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To Alfie, you make my
world complete





Prologue
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This is the story of how a very small pony with a very big personality came into my life and turned it upside down in the best possible way. You see, my Shetland pony, Little Alf, was born with dwarfism, meaning he’s only a teeny twenty-eight inches tall (to put that in perspective, he’s the same height as a greyhound!).


But what he lacks in height he makes up for in determination and charm.


From meeting royalty to getting royally told off, the last three years with Alf have been one long, wonderful adventure, and I’m sure there are many more amazing times to come.


Life for ponies that aren’t considered ‘perfect’ can be unpredictable, and they don’t always have a happy ending, so people often say to me they think I saved Little Alf. But he came into my life just when I needed him the most, so really, I think we kind of saved each other . . .


From the moment Alf and I met there was a connection. I can’t really explain it but it was like we were supposed to be together. I may have changed his life when I took him in, but he changed mine right back.


When I first saw Alf he was a fluffy, forlorn, lost little thing. His mum had rejected him, he was surplus to his breeder’s requirements, and his future didn’t look good. He was standing in a field on his own with his tiny legs submerged in mud and he looked so sad and lonely.


I wanted to dash over, pick him up and run away with him as fast as my legs would carry me (which, let’s face it, would have been a lot faster than his legs could carry him). When I look back now, I can’t believe that was the same funny, feisty, attitude-packed pony so many people have come to know and love. Alf truly is a one-off.


Whether it’s starting the day with a cup of tea together, or the moment he steals the marshmallows off the top of my hot chocolate each evening, every moment with Alf is magical. Even the really, really embarrassing ones, of which there have been many.


I can’t wait to tell you all about him; from that first meeting, to his glamorous life as a model, award winner and social media star. It’s only a matter of time before Hollywood comes calling . . .





Chapter 1



And We’re Off!
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Before we get to the very important bit when we meet Little Alf, I’m going to give you a bit of background about me and my love of animals. And, in particular, my love of rescuing creatures that need a bit of extra love and care.


I was born in Scarborough on 18 January 1997 and my family and I lived there until I was four. Even back then I was fascinated by horses and my first ever experience of these amazing beasts was also one of my earliest memories – riding donkeys on Scarborough beach when I was three years old. My parents have a photo of me sitting on the back of a donkey with a massive smile on my face. Some young kids are afraid of big animals like that but I absolutely loved them. I was always hassling my parents to let me go and ‘sit on the funny donkey’.


I’ve had pets since I was small and I can’t imagine what my life would have been like without them. I’ve always felt a real connection with animals (the only thing I’m not keen on are slugs) and I feel calm and relaxed when I’m around them.


Our first family pet was a German Shepherd called Misty, who my parents got a year before I was born. Apparently as soon as I learnt to walk, I followed her everywhere. She was such a lovely, friendly girl and I always felt protected when she was around.


Mum and dad rescued Misty when she was two because she’d been used for breeding and the breeders no longer wanted her, so she needed a good home. My granddad was a policeman and he worked with German Shepherds all the time, and when he told my mum and dad about her they said they’d give her a home.


Tragically Misty had recently lost a whole litter of puppies and she kept having phantom pregnancies, so our vet said it would be a good idea for her to have one more litter. When I was two she had six puppies, but sadly three of those died. My granddad took one of the puppies, the owner of the puppies’ father had another, and the final one, who we called Hickson, stayed with us.


Hickson was born with a cleft palate and no eyelids. He also had a bad skin condition and because of all his ailments my parents knew it would difficult to find someone who wanted to take him on. Sadly, people want perfect puppies, and even I’ll admit that Hickson came with a lot challenges.


Because he didn’t have eyelids the only way you could tell he was asleep was by his snoring – his eyes would still be wide open! He also couldn’t blink, meaning his eyes watered constantly so my parents were always wiping them with special tissues and making sure they didn’t get infected. His cleft palate meant that the front of his mouth was split in two, so when he ate food would get caught in the gap. We used to have to pat him on the back to dislodge it. I know that sounds a bit gross but he was such a sweet dog we really didn’t mind.


When the puppies were tiny and people came to see them they’d coo over the others and then they’d point at Hickson and say things like, ‘What’s wrong with that one? He looks weird.’ But from day one he was my favourite.


But being different definitely didn’t affect Hickson’s personality. I don’t think he had a clue he wasn’t the same as his siblings and he was really happy and confident. He was black and brown like a normal German Shepherd but he was also very fluffy. When I was young I thought he was quite wolf-like, but he was the softest, most affectionate boy ever.


Hickson and I became best friends and we did everything together – my mum says that we were completely inseparable. I used to roll around on the floor with him and we’d cuddle up in his bed – he was one hundred per cent my dog. When we both got a bit older he’d sit on the front of my skateboard and we’d whizz around our patio. We did that his entire life, right up until the day he died.


When Hickson was young we were told by a vet that he would probably only live until he was three because of all of his health issues, but thankfully he lived until he was ten and he was always full of energy and so happy. I guess Hickson was the first animal I rescued. He had such a great life with us. My mum would often joke that we were like each other’s shadows and she’s totally right. I still miss him now.


I was really close to my family growing up and I count myself lucky because even though my brother, John, and I are very different – he’s a bit more shy (and doesn’t talk as much!) – we have always got on well. He’s only a year older than me and we’re good friends – we hang out with each other out of choice, not familial ties! I know some of my friends who have brothers or sisters that drive them mad. We never really argued and when he’s away at university, where he’s studying computing, I find myself missing him.


I think some of our family’s closeness has to do with the fact that when I was four, my mum started to become really ill. She was tired all the time, her body ached and she was having these horrendous headaches, but despite going to see several doctors she couldn’t get a diagnosis. It was such a frustrating time for her. She went downhill quickly, to the point where she was finding it hard to get out of bed each morning.


The doctors kept insisting she had depression and tried to put her on anti-depressants, but Mum knew that wasn’t the cause. Eventually she insisted on being referred to the hospital for some tests and it was then that they discovered she was suffering from ME, also known as Chronic Fatigue Syndrome.


As a result of this, my parents decided to move to the Yorkshire Dales, where my mum was brought up, so she could be closer to her parents. It meant they could help out with my brother and me when Mum was going through a bad patch. Dad owns his own business so he was working really hard, and there were days when Mum found it hard to put one foot in front of the other, let alone take care of two young kids.


I helped out as much as I could, especially when I knew Mum was having a bad day. I used to stand on a chair to wash the dishes, and would count out her change for her when we went to the shops. I’m sure that’s why I was so good at maths at school! My family say I had to grow up really quickly so I could be there for my mum, but I didn’t know any different. Dad reckons I didn’t play out with my friends as much as some children because I didn’t like leaving Mum, but I really didn’t mind. My Mum is incredible and even now, she’s my best friend. We can talk about anything and I laugh with her more than I do with anyone.


Mum had ME for around ten years in total and then slowly but surely she started to get better. It’s hard because doctors still don’t really know how to cure ME, so really it’s a case of finding out ways to treat it yourself. Mum did a lot of self-healing – she tried reiki and aromatherapy and all sorts. She also made sure she ate well and took lots of vitamins, as well as educating herself on the best ways to overcome illness. Mum still has her off days where she feels tired and run down, but she’s so much better than she was. She’s even started her own painting business and she’s more active than she’s ever been.


While this was all going on my obsession with horses continued to grow as I got older and I used to watch every horse programme that was on TV – all my favourite things revolved around horses. I read all of Linda Chapman’s My Secret Unicorn books and when I was seven I started writing letters to her – I’ve still got about fifty to sixty postcards she sent to me over the years! I remember getting my first one and feeling like I had heard from a superstar. It made me feel so special. I still speak to Linda every now and again over Facebook and she’s so nice.


I don’t know where my fixation came from as no one else in my immediate family was horsey. My parents didn’t ride and John was much more interested in computer games than anything else, so I was the only one who was horse mad. I don’t know if it had anything to do with growing up surrounded by farmland and seeing horses every day of my life, but I loved them above everything else, and still do!


After my early donkey rides, the first time I rode a real pony was when I was five. I started going to the Bainbridge Riding Centre and having regular lessons. I mainly rode a lovely horse called Timmy. He had arthritis so he was a bit of a plodder but I didn’t mind. He was a type of pony called a Welsh Section C, so he was really dinky. I rode him every Saturday and he was amazing with me.


I absolutely loved it there, but still I dreamed of owning my very own horse, and one day, completely unexpectedly, that dream came true.


I was six years old when my mum told me about a fourteen-year-old Cob called Badger. Tragically his owner had died from cancer and Badger went through a terrible grieving period. He became very depressed as there was no one around to give him the love and attention he needed and as a result his health went rapidly downhill. When my mum’s cousin Carine, who had been friends with his owner, realised this, she stepped in and said she’d take care of him. She owns a large working farm so had the space for him, but she knew that with all her other animals to look after it would be impossible to keep him long-term.


By the time Carine went to pick him up Badger was very overweight. Everyone was shocked by how quickly he’d gone from being a happy, healthy horse to a shadow of his former self.


He’d gone from being incredibly well looked after and ridden every day to not being ridden at all. He was left in a field on his own and the lack of exercise and the fact he was depressed meant that the weight had kept piling on.


Carine had begun to nurse Badger back to health when, one day out of the blue, she asked my parents if I’d like him. They knew I’d be absolutely over the moon, and thankfully they said yes. I think my mum and dad were a bit worried about how much work it would involve but they knew I’d help with the mucking out and feeding as much as I could.


When I first saw Badger I ran straight up to him and gave him a hug. Well, sort of. He was about twice the size of me and very ‘curvy’ so it was a bit tricky. Believe it or not, although he’d already lost weight while he was living with Carine, he lost another nine stone after he came to live with us.


We were living in a house in Harmby at the time and it didn’t have stables, so we kept Badger in a large field at the back. My parents would look after him when I was at school, and then I’d chip in whenever I was around.


Even though he wasn’t in the best shape I thought Badger was perfect because he was mine. It didn’t even cross my mind that he was a bit rough around the edges. He was such a handsome boy. Typically Cobs are small with short legs and a heavy build, so he was never going to have the slender physique of a racehorse.


He wasn’t the happiest horse in the world at first, but that soon started to change and after a few weeks of being with us he began to get his spirit back. It was amazing because I was able to actually watch it happening, and it was such a brilliant transformation. The more weight he lost the more energy he had. I even started riding him, but my parents and I still felt like something wasn’t right.


I had a lovely bond with him, but I could tell by the way he was reacting to me when I was riding him that everything wasn’t as it should be. He was bucking all the time, and that often happens when a horse is injured in some way.


And that’s when we discovered he had a dislocated neck.


It’s not a common thing to happen, and when it does owners often don’t realise. Because the horse is in pain it starts being naughty and playing up. That makes the owner think they need to be ever stricter with them and they’ll begin to discipline them, which can make things even worse.


It was impossible to know that his neck was out of place just from looking at him, but we got him checked out by a vet to try and determine why he was so nervous.


The vet spotted the problem straight away, which was such a relief. He did some physio on Badger and then he snapped his neck back into place. It was such an awful sound. It kind of echoed, and even though I was so young I can still remember it clearly. Badger’s neck still clicks to this day as a result of that injury, and because he’s a bit arthritic now sometimes you can really hear it, but it doesn’t seem to bother him at all.


Following his treatment, bit by bit Badger started to hold his head higher, and he started to recognise us and get excited when we went to see him. The horse world was new to my family but Carine and some of the other horse owners at the stables gave us tips on how to look after him. Everything else we had to learn as we went along by reading books and websites.


Once I had Badger I became more horse mad than ever. I upped my horse riding lessons to three times a week and on Saturdays I’d go to classes where I’d learn how to care for and groom horses. My whole life revolved around Badger and learning how to look after him. I even kept a diary where I wrote down everything we got up to. It could be the smallest thing, like going for a walk around the paddock, but I loved him so much I wanted to remember every little detail.


I actually kept diaries from the age of six to sixteen. I read through some of them recently and they’re so funny. Anyone else would find them really boring but I’m so happy I’ve got a record of all the things Badger and I did in those early days. I even wrote a story about Badger, so maybe that got me in training for my later writing . . .


These are a few extracts from my early diaries:


25 July 2008


I went riding today it was sooo much fun and so hot. It was twenty-five degrees so we only took it steady, as I didn’t want Badger getting too hot. Next week I am going on holiday to Portugal but I can’t bear the thought of leaving Badger and Pepper. I really don’t want to go. He’s being looked after by a friend so I’m sure he will be fine. I feel so sad about leaving them.


24 August 2008


Yesterday I did my first ever show with Badger. I was so nervous, but he kept me happy. I did a clear round jumping and even got a rosette which is now pinned up on the fridge in the kitchen!!!! I also did a dressage class, but the judge didn’t like the fact I had the wrong colour gloves on. Mum told me not to worry, she said we still looked nice! I’m so proud of Badger. He is my little star.


11 October 2008


Today was my first day at my new pony club!! I had the best time. It’s not a real pony club, it’s one we have made up with friends. I went there with Badger and met my friends, and some new friends too! We tacked up, then mounted and warmed up the horses in the ménage and then we did some jumping which was sooo good. I don’t have very good balance but I will get better with time. Then we had dinner and went out for a trek around the fields and I GALLOPED for the first time!! It was so much fun. We got back at three p.m. and then went home. It was the best day ever! Badger is now really tired and so am I!


23 May 2009


I’ve not written in my diary for a couple of months since I’ve been on the mend. I had a few bad falls with Badger as he keeps bucking. But we weren’t sure why. Lots of people thought Badger was being naughty but Mum and I knew there was something wrong. I don’t think Badger would ever want to hurt me really. Mum decided to get a back specialist for horses to come to see Badger and guess what? He was in so much pain his neck was dislocated and his body was really sore. No wonder he kept bucking, he was trying to tell me something. I feel so guilty for riding him when he was in pain and can’t understand why nobody knew. Now he’s on the mend and is on the way to recovery. I’m not allowed to ride Badger for four weeks but I don’t care. I just don’t want him to be poorly.


27 November 2009


A new friend.


We have a new friend for Badger and Pepper. His name is Patch, but we have renamed him Paddy because we want him to have a fresh start with us. Paddy is a year old and he’s been a bit neglected. He’s very shy and nervous. He has stitches on his nose and hair missing and hoof-marks all over his body. He’s really skinny. We’ve only had him a day but he seems to be happier than yesterday. I think he knows he’s safe now . . . Badger seems to like him – he keeps kissing his nose.


The next horse I got was Pepper. My parents and I really wanted a companion for Badger because we were worried he was lonely, so when we heard about a horse that needed re-homing he sounded perfect.


Pepper had really bad sweet itch, which is an allergic reaction to midges, and because he lived next to a wood to he kept getting attacked by them. Where we were keeping Badger there weren’t many midges so it would suit Pepper much better.


He was in a terrible state when we first got him. His coat was falling out and he’d itch constantly. He was always biting and scratching his skin and because of that he’d get blisters. His fur would come out in clumps. He was so uncomfortable, bless him. We were so worried about him, but after some treatment from the vet it started to clear up.


I didn’t ever ride him because he’s a miniature Shetland so he’s far too small, but he was the perfect field mate for Badger.


I’m not joking, it was like Badger instantly became Pepper’s dad. When they first met they accepted each other straight away. I wonder if Badger could sense that Pepper had been through a difficult time himself. If you met a person who had come from a difficult background you would probably react in the same way, and it was almost like Badger had this empathy and understanding for Pepper.


Badger went for a walk around the field and Pepper followed him like it was the most natural thing in the world. They were grooming each other and playing. Pepper didn’t know how to eat food from a bucket, or how to be around people, and daddy Badger stepped in and showed him the way.


They soon became best friends and they’re still inseparable now. Pepper is such a sweet boy, he’s really soft and tame and affectionate, and Badger always looks out for him.


When I was about ten I started going to pony club every Saturday, and shortly afterwards I began competing in various competitions. Compared to some pony clubs mine wasn’t that strict because really it was just me and some of my friends getting together to have a nice time.


I didn’t do the circuit like a lot of kids do. The ‘circuit’ is basically where you go to different venues, like country houses or really posh arenas. It’s very strict and you have to have the right equipment and clothing and say the right things. Not being on the circuit suited me much better because I didn’t feel comfortable when I had to be on my best behaviour.


I did try out a few other pony clubs but a lot of them were very snobby, which didn’t suit me at all. The girls on the circuit took it all so seriously and they were very competitive, but I wanted to enjoy my horse, not use him to show off. No one seemed very friendly with each other at the serious events, but my group all mucked in and had fun together. The other girls were quite catty too, and I was never into the whole ‘talking about people behind their back’ thing. A lot of them had known each other for years and they all went to the same expensive schools. I didn’t fit in, which was fine with me.


My pony camp was very down to earth and you could rock up wearing what you wanted and no one would judge you, whereas at others you had to look perfect – what they wore was almost like a uniform. You had to have a different outfit for each discipline, like dressage and cross country, whereas my mates and I tipped up in a hoodie and jodhpurs.


My friends and I did the same things that other camps did, but we had a real laugh. We were simply there for the love of horses, we weren’t thinking about winning the Olympics. Far from it. As well as doing cross country and show jumping we used to play games like football with the horses. One day we played a game where we all put plastic cups on our head filled with Skittles. The aim was to keep the Skittles in the pot while we were riding around the ménage. I’m pretty sure they’re not going to be introducing that into the Olympics anytime soon.


A ménage is like a big sandy play area with a fence around it. It’s a paddock with sand, basically. I always think of it a little beach, but I don’t think proper horsey types would approve of me saying that. I think you’d be in a bit of trouble if you suddenly lay down to do a bit of sunbathing.


You often do jumps in a ménage, and there are mirrors up so you can watch yourself as you ride and see what you need to improve on. You basically do a lot of practising in them, and people will use them to perfect their techniques if they’re gearing up for shows. Or, if you’re me, you use them to have fun with your horses and learn tricks!


Cobs can be quite athletic but they’re better known for doing cross-country jumps. Badger was very small compared to my friends’ ponies because they were all racehorse size so I knew he would never be able to do proper high-level stuff, but I didn’t mind. To me he was perfect. I think a lot of people would have traded Badger in as they got more advanced and became a better rider. After a few years, people did often say to me it was time I got a new horse, but I didn’t want to. I loved Badger so much, even though I kept falling off him all the time.


The thing is, Badger wasn’t terribly well behaved and he was easily startled, so most Saturdays I’d end up on the floor at least once. The combination of his unpredictability and my dubious balance meant that I’d often find myself rolling around in mud while Badger gazed off into the distance, oblivious to the fact that I may have hurt myself. Thankfully I didn’t ever break any bones or anything. I’d end up a bit bruised and battered but there was no lasting damage. Or so I thought . . .


In the end, though, I stopped being embarrassed about my numerous falls. It happened so often it became a bit of a running joke with my mates, and sometimes they’d take bets on how long it would be until I was flat on my back, laughing even though I was filthy and in pain.


However, though Badger may not have been the most skilled horse you’d ever meet, I was still determined to win competitions with him. He may have been disruptive but I wasn’t going to give up on him that easily. There were times when we’d be in the middle of competing and I’d topple off and Badger would storm out, but I always shrugged it off. Everyone would look on in horror and that was usually when people would say I needed to get a new horse, but I knew Badger had it in him. As I saw it, I had no option but to go out and do my best, and if people laughed at us, which they did, so what? Badger and I held our heads up high and we were proud of every little achievement we had.


The horse world can be pretty awful. It’s so snobby and it’s cliquey. If you don’t have the fastest horse or the right name people don’t want to know you. And on top of that you have to have the top-branded products or people look down on you. It’s not a happy, inclusive kind of world. People end up feeling left out if their pony isn’t quite up to standard. The industry and the people in it can be so bitchy and it’s so unnecessary. Some of us just enjoy horse riding, we’re not doing it to try and show off our wealth.


Katie Price comes up against a huge amount of this but at least she has tried to change things. I’ve always loved everything she’s done with her horses. People in the horse world don’t like her because she doesn’t fit the stereotype, but I admire her for that. The stereotype of a horse competition is that everyone wears the same thing and they end up looking like they’re in a girl band, whereas Katie will turn up in bright colours looking fun and without a care for what anyone thinks. At the end of the day, the brands you wear don’t make you a better or worse rider.


I must admit, I’ve always been much more of a Katie Price than someone who fits that stereotype. Other people would turn up at competitions in their crisp white shirts and black jodhpurs and I’d be in a neon pink top and a purple hat. I was lucky that I was allowed to compete at all because sometimes you get disqualified if you’re not in the right clothes.


Sometimes I’d enter shows and I wasn’t even properly acknowledged because it was pretty obvious that I wasn’t going to win anything with poor Badger. I think that was so rude. I mean, it would have been fair enough if I’d taken Pepper along to a show-jumping competition because that would have been utterly ridiculous (and hilarious!), but Badger had just as much chance as any other pony.


Badger and I did eventually win a competition when I was fourteen. It was a mini show-jumping competition and it was a nice feeling, but I still didn’t think it was the most important thing in the world. Badger got extra pony nuts that night and I got to pin my first ever rosette on his stable door, but it wasn’t exactly a life-changing event! We won quite a few more rosettes after that, which usually went on a pinboard on my bedroom wall. I won a couple later with Paddy, my other horse, too. They were real achievements, but I think it’s fair to say I was never what you’d call Royal Ascot material.


Despite us not setting the competition world alight, I wouldn’t have changed anything about my horses. It shocks me the way horses are treated sometimes. They’re such incredible creatures, and all such individual characters, but certain people have little respect for them and will simply dispose of them when they no longer meet their needs. This will only change if people with influence are willing to do something, and I can’t see anyone in a position of power being brave enough to go against the grain and stand up and say things are wrong. For instance, I hate the hunting world. I know chasing foxes is banned now but people still do it and it’s horrific. It’s so outdated and cruel. The dogs are bred to be hunters, and once they become surplus to requirements they’re often put down. So many animals suffer for what is just a cruel sport.


I’d had Badger and Pepper for six years when I heard about another horse that needed a good home, a lovely boy called Paddy. We saw him for sale online and he was in such a state we wanted to buy him immediately so we could get him away from whatever horrible situation he was in. The previous owners advertised him as being five years old and ready to be ridden, but we could tell by his photo that wasn’t the case, he looked so much younger.


My parents and I went to see him and we had to drive down this weird lane in the middle of a housing estate. We came to this really boggy field that was surrounded by barbed wire and saw this poor horse that can have only been about a year old. The guy selling him asked if I wanted to ride him and we were disgusted. No horse should have a saddle on their back at that age because their bodies are still growing and developing and you can cause lifelong damage. Most aren’t ready to be ridden regularly until they’re around four or five, and sometimes even older. The only horses that are ridden when they’re younger are racehorses. They’re often ridden from the age of one or two, and the poor things are retired by the time they’re six or seven.


We felt really resentful about handing over money to someone who would treat animals so appallingly, but equally we didn’t want to leave Paddy where he was. He looked so unhappy and, really, we’d already made up our minds to take him home.


In the trailer on the way back to Yorkshire poor Paddy kept falling asleep – clearly he was exhausted. It was like he’d breathed a sigh of relief that he was finally out of that awful place. There had been some other horses in the field with him and I felt so bad that we couldn’t take them all home with us. I prayed that someone would go and rescue them.


We don’t really know exactly what had happened to Paddy while he was in that field but when we got him home and looked him over we realised he had loads of burn marks and belt scars all over him, and stitches on his nose. He was scared of everything. Though we don’t know if he was actually set on fire, he was certainly burned in some way. He was very conscious of his scars and I wish I knew his full history because that might make it easier to understand his erratic behaviour, even now, years later.
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