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Introduction by Sarah Oliver


John McLaren is a remarkable man, a true unsung hero. More than twenty years ago years ago, he founded Island Farm Donkey Sanctuary in the tiny village of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell in South Oxfordshire. Island Farm really is a sanctuary in the truest sense of the word; it is a haven for abused and neglected animals – primarily donkeys, but John never turns away an animal in need – and a place where they can live happily amongst friends, safe in the knowledge that no one will ever hurt them again.

When I first met John I was immediately struck by the incredible connection he has with the animals in his care. When he walks into one of the paddocks at Island Farm, all of the donkeys immediately trot up to him, eager for a stroke or a scratch behind the ears and jostling each other out of the way to get close to him. Each of the eighty donkeys at the sanctuary has received John’s undivided care and attention, and in return he has their complete devotion. Without John, many of these beautiful animals would have died of starvation, of wounds inflicted by a cruel owner, of pure neglect. Some would have been deemed worthless and sold for slaughter. For John, no donkey is worthless – each deserves to live a happy, healthy life, with the companionship of other donkeys and the freedom to stretch their legs in a safe environment.

Pollyanne is Island Farm’s most famous resident, and what follows is her – and John’s – extraordinary story, as told to me during the remarkable time I spent with the team at Island Farm. It was a real honour to see John, Linda, Wendy, Stuart and Gaggy in action – I’ve rarely seen people work so hard, and with such selfless dedication, for such little material reward. The sanctuary is a labour of love for each and every one of them, and I can only hope that this book allows them to continue doing their vital work for many years to come.
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You’ll Have to Take the Donkey Too

I was born and grew up in Wantage in the Vale of the White Horse, which is on the borders of Wiltshire and Berkshire and not so very far from where I live now. It was also the birthplace of King Alfred the Great and the poet John Betjeman, but I reckon I’ve got more in common with another famous son – champion jockey Lester Piggott. There are stables and good riding all around Wantage, so I suppose it’s no surprise that both he and I have spent our lives around all things equine … although he’s made a bob or two more than me in the process!

My parents both worked on a local estate, my father as Head Gamekeeper, my mother in charge of the hatchery. Father’s job involved training gun-dogs, breeding game birds and protecting them from poachers. My mother had to grade all the eggs that were produced on the estate, check the incubators and care for the chicks. As a boy I enjoyed watching them working and it was clear that they both loved their jobs. But it was hard work and involved long hours – hours during which I was free to roam around and play, alone or with my sister Catherine who was a few years older than me. So we spent our childhoods outdoors, climbing trees, fishing, riding horses. It was a simpler time and we had such freedom back then – a freedom I think few children have nowadays.

I always knew I wanted to work outdoors, like my parents. My first job, age fourteen, was helping the estate workers move felled timber out of the woods. I was just a young lad, so it was my task to clear away the smaller pieces of wood so that the horse-drawn bobs could drive in and be loaded up with the remaining bulk, by burlier men than me. After that I got another job working for a farmer and started saving my wages. They weren’t much, but I soon had enough to start up on my own and in my early twenties I started buying and selling ponies. It was a good way for a young man with no ties to make a living; I travelled around, never staying in one place for particularly long, and never felt as if I needed to put down any roots. I was a free spirit. I enjoyed going where the work was, renting stables and fields from farmers, making just enough to get by. Occasionally people would ask me why I didn’t get a job that paid better, maybe something in an office? But I would just laugh at the idea. Being stuck inside all day would kill me. I have always belonged in the open air, working with nature.

But as time passed, and even though I was still living the itinerant life of a trader, the pull of family and the idea of settling down started to take hold. I got married, and when my first child was born – a son, Stuart – I held him in my arms and overwhelming love surged through me. I had never experienced anything so powerful, and never imagined I would again … But I did, just three years later when Neil was born. I was a father twice over: I felt so blessed. As they grew up I taught them all about ponies and encouraged them to ride as soon as they were big enough. They would help me with the grooming after they came home from school and then we would have a kick about with a football before bed.

Before long it became clear that we needed to find a permanent base, a home for my family from which to run my pony business. I’d been saving a little each week the whole of my working life, hoping that one day I’d have enough to buy my own patch of land. I asked my farming friends to keep an eye out and scoured the press and farming magazines to see if there was anything suitable within our price range. After months of searching to no avail, I’d almost given up hope. Nothing I’d found felt right. Then, one day, an old farming mate of mine got in touch. He had heard that there was a tract of land for sale on Frogs Island, in the village of Brightwell-cum-Sotwell, only twenty miles from where I was born. I had nothing to lose, so I decided I’d go and scout it out.

I remember the day I first set foot in the village as clearly as if it was yesterday. It was a weekday so the boys were in school. The sun was shining and I was feeling optimistic: I didn’t know what to expect of the place for sale, but from what my mate had said the price was reasonable, which was a good start. I was early, so before making my way to Frogs Island to meet the farmer I decided to have a walk around the village. I parked up outside the village pub, the Red Lion, and set out for a stroll. I took a right, and bumped into a man walking down the middle of the lane with three black Labradors and a little Jack Russell running ahead of him on leads. He nodded and said hello, before going into one of the thatched cottages. A bit further along I was overtaken by a grandmother pushing a toddler in a pram. She seemed to be in great hurry, as if she were very late for something or other. Soon enough I reached a brick building which turned out to be the village hall. I read on the notice board that a playgroup was taking place that morning. I reasoned this must have been where the lady with the pram had been heading. I quickly scanned the other community activities that were held in the hall every week, idly wondering whether Neil would be interested in joining the Scouts, or Stuart the young farmers, were we to live here … Heading back to the car, virtually every cottage and house I passed was adorned with colourful hanging baskets; there were two quaint little chapels, a proper red phone box – in short, this village looked perfect, and it felt like a real community. I would have to wait to sample a pint in the Red Lion – but if the meeting was a success and I liked the local ale, it would be almost too good to be true!

Frogs Island is located on the outskirts of the village. My mate had drawn me a little map to make sure that I found the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it turning into Old Didcot Road. As soon as I pulled up outside the farmhouse, Michael, the owner, came out and gave me a wave. He was a strapping man, a few years older than me. He wasted no time in taking me over to see the land he was selling, so I could see what was on offer. ‘Frog Island’, he explained, was an unofficial name given to his land many, many years earlier, but no one could remember where it got the name in the first place. He suspected the area might have been waterlogged in the past.

Michael wasn’t selling up entirely. He was just dividing his land in half. The land for sale still looked plenty big enough for my needs, and the price was perfect because I would have enough money left over to build stables for the ponies. I had had a good feeling when I walked around the village, and now I had seen the land I knew I had finally found the place where my family could put down roots. We shook hands and a deal was done. As soon as the paperwork was signed and it was all official, I could move onto the land any time I wanted.

I couldn’t wait to tell the family. I had kept it a secret until then because I didn’t want them to be disappointed if it didn’t work out, but later that night I finally shared the news: we were going to be landowners! They were so excited and immediately set about trying to persuade me to take them for a visit. First of all I told them we had to come up with a name for our farm, one we all liked. ‘Frog Island Farm’ was already taken by Michael himself, but I still wanted the name to have some link to the local area. After a lot of to-ing and fro-ing – Brightwell Farm? Frog Farm? – the boys and I plumped for ‘Island Farm’ – simple and memorable!

I didn’t have the money to build us a house so we moved into a mobile home on the land instead. The ponies would need a sturdier home, though, so I set about building twenty stables in two rows, with a patch of grass in the middle, surrounded by flower beds. It took me a few weeks, but when they were finished I was proud of what I had achieved. I finally had everything I needed for my pony business to really get going. It didn’t take long for the boys to get settled in the village and we soon couldn’t remember a time when we’d lived anywhere else. Island Farm was home.

With the new farm I had more room for ponies than I’d ever had before and soon business was booming. I ran riding lessons for local children and Island Farm started to gain a reputation as a good riding school. The boys’ mother, Wendy, was a godsend. She took care of all the paperwork and made sure that everything ran smoothly.

Speaking of godsends, some of the local children volunteered to help care for the ponies after school and at weekends. They helped brush them and muck out the stables – it wasn’t a glamorous job, but the kids seemed to enjoy it. Cleaning stables requires a pitchfork, a broom, a sturdy wheelbarrow and a strong pair of arms! First, you use the pitchfork to move the manure – the prongs act to sift out the sawdust and straw leaving the manure, which goes straight in the wheelbarrow. Next, you get your broom and sweep from the front of the stable to the back, so any sawdust and straw is kept well away from the water buckets. It’s hard work, but these children seemed to enjoy the opportunity. They loved being around the ponies and their parents were grateful that it stopped them pestering for their own horse. We often found that after a while our volunteers would outgrow it, reach the age when boyfriends and girlfriends were far more interesting than spending weekends knee-deep in manure, but there was always a new group of keen youngsters willing to step into the breach.

One of the children who did keep coming back, week after week without fail, was a girl called Linda. She had started helping out when she was thirteen and when her friends gave up she had bucked the trend and carried on. Linda was only small but she worked harder than anyone else and had a real knack with ponies. She had been riding most of her life and eventually she started helping us to teach the younger children how to ride.

Most of the volunteers we had back then were girls but we did get the odd boy who was interested in ponies. John Roberts started helping out when he left school – a big, strong lad who was happy to get his hands dirty. He picked up the nickname Gaggy, I’m not sure how, but it made things simpler than having two Johns around.

I used to buy a lot of my ponies in Wales. There are some good ponies down there, especially in the Valleys. Good jockeys, the Welsh, and (back then, at least) the ponies I bought were often already well trained from being ridden by their owner’s children. For me as a buyer, seven or eight years old was the ideal age for a pony – I would find it easier to sell ponies that were experienced, and that had a bit of sense in them. So I would go to Wales in my lorry, buy these ponies, bring them back, get them schooled, get them going, and then sell them on.

I have always loved ponies but back then, as a trader, I didn’t really think much about their welfare. I hate to say it now, but all I wanted to do was buy them and sell them on at a profit. Customers would come to me or I would take them to horse fairs and sell them that way. I didn’t give a second thought to what lay in store for them beyond that – just as long as I got a good price for them and was putting food on the table for my kids. If I bought a pony and it was in poor health, I would make sure it was rehabilitated before selling it on because that way I’d get a better price.

Quite often the ponies I saw on my travels were in a bad way, particularly during the winter. Their owners often also kept donkeys in wretched conditions, half-starved because they couldn’t graze on grass and were fed on the meagre scraps that were all their owners could spare. It was sometimes the case that I could only buy the ponies if I took the donkeys too. I used to spend ages trying to argue my way out of the bind. I really couldn’t be doing with donkeys. I didn’t want to feed them and house them and take care of them on top of everything else – it would cut into my profits. Inevitably, though, I’d have to relent – it was take the donkeys, or go home empty-handed.

At first I used to give the donkeys to a woman called Miss Philpen who ran a nearby donkey sanctuary. Miss Philpen looked like a little old country lady but she was the type of no-nonsense woman who called a spade a spade – if she didn’t like you, you knew about it. But Miss Philpen had a huge heart for donkeys – in 1965 she set up the first donkey sanctuary in the UK, the Helping Hand Animal Welfare League Donkey Sanctuary. Many unwanted donkeys would have starved if it were not for her. When I first knew her, I was just a pony dealer more concerned with himself than with the animals. After dropping the donkeys off at Miss Philpen’s, I would take the ponies back to Island Farm. Linda helped me turn ponies that were just skin and bone into strong, healthy beasts. We would make sure the ponies were good riders by using them in lessons we held at the farm. Once we were happy they were fit, we would sell them on.

Giving the donkeys away was a hassle-free option for me but there were times when I had no choice but to find room for them on the farm. As with the ponies, we would try and get them fit and then sell them. I would try so hard to get rid of them, dropping their prices really low, but while the ponies would get snapped up, the donkeys were always left behind. No one seemed to want them, and before long we were becoming overrun with donkeys and had less room for new ponies. I was paying to feed the donkeys and keep their hooves in good order but simply couldn’t make any money from them. It wasn’t an ideal situation but there was nothing I could do. I must admit that I found this really infuriating. But my feelings towards donkeys changed once and for all when Jack arrived …

‘Stuart, get the gate! Hurry, lad, where’s Gaggy? We need the vet, call the vet!’

I frantically pulled down the ramp on the lorry and ran inside. The donkey was hardly breathing, lying on the straw at the bottom end of the lorry.

‘It’s okay, boy, we’ll get you sorted.’ I stroked his muzzle but he was so weak he couldn’t even lift his head. His pony companion stood on the other side of the lorry, staring at me as if to say, ‘What’s all the fuss about?’

I had gone to Wales to pick up a pony, but once I got there the owner told me that his donkey had to go too. I could tell from his face that it would be pointless to argue with him, so I’d nodded even though this was the last thing I needed. The strange thing was I couldn’t see any donkey. The owner pointed to the far corner of a sodden field but all I could see was a whole lot of mud and dirt. He pointed again, and this time I saw a tiny flicker of movement in the corner. The donkey was lying down, covered from head to toe in mud. I’d never come across a donkey in such a bad state. He was certainly dying. The owner wasn’t going to help me move it – he didn’t want to get his jacket muddy. I had come across some hard-nosed types in my time, but I couldn’t believe anyone could be so cruel. Five minutes later I was squelching my way back to the lorry with the donkey in my arms and my feet sinking deep into the mud. The poor animal hadn’t protested. As I’d lifted him from the ground that would have certainly been his grave if I’d left him there, he just looked up at me, his eyes locking onto mine, wondering what was happening. He was as light as a feather – there was hardly anything to him. I made him as comfortable as I could in the lorry, secured the pony, jumped in the cab and drove home as fast as I could, hoping against hope that he would still be alive at the end of the journey.

He was, just about. Stuart had gone to get the vet and Gaggy was preparing one of the spare stables. I took the sad creature into my arms – I could have waited for the vet but I wanted to get him out of the lorry, where he lay caked in mud, straw and sawdust. I just wanted him to make him clean and comfy: I wanted to help him live. No animal deserved to be in such a state.

The vet arrived in a matter of minutes. He told me the donkey had pneumonia, worms and mites. He would need a lot of antibiotics if he was going to survive. I just nodded, I didn’t care what it took, or how long, I wanted to see him fit. To this day I don’t really know what it was that touched me about this particular donkey – I had seen plenty of animals in poor health before, although none quite so bad. I think it was the look in his eyes when I picked him up that first time: full of trust, even though he had no reason to trust anyone.

Once the vet had given the donkey a strong dose of antibiotics, we cleaned the emaciated animal as best we could and made him comfortable and warm in the stable. I spent a long, anxious night by his side, praying he would make it through until morning. I couldn’t bear the thought of him dying here, in my care. Thankfully, he did survive that night, and the next. Over the coming days, with a lot of love, TLC, and plenty of medical attention, he got stronger and stronger.

I didn’t usually name the ponies – I knew they wouldn’t be staying around for long so there didn’t seem much point. But everything changed with my rescue donkey. We bonded so much over the many months it took to get him to good health that I gave him the name Jack.

With Jack, everything was different. There was no way he was going anywhere. And Jack had changed me – I now found I couldn’t ignore the other donkeys I came across through my work. Soon they had names, too: Jack was joined by Charlie and Jason. They became my favourites and I began to look forward to spending time with them each day. I cared less and less about buying new ponies to sell on, and started to care more about the welfare of donkeys. I could no longer overlook the fact that it was the donkeys I encountered that seemed to receive the worst treatment.

Watching Jack thrive gave me a feeling of deep accomplishment such as I’d never felt before. I wanted to keep helping these poor creatures and to do something that made a real difference to their lives. Suddenly I didn’t care about making a profit any more: caring for animals was what mattered. Convincing my family that we should turn the farm into a donkey sanctuary all those years ago wasn’t as big a battle as I expected. I remember talking it over with Stuart one evening over a well-deserved pint in the Red Lion. I was nervous about telling him, but it turned out that he knew what I was going to say before I did and was already on board. He’d long since left school by this point and had been helping out with the ponies his whole life. He knew what the donkeys meant to me and offered to help with the daunting pile of paperwork we’d need to become an official registered donkey sanctuary.

Linda and I started going to lots of markets, particularly the travellers’ horse fairs like Appleby and Stow, in search of sick or injured donkeys. If you think that people give sick donkeys away for nothing, think again. We usually had to pay hundreds of pounds for each animal, even if they were so ill they could hardly stand up. I always made sure I had plenty of money in my wallet for these trips – I couldn’t bear it if we weren’t able to save a donkey just because I was a hundred quid short.

At markets and horse fairs there will usually be several donkeys up for sale. Obviously we can’t buy every one we find. So if a donkey looks fit and healthy, we hope that a member of the public will buy them and give them a good home. But if we see a donkey in a bad state, we know that’s doubtful. More likely they’ll end up in yet another bad home, or with a careless dealer. Or – and this will shock many of you – they will be sold off for Italian salami.

Donkeys that are no longer useful to their owners in the UK are often sold for slaughter, but many people don’t realise that donkeys in the UK are slaughtered for salami to be eaten in Italy. Around sixty per cent of salami sold in Italy is donkey meat. All we can do to try and stop this is to try and raise awareness and to buy the sick donkeys we see in fairs to prevent them being sold on for slaughter.

Dealers travel around going to fairs all over the country, bringing animals for sale from Wales, the Shetland Isles, Scotland … all over. Some poor creatures have to spend days on lorries, going from sale to sale until they’re sold. And this is a serious problem. Plenty of livestock is sold in this way. Which means, sadly, we are kept very busy indeed.
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Finding Pollyanne

1 March 1997. The day we rescued Pollyanne.

I had a lot to do at the sanctuary that day before we set off for the horse fair – there was a roof that needed fixing and one of the electric fences had been playing up. Salisbury Livestock Market was over seventy miles away and we had to feed and water the donkeys before we left, which meant getting up and out by 5 a.m. Moving the donkeys from their stables into the fields was a time-consuming job back then because they were stabled in pairs or fours. It could take two hours at a time.

I had been up most of the night looking after a sick gelding, so I was feeling pretty tired. I could have easily hit the snooze button on my alarm that morning. But somehow I fought the urge to lie in, swung my legs over the side of my bed and surveyed the room. I saw the mug of tea on the bedside cabinet, stone cold. I had meant to drink it before I fell asleep but my eyes had shut of their own accord, as heavy as lead. My clothes – thick trousers, a grey shirt and a woollen jumper I had been given as a Christmas present many years before – were exactly where I’d left them, draped carelessly over the back of a chair. I leant forward, took the tobacco tin from the trouser pocket, and proceeded to roll my first cigarette of the day. That done, I dressed and made my way to the tiny bathroom to brush my teeth. I have lived in a mobile home for the vast majority of my adult life and I don’t think I’ll ever live in a house again. I like stepping out my front door and being a few metres from my donkeys, although Stuart doesn’t necessarily think it’s that good an idea. He used to live onsite but now he’s got his own place in nearby Didcot. At the end of a hard day’s work he can say goodbye to the donkeys and be on his way – whereas before, when he lived here, he would work late into the night. Stuart is invaluable – while I’m usually out and about in the fields with the donkeys, he’s mostly in our little office dealing with paperwork. He deals with all the adoption packs, which is a really important job as without people sponsoring our donkeys we’d have to shut down.
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