
[image: Cover]


AN OTTER ON THE AGA

And Other True Tales from an Animal Sanctuary

Illustrations by Rex Harper

[image: Logo Missing]

Rex Harper

[image: Logo Missing]


Copyright © 2007 Rex Harper and Fantasma Partnership

Illustrations © 2007 Rex Harper

The right of Rex Harper to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2012

Every effort has been made to fulfil requirements with regard to reproducing copyright material. The author and publisher will be glad to rectify any omissions at the earliest opportunity.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 6474 9

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




In An Otter on the Aga, Rex Harper brings to life the story of the incredible animal sanctuary that he and his family spent over forty years building. From small beginnings, the Harpers’ haven became a magnet for an extraordinary array of animal waifs and strays and was designated the official RSPCA centre for Cornwall in the late 1970s, taking in more than 50,000 abused and abandoned creatures by the time Rex and his wife retired. In this tale he introduces us to the colourful cast of characters that have become his family – Patti the unlikely guard dog poodle, Odin the Machiavellian raven and One Eye the seemingly indestructible cat. He describes, too, the dark side of his work as an RSPCA warden, chronicling some of the inhuman cruelty he witnessed during his years at the forefront of animal welfare in Cornwall. Inspiring and poignant, warm and witty, An Otter on the Aga is an evocation of life close to nature, a book that will touch – and sometimes break – the hearts of animal lovers everywhere.




Rex Harper set up home in Cornwall in 1958 after serving in the RAF as a police dog handler. He worked in a local woollen mill and post office whilst building up his farm with his wife Julie, becoming the full-time RSPCA warden of the Perranporth centre in 1987. He was awarded the MBE for services to animal welfare in 2003.


This book is dedicated to all my family but in particular to Julie, who believed in our dream and by sheer determination and hard work made certain that we achieved our goal.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Cat With One Eye
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I’d barely taken a sip of my morning tea when there was a loud knock at the door. I discovered our local vet, Christopher, standing in the gloom. He was holding a limp and lifeless-looking form, wrapped in a towel.

‘Sorry to bother you so early, Rex. I was wondering whether you’d have a look at this poor chap,’ he said, casting his eyes down and partially unwrapping the bundle in his arms.

I thought I’d become fairly hardened to the sight of battered and bruised animals, but this one was in a truly pitiful condition. I could just about make out that it was a cat.

‘Obviously been run over by something big, probably a lorry or a tractor. Whoever ran him over left him on the roadside. Lucky someone happened to be passing in his car and spotted him,’ he continued.

The impact must have been horrific. Christopher told me both the cat’s front legs were broken and his head was crushed. Such was the force, it had knocked one of his eyes clean out of the socket.

Given the damage the cat had suffered, the driver who found him had at first assumed he was dead, but to his surprise – and distress – he had seen that he was still alive. The cat had carried on breathing unevenly all the way to Christopher’s surgery. Christopher had taken one look at the poor, crumpled creature and had decided he would have to be put to sleep immediately. But the moment the cat had been placed on the table he had amazed everyone in the room by suddenly opening his remaining eye, looking up at the concerned faces and purring gently.

‘Rex, it was as if he’d just woken up after a light afternoon nap,’ said Christopher. ‘Talk about nine lives. This one must have ninety.’

He’d immediately dropped the idea of putting the cat down. Instead, with great skill and care, he’d set his two broken legs, removed his many broken teeth, dressed the empty eye socket and placed the patient under the warm glow of an infrared lamp in his intensive-care unit. The cat had remained there for almost a fortnight.

‘He’s on the road to recovery now, I think,’ he said, giving the cat a reassuring stroke.

I still wasn’t entirely sure why Christopher had come over to show me the cat. I could see the cat’s legs were still in plaster casts and his eye was covered in a large gauze patch. He was doing a sterling job in caring for the poor creature, so why did he want me to look at him? For a moment there was an awkward silence.

‘So how can I help?’ I asked eventually.

‘Oh, sorry, I thought you and Julie could take over his recuperation. We haven’t got any space to keep him at the surgery,’ he replied.

He obviously registered the surprised look that must have flashed across my face.

‘Sorry, Rex, I couldn’t think where else to bring him,’ he said.

My wife, Julie, and I had moved to our cottage, the Rosery, in the small village of Bolingey, three-quarters of a mile or so from the north Cornwall coast, a year earlier, in 1960. We’d arrived with our two-year-old son, Glen, and had since welcomed a second boy, Alan, into the world. Our family had been completed by some pigeons, a terrier called Tammy, a cat called Sabi, three Muscovy ducks and a steady procession of part-time guests like One Eye.

We’d become a magnet for people such as Christopher for a couple of reasons. Firstly, in a county still dominated by farming and in particular the care of cattle, sheep and pigs, at that time there were very few vets who specialised in non-agricultural animals. Furthermore, the number of animal shelters devoted to cats and dogs, birds and other small animals in the vast swathe of countryside that ran between Plymouth and Land’s End could be counted on the fingers of one hand. So as someone who’d always been interested in animals, and birds especially, I’d acquired something of a reputation for being willing to lend an occasional helping hand, providing shelter for birds with broken wings, stray dogs, cats and other creatures. Many of the animals we took in were referred to us by local vets with whom I had struck up a friendship. Others were delivered by people who had simply got to hear about us by word of mouth. Since moving to the Rosery, we’d provided a temporary home to scores of different species. Once we’d nursed them back to health, we’d either release them into the wild or find them a new home.

This latest arrival was a worry, however, and not because it was in such a bad way physically. The sad truth was, the cat population was spiralling out of control in our corner of the country. Spaying and neutering were not carried out on a regular basis, so most female cats produced kittens at least twice a year. This, coupled with the fact that Cornwall was also home to a large population of feral cats, meant that there were hundreds, if not thousands, of displaced cats roaming around.

I had found good homes for a fair few of them, but it felt like I was fighting a losing battle. For all these reasons, I had severe doubts this cat would ever find a home. I knew it wasn’t easy to persuade people to take on even the most beautiful of adult cats, let alone a badly broken, one-eyed victim of a road accident.

I was not going to turn him away, though. By now our small garden had been fitted out with a series of pens with runs that had been converted into a cattery, as well as a couple of aviaries for wild-bird casualties. I knew there was space for the newcomer in the cattery, plaster casts and all. I placed him carefully in a comfortable corner.

‘There you go, One Eye,’ I said. ‘See how you like it here.’

As a long-haired cat, One Eye needed daily grooming. The moment I took a brush to him a couple of days later, I discovered he was riddled with fleas. In fact he had more fleas than I’d seen on any cat. Luckily, he simply loved being combed and brushed. Each time I produced a brush he rolled on to his back in sheer bliss, happily submitting to the flea powder being rubbed into his fur. Within days he was putting on weight, and within a few weeks his tabby coat had started to take on a healthy sheen. When the day arrived for the removal of the plaster casts, it was clear that the operation had been a success. His legs had mended perfectly. He was soon standing up confidently and walking tentatively around the cattery.

His future remained unclear, however. Yes, apart from several broken teeth and an empty eye socket, One Eye was a normal, healthy young cat, but who on earth was going to give an unconventional-looking creature like this a home?

I’ve taken on too much this time. I’ll never get rid of this one, I fretted to myself.

Julie and I had moved to the Rosery from our previous home in a large caravan, set in a rather lovely hillside garden on the other side of the valley. We had started living in the caravan in 1958. It had been cosy, but it had only taken us a couple of years to outgrow it. With a baby and a small collection of animals installed there, it had always been a little cramped. When Julie fell pregnant for a second time, it was clear we would have to move somewhere more spacious, so we’d bought the Rosery, a 200-year-old stone cottage with two bedrooms, a small sitting room, a living room and kitchen. It also had the most wonderful outside loo, with a Victorian pan patterned with sprays of flowers.

When the locals had heard I was considering buying the Rosery, one or two of them had advised me against it. It had certainly needed a lot of work to be brought up to date, but we had decided to take on the challenge, and after a great deal of hard work it was taking shape.

First off, we had undertaken the major things that needed doing inside the house. We had renewed the old, cracked concrete floors, put in an Aga to replace the Cornish range, installed an indoor toilet and bathroom, and treated the wooden floors upstairs against the ravages of woodworm. Most importantly of all, we had tackled the damp that had afflicted the house during our early days there. Like many traditional Cornish cottages, the Rosery was built with its back wall set right into the countryside – in this case, a bank of soil and rock, higher than the cottage roof. This had made it difficult to even walk round the cottage, but also, because the soil had been allowed to build up over the years, it had affected the interior wall so that it was always damp. This had left the living room with a musty, damp smell that was unpleasant, not to mention extremely unhealthy.

We had discovered just how bad a problem the damp was when we had eventually removed the metre-high wooden panelling that covered the lower part of the back wall in the living room. Behind it was a huge expanse of dry rot. It was black and evil-looking, with tendrils that stretched upwards and vanished into the room above. We had later found that the fungi had extended right into the cottage roof, creeping up behind layers of whitewash.

It had taken us an age to rip out the panels, scrape the walls clear and eventually dig out the fungi and the soil in which it had flourished. The difference it made to the atmosphere inside the house, however, had been well worth the effort.

When our second son, Alan, was born in the bedroom here, two years after his brother, his first lungfuls of air were filled not with the stale smell of damp but the sweet whiff of honeysuckle wafting in from the garden.

The fact that such smells were now blowing in was down to yet more hard work. The garden had been in an equally ramshackle state as the cottage. It did, however, have the distinct advantage of facing south, so it was protected from the east and north winds. Julie and I had capitalised on this and planted a variety of flowers and shrubs, many of which soon began to bloom spectacularly.

On the cottage wall, a red-flowered cydonia had already provided us with enough quinces for Julie to have produced her first batch of jam. There was also yellow winter jasmine, coronilla and that most beautiful of climbing roses, mermaid. Between them they had turned our little haven into a riot of colour. Entwined among them all was a swathe of evergreen honeysuckle, which filled the air with its intoxicating scent.

One part of the garden had remained deliberately untouched through all these changes, however. The ancient elder tree that stood, gnarled and twisted, next to the old outside toilet was a reminder of Cornwall’s dark, superstitious past. Hundreds of years ago, when the cottage was built, the tree was believed to have magical powers; indeed, it was thought every home needed an elder so as to fend off witches. It was, we knew, a piece of silly folklore, but we weren’t going to take the risk.

The most recent additions to the garden were the array of cages and sheds we’d erected to cope with the animals that were coming our way. In the space of our first year we’d had animals delivered not just from the public but from pet shops and bird gardens, even a zoo. Just about every corner of the garden was now occupied by some kind of pen or cage.

The garden had a good-sized wooden shed that had apparently once served as a schoolroom for three sisters and their private tutor. The shed had two rooms and I’d converted the smaller of these into a bird room, complete with an outside aviary. The range of birds that had already passed through was wide, from tiny lavender finches to crowned pigeons, a peafowl and a macaw.

The other enclosures were improvised affairs. If I ever saw an item of discarded furniture I wasted no time in requisitioning it. A three-drawer chest of drawers had, for instance, been converted into cages suitable for rabbits, guinea pigs and ferrets. Even the narrow space between the back of the cottage and the earth-and-stone wall had been utilised. I used this sheltered corner to rear young gulls. A pair I’d placed there when they’d arrived lost and exhausted had prospered.

‘Have you seen One Eye today?’ Julie asked matter-of-factly, returning from the cattery one morning. ‘There’s no sign of him anywhere.’

He had been with us for four weeks now, and as his condition had improved, One Eye had been given the freedom to roam around. He was fond of the garden and would lie on the boundary wall in the sunshine, his paws in the air so as to let the warmth soak into his fur, smiling at everyone who passed by the cottage and answering with his loud purr whenever he was spoken to.

Knowing this, the wall was one of the first places I looked this morning, but there was no sign of him. As I did my customary tour of the cattery and the other outbuildings, there was no evidence of him being there either.

In truth, I wasn’t unduly concerned. I assumed he was off on a hunting expedition. There were plenty of rich pickings in the countryside at this time of year. He was probably enjoying himself chasing birds or perhaps a rabbit. When he didn’t return that night, I didn’t give it too much thought. There were more than enough places to take shelter for the night in the surrounding fields and hedgerows. And One Eye had already proved that he was more than capable of looking after himself. In a case like this all we could do was wait.

It was almost a week later that I heard via a friend that a long-haired tabby cat had been seen courting the lady cats at a farm a mile or so away.

‘That can only be One Eye,’ I said to Julie. ‘I’d better head over there.’

My concern now was that he might be sowing his seed far and wide. In the immediate aftermath of his arrival at the Rosery, I’d not thought it a priority to have One Eye neutered. He’d been in such a parlous state, I didn’t think he would ever have the energy or the inclination to chase a female cat again. Even when he’d started to recover, it had never really crossed my mind to take him to the vet’s for the snip. Clearly I’d underestimated him. He wasn’t just a resilient cat, he was a spirited one too.

Admirable as One Eye’s behaviour was in some respects, I knew that no farmer was going to appreciate having a promiscuous feline roaming his farm when his cats were in season. My oversight now looked like irresponsibility. I drove to the farm where he had been spotted, slightly fearful of what I might discover.

To my disappointment, One Eye was nowhere to be found. The farmer suspected he had been up to no good, but clearly time alone would tell if this was the case. I asked him to keep me informed. In the days that followed, however, it was other local folk who called, each of them reporting sightings of our distinctive guest. Our one-eyed Romeo was seemingly enjoying himself on a lady-killing spree.

‘How am I ever going to lecture anyone on their responsibilities as cat owners?’ I groaned to Julie over a cup of tea in the kitchen. ‘I’ve let loose the randiest cat in all of Cornwall.’

I was placing some newly arrived kittens in a pen one morning a few days later when the Lothario finally reappeared. It was the familiar purr that alerted me to his presence. I looked up and there he was, back at his favourite spot, relaxing in the sun on the boundary wall, looking fat and contented, as well he might do.

‘Well, fancy seeing you.’ I smiled, inwardly delighted to have him back.

One Eye replied with a deep rumble of purrs and much flailing of paws. He’d clearly had a great time and was itching to tell me about it.

‘We’d better get him neutered in case he does it again,’ Julie said over supper that night.

‘I’ll get down to the vet next week,’ I agreed.

Next morning, however, I walked out into the yard to see One Eye in hot pursuit of another potential female conquest. As they ran out on to the road, the pair of them missed the wheels of a passing milk lorry by, well, a whisker.

‘Never put off until tomorrow what you can do today,’ I said to One Eye, as I scooped him up, slipped him into a cat basket and headed off to the vet’s. His days as the Casanova of Cornish cats were soon brought to an end.

Caring for the assorted animals we had accumulated at the Rosery could easily have been a full-time job. Unfortunately, I already had one of those, working as the local postman. Early each morning I’d do a quick tour of the animal sheds in the garden, then hop on my bicycle to make the short ride to the sorting office in the town of Perranporth, where I’d start work at a quarter past six.

To me, it was a dream job. My previous employment had been at the local knitting mill, which had kept me indoors for long hours. To be free to travel the Cornish countryside each day was, to me at least, a privilege. There was even something exhilarating about the morning bike ride to work. My journey took me down a valley along a narrow road that wound its way through marshes towards the sea. Tasting the first salty tang of the sea breeze was always invigorating, even on the coldest morning, and as I meandered through the countryside, each season brought something new to appreciate and wonder at. In spring it was the buds on the sallows and the song of the newly arrived warblers. The summer mornings brought the warm coconut smell of the flowering gorse filtering through the valley as the sun rose and the air would be filled with swallows and martins, hawking early flying insects over the reeds. In autumn it was the mists that wreathed the marshes, lending the air a damp, earthy smell. When winter arrived, it was the sheer brute force of the northerly gales that blew in from the sea and could be so strong I had to dismount the bike and push into them. They never spoiled the journey much.

As a postman in the 1960s, I also felt I was playing an important role in the local community. It wasn’t just the sociable side of the job, although, within the more isolated areas, the friendly face I provided was very important to some. It was the fact that the postman, back then at least, was an important link with the outside world, someone who could help people out in times of need. Barely a day went by when I didn’t run a shopping errand or collect a prescription for someone on my round, and in return barely a day went by when I wasn’t invited into someone’s house for a cup of tea.

The job was made all the more enjoyable by the colourful collection of individuals who worked with me at the sorting office, which was made up of the postmaster, Doug, four full-timers and one part-time postman. The part-timer was a lay Methodist preacher, a short man with a great sense of humour, which he needed to put up with some of the crude language that flew around the sorting office at times. He was a wonderfully calm and kind person who never had a bad word to say about anyone. If he ever got exasperated, the worst he could manage was to call them a ‘bufflehead’. Of the three full-timers, two used to be military men. One was an ex-sergeant major, who when he wasn’t at the post office was organising the local surf rescue operation. The other, the office’s great character, was an ex-RAF flight sergeant called Ray. Ray had lost an arm when a helicopter had crashed at an air show, and wore a flexible metal hook at the end of his replacement limb. The handicap didn’t slow him down in the sorting office, however. He could sort the day’s supply of several hundred letters as fast, if not faster, than the rest of us. Ray’s accident had done nothing to dampen his sense of humour either. In fact it had given him an additional prop for his jokes.

Every now and again we’d pop into the local pub for a drink in the evening. On one occasion we entered the bar to discover a very large Great Dane in residence. Ray had his back to the bar and was talking to the dog when a new barmaid appeared from the back of the pub, where she’d been fetching in some stock.

Seeing Ray with the dog, she reassured him, ‘Oh, don’t worry about the dog, sir, he won’t hurt you.’

As it was the end of the working day, Ray had taken off his hook. He turned to the barmaid and held up his sleeve, then let the stump of his prosthetic arm poke through. ‘Don’t worry, you say,’ he said, his face fixed in a stone-cold expression. ‘Then what about this?’

The barmaid promptly fainted.

While I enjoyed working as a postman, it didn’t pay enough to keep a young family fed and clothed, so I supplemented my income with extra jobs in the community. By day I did a little gardening work for people in the area, but far more enjoyable for me was the dog-clipping service I ran in the evenings and at weekends. Locals would leave their dogs with me for grooming and clipping. The diversity of breeds, the styles of cutting required and, of course, the temperaments on display made it an interesting and at times eventful job. In fact, there was hardly ever a dull moment.

Today, of course, poodle parlours strap dogs to special stands where they can be groomed and clipped efficiently. No such contraptions existed then, and even if they did I wouldn’t have been able to afford one. Instead I simply stood the dog on a table, then clipped or combed away, talking to the dog as I did so. The dog’s reward for behaving well was a run in the field afterwards while we waited for the owner to return. It must have worked well because as a rule most of my canine clients were well behaved and came back to me on a regular basis.

Things didn’t always go according to plan, of course.

On one occasion I had bathed, groomed and clipped a lovely white poodle bitch. She jumped down from my table gleaming. The moment she was let loose in the field, however, she let out a loud yelp and dived straight into a large, moist cowpat. She then proceeded to roll around in it until her entire coat had turned a brownish-green. In a panic, I retrieved her and put her back into the bath. I managed to remove most of the mess, but she went home smelling less fragrant than a well-bred poodle should.

I also saw the best and worst of owners. One Pekinese was brought to us to be rehomed by a woman who could no longer cope with the expense of looking after him. When I took over caring for him, I discovered that the poor little dog’s coat was so heavy and matted that no amount of combing would return it to its natural healthy state, so instead I got out the clippers and took the coat right off. The final cut was within an inch or two of the dog’s skin.

By the time I was finished I had a pile of hair higher than the Peke himself. I also had a rather shocked-looking little dog. When I placed him on the floor shorn of his old coat, the poor chap couldn’t even get his balance and fell over several times before finding his equilibrium. Being a Peke, however, he quickly regained his dignity and humour, and was soon running around unhampered by matted hair for the first time in many months.

At the other end of the scale, some dog owners were so protective they would try to insist on staying with their pets while I worked. From the very beginning, though, this was something I had to be firm about. Dogs, I knew well, were just like children in this respect: they tended to play up when their parents were around and be much better behaved when alone with a stranger.

A prime example of this was a long-haired German shepherd who used to arrive with his owner and would snap and snarl at everyone. The minute his owner left, however, his whole manner changed and he would allow himself to be combed without even a growl. Of course, the second his owner came back, he returned to his aggressive self.

I understood what lay at the root of this. The owner’s worry about the dog’s temperament exacerbated the situation, creating a vicious circle. The more he fretted, the more his anxiety transmitted to the dog, who felt he had to protect the owner from whatever was worrying him.

I was being paid to clip and trim dogs, not counsel their owners. It wasn’t easy, but I kept my opinions to myself. I needed the money.

I emerged from the house early one morning to see a familiar pair of faces approaching the garden gate. Mr and Mrs Stone were a newly retired couple who had just moved into the village. We often saw them walking past on their daily stroll round the village.

‘Good morning, Mr Harper,’ said Mr Stone. ‘We were wondering whether you might have a cat that would make us a good companion.’

As word of our miniature sanctuary spread, we were beginning to get occasional visits of this kind.

I was more than happy to let them see what we had to offer and ushered them to the cattery. Several kittens were available, and as usual I saw the visitors wrestling with the decision. So many things can influence a person’s choice – colour, personality, size, all these things come into the equation. In this particular case, however, things were made much simpler by the sudden and unexpected arrival of One Eye.

I don’t know how he knew Mr and Mrs Stone had come to visit, but he wasted no time in weaving his way round the couple’s legs, brushing against their ankles and purring like a sewing machine.

‘We know this chap well.’ Mrs Stone smiled. ‘He’s always on your wall when we pass by on our walks. We’ve had many a chat with you, haven’t we, mister?’

Mr Stone was smiling at him too. ‘Tell me, Mr Harper,’ he said. ‘Whatever happened to his eye?’

As I told the story of how One Eye had come to us, I saw both their faces crumpling.

Mrs Stone was close to tears and was soon crouching down to stroke him. ‘You poor thing,’ she said.

One Eye turned up the volume on his purr and smiled craftily. By the end of the morning Mr and Mrs Stone had gone home, popped to the nearest pet shop, bought a cat cage and returned.

To my amazement – and, I must admit, relief – One Eye had finally found a permanent home, and a good one at that. I wasn’t so sentimental as to think every abandoned or damaged creature that came our way was going to find a home in this way, but it did make me realise that I shouldn’t be so quick to write off animals. Their resilience, and guile, was not to be underestimated.

Soon afterwards I happened to be passing the Stones’ cottage and thought I’d check on One Eye’s progress. I found Mrs Stone sitting by the fire with One Eye draped across her feet.

‘Does he ever wander these days?’ I asked her.

‘What, and chance missing a meal?’ She grinned. ‘Oh, no, there’s no fear of that.’

One Eye looked up at me, purring that all too familiar purr, the sound that had saved his life. As he did so, I swear he closed his one good eye for a second as if to wink at me.
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CHAPTER TWO

First Loves
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Looking back, I suppose it’s easy to see why my love of animals took root so early in my life. As an only child, insects and birds, dogs and rabbits provided me with the companionship that was too often missing at home. And as my youth unfolded, nature’s abundant life provided a constancy that, tragically, the people close to me could not.

I was born in the beautiful city of Bath in 1935. My father had died of diabetes four months before I was born, leaving my mother to raise me. She shared that job with her mother, my grandmother, whose little bungalow on the outskirts of the city was my boyhood home. My first memories are of the garden there. It was filled with flowers: roses, Michaelmas daisies and, in the spring, large bushes of heavily scented lilac, red hawthorn and magnolia. As a small boy, the garden seemed enormous and full of potential, particularly when I discovered that the stones in the rock garden hid a variety of creepy crawlies, which could be caught, imprisoned in a jam jar and observed at my leisure. The assortment of earwigs, woodlice and centipedes I amassed in my grandmother’s garden became my first pets. They were quickly joined by grasshoppers and butterflies, with the odd spider and unusual-looking snail thrown in for good measure.

My mother, it has to be said, wasn’t too enamoured of my collection. Every now and again a member of my microscopic menagerie would escape from its jar and take up residence in a cupboard or wardrobe, much to her horror. My grandmother, on the other hand, was hugely encouraging. She was a great animal lover and would read natural-history books to me, which I greatly enjoyed, asking endless questions.

As I sat on my grandmother’s knee, the one subject I didn’t ask many questions about was my father. As a result I know very little about him. The main thing I gleaned was that he had worked in a jeweller’s in Bath. But my grandmother also told me that he had had a great love of the countryside. Deep down, I wonder whether knowing this might somehow have encouraged me in my love of the natural world. Who can say?

I was the only child of pre-school age growing up in the cul-de-sac where my grandmother lived. So, around 1940, when the time came to go to school, I found it hard to adjust to other children, particularly given that very few of them shared my interest in animals and natural history in general. This seemed very strange to me, but it did nothing to dampen my enthusiasm for nature; in fact it probably did the complete opposite.

It was around the time I started school that I acquired my first real pet, a male Dutch rabbit called Whiskers. He was given to me by a local policeman who I suspect was rather smitten with my mother. Our garden shed was quickly fitted with a wire-framed door and became Whiskers’s hutch. He lived there, a happy – if perhaps a little lonesome – rabbit, for most of my childhood.

It was Whiskers who brought me closer to the only other child who lived on our street. Heather was six years older than me and seemed, to me at least, very mature. By this time the Second World War was well under way, and as part of a scheme to encourage people to produce more food at home, Heather had started keeping a number of rabbits. She shared my passion for nature and proved to be a mine of useful information. In return for snippets of advice, I helped her clean out her rabbits’ cages. We became firm friends. In a very real sense, she became the sister I never had.

As the war intensified, the realities of the conflict began to hit closer to home. Every night the wail of air-raid sirens and the roar of planes filled the skies, as did the red glow on the horizon to the west, the telltale sign that the port of Bristol was once more burning under a constant barrage of incendiary bombs. Bath was hit too, suffering many bombing raids. Whole streets of houses were razed to the ground, and church spires stood forlornly alongside the shattered remains of their chancels.

The bomb sites were declared ‘out of bounds’, especially to children, but they became irresistible, to me at least, mainly because they were filled with nature. Great banks of the ‘bomb-site flower’ rose-bay willow herb and buddleia seedlings took root among the nooks and crannies of the rubble, and in a matter of a few months the stark ruins had become a wild garden attracting all manner of insects and birds. Inside the shell-like remains of large buildings, there were jackdaws, kestrels and owls. My personal favourites were the beautiful feral pigeons that flourished there. I spent many happy, if somewhat dangerous, hours climbing around the ruins, looking for their nests and noting their behaviour.

It wasn’t long before I’d acquired my first collection of the birds. There was something wonderful about keeping them. They were relatively easy to tame, but of course what made pigeons such great pets was their ability to fly free, then return home to their lofts. Other boys got excited about sport or hanging around in gangs, but for me there was nothing to compare with the feeling I got from waiting for a pigeon to return home from a training flight. I would rattle its feed tin, then stare at the skies, waiting for a dark speck to appear. It never ceased to thrill me when the pigeon zoomed in, folded its wings and dived down on to the landing board, alighting with a swish of its wings. It would then hold its head high and strut and coo to its mates as if to say, ‘Did you see that?’

At the age of eleven I moved on to secondary school, but it did little to improve my academic abilities. I enjoyed art, geography and English, but to my great frustration there was no mention of the natural world or biology. Sport seemed the school’s overwhelming priority, but I couldn’t work up any enthusiasm for kicking a ball around or holding a cricket bat, so games lessons became a bore. Instead I devoted more and more time to my collection of animals, which, as well as homing pigeons, had now grown to include white mice, guinea pigs and bantams. Most of all, I devoted myself to the animal that had quickly become my closest companion in the world, my first dog, Sally.

I had Heather to thank for bringing her into my life. By now in her late teens, Heather had left school and had progressed from working at a local boarding kennels to starting a small kennel of her own, breeding a variety of spaniels. I would help out there after school and in the holidays. When Heather decided to concentrate on breeding just cocker spaniels, Sally, a lovely Sussex spaniel bitch, became surplus to requirements. I could barely believe it when Heather offered her to me. Sally was red and gold, a little heavier in build than a cocker spaniel with a longer body too. She was two years old when Heather gave her to me and had already produced one litter of seven pups.

She taught me much about the joys of dog ownership. From the outset she was the friendliest of dogs and the perfect companion. If I was happy, Sally shared my joy as we ran across the water meadows or paddled in the river. If I was moody or depressed, she would sit beside me, seemingly listening to my problems, content to quietly keep me company.

We had our share of adventures, none more exciting than when Sally decided to chase a moorhen across a river. She was a great swimmer, and one winter’s day when the river Avon was in flood she spotted a moorhen on the far bank. Before I realised what was happening, Sally was swimming her way across the wide, turbulent expanse of river, fighting the strong current with some difficulty here and there. My heart was in my mouth at times. Needless to say, the moorhen had long gone by the time Sally arrived on the other side of the river. Undeterred, she plunged straight back in and headed towards me. The return trip was even more of a strain on my nerves than the outward leg. Sally was obviously tired and made heavy weather of the swim, often allowing herself to be carried downstream. At times she seemed to vanish amid the brown swirling water and I had real doubts that she’d make it. But eventually she did, collapsing on the bank at my feet, smiling up at me, with her tail as always happily wagging.

With a dog to share my life, school became even less of an interest to me. During sports periods, I began slipping away unnoticed and sneaking back home, where a quiet whistle would summon Sally to join me. We would head off to the countryside, and Sally would sit patiently by my side as I went fishing for newts and sticklebacks. At other times we would walk to Kelston Round Hill, an ancient burial mound. The place was alive with wildlife, from foxes and brown hares to buzzards, which were very rare in those days. I spent many an hour lying in the long grass there, looking down on the crater of Bath, or Bristol away to the west.

I only got caught playing truant once and received a well-deserved caning for it. It should have stopped me trying to escape, but it didn’t. All it did was make me more careful.

Looking back to those long-ago days, I get the odd pang of guilt at not having applied myself more to my school-work. But it doesn’t last long. I know that the self-taught knowledge I gained from my illicit expeditions has served me well.

I didn’t realise it at the time, but the most significant moment of my young life came two years after the end of the war, in 1947, when I was twelve or so. As we were cleaning out the cages at Heather’s kennels one evening, she broke the news that she and her family were moving to Cornwall.

They were taking over a smallholding at Wheal Francis, a hamlet near the north-coast village of Perranporth. It was a hammer blow to me, not just because I knew I’d miss the routine of helping out at the kennels. To be honest, I didn’t have many close friends. She was the only young person with whom I shared a genuine rapport.

It was a sad day when we waved Heather and her family goodbye and watched the removals lorry bumping its way down the road.

With Heather gone, I was slightly lost for a while, but then I managed to find myself another animal-related job, this time working at a pet shop in Bath. I worked there on weekends and in the school holidays. On the rare weekends I had off, I used the money I saved from skipping school dinners to catch a bus to Bristol and the city’s Natural History Museum and, of course, its zoo. I spent many long hours there, studying every living thing I saw.

The zoo taught me a great deal, but so did the pet shop. No animal taught me as much, or provided me with as much fun, as a female pig-tailed macaque monkey called Ginny. Ginny was a particularly headstrong creature. One day she escaped from her cage at the rear of the shop, walked calmly out of the shop door and, after somehow managing to negotiate the busy main road, climbed high into the topmost branches of an acacia tree, where she remained for four days, steadfastly refusing to be tempted down with offers of her favourite food. In the end the fire brigade came to the rescue, resulting in much publicity for both themselves and the pet shop.

Ginny had a tender side to her as well and was very maternal. She would ‘mother’ kittens or even hamsters if she could get hold of them, never hurting them. Indeed her affection for her brood was so deep it could be difficult to get her to hand them over when it was time for her to return to her cage.

I formed a deep bond with her. One day I was getting ready to leave the shop on my bike when Ginny suddenly appeared and jumped on the handlebars. She sat there clearly enjoying herself as I cycled around for a moment or two. The next day I decided to slip a collar round her waist, tethered her lead to the crossbar of the bike and headed off into the countryside with her and Sally. The three of us had a whale of a time together.

Eventually Ginny proved too much of a handful for everyone at the pet shop. We also felt she needed company, so she was presented to Bristol Zoo, where she joined a group of macaques and produced a baby of her own.

By the time I was fifteen I was ready to leave school. I did so without the benefit of any qualifications, but also with no regrets, and started to look for a full-time job. During my more fanciful moments at school I had dreamed of being a vet at a zoo or a plant hunter. I had visions of travelling to far-flung corners of the world, risking my life in war zones to get a sample of a rare flower or plant. The reality was that I left school singularly unqualified for either role. Indeed it was hard to imagine what I was cut out for.

Working at a zoo wasn’t entirely out of the question, however. Somehow I obtained an interview with the curator of Bristol Zoo, who to my delight was persuaded I might make a good trainee keeper. The elation I felt at being offered a job was short-lived. When I looked at the financial side of things, the rather paltry weekly wage I’d get only just covered my bus fares to Bristol from Bath and back. It was a non-starter. I would have to come up with another plan.

Before I could do so, however, my mother returned from a stay with Heather and her parents in Cornwall. She had been through a difficult period. My grandmother had died and she had decided, after many years doing voluntary work for charities, that it was time for a change in her life. Arriving back from Cornwall, she announced that she had decided what that change should be. She told me that she had fallen in love with the area in which Heather’s family now lived. Not only that, she had bought a house there.

The news came as something of a bombshell. I loved Bath and the surrounding countryside. But when I heard that I had been invited to stay at Heather’s smallholding and that there was a very good chance of a job at her kennels, I began to open my mind to the idea.

As I headed off on my first trip to Cornwall, nothing could have prepared me for the impact that the county would have on me. Crossing the Tamar in the train for the first time, I experienced a feeling of belonging that has stayed with me almost all my life. By the time I reached Truro on that first journey I was captivated by the Cornish countryside, and the sight of the towering and beautiful cathedral as the train pulled into the station was the clincher: I wanted to live there too.

The hamlet Heather and her family had moved to only added to the county’s instant appeal. Set in a wooded valley abundant with wildlife, Wheal Francis was my idea of heaven. The kennels were thriving, and Heather and her parents reassured me there was a job waiting for me when I moved down.
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