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Chain Reaction


Even with the heavy chain around my neck and the evening chill seeping into my aching bones, I could still picture the tree covered in tinsel and lights. It was the first thing I had seen as I emerged from the cardboard box many months ago. Reaching back to that happy memory, I could hear the excited squeals of the humans as I tentatively stepped forward on my little paws. And, of course, I could still see Toby’s delighted face swimming into view, and feel the warmth and contentment that washed over me as he held me in his arms.


What I couldn’t remember quite as well was where it all went wrong. They had loved me, hadn’t they? Not just Toby, who was twelve, but his mum Josie and dad Martin too. Toby and I would play such crazy games, chasing each other round and round the house and rolling around on the floor, before snuggling down to snooze together. Josie would take me for walks through the town and feed me big bowls of delicious dog food. Martin – well, with Martin, it was always more complicated. He would pull my tail or flick my nose until I barked with pain. But then he’d smile at me and say, ‘That’s the sound of a proper guard dog.’


Maybe things started to change because I couldn’t stop growing. I wished I could go back to being so small I could sit on Toby’s lap but instead I just got bigger and bigger. My robust legs were like branches of a great oak tree. My paws were like saucers. Even my skin couldn’t stop expanding until it hung in heavy folds all around the hefty trunk of my body.


‘You stupid dog!’ Josie would scream as my tail, as thick and heavy as a rope, accidentally whipped another mug of tea off the coffee table. Then she’d raise a rolled-up newspaper and whack me sharply across the face. It stung – and not just because of the physical pain. I hadn’t meant to upset her – I only wanted to please. But my ever-enlarging body was getting harder and harder to control.


Even Toby seemed to have become tired of me. The moment he walked through the door after school had always been the highlight of my day. At first, it seemed like it was his highlight too, and he’d make such a fuss of me. But as the months went on, I noticed how he stopped smiling as I bounced around in excitement to greet him. ‘Urghhh, MUM!!!’ he would yell to Josie. ‘The dog is drooling everywhere again – it’s disgusting!’


My walks with Josie were getting less frequent, and the family started to leave me for ever longer periods on my own. I felt like a coiled spring, humming with energy that I didn’t know what to do with.


Then, one day, I got so bored I started to chew the leg of the sofa. I never meant any harm – but it looked so tempting, and I had nothing else to do. I thought I would just nibble a bit, but once I started I couldn’t stop. I gnawed away until it was a mangled stump. The sofa lurched forwards – I had chewed the leg so much that it was no longer evenly balanced – and a cushion rolled onto the floor, landing at my feet. I pricked my ears. Before I even knew what I was doing, I was ripping into the cushion, and clouds of white feathers were pluming into the air. I held the cushion in my powerful jaws and shook – how fun it was to see the whole room covered in a blanket of fluffy snow!


It was then that I heard the door open – and the shouting began. Martin grabbed me by the collar and walloped me across the face. ‘Bad dog!’ he growled, and dragged me to the back door, throwing me out into the yard.


Whimpering with pain and anguish, I pressed myself against the door, desperate to be let back in so I could show them how sorry I was.


‘That’s it!’ Josie was shouting. ‘Why on earth you ever thought a Neapolitan mastiff would be a good pet is beyond me.’


‘He was never meant to be a pet – he was meant to be a guard dog!’ Martin roared back. ‘It was you and Toby who made him soft by keeping him in the house. That dog belongs outside.’


I never set foot in the house again. I remember that first night outside in the small concrete yard, as darkness fell, and how scared and lonely I felt. I whined and whimpered in desperation, until I realised that they intended to leave me out there all night. Then I started to bark; big, deep, imploring cries for help which went unanswered, until I was so exhausted I fell into a restless sleep.


The next morning, Martin appeared. I wagged my tail happily – maybe all was forgiven? Surely they still loved me as much as I loved them?


But he hadn’t come to pet me, or walk me, or even to let me back in the house. He had come to chain me up. He looped the string of heavy metal links around my neck, yanking it so roughly that I cried out in shock. Then he fastened it to the fence, and was gone.


I tried to dart after him, only to feel the heavy restraint choke me as I pulled. Then I started to bark again. I don’t know how many hours I kept it up, but it fell on deaf ears.


The days all started to slip into one after that. The yard became dirty and smelly, which I knew was my fault. I had a makeshift kennel, which was really just a stack of old building materials precariously leaning against each other, with a towel laid inside. The towel was so soiled and damp that it made me shiver when l took refuge there. But when the wind howled and rain came sheeting down, what choice did I have?


When they remembered, Josie or Martin would come outside with a few scraps in a grubby bowl. Those were the good days – but they were few and far between, and my stomach always growled with a never-satisfied hunger.


Summer was long gone, and the family hardly came out into the yard any more. The best days were when Toby would slink outside, his face full of guilt and apology. My heart would burst to see my old friend, and I strained towards him, desperate for his kind touch. He would stroke my ears and give me a treat, but he never stayed long. I could see he was chilly, and I tried to lick his hands to warm him up, but he would push me away. ‘I’m sorry, boy,’ was all he would say as he retreated back into the warmth of the house.


The days grew ever shorter and I feared that winter might never end. It scared me how feeble I had become, and I had to use all my strength just to try to stay warm. My body felt hollow and I knew if spring didn’t come soon, I wouldn’t survive.


All I could do was cower in my filthy kennel, hoping for a miracle.


Then one morning, just as spring seemed on the brink of returning, I was abruptly awoken by the sharp jab of a boot making contact with my aching belly. It was Martin, who was crouching in the entrance of the kennel.


‘The neighbours are sick of your barking,’ he said. ‘It’s time to get rid of you.’


I realised he had the end of the chain in his hand, and all of a sudden he was heaving me to my feet and out of my prison. I felt a jolt of fear, but also a small spark of hope. Surely wherever I was going next couldn’t be any worse than this?
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Throw in the Owl


‘And action!’ I called. My team of five animal trainers, each with an owl on their shoulder, lifted their arms in unison. The hope was that the owls would start to fly in perfect circles, as we had been practising. In reality, only one of the owls did. Another swooped away, back towards the aviary where it knew dinner would later be served. Two stayed stubbornly on their trainers’ shoulders. Another flapped hopefully towards me, then landed on the grass by my feet and lazily ruffled his feathers. We were in for a long six weeks getting these bird-brains ready.


It was the spring of 2004, about a month and a half away from the start of filming on Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. As head animal trainer, I was working with my team to prepare all the furry and feathered cast members for their parts in the magical movie.


We had the script and were beginning our initial groundwork, going through fundamental training with some of the animals at our base at Leavesden Studios, the HQ for the Harry Potter films. There were also regular meetings with the director, Mike Newell, to discuss exactly how scenes would be shot and what the animals we provided would need to do.


As Harry Potter was such a massive production – taking nearly a year to film each instalment, not just at Leavesden but at locations across the country – a lot of our casting and training would continue once filming had begun. I had already lost count of the number of animals we had trained since I started working on Potter back in 2000, but I reckoned it was at least 150.


Right now we had twelve owls, but they would eventually be joined by nearly seventy more. One of the most ambitious scenes called for eighty owls to ‘act’ in the Hogwarts Owlery, while Harry Potter, played by Daniel Radcliffe, asks Cho Chang, played by Katie Leung, to attend the Yule Ball with him. While the teen actors had to capture the awkward moments of first love, it was down to the animal team to make sure all the owls were hooting, flying or sitting still at the same time. Judging by our slow progress today, it would be no mean feat if we pulled it off. Owls, if I’m honest, are particularly stupid. Ravens, which we also trained for the Harry Potter movies, could learn in a week what it took an owl a month to learn. But this was my fourth Potter now, and I had got used to the birds’ idiosyncrasies. Despite the challenges we had training them, it was the owls which got the most fan mail of all the animal actors, especially Gizmo, the snowy owl who played Harry’s pet Hedwig. We always tried to write back to fans with a feather enclosed with the letter.


‘OK – not quite what we’re looking for!’ I called to the team, laughing. ‘Let’s take a break.’


I set off towards the Portakabin that served as our kitchen to put the kettle on, while the owl handlers – along with their stubborn charges – headed for the bird mews, a large meshed area where the birds could fly around between training sessions.


The training ground was to be our second home for the next year while we prepared for and then filmed The Goblet of Fire. It was essentially a couple of fields, but there was also accommodation for the animals, exercise runs for the dogs, a barn that we used as an indoor training area when it was raining and another cabin, which served as a little office. Most importantly, it was five minutes’ walk from the main film studios, so once filming started we could be summoned at a moment’s notice by the director.


‘Those bloody owls, eh?’ a familiar voice said behind me, as I dropped teabags into mugs. It was Jo Vaughan, my second-in-command and best friend. Her blond hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, and as usual there was a hint of a smile playing around her mouth and in her bright blue eyes. Jo could always see the funny side, even when things went wrong, which was just as well – having a sense of humour is pretty essential when you work with animals. During my fourteen years as a movie trainer I had endured animals going to the toilet on expensive bits of equipment, humping A-listers’ legs, going on strike just when the light was fading and the crew was most stressed – you name it, I’d faced it. On the last Harry Potter one of my owls had gone swooping off with the director’s notes. But I had also seen animals I trained act their socks off, pulling off amazing feats which have left Hollywood stars and Oscar-winning directors speechless. When it comes to animal training, you have to take the rough with the smooth.


Jo and I had been working together since we met on the set of 102 Dalmatians back in 1999. I was chief puppy trainer and she was the rookie on my team; it was her first film, having quit her job training sea lions at a safari park to try her luck in the movies. It had been a bit of a baptism of fire, with hundreds of puppies misbehaving and peeing all over the place, but Jo rose to the challenge masterfully.


I smiled. ‘We’ll get there, we always do. Even if I do wish J. K. Rowling had decided to make literally any other bird the star of the show …’


‘Well, it’s good we’re scheduled to do some practice with the cats tomorrow,’ said Jo, taking her mug of tea. ‘I definitely need a break from owls!’


Trainers Anna, Simon, Dave and Guillaume trooped into the kitchen, noisily debating whose owl was the bottom of the class. ‘It’s definitely Leo,’ Guillaume, an energetic Frenchman who specialised in bird training, was saying. ‘But he’s the best looking, so I guess he makes up for it.’


That kicked off a whole new debate about which owl was the most beautiful – the trainers could argue for hours about this kind of thing, all passionately fighting the corner of whichever bird they were in charge of. I smiled and leaned back in my chair, content to listen to them argue it out.


Harry Potter was like that – a totally immersive job where you found yourself deeply invested in whether one barn owl had a prettier face than another almost identical one.


It is mad to think now, but when I was asked to come on board the first film, The Philosopher’s Stone, I had never even heard of the Harry Potter books. I remember telling friends that I had been contracted to ‘some wizard film’. Little did I know that wizard film would become one of the biggest movie franchises the world had ever seen and provide me with employment for over a decade.


I always loved coming to Leavesden, not least because it meant working with a big team of talented trainers. On films that require fewer animals it was often just me on my own, or if I was lucky, Jo too. But Harry Potter was no ordinary film, and with a vast coterie of animal actors, I was proud to say I led one of the key departments.


I was jolted from my thoughts by the sound of the phone ringing in the office. ‘OK, OK, I think the only thing we can agree on is they are all very silly birds,’ I said, getting up from my chair. ‘Can you crack on with another fifteen-minute training session with the owls, and I’ll catch you up? Just got to take this.’


Shutting the door to my little office, I picked up the phone. ‘Hello, Julie Tottman speaking.’


‘Hi Julie, it’s Pat.’


‘Ah, hi Pat, so lovely to hear from you!’ I said, and meant it. Pat owned Hugo, the Neapolitan mastiff who played the character Hagrid’s dog Fang. Whenever there was a new Harry Potter film, Pat would lease Hugo to me so I could train him and bring him to the film set. He was due to start training in a couple of weeks, and ringing Pat to discuss it had been on my to-do list. ‘How’s your gorgeous boy? We can’t wait to see him.’


‘Well, about that,’ said Pat, and I could hear the hesitation in her voice. ‘I’ve got some bad news …’


And, just like that, the misbehaving owls were driven totally out of my mind – we had a new crisis on our hands.
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A Hugo Loss


Jo came to find me about twenty minutes later. ‘Julie, what’s happened to you?’ she called as she came clattering into the office. ‘You missed Leo actually doing what he was told for once!’


Then she saw my face and stopped. ‘Oh God, what’s happened?’


I sighed and rubbed my temples. ‘That was Pat on the phone. She’s worried about Hugo, who seems to have slowed down, so I’ve suggested she retire him.’


I should have seen it coming, I suppose. Neapolitan mastiffs are big dogs so tend to have shorter lifespans than some breeds, with most only living to about eight or nine years old. Hugo was seven, and Pat had recently noticed that he was starting to get some stiffness in his legs when she took him for a walk. It was a sign he was getting old, and Pat thought he should probably start taking it easy. I instantly agreed with her – animal welfare is always my top priority, and even without seeing Hugo I knew if his owner had even the tiniest concern he shouldn’t be working any more. And that of course ruled out any further Harry Potter madness.


‘I’m so sorry to let you down, Julie,’ Pat had told me on the phone. ‘I know it’s so close to filming, but it’s only recently that I’ve noticed any change in him.’


I reassured her that she had done exactly the right thing – there’s no way I would ever want to do anything that put our lovely Hugo at risk. For me, the health and happiness of the animal actors comes above everything else, and they all deserve a peaceful retirement when the time comes. But it did mean we had to find a replacement dog – and quickly.


Jo sank into a battered swivel chair, taking the news in. ‘We’re going to have to act fast to find another one, then,’ she said. ‘Time is not on our side.’


I nodded. That’s exactly what had kept me rooted to this spot since I got off the phone to Pat.


Usually, if I was starting from scratch with a new dog I’d want at least twelve weeks working with them before taking them on set, starting by simply building a relationship before moving on to simple commands and eventually the specific moves they’d need for the film. The Goblet of Fire started in less than half that time. Fang’s scenes weren’t among the first to be shot, but even so, once filming started I’d have my hands full, so it was vital to begin the basics with a new dog before then.


I was well aware of the scale of the challenge. Neapolitan mastiffs are a rare breed, with only about 120 puppies registered in the UK every year. And they are also quite tricky dogs to work with. While there are always exceptions, breed has a big influence on a dog’s personality. Common traits will depend on why the breed was originally developed – for example, toy dogs bred to sit in aristocratic ladies’ laps generally enjoy a good cuddle, while terriers used to chase foxes and rabbits down holes love to dig. Mastiffs were guard dogs, and in my experience they tend to be wary of strangers, exhibiting guarding behaviour and sometimes acting aggressively.


Hugo himself had been a naturally suspicious dog, but over the course of three films and lots of training he had become a joy to work with. He had got much friendlier over time – perhaps too friendly on some occasions. I smiled as I remembered when we had taken him on ITV’s This Morning show and he had given a very slobbery greeting to the presenter Fern Britton, leaving her absolutely covered in drool.


‘You know, it was Gary who found Hugo,’ I said to Jo. ‘But it will be up to me this time.’


Gary Gero was the Hollywood trainer who had given me my first big break by hiring me as the head dog trainer on 101 Dalmatians in 1995. Back then, I had just started to establish myself as a freelance trainer, having spent years trying to break into the business any way I could.


I had started from the bottom – even offering to clean dog kennels and animal cages for free in the hope of getting a job at an animal acting agency – and Gary was the one who recognised my potential. I had him to thank for introducing me to Harry Potter.


His US-based Birds & Animals Unlimited had won the animal contract for the first movie, which we filmed in 2000. He brought me on board, along with Jo, and together we worked on Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone and Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets. Then, in 2003, Gary put me in charge of the British arm of his business, Birds & Animals UK, which I was now running independently. Fang was one of the biggest animal parts in the films, and this time it would be my responsibility, not Gary’s, to find the right dog.


‘You know exactly where to start!’ said Jo. She flipped open the laptop and loaded up Google, tapping ‘Neapolitan Mastiff Rescue UK’ into the search box.


‘Look, there’s a whole mastiff rescue organisation. Why don’t you give them a call? Forget about owl training for the rest of the day – I’ll take care of it.’


I felt a rush of affection for Jo, who always knew the right thing to do. She is so organised and practical – it was one of the first things I had admired about her when we met on 102 Dalmatians. But she is also passionate about animals, especially giving deserving rescues a second chance of happiness – just as I am.


‘Thanks, love,’ I smiled. ‘I’ll get cracking. Good luck with the owls …’


Jo squeezed my shoulder as she headed for the door, and I turned back to the laptop. The breed’s dedicated rescue group was definitely the place to start.


I always tried to cast rescue animals for movies because there are so many deserving animals languishing in shelters who are desperate for a new life. It breaks my heart to think of the cruelty and neglect humans can inflict on animals, but no matter what horrors a creature has endured, a bit of kindness and some careful training can turn them into stars. The world writes them off, but I knew from experience that rescues are often the hardest working, most loyal and loving animals. In fact, my first project in charge of Birds & Animals UK had involved an incredible rescue, which you can read about in my book Will You Take Me Home? Pickles the Yorkshire terrier had suffered unimaginable cruelty as a breeding dog on a puppy farm, but had gone on to blow everyone away as the star of the teen movie What a Girl Wants. Pickles was still my beloved pet and she had repaid the love I showed her in spades.


I scrolled through the Mastiff Rescue UK website until I found a phone number. With some trepidation, I dialled the number and crossed my fingers. Would they have what I was looking for?


I got through to a friendly woman called Debbie. I think she thought it was a prank when I first told her I was calling from the set of Harry Potter, looking for a dog who could play Fang. After I had reassured her that I really was who I said I was, she had some bad news for me.


‘You know, I really would love to help,’ she said. ‘For us mastiff lovers it was such a thrill when you chose to use a Neapolitan in the film. I don’t think many people had seen one before you made the breed famous! But I just don’t have any Neos on the books at the moment.’


‘That’s OK,’ I said, trying to keep the disappointment out of my voice. ‘Will you keep me posted, in case you do hear of one that needs a home?’


‘Of course!’ said Debbie. ‘Do you have a particular colour in mind?’


‘Actually no,’ I said. ‘Any will do – we can work around it.’ Hugo was ‘blue’, which is actually a dark grey, but believe it or not we often dye dogs’ fur using a special animal-friendly product. On 101 and 102 Dalmatians we even painted on extra spots to make their coats match when we had more than one dog playing the same role.


Debbie wrote down my details. ‘I’ll keep my ear to the ground, Julie,’ she told me. ‘You’ll be the first to know.’


I hung up the phone, my heart sinking with disappointment. This was going to be even harder than I thought.
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The Search Continues


Reaching into my desk drawer, I pulled out the battered Filofax where I kept the numbers of all the animal shelters and dog charities I dealt with. Working methodically, I dialled number after number, and found myself greeted fondly by my contacts, who all wanted updates on the cats and dogs they had supplied me with over the years. I loved to chat with my old acquaintances – in my experience, people who work in animal rescue are among the kindest and most big hearted in the world – but when we got on to the question I had rung to ask, the answer was always the same. No, they didn’t have a Neapolitan mastiff, but yes, they’d let me know if they heard of one.


The afternoon flew by and before I knew it, 5 p.m. had arrived. The shelters would be shutting for the night, and besides, I had pretty much exhausted my little black book. If only I was looking for a Staffordshire bull terrier or a lurcher, I thought. These poor dogs make up a huge proportion of those in rescue centres – unfairly, as they usually make excellent pets.
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