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‘If having a soul means being able to feel love and loyalty and gratitude, then animals are better off than a lot of humans.’


– James Herriot,


All Creatures Great and Small






PROLOGUE


One evening, in the spring of 1988, I was visited at our home in Windlesham by two local police officers. As I saw their car pull into the drive two possibilities entered my mind: either they’d seen my performance on The Basil Brush Show and wanted some answers, or they were bored and wanted a laugh. Either way, I thought it best to go outside and bid them welcome.


‘Good evening, fellow coppers,’ I quipped, subtly reminding them that I was PC Fancy Smith in Z-Cars. ‘I suppose you’ve come for an autograph? Go on then. Who’s it to? Or do you want me to say GORDON’S ALIIIIIIVE?’


I thought it best to break the ice just in case I was about to be transported to a faraway penal colony.


‘If your wife’s in I’d love an autograph, Mr Blessed,’ parried PC Prendergast, who was driving.


Before I could remonstrate with the varmint he continued.


‘Actually, we need your help with something. Do you mind if we come in?’


‘Not at all. I’ll put the kettle on.’


My wife Hildegard, who, as well as being an actress is also the world’s most patient woman, was away on tour at the time and so there was just me, our daughter Rosalind and our merry little menagerie in residence. This happy band was comprised of about ten dogs, nine cats, four ponies and three ducks and seemed to grow almost by the day. Many of these animals had been rescued and, bar the ponies and the ducks, they all had a free run of the house. Saying that, I did catch one of the ponies in the kitchen polishing off some dog food one day. The entire place was absolutely animal crackers and what’s more, we loved it!


But I digress. I’m rather good at that.


I led the way into the kitchen, and so didn’t immediately realize that the policemen, who we knew quite well, were entering the house carrying a very large dog cage. When I caught sight of it I drew a sharp breath.


‘I’m under strict instructions not to take in any more waifs or strays,’ I said to them quickly. ‘Hildegard will murder me!’


The menagerie to which I just referred was more of an animal sanctuary really and the local police and RSPCA used to bring animals to us all the time in the hope that we might be able to offer them either a temporary or a permanent home.


Obviously undeterred by the prospect of me being bludgeoned by my spouse, PC Barr opened the cage and very carefully began removing its contents.


‘We found him abandoned on the M3,’ he began. ‘Worst case of animal abuse I’ve ever seen. I mean look at him. He’s barely alive. The RSPCA are closed and if we took him anywhere else they’d probably have him put down. You’re his last hope, Mr Blessed.’


No pressure then.


The reason the officer had taken such care in removing the animal, which we later deduced was probably a crossbreed with some Bull Terrier in him, was because as well as having hardly any fur there were open wounds all over his body and he had skin so thin it was almost transparent.


‘Not pretty, is he?’ said PC Prendergast.


‘Well he was once,’ I replied. ‘What on earth do you think happened to him?’


Both officers had undoubtedly dealt with dozens, if not hundreds of abused animals over the years and there was a weariness on their faces as they surveyed the poor creature with sympathetic eyes.


‘If I didn’t know better I’d say somebody’s been pouring boiling water over him,’ said Prendergast grimly. ‘Or maybe even acid.’


‘Almost definitely,’ confirmed PC Barr.


‘My God!’ I cried. ‘But why?’


The officers shrugged.


‘We ask ourselves that all the time, Mr Blessed,’ said PC Barr.


After imagining what I would do to the perpetrators, were we ever to meet – which, while we’re here, involved some electrodes, some testicles and a jack hammer – I informed the policemen that they would be leaving the house alone and with an empty cage.


‘Don’t you worry. We’ll take care of him,’ I said. ‘I’ll give our vet a call and ask what to do with him tonight and then first thing tomorrow we’ll get him seen to. In the meantime, let’s give the poor little bugger some grub. I’ve seen more bloody fat on a gnat’s knackers!’


Just then, my daughter Rosalind entered the room and on seeing the dog almost fainted in shock.


‘But Dad, you can’t possibly look after him,’ she protested. ‘He needs specialist treatment.’


She was right, of course, but then so were the officers. If that dog had been taken anywhere else he’d have been put to sleep and I simply could not allow it.


The thought of that poor soul being tortured and then abandoned sparked a rage in my belly that words alone cannot do justice to. Until now, your common or garden bully had always been my quarry of choice and since childhood I’d leathered dozens of them. Apart from boxing, judo and Cumberland wrestling, bully bashing was the only sport I’ve ever been good at.


Torturers though, and abusers of innocent animals? They deserved justice of a different kind.


As I again began mentally rehearsing the retribution I’d administer to these arseholes I made eye contact with our new guest. Suddenly, all the thoughts of violence and electrocuted testicles dissipated and I was left with an overwhelming compulsion to make him well again.


‘Right then you!’ I whispered. ‘Let’s get you some food while I call the vet. And don’t you dare even think of dying!’


As soon as I’d finished giving out my orders, the haggard hound, who had listened intently to my instructions, began wagging his tail. It was as if he’d forgotten his pain in the joy of recognizing he was finally at home. This didn’t just play on my heart strings, ladies and gentlemen, it belted out an entire symphony! I knew now that whatever happened my new chum was up for the fight and after dishing out the dog food I got straight on to the vet.


‘Give him a warm bath and put plenty of salt in it,’ was the vet’s immediate instruction. ‘That’ll help clean the wounds. Then, after that, put plenty of antiseptic cream on them and try and make him as comfortable as possible.’


We called our new friend Bodger, on account of him looking like a bit of a botched job, and after introducing him to the rest of the family I set about running the bath. I knew it was going to be agony for the boy, but it had to be done.


Sure enough, poor old Bodger found this experience hellish and if it hadn’t been for about fifty dog biscuits, a few kisses, endless words of comfort and a couple of saucy jokes I think he might have given up the ghost.


After drying him off I then covered his wounds in about half an inch of Savlon cream. He must have had at least forty wounds in total and we went through tubes of the stuff. My God, how that dog must have suffered.


After seeing the vet the following morning we were told we had to repeat this rigmarole twice a day for at least the next two weeks. Neither of us got much sleep, but as Bodger’s wounds began to heal his fur started to grow back and before you could say ‘sausages’, he was starting to look like a dog again!


Watching young Bodger gradually recover and then eventually start enjoying his life must be one of the most life-affirming processes I have ever had the pleasure of witnessing, and this was enhanced further when his personality began coming to the fore. For a start, Bodger was obviously a lover, not a fighter, and in the ten years we had him he never once so much as growled at another animal. Then there was his curiosity. I shudder to think what Bodger’s life was like prior to coming to us but every minute of every day seemed to be precious to him; his life now set on a permanent cycle of explore, enjoy, repeat. Just like yours truly, I suppose.


One of funniest things about old Bodger was his inability to tolerate farting, either from human beings or any of the other dogs. In fact, if any one of us ever dared let one go in his presence Bodger would stand up like a king, put his nose in the air and then march out of the room in disgust. Occasionally I’d wind him up by blowing raspberries out of my mouth and he would glare at me, as if to say ‘Don’t you dare’. When he broke wind he would look incredulously at his rear end then turn his head away in total disdain.


As well as being adept at expressing shock and outrage, Bodger was also rather proficient at articulating boredom, and nothing bored Bodger more than somebody talking about Mount Everest. At the time, I was, for want of a better phrase, a bit of an Everest obsessive and whenever I set off on one of my mountainous mouth-athons Bodger would sigh and then fall asleep instantly. Hildegard, who always bore the brunt of my ramblings, would look at Bodger enviously. ‘If only we could swap places,’ she once said out loud. Bloody cheek!


Anyway, the reason I have decided to open my tome with Bodger is simple.


You see, without wanting to sound like a conceited old bar-steward, I have genuinely lost count of the number of mountains I have climbed over the years and the same applies to the films, plays and television programmes I’ve appeared in, not to mention the voice-overs. There must be thousands. Yet despite having recalled many of these experiences in a number of what are now considered to be literary masterpieces, not one of the occurrences therein has been anywhere near as worthwhile as bringing Bodger back to life and giving him a second crack of the whip. I wouldn’t say it makes me proud exactly. It just makes me feel grateful. Very grateful! Give me a choice between a restaurant full of humans or a shed full of previously unwanted dogs and the shed wins every time. No contest.


The French poet and novelist Anatole France once said, ‘Until one has loved an animal, a part of one’s soul remains unawakened.’ Well, my rampant little reader. The book you have just opened recounts my own awakening and at the same time grants me the inordinate pleasure of being able to celebrate animals. I hope you enjoy it.


WARNING!


Now, if you’re reading this book you either have a love of animals or a love of actor/adventurers with beards, stentorian tones and beautifully marked bottoms. Either way, my dear, sweet reader, you are most welcome and I promise you we’re going to have a marvellous time together.


Before we start let’s go through the house rules, shall we? If you read my previous book, called Absolute Pandemonium (available in all good bookshops priced ten trillion groats), you will no doubt be familiar with some of these instructions. However, for those of you who have never sampled the delights of Brian Blessed in book-form, might I suggest you proceed with caution!


First of all, there’s the style, which is to say, how I write. Once again, I’m keeping things conversational which means you must imagine that I am sitting in a huge armchair opposite you and am reading this book to you, and to you alone. Do you think you can manage that? Try it now, will you? Picture me walking into the room, shaking you warmly by the hand and then sitting down in a big red armchair just a few feet away. Hello! And how are you? Are you well? Are you ready? Of course you are! See, it’s not hard, is it. Don’t worry. I’ll keep on reminding you.


Writing in this conversational style helps to bring out the real me, I feel. It enables yours truly to really open up! That’s what you want, isn’t it? You want warts-and-all Brian, not guarded, sheepish Brian. If there is such a thing. I’ve certainly never seen him. My God, I’m waffling already. HEEL, BLESSED! You see, writing off the cuff like this can be rather dangerous. At the end of the day though, forewarned is forearmed. Which brings me nicely to the language herein. Things may get a little bit colourful from time to time – the odd expletive floating about – but there’s nothing gratuitous and you must, simply must bear in mind that when I swear, I MEAN TO BLOODY SWEAR! I call a spade a spade.


Finally, I must stress that I am incapable of writing any of that bog-standard chronological formulaic actor autobiography tripe and I do tend to flit around hither and yon. This could be by time or indeed by distance. Bear with me though, dear reader, as together, we shall prevail!


Good! Then off we go.
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AND TIBBY CAME TOO


Tibby was the first animal I ever befriended. The first of many, I am happy to say. He was not my first pet as I never owned Tibby and even suggesting as much would be a gross misrepresentation of our relationship and on the effect he had on my life. Tibby was the first ‘best friend’ I ever had and we were, for many years, constant companions. As a child I enjoyed numerous human friendships, and yet none of these gifted me anywhere near the amount of joy and fulfilment that my kinship with Tibby did and this is one of the reasons why I just know that I’m going to derive more pleasure from writing this book than any that have come before. Even thinking about Tibby makes me smile almost uncontrollably.


You mark my words boys and girls; the love of an animal is one of the greatest things you can ever attain as a human being. If not the greatest. Why? Because their love is unconditional, providing you don’t abuse it, and it knows no bounds. Very few human relationships can boast such emotional totality, except perhaps for the love that a parent feels for its newborn child.


Once again you must forgive me if I am about to tread on old ground but for the sake of all the lovely newcomers among you I must first set the scene for Tibby’s tale, and the scene is 30 Probert Avenue, Goldthorpe, South Yorkshire, circa 1942. Right in the middle of the Second World War.


My father, Bill, was a coal hewer in nearby Hickleton Main Colliery, and my mother, Hilda, was a housewife. Our home comprised of a sitting room, a large kitchen, a bathroom and three bedrooms with a small garden at the front and a larger one at the back. The avenue itself curved around like a horseshoe embracing, in total, about a hundred brick council houses. I went back there a few years ago to have a few photographs taken and it was exactly the same. Just marvellous!


Back then, most of the people living in Probert Avenue were in the process of having families and so a whole new generation was being born there. From house to house the noise of screaming babies heralded the presence of new life and my father once likened the road to a giant incubator. All the men on the avenue worked, as my father did, in one of the nearby collieries and so were either on a night shift or a day shift. With military punctuality they would don their work clothes, appear at their front doors, plant a kiss on the cheek of their respective wives, and then march in straight lines to their respective pits.


How are you getting on so far? OK? Good stuff. Tibby won’t be long.


My recollection of those early days are of complete calm and happiness. Like one continuous hot dreamy summer. How much of that is actually true I can’t honestly say as I think it’s very easy to romanticize much of one’s early life. One thing I am sure of is that the love my parents had for me was self-evident and our house was simply brimming with it. Love was all around, all of the time. Perfect.


When I was about two years of age my mother used to sit me on a rug in the garden while she hung out the washing. Can you picture a baby Blessed, by the way? Some people find it impossible and seem to assume that I was born with a beard and wings and that my first words were GORDON’S ALIVE! They may well be my last, dear reader, but they weren’t my first. No, no! That particular honour goes to one of my all-time favourite naughty words – bugger! I was certainly born with a big gob then, but not a big beard. I’m distracting myself now! Anyway, my one abiding memory from my time on the rug was seeing cats. Lots and lots of cats. At first, being only two, I didn’t know what to make of them all and according to my mother I would scream with delight whenever one jumped over the garden fence and clap my hands together with unbridled glee. Heaven only knows what they made of little me but over time some of the braver among them tentatively began to venture over to where I sat and would allow me to stroke them. This, according to dear mother, never tended to happen more than once as a single stroke from baby Brian was akin to being battered half to death with a rubber cosh.


What delighted me most about my feline friends was that they came in all shapes, sizes and colours, which was obviously manna from heaven to an inquisitive two-year-old, whose life was still but a blank canvas. I was fascinated!


Our next-door neighbours at the time were Mr and Mrs Burns and their daughter Betty. They had a beautiful Golden Retriever called Wendy and she had the kindest face I think I have ever seen. Oh, how I loved Wendy. Mrs Burns used to bring her round to our house and she would babysit me while I was in the garden. Isn’t that marvellous! My first babysitter was a beautiful Golden Retriever. Perhaps having so much contact with animals early on in my life might explain why nowadays my home is like a menagerie. You’re going to read all about this ark of mine later on in the book but for now let’s just say that A) it’s rather full, and B) that the animals in charge there are of the four-legged variety and not two! Seriously. I’m run bloody well ragged by animals and what’s more I wouldn’t have it any other way.


By the age of seven I had graduated from our large back garden to the smaller front garden, which had a big ash tree in the corner that the local cats loved to climb. I’d carry out my small blue chair, set it down in the centre of the lawn, and there I would stand guard – or should I say, sit guard – over the small community of frogs and toads that had, for some reason, decided to make this minute patch of earth their home. They came from the nearby fields (in those days there was no such thing as pesticides) and I was determined to prevent them falling prey to any hungry strays. Should any visiting felines dare to reveal themselves as frog fanciers I would explode into a fit of rage and chase them around the avenue; all the time warning them of exactly what would happen should they ever return.


The only thing that would ever lure me away from the royal throne was the appearance of Dr Morris, the man responsible for delivering all the bonnie babies that seemed to appear on an almost daily basis in and around Probert Avenue. Whenever he appeared in his little Austin car I would leap out of my chair, tear off to wherever he was going and ask if I could be of any assistance.


‘Morning Brian. How are the frogs today?’ he would say. ‘Are you taking good care of them?’


‘I am that, Dr Morris. Can I help you? Can I help you deliver the baby?’


This used to make Dr Morris howl with laughter. ‘What makes you think I’m here to deliver a baby, young Brian?’ he’d say.


‘That’s the only reason you ever come to Probert Avenue! Is it Mrs Brown at number six? Mum says she’s been about to pop for weeks.’


Whatever I said always seemed to have Dr Morris in stitches and although it was probably not ethical having a seven-year-old present at a birth, he happily let me tag along. There were one or two occasions where I was asked to make myself scarce, however. My God yes! I remember once following Dr Morris into a house on Probert Avenue and being greeted with a cry of ‘I’m not having him here. He’s not even one of mine. Get him out!’


‘Not this time I’m afraid, Brian,’ said Dr Morris. ‘You get back to your frogs and I’ll see you soon.’


Come to think of it, if I was about to give birth the last thing I’d want to see would be one of the local ragamuffins staring at my whatsit! I was such an inquisitive little mite. Sorry, that should read, nosy little bugger!


I said at the very start of this chapter that I never owned Tibby, and that’s perfectly true. In fact, I don’t consider myself ever to have owned any animal. I mean, how can you? We can forge a relationship with an animal and we can even give it a home. But own it? Don’t be daft. Why, oh why do we humans always have to own everything? When we discover new lands what’s the first thing we do? Stick a flag in the ground and claim it as our own. It’s ridiculous.


So, not only did I not own dear Tibby but I didn’t even choose him. He chose me! I was sitting on my blue throne one day on frog-watch when all of a sudden one of the hedges started to move. Hello, hello, I thought. Another whiskered chancer. That very morning I’d given chase to at least three amphibian assailants and so I stood up from my chair and readied myself for yet another royal rumpus. I’m being serious now, if you want to send Uncle Brian into a tizz, you try getting your hands on his amphibians. Deadly! Anyway, before I could make a move, out from under the hedge strolled the most beautiful animal I had ever clapped eyes on. So stunning was he, in fact, that for a moment I couldn’t move a muscle. I was transfixed!


He was a red tabby, quite large, and had the purest, gentlest face; something that I would later find out belied his ability to fight. Tibby was quite obviously a stray; in fact, the vast majority of cats were at that time. Even so, he appeared to be healthy and well fed, but instead of entering the garden and then going straight for one of the frogs, like all the other cats invariably did, he calmly strolled up to where I was standing, bold as brass, and began weaving in and out of my legs and purring loudly.


It was love at first sight, or a coup de foudre, as they don’t often say in South Yorkshire. Wendy, the Golden Retriever, who I still took for walks and played with occasionally, was no longer the apple of my eye. I loved her dearly, and to this very day she still holds a special place in my heart. This was different though. For some unknown but glorious reason, Tibby, as I immediately christened him (I wasn’t good on names back then), had chosen me as his companion and from that moment we were inseparable.


Ever since watching the 1942 film The Jungle Book, which had been playing at the cinema just a few months previously, I had fantasized about what it must be like having a feline companion like Bagheera. Those were perfect dreams, the sweetest of all, and with the arrival of Tibby they were brought magnificently to life. OK, so there may have been a slight difference in size between Tibby and Bagheera, and as talented as Tibby undoubtedly was I don’t ever remember hearing him talk in English. That didn’t matter one bit. Tibby was real and as I eventually sank back into my chair he ceased making figures of eight around my feet and jumped up onto my lap. There, my new friend curled up into a large soft ball and as he purred away I began to familiarize myself with the intricate patterns on his reddish brown fur. Looking back, they actually remind me of the patterns you see on the fur of the clouded leopard, which is a rare wild cat found on the foothills of the Himalayas. As I don’t have any photographs of Tibby why don’t you do a search on the clouded leopard? That way you’ll be able to create a picture of what he was like.


After an hour or so of perfect stillness Tibby leapt from my lap, strolled towards the front door of our house like the cock of the north and looked at me as if to say, Aren’t you going to invite me in then? And if there’s a saucer of milk going I wouldn’t say no! Food was obviously scarce in those days, but with my parents both out of the way I managed to snaffle my companion a small saucer of milk as requested and then once he’d lapped it up I showed him around the house.


Looking back this really was very strange indeed as it was almost as if he was giving the place the once-over with a view to putting an offer in. That’s crazy, even for me! When I opened each of the doors Tibby would stroll nonchalantly into the room. Then, once he’d had a good nose around he’d trot out again with his tail in the air. His favourite room was my bedroom and once inside he immediately jumped onto the window sill, as if judging ease of access. Yes, quite simple this one. As long as you keep the window open!


Tibby never attempted to sleep in the house, by the way, and even if he had there was no way my father would have allowed it. Wendy was the only dog on the whole of Probert Avenue because people couldn’t afford the food, and it was pretty much the same with cats. Yes, there were hundreds of them, but as I said the vast majority were strays. They survived and, though the weather was often harsh, there was never any shortage of shelter or juicy rodents. No frogs though! It took me a few months to work out where Tibby laid his paws of an evening, but eventually I realized he was sleeping snugly in our old air-raid shelter.


From the very first day we met he would only ever disappear last thing at night, staying until I fell asleep. Come the morning he was nowhere to be found, yet the moment I set foot out of the house, there he was waiting for me.


Do you know, this is the first time I have ever spoken about Tibby to anyone other than a family member and the only thing I regret is not doing it sooner. It’s bringing back the most marvellous memories!


Tibby and I took our first trip into the town together one bright Saturday morning. We’d been friends for about a week I think and in that time had spent almost every waking hour together. It was the summer holidays and so the perfect time to make a new acquaintance and cement a beautiful friendship. I recommend it! Anyway, every Saturday morning my friends and I would meet at the Empire Picture House in Goldthorpe where we would watch the Gaumont-British News followed by an exciting episode of Flash Gordon. I wrote about this in some detail last time around so I won’t go on. What I will say though is that once Tibby came along absolutely nothing changed. And why should it? Out I trotted at the usual time, greeted Tibby who was waiting for me on the garden wall, and then off we went to the Empire.


In hindsight perhaps it was a little bit strange seeing a small boy strolling along the pavement with a cat by his side, but only to those with absolutely no imagination. A few members of my gang thought it was absolutely fantastic. During the Gaumont-British News Tibby would crawl from lap to lap and allow each of the gang to stroke him. Come the main event, however, there was only one place Tibby wanted to be and that was with me.


Whenever any adults dared to complain about Tibby they got short shrift from my mother.


‘Mind your own business and leave the lad alone,’ she would say.


Funnily enough, the majority of the adults of fun-loving Goldthorpe eventually started calling Tibby ‘the cat that’s a dog’, on account of him following me around.


The other excursion which used to cause a certain amount of consternation around the town was my weekly trip down to Booths, which was the local paper shop. It also sold little lead figures, and I loved the marvellous Red Indians on horseback. Once again, Tibby and I would convene in the front garden and then make our way down the road and into town. Mr Booth, who was a very kindly old gentleman, didn’t seem to mind Tibby’s presence one bit and on the rare occasions I went there without him Mr Booth would look sternly at me.


‘Is that cat of yours alright, young Brian? He thinks the world of you. Never takes his eyes off you. You’ve got a good friend there.’


How right he was.


‘No, he’s fine, Mr Booth. I’m just running an errand for my mum. Tibby’s keeping guard of the frogs!’


This was perfectly true, by the way. On first seeing me chase a cat out of the front garden Tibby took it upon himself to share these duties and between the two of us no frogs ever came to any harm. It was then that my parents started to take notice of Tibby and treat him like one of the family. They could see how devoted we were to each other and I think they were moved by the whole relationship. My mother loved Tibby and my dad eventually also succumbed to his charms and allowed him to live in the house.


‘I’m not having him sleep here, Brian,’ said my father. ‘But he’s welcome during the day as long as you’re with him and as long as he doesn’t cost me any brass. Why don’t you ask Mrs Dancy next door if she can spare any bacon rind?’


What a great idea! From then on Tibby became part of our family and during the day he treated our house as his home. Great chubby Mrs Dancy did indeed supply me with some bacon rind – she used to bake pies and bread for the whole street – and when Dad wasn’t looking my mother would slip Tibby the odd saucer of milk. He was never ever referred to as a pet, however, and because he always maintained his independence I think my parents had a strange kind of respect for him.


One of the reasons why I think Tibby gravitated towards me (this might be absolute nonsense, by the way) was because he was a tremendous fighter and I too enjoyed a scrap. The first time I ever saw him lose his temper was amazing to behold. We were lounging in the front garden one afternoon when all of a sudden two black cats leapt over the hedge and on to the lawn. Before I could move a muscle Tibby had almost doubled in size (or that’s how it seemed) and after bending his head forward he began making the most frightening hissing sound. I’d heard hundreds of cats hiss before but nothing compared to this. One minute he was Tibby, the most laid-back, gentle cat on the entire planet, and the next he was a sabre-toothed tiger. My word. Never in my life have I seen two more terrified felines and within seconds they were back over the hedge and halfway to Barnsley. The moment the intruders had left Tibby turned back into his old self and sat by my side again as if nothing had happened. I looked down at my friend, stroked his head and thought Bloody hell, if I was a cat I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of you! From then on I honestly don’t remember seeing another cat in our front garden so word must have got around!


Back then I used to fight all the time – in fact I was known as the cock of the school – and since getting together, Tibby had witnessed several of these scraps. Now it was his turn to show his mettle and my God did he deliver. Hard as bloody nails with no fear whatsoever. What a team we made. Like He-Man and Battle Cat! They were probably based on Tibby and me.


Apart from a wonderful deep friendship, my relationship with Tibby awakened in me what has become a life-long passion, not only for all animals, but for their welfare, and once this obsession began to manifest itself it’s fair to say that it has ruled my life. You see dear reader; I don’t do anything by halves. If I say I’m going to climb Mount Everest, I will attempt to climb Everest, and if I say I am going to help charities like Animal Defenders International, Born Free, WAP, World Wildlife and the RSPCA, my God, that’s exactly what I will do. There’s no middle ground with me. I’m all or nothing, ALL OR NOTHING! Unfortunately, this rather single-minded approach got me into a little bit of trouble early on and I ended up shouldering a not inconsiderate amount of shame.


The leader of our gang, Caldeon Williams, had received for his birthday a kind of bumper book of animals which was the size of several bricks and seemed to have inside it a page or so on just about every species known to man – from lions, tigers and elephants to the giant pangolin. On first observing this voluptuous volume I was set upon by an army of green-eyed monsters and without a thought for my young friend began pestering him to lend me his treasured tome. After a horrific amount of badgering Caldeon eventually relented, although reluctantly, and the moment I got the book in my possession I began soaking up every fact, photo and drawing that was displayed within its illuminating pages. A week or so passed and my friend, quite naturally, began asking if I could return the book as he himself had only just started reading it.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’ll bring it to the Empire on Saturday morning, OK?’


To my eternal shame I did nothing of the kind and from then on I began avoiding Caldeon as a monkey might avoid a hungry leopard. On the rare occasions my friend did manage to catch up with me I simply trotted out one of my never-ending stream of excuses, all of which, I hasten to add, were complete and utter balderdash.


Then, one evening, my friend arrived at our front door.


‘Please, Brian, can I have my book back,’ he pleaded.


‘Yes of course,’ I conceded gloomily. ‘Wait there and I’ll go and get it.’


Feeling mortified because Caldeon was a true trusted friend, I went up to my bedroom where the book lay. As I went to pick it up I realized there and then that it was quite literally falling to pieces. I must have thumbed through its pages a million times since I commandeered it and I’m afraid it was now just a pile of loose and rather tatty-looking pieces of paper. The look on my friend’s face as I handed the book over is one that will stay with me for the rest of my days. Neither of us knew what to say and at this point my mother took over.


‘You shouldn’t lend him books, he doesn’t know how to take care of things,’ she said, giving me a severe look.


Caldeon was devastated. I keep on referring to him as my friend because, and it brings tears to my eyes telling you this, he actually forgave me. His most prized possession ruined and he actually forgave me. Isn’t that one of the sweetest things?


From the very first day he accompanied me there, the teachers at Goldthorpe Primary School treated Tibby like some kind of unofficial school mascot, as did all my friends and fellow pupils. At first I was quite nervous about him coming with me as my parents had warned me that the chances were he wouldn’t be allowed in.


‘You can’t take a cat to school with you Brian,’ my mother had remonstrated. ‘It’s unhygienic.’


‘But I don’t take Tibby anywhere with me, Mum,’ I countered. ‘He just tags along. I can’t stop him, can I?’


I remember my mother staring at me with a look of sweet resignation. ‘Let’s see what happens shall we Brian? But try not to get too upset if they say he’s not allowed. Schools have rules you know.’


That first morning after breakfast I grabbed my school bag, gave Mum a kiss on the cheek, my baby brother Alan a pat on the head (he was about one at the time), opened the door and there, sitting on the wall in front of me looking like a reddish miniature clouded leopard, was Tibby. My first words to him were always, ‘Morning Tib. Sleep well?’ Tibby was a very vocal cat – another fellow big gob – and so his reply could last until we’d left Probert Avenue. As he mewed happily away I would nod enthusiastically and pretend he was asking me a very important question. ‘What do you think is going to happen in Flash Gordon this Saturday, Bless?’ (Everybody called me Bless in those days.) Then, once he was done, I’d answer him. ‘Mmmmm, not sure Tib. Flash looked like he was done for though, didn’t he?’


Actually, my intrepid friend, I have a question for you. You are still with me, aren’t you? Not falling asleep? Well done you! Do you remember those charming public information films from the 1960s and 1970s? They were wonderful. Full of God-awful acting. Like Crossroads! Actually, my old Z-Cars colleague, Stratford Johns, once appeared in one about drink driving, so it wasn’t all bad. Well, if you do remember them, there was one in particular that used to remind me of Tibby and me. What was it called now? Hang on. That’s it! Charley Says. CHARLEY SAYS! I knew I’d get it eventually. There was a series of them, I think, and this young boy and his cat, Charley, would get into all kinds of scrapes together. Then, just before something horrifying happened, Charley would warn his friend using a series of meows, which, I am reliably informed, were voiced by none other than Kenny Everett! I’m an absolute fountain of knowledge you know. Full of it! If you’ve never seen the Charley Says films why not hop onto the interwobble and have a quick look. Anyway, once Charley had made plain the danger within, his young friend would translate the cat’s counsel to the viewer. For instance: ‘Meow meow, meow meow meow,’ would be, ‘Charley says don’t go near that dodgy bloke in the dirty raincoat and for God’s sake don’t play with matches.’ Now, not only did Charley and his friend have conversations with each other, just like Tibby and I did, but Charley was also a reddish brown tabby! How about that then? Art imitating life, you might say.


As Tibby and I arrived at school on that cool Monday morning in September, neither the pupils nor the staff batted an eyelid. I’d been friends with Tibby for many weeks by then and because we’d spent almost every waking hour in each other’s company (and because the entire school lived in the town) they were already more used to seeing us together than apart. Tibby and Bless, as we were known, came as a pair, like strawberries and cream or Laurel and Hardy. It was a unique situation as nobody ever referred to Tibby as my pet. It was always ‘Where’s your friend, Bless?’ or ‘Where’s Tib?’ He had human characteristics, did Tibby, and so was always treated accordingly.


The assembly on that first day back after the summer holidays demonstrates this fact perfectly as when we all sat on the hall floor waiting for the headmaster, Tibby, who had walked ahead of me, sat quietly by my side, eyes forward, and never moved a muscle. All the rest of us were chatting away like chimpanzees each trying to relay stories of the summer just gone. Not Tibby though. He was setting an example, or at least that’s how it seemed. John Dale, who was sitting on the other side of Tibby, was the first one to spot his demeanour and without saying a word he simply stopped talking and faced forward, just like Tibby. The headmaster will be here soon so best shut up, was the advice Tibby seemed to be silently emanating. Slowly but surely the rest of the school followed suit and by the time the headmaster entered, we were all paying attention, something he was definitely not used to, especially after the holidays. This made the headmaster very nervous indeed.


‘Is everything alright boys and girls?’ he asked cautiously. ‘I trust you all had a nice summer?’


After we’d all answered in the affirmative the headmaster, very gingerly, continued with the assembly, but the look on his face throughout was a picture. Whenever there was the slightest noise from the floor he’d look up as if expecting some kind of explosion. The Tibby effect was already bearing fruit.


The classroom produced a slightly different scenario, as it was, after all, a place of learning. But providing Tibby remained beneath my desk throughout the lessons and failed to make his presence felt, he was tolerated. Indeed, Mr Loxsby, who was my form teacher, even had the bright idea of leaving a window open for Tibby just in case he was caught short. He was, of course, quite frequently, and after jumping out and doing his business he would sneak back in, wind a quick figure of eight around my feet and ankles and then would curl up again on my school bag and go back to sleep.


The sound of our chairs being pushed back across the classroom floor signalled playtime, and as we all stood up to leave, Tibby would bound onto my desk, stretch his front paws forward, and together we would join the happy throng as it made its way noisily out of the classroom and down the corridor towards the playground. Tibby was in his element during playtime as he was always the centre of attention. Pupils and teachers alike would go out of their way to stroke him, like some kind of modern-day tribal ritual. He was our totem, I suppose. Our good luck charm.


There were only two events at school where Tibby wasn’t welcome; lunchtime, which was fair enough, and exams. Even the school caretaker was tolerant of Tibby, which, bearing in mind what he must have deposited in his flower beds, was remarkable. You see, in my opinion, every school in the land should have a Tibby. I’m serious! Animals bring out the best in children. They engender compassion, promote responsibility and stimulate the imagination. Do you remember animals being brought in to your school? If you do, do you remember the excitement they caused and how you and your fellow pupils reacted when coming into contact with them? I’ve taken animals into schools on several occasions and the results are beyond price. Watching a child slowly cup their hands and then take charge of a young bird or mammal is a joy to behold. Life held dear, treasured in the moment. That, my friends, is Horlicks for the heart.


One of the things I’m most proud of is being a life-long bully basher. If somebody was to ask me how I’d like to be remembered it would be up there with anything else I’ve ever achieved. Can you imagine the epitaph?




HERE LIES BRIAN BLESSED


1936–2099 (AT LEAST)


ACTOR, ADVENTURER, BULLY BASHER


AND ANIMAL LOVER




Anyway, I’ve given all sorts of examples of this in the past, but all the bully stories I have ever told thus far have been about humans bullying humans, whereas this one, which happened when I was about ten years of age, involves a human bullying not only another human – a friend of mine called Philip Harrison – but also his black and white cat. The bully in question was called Adam Potts and he lived in a nearby village. I’d heard rumours that he could be a bit of a bully but I’d never had reason to actually take him apart.


My friend Philip, although not a coward, did not like confrontation at all and so instead of getting involved in these kinds of situations he would slink off shaking his head and leave us all to it. In other words, dear reader, he was a sensible boy! This kind of common sense used to infuriate Adam Potts but because Philip could handle himself if provoked he decided, like bullies do, to find a weaker prey but something that would still provoke a reaction from poor Philip. The victim, I’m afraid, came in the shape of Philip’s cat, Pickles, who was black and white and really quite small. He was a cute little thing and Philip doted on him as I did Tibby.


One day, Adam Potts and his gang turned up at Philip’s house and after spotting Pickles playing with Philip in the garden they held Philip down, snatched Pickles from him and then took the terrified cat down to the local pond. Philip, who was naturally distraught, immediately ran to tell me what had occurred. As I said, Philip wasn’t soft, but with five or six boys to contend with he was going to need help and as I was a fellow cat lover, he came to me.


‘Brian, Brian!’ Philip exclaimed. ‘Adam Potts and his gang have grabbed Pickles. They’ve taken him down to Brick Pond. You’re the best fighter in school! Come on!’


Within a second or so Philip and I were racing toward Brick Pond with Tibby running behind. Tibby could always tell if things were about to get a bit tasty and whenever I got into a fight he would circle the melee, arch his back and his fur would stand on end.


As we approached our destination all I could make out at first was that Adam and his gang had surrounded the pond and were laughing at something. Then, as we got closer, the full horror of what was occurring began to dawn on us. Poor Pickles was being thrown into the pond like you might throw a stone into the sea – tossed high into the air. Then, when Pickles managed to extricate himself, they would throw him in again.


Poor Philip started to cry the moment he realized what was going on and began pleading with the gang to stop. They didn’t, of course, and just laughed at him. This hideous state of affairs presented two firsts for me: It was the first time I ever witnessed any kind of animal cruelty and was the first time I remember really losing my temper. Red mist exploded in my brain and I propelled myself forward like a wild animal.
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