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To Bob and all the animals









Preface
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A bold robin sat on the branch of a beautiful old plum tree. It glanced at me as I approached, but did not move. As I had my camera in my hand, I took its picture.


This was my first encounter with the robin I later called Bob.


Sometimes in life you get to meet someone you feel at one with – where there’s a special connection. It’s not always something you understand or can explain, but it’s there, and you both feel it. I had that connection not with a person but with an animal, a wild bird. He stood no taller than 4 inches high, but his personality was the size of the world.


I knew Bob for over three years. We went through a lot together: the highs and the lows of daily life. When I was with him everything felt good; away from him, I often thought of him and wondered how he was.


I’d got to know seven other robins before I met Bob. I built up a friendship with each of them – and then they disappeared. Losing them really affected me. It was like losing a much-loved pet, or even a family member. I vowed not to let it happen again.


But Bob had other ideas.


It was he who chose me. It felt as if he wanted to be my friend, rather than the other way round. Maybe he could sense something in me because of my experience with his predecessors. I don’t know. I am never going to be able to fully understand the reasoning of a wild creature.


Little by little, I let Bob into my life.









Chapter One


A Country Boyhood
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I grew up in an end-of-terrace house in Edenbridge in Kent, a town nestled in the valley of the River Eden. This pocket of south-east England is a nature’s paradise, scattered with hills and valleys, ancient woodlands, chalk grasslands, orchards and hedgerows. The Romans built the road that crosses the river here, and the town has many historic buildings. It is also close to Hever Castle (the childhood home of Anne Boleyn), Penshurst Place (once the property of her future husband, Henry VIII), and Chartwell (the family home of Winston Churchill for 40 years), so it must have had its share of illustrious visitors over the centuries.


Our house backed onto some fields, and that is where my friends and I spent a lot of our time as children. There were ponds and patches of woodland to explore, too, and all around us were animals. I was definitely an outdoor sort of kid.


On Saturday mornings I used to ask Dad if we could go for a walk along the Eden. I loved trying to see the fish in the water, or creatures that lived on the riverbank. We sometimes saw grass snakes, searching for prey along the water’s edge. Mammals, fish, reptiles – I was fascinated by them all.


The river wasn’t far from our home but, as a youngster, I had to have adult supervision. I didn’t mind, though; I loved being out with my dad, as we had similar interests. We’d talk as we walked. Sometimes Dad told me about his own childhood – about how he would look for lizards along the railway embankments, and how he used to keep mice in the shed he had in his garden. His mum eventually persuaded him to let the mice go and she bought him a goldfish to make up for it – but it died the next day!


They were happy years. I enjoyed the world around me and I was starting to appreciate everything in it.


But all that changed when I was 11 and my parents split up. We fell on hard times. I had to move from our house into council accommodation. Luckily, this wasn’t far from our previous home, so I was still near my friends, who were very important to me. I lived with my mum, stepdad Steve and brother Michael, a year my senior. Michael and I would visit Dad at weekends and during school holidays. I loved my parents equally, but I missed Dad terribly and worried about him constantly (something that was alleviated slightly when he married my stepmum, Alma, a few years later). I just wanted to see him and be close to him. When he took up gardening for a living, I helped him at every opportunity. That was how I learned my trade as a gardener.


My family always had pets – just cats to start with, but later, after Mum started working at an animal-rescue centre in Edenbridge, we ended up with dogs, too. The centre had been set up originally just for cats and dogs, but no creature was ever turned away. Michael and I would help out during the school holidays with our friends Leah and Hannah, whose mother ran the centre. There was always something to do. One of our jobs was to catch the rabbits at the end of the day and get them back into their enclosure. That could take a while, as they had a large grassy area to run around in with lots of holes in it. Sometimes, if the adults were busy, we’d have to show visitors around who were looking to provide a home for one of the animals.


There was a main enclosure where most of the dogs ran free, plus kennels for the less sociable ones. The constant barking was both harrowing and sad. Even at that age, I wondered how so many dogs could be cast aside in a country of supposed animal lovers. There was also a separate area containing about half a dozen kennels for bitches and their puppies, or sometimes motherless puppies. We, of course, all wanted to be there – who doesn’t love a puppy? – despite us having to clear out all the mess they produced. We’d also help to feed the ones who had been orphaned. It was pretty relentless, and even more so for Leah and Hannah, who lived on site and had to do night feeds too. But every one of their family was passionate about animals and I’m sure none of them minded.


My brother and I adored Leah and Hannah’s dogs. Leah had Sky and Teaser, who were collies, and there were other dogs, too. Teaser was my favourite. She would play ball all day long if she got the chance, and I was happy to play along with her. One day, when Michael was kneeling down looking in one of the puppy pens, I watched Sky walk right up to him and cock his leg up my brother’s back as if Michael was a lamppost! I thought it was hilarious, Michael less so.


Mum’s kindness knew no limits when it came to animals – and Steve was just the same. She began to bring home wild creatures from the centre that soon became pets as well. Once she brought home a fox cub called Abbey who needed special attention until she was old enough to go into an enclosure with other foxes. I can’t remember what had happened to her exactly, other than that she had lost her family and was too young to survive on her own. She lived happily among us and our dogs – by then we had two Jack Russells and a German Shepherd, all from the rescue. I think Abbey thought she was one of them. She was a playful little thing, and though she had sharp teeth, they were never used in malice. But as she grew older, her wild instincts began to take over and she became more nervous of us. It was obvious she needed to go back with her own kind. Natural instinct isn’t to be underestimated.
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Mum also tried to hand-rear three orphaned squirrels, but they all died. There was a happier ending with the one that came next. Peanut the squirrel had a cage in the living room, and when he was let out, he would run everywhere – up the wallpaper, up the curtains, up our legs. He was great fun! Like Abbey, he went to live with his own kind when he was old enough.


I was learning to have a healthy respect for all creatures, whatever they were. I saw how a bond could be formed with a wild animal as well as with a pet, but that there were boundaries that had to be observed. It was a lesson that would stay with me.


* * *


As soon as I was old enough (13), I got a paper round at our local newsagent. I was up every morning before six to do my deliveries, come rain or shine. Two years later, I found myself a weekend and holiday job too, working as a gardener at Edenbridge House. The house was privately owned, but its beautiful garden was open to the public on certain days during the summer. Mrs Lloyd, the owner, was gardening mad, and could be found outdoors whatever the weather. I learned such a lot from her and her husband. One of my jobs was to keep the edges of the lawns tidy and trimmed which, when done well, added the finishing touch to the garden. If it was raining, I was confined to the shed to pot up young plants. This was my least favourite job and I was always desperate to get outside as soon as the rain had stopped. The other gardeners were all such nice people; they were always willing to show me the ropes and nothing was ever too much trouble. It must have been their extended time outdoors that made them so kind. I’m sure the natural world brings out the best in people!


As well as looking after the lawns, I kept the ponds and streams clear of weed and tried to get everything looking immaculate for the first opening day. Mrs Lloyd also assigned me to take charge of the parking so I asked my best friend, Ben, who lived a few doors down from me, to help. I knew I could trust him to take it seriously and that he would respect my place of work.


We soon learned just how rude some people were when we did that job. Some of them didn’t like being told where to park, and even tried hitting us with their cars when they couldn’t get their own way! But we stuck to our guns, and they eventually did as they were told. I also helped in the kitchens with the washing-up, and with all the tidying when the last guest had gone home. It was frantic work, but I saw how each one of us had our role to play and, if we played it well, the whole operation would go smoothly.


Having these jobs from a young age taught me to have a good work ethic. I learned that no job was beneath me. I wasn’t academic. I knew I wasn’t going to be staying on at school any longer than I was legally required to, and that some sort of physical labour was going to be my best option when it came to finding employment. But that was fine by me; the satisfaction of a job well done kept me motivated and keen to learn. And being appreciated for my efforts was the icing on the cake.


At the age of 16, I began a course at a local horticultural college to improve my gardening knowledge. We were a class of around 20, all boys and most of us straight out of school. We were taught how to prune roses, how to take and grow cuttings, and about farm machinery, the latter of little interest to me. We also learned the Latin names for plants: not one of my strengths, as my memory for such things is rubbish! I suppose it was preparing us for what I would call the ‘finer’ side of gardening, something I knew that I was never going to be doing in the real world. I just wanted to get stuck into the hard, manual tasks. I guess I already knew a lot of what I needed to know from Dad and from Edenbridge House, where I continued to work.


I came out of my studies with a first-year diploma in horticulture – though I’m not sure that I actually learned very much! – and a desire to get out there and start gardening myself. I was 17 years old with dreams of becoming a self-employed gardener like Dad, but I was very green (no pun intended!) about it all. Little did I know how difficult it would be. I had no money (or means of borrowing any), no driver’s licence, no tools or machinery. I had no chance. That dream would have to wait.


For nearly three years I worked in the quality-control department of a glass-bottle factory. It was a terrible place. We had no heating in our department, which was freezing cold in the winter, but it was always boiling hot near the furnaces that were burning constantly. Added to that, there was glass dust everywhere, which was a terrible health hazard. When the factory was closed down and I was made redundant I had to look for other work. I moved to the factory of a garden-games manufacturer where I was in the woodwork department, making boxes for croquet sets. But when the owners decided they needed to get rid of someone, another young lad and I were put into competition with each other for the job by seeing who could make the boxes faster. The loser would be sacked – really unfair, when I think about it. I was always a slow learner, which was a worry, but once I got the hang of something there was no stopping me.


I thought I’d scuppered my chances when I practically took the top off my thumb on a large sanding belt. When I felt it go numb – and saw a large chunk of skin ripped away – I knew I was in trouble. I came back from hospital with a heavily bandaged thumb. How could I possibly compete now? Strangely, it had the opposite effect, and seemed to spur me on. I managed to finish my daily quota of eight boxes by lunchtime every day, even though my supervisor told me to slow down. I couldn’t help it – it’s the way I’m programmed! So after that I would help my fellow workers – or make a nuisance of myself, playing silly pranks. But I knew I had had a lucky escape for one whose hands were the tools of his trade.


After I was moved to the packaging department, I was bored and decided to give my gardening round a go. I failed the first time, and ended up in another factory, making windows. I did as much overtime as I could physically manage during the two years I was there but, even then, I wasn’t earning or saving much. I felt trapped. I knew that the time had come to give gardening another try.


I was 27, and this time I didn’t look back.


* * *


I met my wife Joanna in The Star Inn, on the High Street in Edenbridge, where my mates and I often went for a drink. I was 23, and 25-year-old Joanna had moved to the UK from Poland to learn English. As soon as I saw her I knew that I wanted to marry her. I was never too good at chatting to girls or trying to impress them, and it was my friend Simon who asked Joanna’s friend if I could have her number, knowing that I liked her. She said yes, and we’ve been together ever since.


When Joanna was made redundant she moved in with me and my family. That was when I had to postpone my first attempt at becoming a gardener and return to factory work to secure a regular income. Joanna found a job at one of the supermarkets. We worked hard to save up for somewhere of our own, and three months later we moved into the only place we could afford to rent – a one-bedroom flat in the village of Four Elms, just outside Edenbridge. It was pretty awful! There was no central heating, and the electric radiators we bought only took the edge off the cold. Spending the Big Freeze winter of 2010 living there was not a pleasant experience. The flat also had terrible damp. We stayed for five years, saving up as much as we could so that we could move somewhere better one day.


I was a self-employed gardener at last, and while it wasn’t easy leaving a secure, if mind-numbing, job, it was a relief to be my own boss. I could work as many hours as I wanted. How much I earned was in my hands now. I had to take some risks: in the early days, I had no alternative but to keep my machinery in my van, which is never a good idea, as theft of garden machinery is quite common. I dread to think what I would have done if it had been stolen.


Throughout all this time, Joanna was – and continues to be – amazing. She took evening courses in English and accounting, constantly looking for ways to improve herself. I’ve always been envious of her work ethic and her ability to revise in the way she does. I have a work ethic, too, but lack that discipline to immerse myself in a subject and stick at it, especially if it’s boring. But we support each other’s endeavours; we always have.


I’ve always had to think carefully before I take chances in life. That includes how I spend my money, as I’ve never had a safety net of any sort. I totally understand why some people choose to play it safe, especially where finances are concerned. To go from being employed, with the security that it provides, to being your own boss is not a decision to be taken lightly.


But I’ve always been ambitious, too – a ‘why not?’ kind of person. If someone tells me I can’t do something or that I’m not good enough to do it, I like to prove them wrong. I might have to take the long way round to get there, but I get there in the end.


Class and status have never meant much to me: I see us all as equals. As far as I’m concerned, respect is something that’s earned, not a God-given right for being born into a certain family or doing a high-status job. I think the most valuable lesson I have learned from having very little is realizing that, actually, little is all I really need.









Chapter Two


The First Robins
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They say that robins are a gardener’s best friend. They are certainly the most sociable of garden birds. When you’re working outdoors, it’s not unusual to spot a robin close by, or for one to land at your feet as it hoovers up any worms or insects you might have disturbed. It is a mutually beneficial encounter: the gardener is usually delighted to see the tiny visitor, and the robin gets an easy meal in the process. Robins exhibit this opportunistic behaviour in woodland, too, where they follow large mammals such as deer and wild boar, which root up the ground as they roam.


This relationship between man and bird must have been like this for centuries in the UK, where robins tend to be fairly trusting around people, but it’s a different story in continental Europe, where small birds were often killed and eaten and the birds are therefore less bold.


Like any gardener, I welcomed seeing robins as I went about my work, but in the autumn of 2014 my life changed thanks to one particular encounter. It all began fairly mundanely, when the phone I had had for eight years finally fell apart. Coming from the background I do, I had grown accustomed to the philosophy of ‘make do and mend’, but this time there was no option other than to replace it. I didn’t get anything too fancy, but the camera on the new phone was – not surprisingly after eight years! – a big improvement on the previous one. I took a couple of photos of a curious robin in my garden, using this camera, and posted them to my personal Facebook page. Terry, a good friend of mine, commented under the photo, ‘Tony, did you know that robins will happily take food from your hand if you’re patient enough?’ I must be honest, I’d never even given it a thought.


I’d met Terry at my second factory job. He was often the victim of one of my pranks, though he found it more amusing when I got someone else! I remember one day throwing a rubber ball at someone behind him but getting Terry in the throat instead. His face was pure rage. ‘Putman, I’m going to kill you!’ he shouted. Then he laughed and praised what a good shot I was. I apologized, of course, but was relieved that he saw the funny side. Quite often, the cry, ‘Putman!’ would echo through the warehouse, with me scampering back to my workbench.


Terry was a lot older than I was – old enough to be my grandfather, in fact. He was wise to the world and honest with it. On the day I left to start my own gardening business, Terry came up to me and offered me a couple of hundred pounds to help set me up. I gratefully declined, but that act of kindness and generosity had a great impact on me. Knowing that someone I respected so much had belief in me made me all the more determined to succeed.


I strongly believe that everything that happens in our lives, and everyone we meet along the way, happens for a reason. Terry’s comment about robins was the catalyst for all that followed. Everything I am doing today, including writing this book, stems from Terry’s words.


When, some time later, I heard the sad news of Terry’s passing, I hadn’t seen him for a few years. His death really hit me. I will never forget his good humour, his generosity and his belief in his friends. He’s still with me, in a way. I aspire to be like him, and to help and encourage others when I possibly can. The world needs more people like Terry.


Rest in peace, Terry, and thank you for believing in me and for being my friend.


* * *


Back when I took that first robin’s picture, I had very little interest in social media. My main focus was my work, and building a future for myself with Joanna. Having worked outside for over five years, I had lost touch with many of the advancements in technology, whether it be phones, cameras, personal music devices or other gadgets. It didn’t particularly bother me. I was never great with tech in the first place, and rarely used a personal computer. In fact, I had very little need for one, and probably wouldn’t even have owned one if it wasn’t for Joanna, who is better with that sort of thing than me.


Those factory years were well behind me. I worked on my own as a self-employed gardener, with just my dog, Pup, a border collie of sorts, for company. That’s the way I liked it. My regular customers included the owners of a garden in my former home town of Edenbridge. It’s a bigger than average garden, covering about four acres, and comprises a large lawn and an orchard, flowerbeds and a vegetable plot, trees and hedges and shrubs. A gardener has his work cut out in a place like that, and I spent two days a week there.


One November morning, I was digging up weeds in that garden when I was joined by an inquisitive robin. I remembered what Terry had told me, although I had no food to give it at the time. The bird stayed with me as I worked, although he played a bit of a cat-and-mouse game; he was happy to be near me as long as he thought I hadn’t seen him. As soon as I looked his way, he was gone. It was the same when I tried to take his photo. Instead I watched him indirectly, out of the corner of my eye.


I mentioned the encounter to my mum, and she gave me a bag of dried mealworms to take with me the next time I was there. She also told me that she’d spoken to my stepdad, and they had decided to give me their camera, a Canon 300D with an 18–55mm lens. ‘It’s just gathering dust here,’ she said, ‘so if you want it, and can work out how to use it, it’s yours.’


For those who don’t know anything about cameras – and I didn’t at that stage either – this model was a good-quality digital model, with a lens that would work for landscapes as well as more intimate shots. I thanked them for the generous gift. I was determined to master it, if only to take photos of my new friend.
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