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For Adam Don – a true master





‘The more I see of men, 


the more I admire dogs’


Madame de Staël






Nigel

   

Introduction
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My father had a golden retriever called Barney that he adored. In fact he never came home with us when, as a family, we returned from his posting in Germany in 1956 when I was aged one, so I have no memory of Barney at all. I only knew him from the photograph that my father kept on his desk to the day he died, nearly 30 years ago. 


From the little black and white print I have of my father and Barney, Barney looks very like Nell, my new golden retriever puppy. My father, pipe in hand, is clearly posing, while Barney has turned away as the shutter was pressed. On the back, in my mother’s handwriting it says, ‘This is a grand one of you both isn’t it? April 24th, 1948’. Even though it was to be another seven years before I was born and I never knew Barney, the picture is redolent of nostalgia. It is a lost world.


My father is still only 32 and yet, after six years of war, looks older; completely devoid of any of the boyishness that today’s middle-aged men cling to. Although he’s pictured in a double-breasted suit, he was a career soldier, a champion boxer, wartime commando, who never found his place in civilian life, never found much ease in life at all, save when working or walking outside alone. Yet he loved his dogs with a silent intensity.


I have inherited much from him, not least his black depressions and a certain physical robustness, but also a deep and abiding love of dogs. I grew up with dogs and, from the age of 21 when I was given my own dog for the first time, I have never been without at least one.


For me a garden without my dogs would be as empty as a garden without plants. For the 25 years that I have been in this garden, I can honestly say that I have always had at least one dog within a few yards of me. It is their garden as much as mine. Chewed bits of stick are strategically deposited around the place. At any one time at least half a dozen used yellow tennis balls are dotted under the hedges and in the borders. Every morning, first thing, Nigel and I walk round together, sniffing the air, opening the chickens and working the day out. Last thing at night we repeat the walk by torchlight although, as this is followed by a biscuit, there is a slightly more excited tone to the proceedings. 


But there is nothing unusual in this. Perhaps most of us would willingly share our lives with a dog. Each one is special and each one individual, but the love is uncomplicated and common to all of us.


But right from the beginning, Nigel has been different. It helps that he is good looking – beautiful even – but so are lots of dogs and, anyway, as we do our children, we all think our dogs are fine creatures. But Nigel has that very rare quality of drawing attention to him as if by osmosis. He steals every scene he is in. He takes the light from a room and casts it so that it falls on him to his very best advantage. When we are filming it is uncanny how he will always find just the one position where the combination of sunlight, flowers, the whole composition of the scene – about which he cannot possibly have the slightest notion – all come together to work perfectly around him. 


The nearest comparison to Nigel I can make in human terms is President Bill Clinton, with whom I had one brief brush.


Sarah and I were invited to hear him speak at the Hay Literary Festival, and then attend a dinner with him and other guests, who turned out to be every newspaper editor and senior writer and all the most famous authors in the UK at the time. It was as prestigious a literary audience as this country could put together. Clinton’s lecture was actually pretty uninspired and without any of the insights or revelations that I had hoped freedom from office would liberate him to share. He was very late (I later found out that he was practising his golf swing on a friend’s lawn) and security meant that all 400 of us were not allowed to leave the tent. There were about a dozen square-shouldered secret service people with ear pieces and dark glasses facing the audience who were getting very restless. 


Then Clinton appeared to polite applause … and said nothing. For what seemed an agonising length of time, in fact about ten seconds, he looked down, shuffled, looked up, and did and said nothing. At that point the entire audience visibly and audibly leant forward. He had the entire audience craning towards him. He waited a moment or two longer and then started speaking quite softly. By then we were all in the palm of his hand and had all walked gratefully into it.


At the dinner I watched him: every woman was bewitched by him. He was middle-aged, overweight, and yet cast an irresistible spell. But he did not do it by reaching out and obviously charming people. It was as though he was a magnet and, once inside his orbit, they could not resist his pull. Some of this can be put down to the aphrodisiac of power, but he had more charisma – the ‘compelling attractiveness’ – than anyone else I have come across.


Other than Nigel. Nigel can match anybody for his ability to inspire affection. It does not quite rate as macho a skill as running the world’s greatest superpower, but probably does as much good and, anyway, I challenge any politician anywhere to match Nigel at chasing yellow tennis balls. I rest my case.


Nigel inspires real love. Somehow he has been blessed with a rare something that actively improves the lives of those around him – even remotely via television. When he had a terrible accident and broke his back some years ago we received literally sackfuls of letters, most simply addressed to ‘Nigel, Longmeadow, Herefordshire’. Every week there are parcels and presents that are delivered, again addressed directly to him. At Christmas he receives more cards than we do. Whenever I give a talk or do a book signing, there will be people who queue patiently simply to hand me a wrapped present to take home for Nigel. If I am filling the car with fuel or buying a newspaper, someone will always tell me that they love my dog or ask how Nigel is.


For a long time I could not quite understand it. What was it that he had that was so special or indeed different from any other dog? 


But finally I worked it out. We all love the way that our pet dogs show us unbiased, non-judgemental affection. When we are fed up, distressed, grumpy, or even have behaved badly and done something we know to be wrong, our dogs still love us. But Nigel has the rare gift of taking our love and making us feel enriched and enlarged by doing so. It is not what he gives back to us so much as what he allows us to give to him. The wrapped dog biscuits and soft toys that are sent to him or handed to me in trust to pass on to him are more than just treats. They are symbols of the love that he has empowered us to feel. And, as I saw that evening in Hay-on-Wye, that is a powerful gift to have.


So this is Nigel’s story, set in Nigel’s garden, which I share with and look after for him. It is also an unashamed celebration of the love I have shared for other dogs in my life and the pleasure and happiness that they have given me.
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1. In the Beginning
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There was one puppy that caught our eye. Sitting apart from the others, it was barking and had a slightly goofy smile, more Lenny the lion than leonine. 


It was 1 July 2008 and my son and I were in the middle of the Forest of Dean. The cottage was set deep in the woods in a clearing down a bumpy grass track. We had the unease of not being sure if this could possibly be the right place, combined with worrying that it was – with all its slightly unnerving remoteness in this, one of the most cut-off bits of the UK – indeed the right place. 


Once we were inside it was clear that the whole house was given over to the cult of the golden retriever. Three or four adult dogs greeted us in the hall, and the kitchen was almost entirely occupied by a mother and her litter of pups. 


Outside in the garden were kennels with another, older litter, and two of the most handsome dogs I had ever seen, one with a russet coat, the colour of oak. This was the sire of the pups in the kitchen and a champion obedience triallist. The mother came from a long line of either champion gun dogs or guide dogs for the blind. In other words, these pups were born to be both Good and Beautiful. 


But for the moment all these noble virtues lay suppressed beneath a thick layer of cuteness. Few can be immune to the overwhelming charm of a seven-week-old retriever puppy. However, I was sternly practical, smoothing away the wrinkles of sentiment with firm hands. 


‘Look at them carefully,’ I said to my son, ‘check the line of their backs, how they hold their heads. We must make sure they have a good hip score. Are they responding with curiosity or fear? We want a dog that is bold and confident. Resist any temptation to rescue the smallest or most timid.’ 


But I knew this was bluster. Both of us were irresistibly drawn to one that hung a little back and barked most while looking directly into our eyes. The bark was neither hostile nor afraid – simply talkative. This was Nigel. 


He hasn’t changed at all. He still likes to talk to you and his initial greeting is always a short welcoming bark followed by a deep conversational groaning. 


So we chose him, paid our deposit and drove home, wondering what to call him. There had been some discussion already and certain names had strong lobbies within the household. 


One school thought that anything remotely pet-like was capitulation to the forces of bourgeois degeneration. So Bracken, Rusty, Max, Captain, Jake or Barney were definitely out. They fought hard for the least suitable name one could think of. The game was made more complex in that it could not be a ridiculous made-up name. It just had to be as inappropriate as possible. Keith was favourite, followed closely by Nigel, with Norman having its fans.


The other lobby – the older, duller and slightly less excitable section, i.e. me – wanted to walk a middle way. It had to sound reasonable when called out in a park or as the dog went about its intended retrieval work in front of other owners and their highly trained dogs. Ted and Tom worked well by this measure. In the end a compromise was struck. Keith, although tempting for its extreme undogginess, was jettisoned in favour of Nigel. His full name would be Nigel Bear, but first-name terms would be adopted by all, although those that know him very well often call him Mr Bear.


So a week after our first visit we drove back to the middle of the Forest and collected Nigel Bear, who, of course, was promptly sick in the car.




2. Nigel is Introduced to His Garden
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On that first day I took Nigel round the garden in my arms, showing him what we had made and what we would share. You lay your offerings down, reveal yourself. 


I have shown this garden to scores of people, knowing from the first minute that they perhaps admired but did not understand at all. This is not in the least offensive – nothing is worse than the burden of having to pay sufficient dues to someone’s garden while they watch with beady eyes to make sure that you are being congratulatory enough. In any event I always find showing people round tricky, because this garden – any garden – is loaded with so much more than the surface floral display that might be there at any one time or in any season. The whole point of gardens is that they accrue, with all the weight of love and time and care that you might spend on making a long-lasting and deep human relationship. There are good days and bad days, but the strength of the relationship endures.


But you do not demand any approval or acclaim from your dogs. The whole point was to show Nigel our garden – not what I had done. This was his new kingdom. 


Nigel quickly learned that putting on my boots was a call to arms that would rouse him from the deepest slumber, and that whereas the front door means the car, visitors, perhaps even strangers to bark at, the back door means the garden and the fields beyond and is only ever occupied by friends and willing ball-throwers. As soon as I open it he charges out, tail held high, shooting into the greenhouse yard to see if there is anyone there he can greet. 


The garden is where we set off to every day. It is our outside. When I lived with my dogs in London, the garden was a place for them to lie outside but not a place to go. One of the many good things about living in the country is that you have much more space. The cost of a modest London flat will buy you rolling acres. So our morning walk round the garden involves throwing balls, chasing rabbits, feeding the chickens, sniffing out a thousand tantalising smells, as well as a gate at the end of the garden opening directly on to fields, where we can walk for miles before coming to any kind of road. It is doggy (and human) heaven.


But in the beginning everything was new, strange and a little alarming. For the first few days we hardly ventured beyond the greenhouse or Cottage Garden, and then gradually extended our forays until we reached the orchard at the far end. The garden is not that huge – barely two acres – but for an eight-week-old puppy it was uncharted territory, where in all likelihood ‘there be dragons’ lurking round every hedge and corner.


After a few weeks he became brave enough to be left outside for ten minutes or so at a time (whereas for the first few days if he disappeared even for a few minutes the refrain was ‘Where’s puppy?’ fearing he was either in or causing trouble). I remember one very sweet moment when he was about twelve weeks old when I had gone outside without him, leaving the back door open. Suddenly I saw this little body run between the hedges in the Cottage Garden, stop, run back, charge round the corner and rush up to me, ears pressed anxiously back, delighted and relieved to find me. It meant that he was starting to know his way around – and also wanted to locate me, which, of course, flatters and melts any dog-loving heart. We were becoming a team.
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One of my favourite pictures of Nigel is taken when he had been with us just a few days. He had tentatively ventured outside, going from the house into the Lime Walk. He moved slowly and carefully, sniffing this strange world – probably outside on his own for the first time ever. When he reached the turning to the box balls (as yet untouched by blight), he started to veer left, when something must have caught his attention; the camera has fixed that second when the back half of his body is still turning left while the front is going the opposite direction, so that his two front legs are completely crossed – and the next second he fell over in an undignified heap.


His joints collapse both predictably and seemingly entirely at random, so he flops and rolls and subsides with almost every movement – yet is completely acrobatic and flexible, so simply converts the collapse into the next movement, which might well collapse on him too. This capacity for extreme contortion followed by collapse has never left him. 


Nigel quickly learned the map of this new world and made it his own.


So this is Nigel’s garden, the centre of his world, and mine.
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3. Puppy
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All puppies are sweet. That is their default position. But no puppy was ever sweeter than Nigel. It was not just that he was a cuddly ball of golden fur with a fat tummy, overlarge auburn ears and a shining charcoal nose – all pretty much guaranteed to melt the least mushy heart – but that he radiated a kind of existential innocence based upon a combination of absolute trust and limited brainpower.


This little puppy, predictably cute and innocent, also had a distinct air of decency. From the very first, Nigel has always been a good egg.


I have been looking back at pictures that I took on the day we went to get him, 8 July 2008, and it is very striking that the mature dog is right there from the first. In many ways he arrived fully formed. The fact that he could be held in one hand simply meant that he was just waiting to grow into himself. 


Far from being just an identikit puppy, everything about him – the way he moved, held himself, flopped, huffed his breath, pretended to be a growly bear, watched obsessively for a favoured ball, and even the way he tolerated being cuddled, as though all we adult humans were slightly overwhelming maiden aunts pressing their affection on a birthday visit – are all still there in the adult dog. 


For the first few moments after our arrival at Longmeadow, he buried himself into my armpit, clearly completely overwhelmed after being separated for the first time from the rest of the litter, a three-hour journey and introduction to a household of five strange dogs, all barking and suspicious. He smelt of sawdust, biscuits and, rather regrettably, of sick.


He was ridiculously, rather unbelievably, soft. His fur was like the best cashmere and his body almost muscle free – barely able to carry his own weight, so he would skid and flop as he moved, surprised by the load on his legs. 


I had prepared myself for this and expected a slow unfurling over a matter of days. In fact it took minutes. After the briefest of retreats he poked his head up, had a good look around and clamoured to get down. From that moment he was interested in everything. Everything was new and entertaining. Grass was odd but had real possibilities of being plucked like a chicken. Pots of plants managed to be both hard and soft – and the soft bits could be pulled, which, if you hit the sweet spot, resulted in the whole shebang being pulled over and the hard bit breaking. Bull’s-eye.


But first we had to get to know each other. I remember the overwhelming feeling I had when my first child was born was that I did not know him. He was a complete stranger who I fell in love with at first sight. And so the complicated relationship of father and son begins. If less intense, it is just like that with a new dog. The slow but headlong plunge into lasting love begins. 


What makes it so especially rewarding is that the dog learns every bit as much about you as you do them. They read your body language infinitely more subtly than you read theirs and relate with exquisite sensitivity to the rhythms of your day. 


Everything interested him. But his attention span was somewhere between three and ten seconds. Mostly at the three end. This made life a series of distractions and diversions.


For the first few days he could not see above knee level. When you bent down it was an arrival – a surprise visit. But after a week he was looking up and seeing more and starting to recognise our outlines.


Nigel has always been noisy, quick to voice his demands and emotions with a range of sounds that soon became recognisable. When he wanted attention or was frustrated he produced a surprisingly deep, rolling, wuh wuh wuh. But when locked in and wanting to get out, usually because there was a suspicion of food the other side of the closed door, then he had an indignant high-pitched yelp.


But he never once cried or barked at night, even on the first night, which was the very first time he had been on his own – and in a strange place to boot. We wound him down with lots of sleepy suggestive noises and cuddles before putting him to bed in the back kitchen with a soft toy for company. We tiptoed round, breath bated, waiting for the howls and cries. They never came. I now know what was going on in his mind. It was bedtime. So he went to bed and went to sleep. That’s what a chap does. 




4. The Front
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Most houses have a front garden of sorts and most front gardens are the transition between public and private spaces. The outside world looks in and yet enters only by invitation or on business. You can do what you like with it but everything is open to public scrutiny. Front gardens are looked at from the outside so the house is their backdrop, whereas back gardens are mostly viewed from the house. 


However, the front garden at Longmeadow is hidden from the public gaze and always has been. One of the first things we did when we started to make the garden was to section off an area of the front lawn furthest from the house and plant a hedge to screen it from the house, and to screen the garden from the road. It is where the children always used to play when they were little because, despite making what I thought were much better and more interesting places for them to play elsewhere, small children will always play close to the house and run in and out as much as possible. In this, as in lots of other ways, the Front (somehow it has never been called the front garden) is as much house as garden, and so fulfils the traditional role of the front garden as the link between the house and outer world.


This is where Nigel lies in the sun, benevolent gatekeeper and observer, watching the world go by. Not that there is much traffic, mechanical or human. Cars come down the lane perhaps once or twice an hour and the click of the front gate nearly always means it is a member of the family to be greeted with a wagging tail and shouty barking rather than a stranger heralded by a tail held stiffly upright and the bark edged with hostility. Nigel, like most dogs, seems to have an uncanny sense of which car is which; when one of ours is approaching, he shows signs of excitement before my ears can pick up any sound at all.


It is a very simple space, dominated by clipped yew cones set in grass and bounded by yew hedges. I bought about a third of the yews from a tree auction in 1993, although they were a fraction of the size they are now, and the outer line was planted about five years later, using spare hedging plants that have gradually become solid and imposing through years of clipping. Only the stone of the path that runs from the front gate to the front door breaks the shades of green layering on green. It makes a symmetrical formal entry to the house and is very easy to maintain. The grass is mown every ten days or so and the yew clipped once a year in late August or early September. That is it. It is a garden that barely needs any gardening.


The yew cones also make the perfect place to play hide and seek for both children and puppies, and Nigel when young would whirl around and between them in figures of eight, ears back, his scamper slightly hysterical, like an overexcited child. When Nell appeared she woke in him that playful spirit again, and the two of them often race dizzyingly among them.


In fact this path continues, without changing or breaking its step in any way, through the house and on out through the back door to the Spring Garden. Everything that has to be brought from a car to the house, be it food, shopping, or luggage, is ferried in a wheelbarrow straight into the kitchen – with Nigel trotting alongside trying to deposit a ball into the barrow before it stops. 


For the first five years that we were at Longmeadow, everything that had to get to the other side of the garden – which is almost all the garden – had to make its way down this path and through the front door, into the hall, through the back kitchen and out of the back door to become garden-worthy. This included not just all the plants, thousands of fencing rods and stakes, manure and compost, but also the chickens and Charlie the cantankerous Shetland pony. Perhaps this entrance to their new world imprinted itself on to them, because we always left our garden doors wide open if it is vaguely warm, and Charlie and the hens would wander into the kitchen in search of something to nibble. 


Charlie is long gone and the foxes and mink have eaten generations of chickens since those first introductions, but our doors are still left open from early morning until night and the swallows and martins swoop in and out of the house, sweeping down the entrance hall and round the corner into the barn-like open Tudor hall. They usually do a turn or two and then scythe out as they came, but occasionally a young one will become confused and spend a day or two in the house, sleeping on the beams before eventually making its way back outside. And in winter it is not uncommon to see a movement from the corner of one’s eye and be joined as you sit by the fire by the mouse-like darts of a little wren that has slipped through an open door into the warmth of the house.
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5. Morning Smells
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The day begins with song. The light is implied, guessed at, just a slight eastern glimmer behind the clouds. 


Through this breaks the first tentative call of a robin. Clear, fluting and brave. For a few minutes he holds the stage and then, gradually, as though from a distance, a thousand birds begin to mark the day. Blackbird battles blackbird and the thrush stakes its claim from the top of its favourite plum tree. Behind the melodies is a counterpoint of peeps and tweets and cheeps and three-note trills.


However tired I am, I cannot resist either the dawn chorus or the first light. The day calls. I slip out of bed, go straight to the window – facing east and always open, always curtainless – and look across the fields to get a sense of the weather.


Then I throw on some clothes and tiptoe downstairs, trying not to wake the rest of the household, but this stealth (admittedly not my strongest point) is invariably made irrelevant by a short bark from Nigel. Perhaps he hears the slight creak of the stairs, or more probably he can smell me as clearly as I can hear the birdsong. Either way, this slightly muffled, slightly overpitched and overexcited sound is his standard greeting.


This morning bark seems to surprise him as much as anything else, as he is pulled from a much deeper sleep than my own. He scrambles to his feet and is fully awake by the time he is upright, rushing past me straight to the front door where he stands too close, tail vertical and wagging. Then, as there has been every day for the past six years, the half-shuffle, half-dance into reverse as, against all expectations, the door pulls a fast one and opens inwards on him, as it has done and will do every time. But with that he is outside, head up, taking deep draughts of morning air. 


We can only guess at the layers of sophistication on offer to a dog’s nose. But we do know that the finest parfumeur, blessed (or perhaps cursed) with hyperosmia, is the bluntest of instruments compared to the most casual canine snuffle. Humans apparently have six million olfactory cells making up our two million scent receptors, which pales into insignificance behind a dog’s 220 million. Our own ability to detect scent is astonishingly subtle – we are equipped to detect some odours in dilutions of one part to over a billion parts of air – but that only highlights how precise and unimaginably refined a dog’s nose must be. 


We know that dogs’ brains work with smell in the same way that ours do, insomuch as that, like us, their scent receptors send their messages to the most primitive part of the brain that also deals with emotion. In other words, what a dog smells has as much influence on how it feels as anything else, and almost certainly more powerfully so. We have all experienced the pang of memory that comes as you break the skin of an orange, unscrew a jar of jam, or lean forward and suddenly catch the faintest breath of a perfume last smelt at the nape of your mother’s neck when you were a toddler. A thousand smells pull a thousand triggers, without any perceptible thought process or rationalisation. The response is visceral, emotional and even spiritual. Imagine how it must be for dogs, then, with all these responses multiplied ten thousand times. It also means that association through smell is a powerful tool for training. An article of clothing will be comforting for a dog, not because it feels nice or looks like their owners or reminds them of happy times, but because it smells of happiness and security. Putting your hand in your pocket will trigger the response of the dog sitting expectantly waiting for the titbit that sometimes follows that action, not just because it has learnt that particular body-action, but also because the scent of the morsel of biscuit has left a memory that is as powerfully pleasing as the original delicious flood of biscuity smell. Their memory of scent is as emotional as ours – only fine-tuned to a degree beyond our ken. Compared to our own noses, which clutch at scent and struggle to articulate it in any coherent language, it seems as though dogs read smells with the fluency of a professional translator – only one that has worked in a thousand languages simultaneously.
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