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For Adam Don – a true master



‘The more I see of men, 

the more I admire dogs’

Madame de Staël
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My father had a golden retriever called Barney that he adored. In fact he never came home with us when, as a family, we returned from his posting in Germany in 1956 when I was aged one, so I have no memory of Barney at all. I only knew him from the photograph that my father kept on his desk to the day he died, nearly 30 years ago. 

From the little black and white print I have of my father and Barney, Barney looks very like Nell, my new golden retriever puppy. My father, pipe in hand, is clearly posing, while Barney has turned away as the shutter was pressed. On the back, in my mother’s handwriting it says, ‘This is a grand one of you both isn’t it? April 24th, 1948’. Even though it was to be another seven years before I was born and I never knew Barney, the picture is redolent of nostalgia. It is a lost world.

My father is still only 32 and yet, after six years of war, looks older; completely devoid of any of the boyishness that today’s middle-aged men cling to. Although he’s pictured in a double-breasted suit, he was a career soldier, a champion boxer, wartime commando, who never found his place in civilian life, never found much ease in life at all, save when working or walking outside alone. Yet he loved his dogs with a silent intensity.

I have inherited much from him, not least his black depressions and a certain physical robustness, but also a deep and abiding love of dogs. I grew up with dogs and, from the age of 21 when I was given my own dog for the first time, I have never been without at least one.

For me a garden without my dogs would be as empty as a garden without plants. For the 25 years that I have been in this garden, I can honestly say that I have always had at least one dog within a few yards of me. It is their garden as much as mine. Chewed bits of stick are strategically deposited around the place. At any one time at least half a dozen used yellow tennis balls are dotted under the hedges and in the borders. Every morning, first thing, Nigel and I walk round together, sniffing the air, opening the chickens and working the day out. Last thing at night we repeat the walk by torchlight although, as this is followed by a biscuit, there is a slightly more excited tone to the proceedings. 

But there is nothing unusual in this. Perhaps most of us would willingly share our lives with a dog. Each one is special and each one individual, but the love is uncomplicated and common to all of us.

But right from the beginning, Nigel has been different. It helps that he is good looking – beautiful even – but so are lots of dogs and, anyway, as we do our children, we all think our dogs are fine creatures. But Nigel has that very rare quality of drawing attention to him as if by osmosis. He steals every scene he is in. He takes the light from a room and casts it so that it falls on him to his very best advantage. When we are filming it is uncanny how he will always find just the one position where the combination of sunlight, flowers, the whole composition of the scene – about which he cannot possibly have the slightest notion – all come together to work perfectly around him. 

The nearest comparison to Nigel I can make in human terms is President Bill Clinton, with whom I had one brief brush.

Sarah and I were invited to hear him speak at the Hay Literary Festival, and then attend a dinner with him and other guests, who turned out to be every newspaper editor and senior writer and all the most famous authors in the UK at the time. It was as prestigious a literary audience as this country could put together. Clinton’s lecture was actually pretty uninspired and without any of the insights or revelations that I had hoped freedom from office would liberate him to share. He was very late (I later found out that he was practising his golf swing on a friend’s lawn) and security meant that all 400 of us were not allowed to leave the tent. There were about a dozen square-shouldered secret service people with ear pieces and dark glasses facing the audience who were getting very restless. 

Then Clinton appeared to polite applause … and said nothing. For what seemed an agonising length of time, in fact about ten seconds, he looked down, shuffled, looked up, and did and said nothing. At that point the entire audience visibly and audibly leant forward. He had the entire audience craning towards him. He waited a moment or two longer and then started speaking quite softly. By then we were all in the palm of his hand and had all walked gratefully into it.

At the dinner I watched him: every woman was bewitched by him. He was middle-aged, overweight, and yet cast an irresistible spell. But he did not do it by reaching out and obviously charming people. It was as though he was a magnet and, once inside his orbit, they could not resist his pull. Some of this can be put down to the aphrodisiac of power, but he had more charisma – the ‘compelling attractiveness’ – than anyone else I have come across.

Other than Nigel. Nigel can match anybody for his ability to inspire affection. It does not quite rate as macho a skill as running the world’s greatest superpower, but probably does as much good and, anyway, I challenge any politician anywhere to match Nigel at chasing yellow tennis balls. I rest my case.

Nigel inspires real love. Somehow he has been blessed with a rare something that actively improves the lives of those around him – even remotely via television. When he had a terrible accident and broke his back some years ago we received literally sackfuls of letters, most simply addressed to ‘Nigel, Longmeadow, Herefordshire’. Every week there are parcels and presents that are delivered, again addressed directly to him. At Christmas he receives more cards than we do. Whenever I give a talk or do a book signing, there will be people who queue patiently simply to hand me a wrapped present to take home for Nigel. If I am filling the car with fuel or buying a newspaper, someone will always tell me that they love my dog or ask how Nigel is.

For a long time I could not quite understand it. What was it that he had that was so special or indeed different from any other dog? 

But finally I worked it out. We all love the way that our pet dogs show us unbiased, non-judgemental affection. When we are fed up, distressed, grumpy, or even have behaved badly and done something we know to be wrong, our dogs still love us. But Nigel has the rare gift of taking our love and making us feel enriched and enlarged by doing so. It is not what he gives back to us so much as what he allows us to give to him. The wrapped dog biscuits and soft toys that are sent to him or handed to me in trust to pass on to him are more than just treats. They are symbols of the love that he has empowered us to feel. And, as I saw that evening in Hay-on-Wye, that is a powerful gift to have.

So this is Nigel’s story, set in Nigel’s garden, which I share with and look after for him. It is also an unashamed celebration of the love I have shared for other dogs in my life and the pleasure and happiness that they have given me.
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