ from one of the forlorn-looking pet shops that used to inhabit our high streets in those days. He was daft when it came to animals. And it wasn’t just stray cats or unwanted gerbils that made their way to our cramped homes; he turned up one time with a monkey, another time with a bush baby. Like him, I loved them all, big or small, furry or sleek.


My first dog was called Rex. He was a lanky mongrel with honey-coloured fur and a loving nature. He was another of my dad’s ‘finds’. He was a stray that my father found hanging around and took in, though from the minute I set eyes on the mangy beast, it was love at first sight – for both of us. I was just 10 years old. Rex waited by the front door every day for me to arrive home from school and we were inseparable. He even slept on my bed, which really wasn’t the done thing back then.


I have always felt an affinity with animals. They have simple needs: to be loved, to be cared for, to be fed, watered and given a soft bed to sleep on. Most animals are almost entirely reliant upon human kindness to be able to flourish, and it is that which has always drawn me towards them. Perhaps seeing my father lavish care and attention on animals made me yearn to do the same.


My life could have been so different. As a young woman in my twenties – and I don’t mean to boast – I was considered very attractive. I had a good figure with blonde hair styled on my head like Dusty Springfield. I was offered the chance to model for Coca Cola when I was 18 years old. A photographer who was scouting around Eastbourne for models spotted me in the queue in a fish and chip shop. He stopped me as I left, two big warm bundles of chips wrapped in newspaper in my arms, and offered me the chance to go to London, all expenses paid.


Looking back, it was probably the pivotal moment in my life, though I didn’t realise it at the time. It took me less than a second to make up my mind. The glamour of a modelling career just wasn’t what I wanted. It wasn’t ‘me’. I’ve always been too down-to-earth. Give me an animal’s bed to clean out, the chance of walking a dog through muddy autumn fields, a bale of straw to fetch, and I’m happy. Standing around, posing for a photographer, just didn’t appeal, so I turned him down and that, as they say, was that.


It wasn’t long afterwards that I saw an advert for land for sale on Freezeland Lane in Bexhill, Sussex. It wasn’t far from where I grew up in Eastbourne, and I could just about raise the £1500 needed to purchase the four-acre site. I took my partner at the time, Les, out to the land. We parked the car and stepped out. It was a warm spring day. The trees were bursting with life, that fresh green that runs through the veins of the new leaves. We breathed in the smell of nature – the grass, the flowers, the soil beneath our feet – and I knew instantly I was meant to buy the plot. We were surrounded by lush countryside. Along the lanes were a few dwellings, each with good-sized parcels of land attached to them. Even though we were only a couple of miles from Bexhill town centre, it felt like we were deep in the Sussex landscape with fields and farmland for miles around. Perfect.


I turned to Les and said: ‘That’s it. I’m buying it.’ He nodded, knowing that once I’d made my mind up, that was that, I rarely changed it again.


I went back to the flat I shared with Dad (who by that time had separated from my mother), a bush baby and two dogs, excited to be starting a new life, though I had no idea I was in the process of creating an animal sanctuary.


Weeks later, I arrived with Dad and Les. I put two caravans on the site, one for me and Les, the other for my father. Les, a handsome man with blonde tousled hair and a square jaw, grinned at me as we stepped out of our car, our animals in tow, and our new life about to begin. I was 36 at the time. I knew I wanted to keep animals and take in a few strays but I had no idea how it would grow out of recognition into the thriving centre it is today.


I named the land ‘Pipzedene’ after those three animals who started it all: Pip was a spaniel, Zede was an Alsatian, while Deana was my bush baby. I have fond memories of those animals – and many, many more since then.


Les and I didn’t work out. He left after many years together, but he helped me build up the site brick-by-brick, fence-by-fence.


I soon started taking in animals, my reputation for sheltering abandoned creatures spreading through word-of-mouth, and people started to bring me their unwanted pets as well. As time went on, I had to build enclosures, then pens, then pathways and more fencing, as the variety of animals under my wing increased. From those small beginnings, the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary was born. I knew that for many people, my shelter was a last resort, the final place an animal could come to before being put down. My soft heart and inability to turn away a suffering creature meant that over the forty-seven years since buying the land in 1971, I have fostered hundreds, perhaps thousands, of animals of all descriptions. As we grew, it became apparent I needed help. I was happy carrying bales of straw to the pigs, horses and sheep every morning before dawn, feeding the cats in the cattery, the dogs in the kennels, the rabbits, chickens, seagulls, geese, peacocks and other assorted beasts on my land, but I couldn’t do it alone. As people had started contacting me asking to volunteer, I simply said yes. Over time, the number of volunteers grew. People started to bequeath money to the shelter and I started fundraising in earnest as the vet bills soared. Out of this jumble the charity was born. We gained our charitable status in 2002, though we aren’t slick. We don’t have a PR department. We just do what we do best: care for animals, many of which have been treated appallingly before they find their way to our door.


Every day I see animals that have been suffered the worst kind of neglect, animals which have been starved, beaten and abandoned. Without my army of wonderful volunteers, these poor creatures would probably never have known the love of a human or experience the care and comfort we provide.


Every day I shake my head at the carelessness and cruelty of human beings towards the creatures they are meant to care for, and yet every day, I see my staff and helpers nurse and protect these same animals, feeding them, exercising them, cuddling them back to health wherever possible.


The sanctuary has expanded to three times its original size. We now house upwards of 600 animals, including 200 cats, plus dogs, donkeys, horses, ponies, goats, sheep, cows, pot-bellied pigs, chickens, ducks, geese, guinea-fowl, pigeons, peacocks, seagulls, gerbils, guinea pigs, degus, mice, chinchilla and ferrets. It’s quite a place!


My main concern is, and has always been, the safety and well-being of the animals left in my care. I’d grown up watching my father treat animals with such love and devotion that it was ingrained within me to do the same. I have always seen animals as equal to humans in every way. If we wouldn’t harm a baby, then why would we harm a kitten or a puppy? It makes perfect sense to me. Animals deserve our respect, patience and love. They are part of the planet we all share, and yet so many of them would have sad tales to tell if only they could talk. Here at the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary, their hunger is eased, perhaps for the first time in their lives, they are given a warm bed, and the most important ingredient of all, love. It isn’t just the animals that are saved, though. I believe firmly in the power of animals to heal us. The connection between beasts and mankind is ancient and unfathomable, the bond between animal and carer sacred. It transcends words and is timeless. When an animal comes to the sanctuary and is nurtured back to health, we are all changed in profound ways. We are all made a little better by the experience. Love is everything, and that’s what the animals give us in spades, but in their own ways and in their own time.


Many require medical treatment when they arrive here. Many just need to live out their last days in peace and comfort, though we try to rehome as many animals as possible but only to loving and permanent homes. Any animal that cannot be rehomed is given a place here at the sanctuary. I have always stated that my policy is that no animal will be put down unless to keep them alive would be a further cruelty. This policy means we’re often full to bursting.


Fostering animals is a privilege, and I couldn’t imagine doing anything else with my life. My house is permanently filled with volunteers, dogs and visitors, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. To protect the identities of those involved, I have changed some names and identifying features of both animals and humans, but the facts of each case are true, and offer a revealing insight into the world of caring for unwanted animals.


I wanted to write this book to give people an honest account of my life as an animal fosterer, to show the struggles and challenges I face on a daily basis, and to show that with love and care, many animals can be saved and healed at my sanctuary, and at many other good sanctuaries around the country.


Barby




Chapter 1: Homeless


Rain fell in sheets against the shoreline, a wall of water that seemed to slice into my shivering body as we walked. My fur was soaked through. On we struggled through the deluge, every second becoming colder and wetter. The sea churned beside us, throwing up salt spray and adding insult to sodden injury. It was a wet night in winter, just another evening spent on the streets of Hastings, East Sussex, wandering through the dark until we found somewhere to shelter for long enough for my owner Mark to put up the tent we now called home.


We walked past some of our usual haunts in the town centre: doorways we sometimes sheltered in by day, or the underpass that ran underneath the main coast road. The underpass stank of urine and other unmentionable smells, a dog’s heaven perhaps, but what I would have once sniffed with delight I ignored as the cold crept into every bone in my small, straggly body. The weather itself wasn’t unseasonably cold, it was just the impact of the rain and gusts of wind coming off the sea that made it feel colder, and more miserable, than it was.


‘This way! We’ll camp further down the beach near St Leonards,’ Mark shouted.


There were two other men others who accompanied us, making up our raggle-taggle troupe. They grunted replies and we carried on moving against the wind, waiting for the signal from Mark to clamber down onto the beach and pitch our tents. They were all the shelter we had.
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