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For Christine, who died on March 10th 2012 after suffering from cancer



Gabby
The Little Dog that Had to Learn to Bark

Barby Keel with Cathryn Kemp
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Introduction


The first dog I was ever able to call my own was a handsome mongrel called Rex. At least, I thought he was gorgeous-looking. In reality he was a rather mangy mixture of breeds, with a lopsided grin and cream-coloured fur, patches of it missing in places.


It was 1945 and I was ten years old. It wasn’t long after VE Day, which marked the end of the Second World War in Europe, and everyone, including us children, were still giddy with the sense of victory and freedom. One day I arrived home from school to find a dog in the kitchen lapping at a bowl of water. It was love at first sight.


From the moment I set eyes on Rex he was my dog, even though it was my father who had found this stray hound and had taken him in off the streets. Dad was soppy when it came to animals – and I inherited his love for them. Many times during my formative years he would come home from his work as a chef at a small hotel carrying an animal he’d ‘rescued’ from one of the shabby pet shops that used to exist in those days. He came home with cats, dogs, and even a monkey and a bush baby! I grew up watching him devote his tenderness to any stray or sick creature within our neighbourhood in Eastbourne, Sussex, and I vowed to do the same when I was ‘grown up’.


To this day, I remember seeing Rex peering out of the front-room window, waiting for my return from school. As I opened the front door, I could hear the scratch of his paws scrabbling to gain purchase on the wooden floors, and he would bound up to me, covering me in doggie kisses and rendering me helpless with giggles. We were inseparable. Every night he slept on my bed, and every day he pined as I left for school, just as I pined being away from him as the school day dragged on. I longed for the bell that heralded the end of lessons, and I would skip all the way home to be reunited with him.


I didn’t have the easiest of childhoods, and perhaps that’s why animals became my focus, as a way of dealing with that. But mostly I think I was born with a passion for them that has surpassed everything else. As a child, my relationship with my mother was fraught to say the least. I was never her favourite child. She made it very clear that she preferred my older brother Peter to me, and then our (much) younger sister Pam, who appeared ten years after I was born. It was Mum who made the decision to put Rex to sleep one day when I was at school. Rex was old and he hadn’t been himself for the weeks leading up to that day. Even so, it was a huge shock to come home from class and find the house empty, my beloved dog taken from me without a word to me. Never again would I hear him rushing to greet me. Never again would I feel his cold wet nose against my face as he showed me the kind of devotion only a dog can. Never again would I curl up in bed with him, feeling his heart beating and the warmth of his rangy body against mine as we drifted off to sleep. It was an unforgiveable act, in my eyes, and I don’t think I ever truly forgave her. That night, and for many nights after, I cried myself to sleep. My heart was completely broken at the loss of my first-ever pet, and I can still recall his dear face today, so many years later.


Luckily, I had Dad. He was the kindest, gentlest man in the world, and he was my refuge during my mother’s storms that broke over my head all too frequently. It wasn’t just my immediate family life that was difficult. I was four when war broke out, can remember bombing raids by the Luftwaffe, and I was once almost gunned down in a field while being evacuated. My love of animals got me through. I even had a pet in our air-raid shelter, a frog I nicknamed Prince Charming, and those nights when we were all huddled inside, wondering if we would survive, I would croon over that small, green frog.


Animals, unlike humans, generally have simple needs; to be loved, to be cared for, to be fed, watered and given a soft bed to sleep on. During my life, animals, and especially my pet dogs, have soothed the parts of me left wounded by my childhood, have healed me in ways that are profound.


At the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary that I run in Bexhill, Sussex, we recognise that it isn’t just the animals that are saved by our care. I believe passionately in the power of animals to heal us. The connection between beasts and mankind is as old as time itself. When an animal comes to the sanctuary and is nurtured back to health, we are all changed in meaningful ways. We are all made a little better by the experience.


The animals who come to us are often victims of neglect or downright cruelty. They are abandoned, unwanted, possibly ill and in pain. We make no judgment about the humans responsible, as far as we are able, as the animal is always at the centre of our thinking. Love is the core of everything we do day by day, hour by hour. It is love that drives us forward, it is the reason we keep going. Every day there are new animals who come in needing our love and care, and every day we make sure we give it to them. It is rare that an animal doesn’t respond, but always in their own way and in their own time.


I never intended to set up an animal sanctuary. In fact, I almost became a model in London when I was a young woman in my twenties. It was 1958 and the age of glamour had arrived after the years of post-war austerity. Suddenly Hollywood film stars were aspired to, and the newspapers and magazines were full of beautiful actresses and handsome actors. At the time I had a slim figure with blonde hair styled on my head. I was offered the chance to model for Coca Cola. A photographer, who was scouting the Sussex coast for models, spotted me in the queue of a fish and chip shop. He stopped me as I left, two big bundles of chips wrapped in newspaper in my arms, and offered me the chance to go to London, all expenses paid.


I realise now that it was probably the pivotal moment in my life, though I didn’t know it then. I stood there, gawping at the man holding out his business card, and without a second’s thought I turned it down. He was holding out the prospect of fame and fortune, of glamour and possibly wealth, but I knew even at that formative age that it just wasn’t me. I didn’t want to leave my dad and go off with a stranger to a big city. I liked it where I was and I couldn’t have cared less about following fashion or big brands, though I liked to make myself look nice as any young woman did back then. I was – and still am – a country girl, happier in a muddy field shifting a bale of straw than posing for pictures.


It was the right decision. It took another 13 years, but eventually I saw some land in Freezeland Lane, Bexhill, Sussex, put up for sale. It cost £1500 for four-acres and this time I knew it was what I wanted. I had been saving up for years with the intention of buying a plot and this was my opportunity. I was with my former partner Les at the time. I drove him out there, parked up and stepped outside. It was a warm Spring day, the kind that holds the magic of possibility. The trees were bursting with life. The grass was lush like the rolling countryside that surrounded us. I breathed in the smell of the soil beneath our feet and I knew I had to buy the land. I felt instantly at home. Even though we were only a couple of miles from Bexhill town centre, it felt like we were deep in the country with fields and farmland for miles around.


My father had separated from my mother by then, so in 1971 I gathered up my few possessions, my bush baby and two dogs, and started a new life, with Dad in tow. United in our love for the outdoors and caring for our four-legged friends, we decided to take in a few strays, just a few, to look after on the land. I put two caravans on the site, one for me and Les, the other for my father. I’ll always remember the smile on Les’s handsome face that day, reflecting back my happiness. I was thirty-six at the time and I had no career plan. I don’t think such a thing existed back then. They were simpler times, you grew up, got a job and settled down with someone. I hadn’t quite done things in that order but it was the right time for me to put down roots at last.


I named the land ‘Pipzedene’ after the three animals that started it all: Pip was a golden spaniel with an infectious, exuberant personality; Zede was a black-and-tan Alsatian, extremely loyal but quite reserved, while Deana was my grey bush baby. I built up the site brick-by-brick, fence-by-fence, over the years. Very soon after moving in, I started taking in animals. As time went on, I had to create enclosures, then pens, then pathways and more fencing, as the variety of animals under my wing increased. From those small humble beginnings, the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary was born.


It grew organically. I knew that for many people, my shelter was a last resort, the final place they could come before an animal was put down or heartlessly dumped. My soft heart and inability to say no to a suffering creature has meant that over the years, I have fostered hundreds, perhaps thousands, of animals of all descriptions. We’ve had donkeys, horses, ponies, goats, sheep, cows, pigs, chickens, ducks, geese, guinea-fowl, pigeons, peacocks, seagulls, gerbils, guinea pigs, degus, mice, chinchilla, rabbits, and ferrets come to us, alongside the cats and dogs for rehoming. We usually have 200 cats at any one time.


Over time, people started contacting me asking to volunteer and so my staff grew. Then as the bills began pouring in, and the makeshift sanctuary looked on the verge of collapse, we were saved many times by supporters bequeathing money to the shelter in their wills. Donations started trickling in, and so we set up an animal sponsorship scheme, and asked for donations from those rehoming cats or dogs, largely towards the cost of spaying or neutering them. Against all the odds we kept growing, and we soon had roughly 400 animals in our care. In the same year we became a registered charity.


On some days, we’d have as many as six cats, two dogs and several sheep given to us; on others we’d have a crateful of hens that had escaped the chop at the end of their laying lives, an injured pheasant, a pig that had been seen by a member of the public abandoned in a farmer’s field. It was an endless roll of variety – with many sad stories woven into the menagerie. Every day I see animals that have been neglected, and often worse – dumped over our gate, beaten, starved, or sometimes even dying. I am a tough bird, but the horrors I’ve witnessed, inflicted on blameless animals, have broken my heart time and time again over the years. Yet I also see the best of human kindness with my motley crew, as I call my staff of volunteers, giving these poor creatures the love, care and shelter they need. 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 families. Any animal that cannot be found a place to live is given a place here at the sanctuary. No creature is turned away.


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, and how, in turn, we too are healed in ways that are beyond words.


Barby




Chapter 1


New Arrivals


The day dawned with bright summer light that glowed across the fields, the enclosures and the landscape that surrounded us. Though we were only a short distance from the town centre, it felt like we were a million miles away on mornings like this. Apart from the electricity pylon that sliced through the land, it was a rural idyll, and it felt like we were somehow apart from civilisation. The backdrop to my life was the rolling, undulating Sussex countryside, and, of course, the sanctuary land that sheltered and housed animals of every description. I breathed in the smell of summer, that indefinable scent of flowers and grass, which mixed with the familiar sanctuary aroma of fresh straw, dry fur and mud.


I yawned. The residents of the sanctuary had started their waking rituals at 4 am: the cocks crowed as they struck their funny poses around the yard, the pigs grunted, the horses brayed in the back fields, the goats and sheep bleated for their breakfast. Then there were the dogs barking in the kennels, desperate for a walk, and the noise from the assorted ducks, geese, chickens and seagulls that also resided here. Their squawks, clucks, honks and screeches joined the cacophony, making me smile. It was just another day at the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary.


‘I’d better get up and make Dan some beans on toast. He’ll be in for his breakfast soon,’ I muttered to myself as I hastily got dressed. My mind was already whirring from the list of jobs I had to get on with that morning. ‘I need to check with Diane about the cat who may be deaf. He’s due to be rehomed soon and so we must get him to the vet to check. The pigs need new straw so I’ll do that first. Those bundles are blimmin’ heavy for an old lady like myself!’ I chuckled.


I laughed because even though I was 68 years old, I was fighting fit. Every morning at daybreak I’d get up, pull on a top and some trousers, and head out to clean out the animals, dragging huge sacks of goat or sheep feed, pulling a bale of hay onto my back or striding over the fields in search of a missing goat. I never felt my age. I’d spent my life working hard and it didn’t occur to me for a minute that I might retire one day. Why would I want to sit around with nothing to do? That would kill me faster than any hard graft, or so I thought.


I’d bought this land 31 years ago with a view to taking in a few unwanted or abandoned animals or strays. Within a few months of setting up in my leaky caravan on the site, the trickle of strays had turned into a deluge, with the horses, goats, dogs and donkeys all roaming free, as animals should be, on my land. All I had to contain them was a fence that ran around the perimeter of the site, which I’d sold my car as well as cancelled my life insurance to help pay for. I figured that without children, I had no-one to inherit anything anyway. That’s how daft I’ve always been about animals – I’d do anything to help them.


‘Are you doing my breakfast, Barby? Not a problem if not,’ smiled Dan, as he ambled in.


Dan always had a twinkle in his eye, always teasing me in his gentle way. He was our farm manager and took care of the larger beasts. He was one of my most trusted staff, a tall man in his early thirties with dark hair and glasses, quietly spoken and utterly capable, though I berated him often for his ‘laid-back’ attitude. I am pretty feisty, as any of my volunteers would testify, but underneath it I’m also a worrier – and his calm approach to the dramas we encountered here on a daily basis drove me crazy at times. We would have badly treated animals being dumped here, six or seven unwanted cats arriving every day, animals always needing medical attention, sometimes urgently, and this all combined to make me feel overwhelmed at times. Dan, who had worked here for six years, would shrug his shoulders and get on with the task in hand, in his own way and in his own time. Probably because of our differences, we made a good team.


‘There you go, here’s your breakfast,’ I said, handing Dan a plate of steaming hot baked beans. ‘There’s toast in the toaster. Now I’d better get on and look at those documents from yesterday before I go out…’ I always made him his breakfast. It was part of our routine. He did all the big, dirty jobs on the site so it was my small way of showing appreciation.


Wandering into the lounge of my sprawling bungalow, I spotted a pile of forms that I needed to attend to. Every time an animal such as a cat or dog is brought to the rescue centre, the previous owners have to sign a form signing away any rights they have over their pet to the Barby Keel Animal Sanctuary. We have strict procedures in place to make sure that each animal is properly registered, given immediate medical attention if needed, and either spayed or neutered to prevent any more unwanted creatures coming into the world. Farm animals such as pigs, deer, sheep, cows and goats, are subject to a Defra Movement General Licence, which means that we have to follow government guidelines, whereas our forms for cats and dogs are more of a formality than an official requirement, but it gives us the confidence and assurance that the animals were being handed to us completely, and that after the seven-day cooling-off period, they become our legal responsibility.


It has to be this way. The number of people who ring up after a few months because they’ve changed their minds and want their pet back is astonishing. We feel the animals are best served by stability, care and rehoming as quickly as possible into loving, permanent homes. It can be an emotional, and often extremely difficult, decision to give up a beloved pet, and we understand how traumatic it can be, for humans and animals alike, which is why we have processes in place to mitigate that stress for everyone. Animals need love, care, the right food and exercise, and we know that circumstances change and this can become a burden. Pets develop behavioural problems, or fall ill and need expensive medical treatment, which forces families on the breadline to say goodbye, but we also know that some people simply don’t want their animal, or have grown tired of the expense and commitment.


We’re always here to pick up the pieces and take in these unwanted pets, otherwise what would happen to them? God only knows. Yet, I always dread having to go through the paperwork!


Just as I sat down, a steaming cup of tea in my hand, shuffling that pile of documents, something caught my eye, a swift, sharp movement outside. I peered out through the sliding glass door that led out into a small sunroom beyond the lounge. I blinked and was greeted by a blaze of colour. Emerald green feathers resplendent in the sunshine, a tall azure neck and a crest of shimmering feathers over the peacock’s head. I stood for a moment, spellbound.


‘Dan, Dan, are you there, dear?’ He’d wolfed down his meal and had already left by the time I came out of the reverie this magnificent creature had sent me into. I clutched my walkie-talkie to my mouth. It was the simplest way of reaching my staff and volunteers across the four-acre site.


A man’s voice spoke, crackling: ‘Barby, all okay?’


‘Dan, would you please come back over to the house. I’ve got a surprise for you…’ I almost laughed with delight.


The peacock was proudly strutting around my yard, forcing the chickens and geese that roamed free to scatter, clucking with indignation as they went. The magnificent bird, a glorious creature, was already looking very ‘at home’ in the sanctuary.


Dan appeared from the direction of the farm animal enclosures that lay beyond my gaze. He stopped for a moment just to look. I watched him gaze at the peacock before he turned to come into the house. My place was a single-storey bungalow with one ‘upstairs’ room, which was used for storage, more of a roof space than a proper room. Over the years, I’d added an annexe which had housed my father until he died at the grand old age of 96, and a sunroom for both myself and Dad. I had a covered area to the right of my front door, which was on the southern side, with shaded seating for our visitors during the summer months. Once inside, the front door opened into a short corridor that led to the kitchen, with my lounge on the left and my bedroom further up the hallway. It wasn’t a big place but it was just right for me. My lounge was always rather full, with filing cabinets, a sofa and armchairs for volunteers to drink their break-time cuppas and a huge glass-fronted cabinet filled to the brim with my darts trophies. Animals weren’t my only passion. I’d played for darts teams for decades and had won many a shiny cup or shield, and they were a source of huge pride to me.


‘Well, we’ve definitely got a new peacock!’ Dan said as he marched into the lounge.


‘Do you reckon he’s one of those that went astray?’ I asked, referring to the fact that a wealthy couple had decided to give up their muster of peacocks two years previously after finding that, although they looked beautiful, they made a hell of a lot of noise.


‘Well, we had three or four peacocks left with us by that couple, so perhaps so. This one may have run off and somehow survived scavenging until now,’ said Dan, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.


We both looked back at the incredible bird that had now dropped his crowning glory of feathers and was stalking off towards the cattery.


‘He’s a beauty, that’s for sure,’ I murmured, ‘and I’m going to call him Peter. Peter the Peacock.’


‘Alright Barby,’ Dan interjected. ‘I’m off to feed the pigs. They’ve been given the new straw so you don’t have to worry about that. They’re already busy making it into their bed.’


Pigs are amazing creatures. All you do is dump the straw in the middle of their pen and they will create their own sleeping area, which they never foul, making them one of the cleanest animals there is.


‘Okay Dan, thank you, dear,’ I replied, still lost in thought.


There was something magical about peacocks – and strangely, I felt a pull towards this one. Perhaps that’s why I’d chosen to name him after my beloved brother, who died at the tragically early age of fifty-eight, twelve years ago, though it still felt like yesterday. He’d had leukaemia. He had been too young to die, and here I still was, aged sixty-eight and still going strong. I missed him every single day. He was my older brother by two years, and the person I had been closest to in the world, apart from Dad. Life just wasn’t fair sometimes. My brother hadn’t been a particular fan of peacocks so I had no idea why I named the creature after him – except the desire to remember and appreciate something so other-worldly. I’ve always been sentimental – about animals mostly – but when it came to my brother, there was no limit to my love and it spilled out in ways like this.


My musing was broken by the phone ringing. I probably fielded twenty to thirty calls a day.


‘Hello, Barby Keel, can I help you?’


‘Hello, I’m ringing on behalf of my relatives. They’re very elderly and are having to go into a home. They have four dogs. The greyhound and gorgeous Lhasa Apso are being rehomed, but we still have two that we can’t find places for. Could you please take them?’


I paused for a second. My mind flitted straight from Peter and the peacock to this new dilemma. That’s how life worked here. We never had a second to think. I wasn’t sure we had room in the kennels, but instantly I couldn’t bear the thought of those poor dogs being left without anywhere to go.


‘I’ll speak to Fran, who helps look after the dogs, but I’m pretty sure we’ll have them. What breeds are they?’


‘Kenny is a Jack Russell and Jessy is a Yorkshire Terrier. We’d be so grateful if you could help us.’


‘We’ll make room for them somehow, don’t worry,’ I replied. ‘When can you bring them in?’


The arrangements were made, and as soon as the phone call had ended, I buzzed through to Fran who was out feeding the horses. Fran came in a couple of days a week and had only been working at the sanctuary for a few months. He was a stocky, fair-haired man, and he confirmed that the kennels were full. At that point I had a brain wave and dived for my book. This book was the heart of the sanctuary as it contained all the phone numbers and names of anyone who had ever rung to ask about taking in cats or dogs. I leafed through it.


‘Bingo!’ I said out loud.


Reaching for the phone, I dialled the number.


‘Hello dear. Do you still want two terriers?’ I didn’t need to stand on ceremony as the woman who wanted to rehome two dogs was an old pal of mine, Ivy.


The lady’s response was an unequivocal yes!


‘Well, I’ve got two coming in later today. I’ll get them checked in, make sure they’re both okay and we could get them over to you this evening. Is that alright?’


The elderly woman at the end of the phone was delighted. She had been a friend of the sanctuary, and of me, for many years, and so we didn’t have to carry out the usual home visits before rehoming the dogs with her – I’d been round to her place many times. It looked like the fates had smiled on us. Peter the Peacock, you must be a good luck charm, I said to myself as the startlingly beautiful creature walked back across the yard in front of my window, looking for all the world as if he owned the place.


Later that day, after I’d spent a good deal of time outside helping Dan with the goats, a man and a woman arrived, bringing with them the two dogs – one was a ball of long straggly fur that looked like it had been bleached blonde and left with dark roots, and the other was a sweet-looking brown and white short-haired thing with a small, almost pug-like face. They both looked alert and eager, smelling the ground as they walked, their tails wagging. They were both the dearest little things. The ball of fur was carrying a red rag doll in its mouth as he trotted along, seemingly oblivious to the big change that was about to happen, while the short-haired terrier walked straight up to me and gave me a friendly sniff.


I greeted them all in the yard, conscious that my hair was not the tidiest, nor my wellies very clean. The couple didn’t seem to mind. They smiled warmly and thanked me for taking in the dogs.


‘You’re in luck,’ I beamed, ‘assuming they’re both okay, they’ll be rehomed tonight. They came in at exactly the right time.’


Once the formalities were over and the couple had signed the dogs over to me and left the sanctuary, they were checked over in the ‘emergency’ extra kennel we’d had built for moments like this. They seemed like friendly dogs, and apparently they both submitted to the checks with good grace. The Yorkshire Terrier had been particularly lovely, and he kept licking my hand as I stroked him when he first arrived.


As a foster carer, I knew I couldn’t get too attached to each new dog, however gorgeous they were. My job with these two was to prepare them to go straight over to my friend’s, and I did just that. Many animals arrive in a state of fear or trauma, or are simply stressed to be in a new place with strange people. I treat them all with the same gentleness and understanding, knowing that it didn’t serve anyone if I became too attached to them.


‘Now you’re both lovely, but you’ve got a new home to go to, and one of my motley crew will run you down there just as soon as we’re happy that you’re both okay,’ I said to them.


While the checks were taking place at the kennels, I returned to my lounge and scanned the forms that all previous owners have to fill out, which ran to six pages for dogs. In the documents was listed all the information we might need, from questions about the dog’s behaviour, to their previous home life, history and ability to play, eat and whether they were comfortable around people. There seemed to be nothing that jumped out. Each dog had lived in the one place with the elderly couple who were now too poorly to look after them, and they were both in good condition. They’d obviously been treated well. Their fur was glossy, they had no obvious marks, scars or issues that I’d been able to see upon first inspection, and they were both a good weight. Instinctively I knew we could safely rehome them.


Just as I finished reading, the walkie-talkie buzzed. I picked it up. By now I was tired, yet I tried to keep the weariness out of my voice. It was Dan. Apparently a member of the public had reported an abandoned horse to him. He was asking if there was space for another horse on the site.


‘We always make room, dearest,’ I said. ‘Go ahead and see who owns it.’


It was just another busy day at the shelter.




Chapter 2


The Hand of Fate


Brrrrrring! Brrrrriiiiiing brrrriiiing! I reached for the phone.


‘Hello, Barby Keel.’
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