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Buster came to live with Roy Hattersley in December 1995. Of mixed parentage, Buster was educated privately by an ex-RAF dog-handler who went to work for the Blue Cross. Motivated as all journalists are by the need to earn very small amounts of biscuit money, Buster began keeping diaries shortly after his arrival from the Animal Rescue. According to Buster, these were stolen by The Man, who passed them off as his own work.

Buster regards himself as ‘Renaissance dog’ and philosopher, whose work should be central to any literary canon. He has written on cloning and a variety of specialist canine topics for the Daily Mail and others, as well as appearing (destructively) on several TV and radio shows.

A keen pigeon fancier and an avid potholer, Buster has cogent views and wide-ranging interests. Although over eighty, he still has hopes of finding the right bitch. He divides his time between London, the Peak District and any hotel which welcomes him.

 
Roy Hattersley has written many books and has won the Granada Television award for Journalist of the Year.
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Author’s Note

The story, which began in an overgrown Paddington yard, back in 1995, is not yet over. Much has changed with the passage of the years. I am wiser as well as older - not only whiter round the muzzle and longer in the tooth, but also a little less likely to leap without looking. In Derbyshire, where I spend half my life, I am still able to jump up to the window in the door, like a ferocious jack-in-the-box, when the postman knocks. And I still leap over the sofa into the drawing room when The Man who lives with me decides that, for the good of the postman, we are better kept apart. I still bare my teeth with bogus menace, but I go willingly. I now accept my temporary exile from the hall with tail held high and confidence that, in five minutes, I shall be back where I belong.

The Man has grown old too, but less gracefully. And, if our walks are any guide, he is not as fit as I am. Unlike me, he has not looked after himself. I eat a carefully balanced diet, drink only water, take regular exercise and have my teeth cleaned every night. All I can be sure about him is that he cleans his teeth. But although he finds difficulty in negotiating stiles,  which I bound over in one leap (unless it is cold weather and my joints are stiff), he still hobbles along at the other end of the lead. And my feelings about him are the same as they were on that December night when he found me in a basket outside the bedroom door. I knew straight away that he was not just for Christmas, but for life.

I knew that we would be friends as soon as he knelt down beside me and rubbed behind my ears like a man who knew about dogs and wanted to make them happy. And he was very good about the vomit. It was barely on the hall floor before he said that it did not matter. Since then I have been sick dozens of times, usually in inconvenient places. But The Man always says that terriers behave like that and cheerfully cleans it up without complaint.

I think that The Man is kind by nature - a characteristic I admire without wanting to exhibit it myself. But he is also immensely competitive. He takes credit for the achievements of others - particularly mine. Whenever he introduces me to a new acquaintance, he always says, ‘Buster lived wild for six months, but he’s a friendly enough chap now. A bit difficult at first, but love and bribery did the trick.’ The clear implication is that he tamed me. This is not true. I tamed myself.

When the canine care home was trying to get me adopted, they told people I ‘lacked social skills with both people and dogs’. That was true. Now, you could take me (almost) anywhere. Then, the best that the dog adoption agency could say  about me was that I was ‘very clean’. That was true as well. But there was far more to recommend me than that. Without strength of character and indomitable courage I would never have survived.

Once upon a time, I listened to the wolf who lives inside my head. He is still there. But now, for most of the time, he sleeps. When he stirs, I try to remind us both that no dog in his right mind would want to live rough again - sleeping on wet moss and going to bed hungry - when a sofa and a variety of medically recommended ‘treats’ are available. Certainly not me. In my garden, I still chase small furry animals and the wind, but only for sport. I have come a long way since the people at the rescue home came to see The Man to make sure that he knew how to look after me. Meeting for the first time the dog I have become, you would never guess that I was an orphan and a foundling.

When my brother and I were only a few days old, my mother was bitten by a rat, and the builder who owned her tied her to a fencepost and left her to die. She fed us as much as she could during her dying days and then we survived on water from a leaky hosepipe. The lady who lived next door tried to rescue us, but - being young, frightened and stupid - we ran away. For months we lived on what we could scavenge from waste bins and black bags - still objects of fascination I cannot pass without a wishful sniff in memory of my scavenger days.

Then Doris caught me. She was the first person to talk to  me. I could not understand a word, but I loved the sound of the noise she made. Doris was old; in human years she was older than I am now. And since I had not even begun to put the wolf in my head to sleep, I was far too wild for her to look after for long. For more than six months I moved from one canine care home to another. At some places I lived in a cage; I hated that. At others I lived with other dogs, which - being a pack animal - I loved. But it also made me sad. Most of the other residents remained for only a couple of weeks. Then they were reunited with their owners or found a family to adopt them. But while they came and went, I stayed. I was kept warm and fed, but I had nobody who had the time to talk to me. And, thanks to Doris, talking was essential to my happiness.

When I was wild, I looked tremendous. My father was an Alsatian and my mother a Staffordshire bull terrier. The result of that irregular union combined both parents’ characteristics - the lean shape of a small Alsatian and the thick brindle coat of a Staffordshire bull terrier.

Perhaps my brother never lost his good looks. But after a few months in the canine care homes, I went into a decline. My ribs showed through my skin and fur fell out of my coat. People who saw my picture thought I must be ill. And nobody chooses to adopt a sick dog. Some visitors to the canine care home imagined that I would grow up to be a fighting dog or a pit bull terrier. The Dangerous Dogs Act had just been passed by Parliament - not, it must be said, with any real opposition from The Man. Respectable people  thought I might be illegal, so the only people who wanted to own me were undesirables. But I wanted friends with whom I could have the sort of conversations I had had with Doris and her friends. When a skinhead came into the canine care home, I tried to look like a Pekinese. Painful though it was to deny my heritage, I did not want to grow up wearing a collar studded with nails.

Did you know that thousands of families get dogs as Christmas presents and then abandon them in the New Year? It is hard to believe, but it is true. And the canine care homes have to make room for the outcasts and rejects in the only possible way they can. As the season of good will approached, I sat behind my wire grille and worried. Was it possible? Surely a nation of dog lovers would not allow such a thing to happen? Hearing that I was to be advertised on the Hard to Home Register only increased my apprehension. It sounded too much like the last chance of a reprieve. Then She came along, looked at me and said, ‘He looks like exactly the right kind of dog for a Yorkshireman.’

My old name was something I can’t recall, but The Man said it made me sound like a hairdresser who is engaged to a Second Division footballer. I think that he is a bit of a snob. But then, so am I. That is one of the many qualities we have in common.

The Man said that I have an optimistic walk, cheerful ears and that my bottom sways with self-confidence. I prefer to be described as ‘swaggering’ rather than ‘swaying’. Whichever  word you prefer, it conveys the right idea. That is why The Man decided that I should be called Buster.

And the rest is history.

At least, the first few years are. When I tried to tell the story of my early years, The Man tried to take all of the credit. You do not need me to remind you that I bravely defended myself against the Queen’s kamikaze goose in St James’s Park. And you will recall how I stood by The Man during the shame of his subsequent prosecution and eventual conviction for being out of control. Remember, I was never off the lead. He was. But I knew that he deserved a second chance.

To hear him tell the story of what happened after the court case, you would think that I have been ‘spoilt rotten’, as they say ‘up North’, where The Man comes from. Not so. There have been moments of callous neglect. After my celebrity guest appearance at the annual Staffordshire Bull Terrier Rescue Walk in the Lake District, he had to admit that he had forgotten my breakfast. I had to make do with the cheap dog food that was on offer at the hotel. There was even the suggestion that I would have to survive on breakfast cereal. And, because of his negligence, I had only just escaped from the jaws of death, disguised as the gap between the platform of St Pancras Station and the footboard of the 10.40 from Chesterfield to London.

I have made my way in the world by instinct and my steadfast belief in the pursuit of territory and a higher pack order. And I look forward to making more progress for some years  to come. How many I cannot say. According to The Man, calculating my age in human terms, last year I was seventy. Now I am almost seventy-seven. I am not sure how old I will be next year, but I expect that I will still be healthy.

According to The Man, mongrels (I prefer to be called a cross-breed) live longer than pedigree dogs. Magnus (the dog his mother killed by giving him rich food) was a pure-bred Yorkshire terrier. And he was only nine (dog) years old when he died. After the funeral The Man’s mother said that she ‘could not go through it again’ and would not have another dog. I still do not know what she had gone through. It was Magnus who died. The Man says he understands how she felt, and blows his nose a lot when people talk about ‘losing’ their dogs. I have never been lost - though, for some strange reason, The Man seems to think I will be one day. It is when this subject is mentioned that he blows his nose most loudly.

By the time I met The Man’s mother, she was very old - probably fourteen or fifteen in dog years. She had had lots of dogs, all of them - she kept telling me - intelligent, loyal and well behaved. But none compared with Sally, the ugliest bitch I have ever seen. So much for the intelligent, loyal, well-behaved Magnus. When I last saw The Man’s mother, she was sitting in a big armchair with two cushions behind her and Sally on the cushions, like Long John Silver and his parrot. But now The Man’s mother is with Magnus, Mick, Joey, Bess and Dinah. Sally has gone to live on a farm, where she sits on the lady’s lap and dominates all the other dogs.

Sally, The Man’s mother and the canine care home are all behind me. They were the subjects of the stories of my youth, told in the language of my youth - and interpreted (sometimes wrongly) by The Man. The time has come to set out my own version of events - free from the obsessive who talks about me having a life of my own, but, when I am out of his sight (perhaps only stretched out on the window seat to bask in the sun and have a little sleep), shouts, ‘Where’s Buster?’ When I go into the garden on my own, I have adventures - and he knows nothing about them. They are the most interesting part of my life.

The time has come to describe what happened to this hairy Odysseus when he reached maturity. In one sense, the second volume of diaries complements the first. It too is the story of how a dog of character can rise above his humble beginnings and it contains descriptions of the rewards that success brings. But this time I reveal the jealousies that the successful have to bear with courage and fortitude.

How often I have heard a passer-by say, ‘Hello, Buster,’ and then stop The Man and ask, ‘Weren’t you once a politician?’ or tell him, ‘I recognise the dog and I know I’ve seen you on television, but I can’t remember your name.’ The look of agony such approaches provoke would cause anguish in hearts that are softer than mine. I was with him in the shop in Buxton when the lady behind the counter told him, ‘We’ve always enjoyed you in Antiques Roadshow.’ I will never forget his tortured attempt to smile.

I am not yet ready to accept a similar obscurity. Now the time has come for the real me to emerge. No more Mr Nice Dog. This time, I report the hard truth about living with The Man. That is why I wrote my diaries in secret.

Since one of my years is equivalent to seven of the human calendar, it is sometimes hard to keep track of time, so some of the dates may be slightly wrong. But, allowing for that, everything recounted on the following pages really happened.
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