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IT SEEMS VERY dreadful that the more we become aware of the wretchedness of abandoned dogs, the more frequently they are cruelly treated and discarded, sometimes for simply behaving like the dogs they are.


Angela Patmore’s enchanting book has burrowed into the minds of our most loyal friends; her poems are touching, humorous and revealing (I suspect she may have canine genes in her make-up). There are case histories here to jag at your heart, to make you almost ashamed to be human: but the overall impact is of redemption, of wrongs made right by adoption by kind new owners. In her words, in the poem Zak, ‘. . . A dog can reform. A dog can learn. A dog can be reborn.’


Rescue dogs are often the most rewarding of friends as they are so grateful to have a loving home. They want to please us so that we won’t throw them out again. There is usually a reason for a dog being difficult, and it’s often man-made. They can be reborn as a good dog with time and care and love. Above all, she captures the entirely different characters and natures of the animals she writes about, because anyone who owns and loves an animal knows that no two are the same, any more than people are.


If I had a wish I would choose to be able to talk to the animals like Doctor Doolittle. I wish I knew what they think of us and why they continue to long for our company. The poet Henry Beston wrote: ‘They are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendour and travail of the earth.’ Maybe by treating animals better we shall ourselves become finer people. After all, a nation is judged by the way it treats its animals. By buying this book you will be helping to unite unwanted animals with the new lives they deserve, loved by new owners, their painful past healed and forgotten.


And perhaps you will even think of adopting a dog yourself: a greater treat I cannot imagine.







Sugar
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Sugar is waiting and hoping at DogsTrust Harefield branch in West London, where she arrived as a stray from Surrey Heath Borough Council. Staff say Sugar is ‘a sensitive girl who needs a quiet home and someone experienced with powerful breeds that will give her time to settle in. She’s wary of new people, especially men, and dislikes formal handling and seeing vets. She would need help with socialisation, but once Sugar knows you she loves nothing more than cuddles.’





 


[image: illustration]


I’m big. They may put me in a bag


And dump me out at sea.


Those vets – they stick you with sharp spines.


They tried to poison me.


They gave me pills to shut me up –


I knew too much, could be.


The Council came and caught me


Running round Surrey Heath.


Oh look – there’s one of them devil dogs


With the fifty rows of teeth.


Get the snare, mate! Get the lorry!


We’ll sling a net on her, don’t worry.


 


Yet I’m a sweet, sweet girl –


Ask anyone who knows me well.


I love a kiss and cuddle.


It’s just that I’m in a muddle


With all these shocks and scary men –


I won’t let them mess with me again


As I’m a sweet, sweet girl.


I want an owner firm and kind,


An owner who can change my mind


About the human breed.


I’m waiting here with baited breath


So I can lick them half to death.


Big love is what I need.
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Bugs
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Patterdale Terrier Buggs was rescued six years ago by Alison and Time Clews and now lives ‘the life of Riley’. Nobody had wanted her as they thought she was ugly – the vet said her facial injuries were consistent with those of dogs used for badger baiting. Buggs is also deaf (handy for ignoring humans), but her owners say she has learned a few hand signals, ‘proving you can teach an old dog new tricks’. Her ode is a tribute from Owen Parsnip, commander-in-chief of Facebook’s Dog Revolutionary Army, in which Buggs holds the rank of captain.
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Uncommon beauty have I seen in thee


Where first I looked to find a juicy bone:


Thinking no thing could so delicious be,


But now I see my taste in thee alone.


No toothsome morsel can with thee compare


Who art delectable in every part


Nor can I find thy charm in things elsewhere


That once amused me ’ere you won my heart.


Such is the brightness of thy features rare


That over all they carry me away


To realms where woofers ever dream and dare


Since thou hast shown thyself in thine array.


Let pedigree girls strut their vain displays:


None bears the glow that round Buggs’ visage plays.
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I WANT AN UNWANTED DOG
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ACCORDING TO THE PDSA’s annual Animal Wellbeing (PAW) Report there are now an estimated 9.3 million dogs in the UK along with 11.1 million cats. Among our growing army of pet owners over 4 million did not bother to do any research before they acquired their animal so they knew little about the responsibilities, welfare, training or expense involved. Cats are (controversially) free to roam 24/7 but dogs are much more restricted both by law and by their owners’ lifestyles. 465,000 dogs are never walked outside their home or garden. A quarter of the dog population, 2.3 million, are left alone for five hours or more on a weekday. Dog charities advise that this is too long, and that prolonged absence may cause a dog to bark, chew or toilet indoors out of frustration and distress. This in turn leads to abandonment as the animal becomes a nuisance and an inconvenience.


The British public may like to think that, when they abandon their pet dogs by the hundred thousand, they go directly to some sanctuary in the sky where they get free Bonio biscuits and everything is quietly taken care of.


DOG DREGS – THE REALITY


The truth is very different. Here on earth behind the shelter walls, dogs stand in barrack blocks and zinc-lined runs, waiting and hoping, flattening their faces against the bars when they hear human footsteps. And the kennel staff who love them and cannot find them homes get the job of walking the dogs as jauntily as they can and feeding them from charitable donations, or handing them over for their last barbiturate jab – while somewhere far away sit their former owners, blithely oblivious.




Sally, a Battersea girl, belonged to Betty Coppin of Gosfield in Essex, though she was originally spotted at the Dogs’ Home by Betty’s younger son. She was about six months old, and scared of her own shadow: ‘She was thin and very nervous and would not go out at all.’ However, Sally took to obedience like a duck to water and won many competitions – on her own terms. ‘She had a mischievous streak in her,’ says Betty. ‘She would not do as bid until she got in the ring and then she would shine.’





In 2015 the Dogs Trust cared for around 17,000 dogs across their 21 rehoming centres. They received 43,771 calls from people trying to give up their dogs. That’s 3,647 calls a month or 120 a day. Their latest Stray Dog Survey reveals that 47,596 dogs were heartlessly left behind in council pounds, unclaimed by their owners and each day 280 strays were found wandering and running about the UK. In total 102,363 stray and abandoned dogs were handled by local authorities between 2014 and 2015 and 5,142 of those dogs were destroyed, one dog every two hours.


But these were by no means the only ones put down. Among the animal charities Battersea has a non-selective intake policy. ‘This means we take any animal that is in need of our help, regardless of breed, behaviour or medical condition.’ They also take what are known as Section One dogs such as Pit Bulls and other banned breeds, ‘which we are required by law to hand over to the police to be destroyed under the Dangerous Dogs Act’. Staffies and Staffie crosses made up 28 per cent of their intake. 39 per cent were Bull breeds such as Bull Mastiffs, American Bulldogs and English Bull Terriers. In 2015 Battersea put to sleep 1,389 dogs, 91 of them identified as Section One. The Dangerous Dogs Act does not require a dog to have done any harm for it to be killed. If it resembles a breed considered potentially dangerous, this is sufficient reason for its destruction. The RSPCA has not released a figure for the number of dogs they have euthanised, but the charity has provided the following statement:


‘The RSPCA rescues the most abused and neglected dogs from heartbreaking situations – starved to the brink of death, burned, stabbed, set on fire, and used to fight each other to the death. Thanks to the dedication and devotion of vets, centre staff, behaviourists and foster carers, thousands of these dogs are nursed back to health, rehabilitated and rehomed every year. However, sadly some have major injuries, health problems and behavioural issues, which means we have to make the difficult decision to put them to sleep to end their suffering. In ninety-nine per cent of cases it is due to veterinary, behavioural or legal reasons or at the owner’s insistence. We would urge anyone looking for a dog to think carefully about the responsibility they are taking on and to consider rehoming instead of buying. We would also encourage them to neuter their pets to prevent unplanned litters of puppies.’


Even some of the smaller charities were having up to one third of their dogs euthanised because nobody wanted them, or because they had been unsuitably bred or unsuitably trained, or not trained at all by irresponsible and cruel owners.


One of the reasons regularly given for abandonment is the cost of veterinary treatment, with the hike in VAT to 20% adding to the burden on dog-owners unable to shop around as there are no price comparison websites for this service. Even without expensive vets’ bills, the costs of owning and caring for an average-size dog are fairly formidable. The PDSA Report 2015 estimates that over the course of a lifetime it can be anywhere from £16,000 to £31,000 depending on the breed.


THE STRUGGLING SANCTUARIES


Everywhere in Britain, little sanctuaries struggle to survive, for shamefully animal charities receive no state aid and rely entirely on donations. Government contingency plans for dealing with the next rabies outbreak in the UK show how much we take for granted our network of waif-collecting centres and the dedication of a small band of animal lovers fighting to make ends meet. I have visited many of the ADCH shelters listed in this book, and many small unaffiliated shelters that are not listed. The cheerful, kind people who run them do so with little thanks or recognition, day in and day out, working like drudges, often for nothing. They are heroes in every sense and this book is dedicated to them. Why do they do it? I’ve asked them many a time. They all said the same thing.


‘Because the dogs are worth it.’


Animal welfare work in Britain may draw on a huge reservoir of popular sentimentality, but when you actually turn on the tap, a mere trickle comes out. Only a handful of the sympathetic people do anything to help the dedicated few, yet somewhere among the homes and shelters there may be a future friend of yours, pushing his or her snout through the wire netting, thinking perhaps tomorrow you may come.


The dog verses in this book are designed to touch your heart. If they succeed, and you are now considering giving an unwanted dog a place in your home, please make sure that you have thought it through.


THE RIGHT PEOPLE FOR THE RIGHT REASONS


People who decide on a second-hand dog rather than a new puppy usually do so for the best reasons. They have a settled home where dogs are permitted and which isn’t about to be disrupted by a move or a new baby. They can afford the food and expensive vets’ bills (the PDSA or People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals, which offers free treatment in some areas to the genuinely hard-up, is not an animal National Health Service). They have thought about the mess, the exercise, the grooming, the carpets, the garden, the fences and the time and trouble involved in looking after a four-legged friend for maybe ten to fifteen years, and they realise that a dog is more demanding than a cat or a koi carp.




Storm, a three-year-old white Husky, belongs to Jo and Gary Berry and drags them about the streets of Long Melford, Suffolk. They kept seeing her picture on the window of the RSPCA shop in Bury St Edmunds, but Jo had said, ‘No more dogs’ after they lost their last one. Finally they gave in and went to the RSPCA shelter near Newmarket to see her. The blue eyes did it. Storm was one of three, but she wasn’t wanted. Now she’s not only wanted but plans to play football for England.





They have thought about the holidays, and what will happen to the dog when they go away, and they’ve understood that a dog left alone in the house all day while the owners are at work will often show its anxiety and distress by destruction and barking. The whole family has agreed, including overworked mums and any elderly relatives living at home, that a dog would be welcome, and they have decided where it will be allowed to jump, sit and sleep. And then they have agreed on a rescue dog for its own sake, rather than for what it looks like. They don’t just want a fur burglar alarm, a toy or a status symbol. They want a true friend who, once it gets to know its rescuers, will follow them like a shadow, guard them and stand by them through thick and thin.


THE BIG QUESTIONS


So there are a few big questions to ask yourself before you go ahead and adopt a canine waif. The first is: Do you really want it? A dog knows no greater anguish than to be abandoned by the owner it loved and a discarded dog has already been through that once. If you think you may be Number Two, please save yourself the trouble.


Secondly, I would advise especial caution if you have young children or grandchildren. Any dog, rescue or not, pure-bred or not, is capable of biting, and small children playing and experimenting with life will often put a pet under the direst pressure while your back is turned. An adult stray from a shelter may have an angelic temperament but it may have been sadistically abused or have ingrained bad habits that will take time and patience to alter. It isn’t fair on the child or the dog to expect them to hit it off under these circumstances. Young children cannot read a dog’s body language the way grown-ups can. They don’t understand where play ends and danger signals begin. This said, many rescue dogs have been successfully homed with children, and the most valuable advice will come from the shelter staff who have had time to get to know the dogs in their care.


There are very few genuinely psychotic dogs that will suddenly bite for no reason at all, but many animals who have suffered great cruelty in the past will snap if they are frightened or pulled about, at least until their confidence in humans is restored. After that you will be able to trust them as you would trust any friend, but do be careful at the outset. Use common sense. The kennel staff will generally know which are the problem customers and they will gladly steer you towards a placid character or a gentle bitch who likes nothing better than kids, kids and yet more kids – as bitches often do. In any case, children must be taught that a dog is not a toy or a squeezebox. Like us, it needs some privacy, rest and respect.


CANINE CASTAWAYS


In 2015 the RSPCA inspectorate collected 1,341 abandoned dogs. They say the peak in admissions occurs in the summer months, especially July. They are not sure why. It may be because the novelty of Christmas puppies has worn off by the summer or because people can’t be bothered to make arrangements for their dogs when they go on holiday. It isn’t just dogs. They collect on average one animal every hour. ‘Every day our inspectors face cases where animals have been left abandoned in fields, dumped in boxes, left for dead at the side of roads and even left outside our animal centres and hospitals. It is heartbreaking,’ says an RSPCA spokesperson. Among the dogs discarded like rubbish in 2015 were Bertie the Yorkshire Terrier, dumped with matted fur in a wheelie bin in Essex, Maverick the Staffie abandoned at London Victoria coach station as his owners went on holiday, Peanut the Lurcher puppy left for dead under a bush in Essex, Brodie the Bulldog tied up and dumped outside RSPCA’s Harmsworth Hospital and Rose the English Bull Terrier found drowning in a pond. Many of the discarded animals are neglected, weak or desperately ill and in need of medical treatment. Who cares? Do you?


Dogs’ lives are evidently not a high priority in the UK and there is no public outcry when yet more shocking figures are published. Another example is that of foxhounds. The foxhunting community do not keep a record of the number of hounds destroyed, but when I queried a report on the radio that between eight and ten thousand were killed annually for being too old or insufficiently agile to do their jobs, the Countryside Alliance told me this was inaccurate and that the figure was ‘in the region of three thousand’. Dogs everywhere are being ‘got rid of’ on an industrial scale and animal charity workers are like people holding out nets at the side of the waterfall, trying to save the ones they can. According to the Dogs Trust Stray Dog Survey, between 1997 (when records began) and 2015 an astounding 2,077,000 UK dogs were classified as ‘stray’ or abandoned. Admittedly some proportion of these would have been dogs picked up more than once, but the size of the problem is both obvious and staggering.


And this figure does not include thousands of unwanted racing greyhounds that simply ‘go missing’ on a yearly basis rather than get recycled through the Greyhound Trust rescue centres. Many of these ex-racers, as rescue campaigners know, have been very cruelly disposed of, and ten thousand bodies were illegally buried in a landfill site in County Durham. A frequent method of execution is with a gun or a bolt-gun. The Greyhound Clinic, Ockendon Kennels in Upminster, offers £30 a head for healthy greyhounds that can be killed for body parts for research, and the trade is condoned by the Royal Veterinary College (I have statements to this effect).


Other canine cast-offs were dropped from bridges, on motorways, in rivers and wheelie-bins – ex-pets, door-mutts, surplus to requirements. Animal welfare workers, sickened by the rising tide, plead for changes in the law and save as many as they can. Still the animal-loving British public rush out to buy more dogs, new dogs, expensive dogs, and the flourishing dog trade produces litter after litter, selling them on the internet to anyone with sufficient cash. The shelters, already bursting at the seams, squeeze in a few more, putting two and even three to a cage, until there is simply no more room at the inn.
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