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				‘His name is not Wild Dog any more, but the First 
Friend, because he will be our friend for always and 
always and always.’

				Rudyard Kipling, ‘The Cat That Walked by Himself’ 
from Just So Stories
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				Introduction
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				Bella

				There is one animal that is familiar to all of us, whoever we are, wherever we live. Even if we’ve never had direct contact with one, we will have seen one or, at the very least, heard one. For those of us who live in the Western world it is more than likely that one sleeps in our house, possibly even on our bed. I’m talking, of course, of the dog. Yet this animal, which lives alongside five hundred million of us all over the world – as an invaluable partner and a trusted confidant – presents us with one great unsolved mystery: how did this relationship, the most complex and enduring of any between human and animal, start in the first place?

				Dogs, scientists generally agree, descended from an ancient ancestor of today’s wolves. When dogs became distinct from wolves is not known. What we do know is that some time, tens of thousands of years ago (although we are still unsure as to exactly how many years) something unprecedented happened. Two mammals, both predators, both sharing habitat, both hunting the same prey, each representing a danger to the other, formed an alliance. By this time our ancestors had migrated north from Africa and spread out over the land we now call Europe and Asia. They were hunter-gatherers, living in groups in caves or rudimentary shelters, moving when food sources became scarce. These early humans didn’t farm; the idea of agriculture hadn’t occurred to anyone yet and wouldn’t for another few thousand years. Nor did they keep animals. Domestication of the animals we rely so much on today – cows, sheep, horses, pigs and poultry – was again way off in the distant future. The domestication of those animals seems to make perfect sense. They are good to eat, breed quickly and some can carry more stuff than we can. And yet the very first animal we domesticated, long, long before any other, was one that would just as readily steal our food, or see us as its next meal.

				Jump forward several thousand years to the present day and the modern world, with all its whizz-bang technology: its ability to photograph Pluto, transplant hearts and make computers small enough to wear on your wrist. Has the dog, once a valuable aid to ancient humans, become defunct? Not a bit of it. Arguably, the dog is as essential to our survival now as it was to our early ancestors, but in ways that no one could possibly have predicted.

				Over the years I’ve become a bit of an inveterate traveller. My very first foray into lone travel, clutching a Eurorail pass with £100 hidden in a sock in my rucksack at the age of seventeen, prompted what has now been thirty years (God – how does that happen?) of wanderings. I go away for all sorts of reasons. My first trip to Africa was, if I’m honest, a small act of rebellion. I went to Afghanistan in 2009 because I was intrigued and again in 2011 because I loved it so much first time around. I went to Djibouti in East Africa to see whale sharks; Gabon in West Africa in the hope of finding gorillas and surfing hippos; Budapest because I loved the idea of playing chess in a swimming pool (even though I’d long since forgotten how to play). But the journey I’m about to embark on is inspired by our faithful, four-footed friends, that animal that we think we know so well, and one ginger-and-white sheepdog in particular. If you’d like to come along you’d be more than welcome. No leads or poo bags necessary.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				The Dream

				[image: ]

				Me and Tim with Teg and Taff

				If you eliminate smoking and gambling, you will be amazed that almost all an English man’s pleasures can be, and mostly are, shared by his dog.

				George Bernard Shaw

				The four of us waited by Devauden village green looking out for the blue pick-up. It was a surprisingly mild February day so, rather than sit in our truck, we stood outside, shifting from foot to foot, a bit restless and excited. ‘That’s her!’ said Tim and raised his hand as the pick-up swung around in front of us and pulled in.

				‘Morning!’ said Bronwen, as she got out and walked round to open up the back. ‘I know you said you wanted a bitch, but I brought one of the dog puppies with me as well, because I just have a feeling, Tim, that you might like him.’ She opened the door and we all peered in.

				It all started with One Man and His Dog. These televised sheepdog trials were watched by millions, and I can’t possibly have been the only non-dog-owning, non-sheep-farming person who secretly wished it could be me, standing at the post, dog at heel, its eyes fixed on my face, waiting for the command to send it away up over the hill like an arrow streaking from a bow. I would be glued to the screen, transfixed, following the dog’s long, low outrun before a whistle from its handler would bring it to an abrupt halt, flat on the ground, eyeing the small group of sheep which, if everything had gone according to plan, would barely be aware of its presence. Another whistle and the dog would creep forward, low and slow, and if the sheep moved off calmly and slowly in a tightly controlled bunch, it would draw admiration from the commentator. ‘Ah, that was a fine lift! Very nicely done indeed. Now let’s see how the dog controls them through the gates.’ And I would feel my heart-rate quicken as the dog began a sort of dance around the sheep, every whistle or shout from the handler instructing the dog to go this way and that to drive the sheep around the course, through gates, down dips and over rises. ‘This bit could give him problems! That’s a boggy patch there . . .’ By the time the dog had reached the shedding ring my heart would be thudding as if I had kept physical step with every twist, turn and spurt of speed the dog had made.

				The shedding ring is an area of the field marked out with piles of sawdust – there is no physical barrier for the sheep to cross. Somehow dog and handler must keep them within the ring and try to split them into two groups. This is fiendishly difficult as sheep like to stick together, and it takes skill, timing and infinite patience to get it right. Frequently a near faultless round will end in disqualification because the time limit set for the course runs out in the shedding ring. Once that task is successfully completed, the final challenge is to pen the sheep in a small, round, gated enclosure. The handler walks to the gate and holds it open, his other arm, crook in hand, spread out as widely as he can stretch. The dog encourages the sheep towards the entrance but it needs to be done by gentle persuasion rather than coercion. If sheep feel rushed or harassed they will just scatter to the four winds. Sometimes they start to go in and my heart lifts, only to plummet again as the last couple baulk at the gateway and bolt. I’m not sure the elation the handler feels at the end of a good round comes anywhere close to the elation I feel on his and the dog’s behalf.

				I don’t know what it was that made One Man and His Dog so popular for so many years but, based on my own response to it, I’m willing to guess it was watching an almost magical partnership unfold between man and animal, their apparent understanding of one another and of what needed to be done to complete the task in hand. It is a relationship that is entirely different from one you might have with a pet, or indeed, with any other domesticated animal I can think of. Man and dog are a team and, like watching any great team work together, there is something that inspires admiration and a sort of envy in equal measure. Of course, I might be completely wrong and people watched it because they had a crush on Phil Drabble or later Gus Dermody (there is nothing wrong with having a crush on Gus – I’ve had one for years), but I’m going to stick to my theory. Something in us, some primeval memory perhaps, is stirred by the sight of man and dog working together, tightknit, success bound up with a deep understanding of their environment and their prey.

				Until Ludo, my husband, and I moved from London to Wales in 2007 I had never lived with a dog. When I was growing up my family had a succession of tabby cats, a canary we found in the garden and a series of short-lived goldfish, but never a dog. But despite that, I remember my childhood being very much in the company of dogs because there were plenty around. At the farm next door, where I spent all my time when I wasn’t at school or asleep, there were the collies and Paul the farrier’s little Jack Russell. Neighbours had family favourites like Labradors and Golden Retrievers. My best friend at school had an Old English Sheepdog, my Japanese godmother a beloved Red Setter called Rupert, and then there was my all-time favourite: Daphne. Daphne was an English Bull Terrier who belonged to the mum of my friend Tris. She bore none of the scars or the bow-legs of Bill Sikes’s Bullseye in Oliver Twist, but she had every bit as much character and charisma. She could never be described as cute – mercifully – and her robust physique didn’t make her very cuddly either, but her unfailingly sweet nature coupled with the rather doleful, ugly beauty typical of her breed made her very much my top dog. On the wall, just above where I’m sitting now, hangs a print by an artist called Ray Richardson. I’ve had it for many years and I treasure it. It is a slim landscape image of a boy, an airborne football and dominating the foreground the unmistakable profile of an English Bull Terrier. It is dynamic and joyful, always makes me smile and brings back fond recollections of the magnificent Daphne. It is entitled ‘Everything’s Fine’.

				It was a different sort of terrier that I might have brought home as my first dog, had I been allowed. During the mid-Nineties I worked as an assistant producer on an enormously popular BBC television programme called Animal Hospital, which told the behind-the-scenes stories of a Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) veterinary centre in north London. Many of the dogs that came through the door were there for routine procedures. I became adept at spotting a flea allergy or a blocked anal gland from across the waiting room and brutally crossed them off the list of possible subjects to film. A blocked anal gland has little appeal either in real life or filmed in glorious close-up and shown on prime-time telly while viewers are tucking into their shepherd’s pie. What the producers were looking for were stories of triumph over adversity, ideally featuring an animal that scored highly on the cute-ometer.

				Sometimes we went out with RSPCA officers to attend rescues. On one memorable occasion I accompanied an officer to a crack den in a block of flats in Hackney. We climbed the concrete staircase and rang the doorbell. The door was opened on to a dimly lit room, curtains drawn against the daylight, someone, deathly pale, lying limply on the sofa. Other people slouched or milled about in the shadows. A man with the wrung-out, wasted look of someone who might have just been disinterred crossed the room with the dog beside him. It was a Staffordshire Bull Terrier, that looked a great deal healthier than any other living thing in the room despite the fact that it had a machete firmly wedged in its skull. The producers decided this was not a story suitable for family viewing.

				An equally heart-rending but rather more palatable story that did make the cut was the case of a tiny Jack Russell puppy that had had its tail docked by its owner with a pair of shears. This horrible act had been reported, the dog had been taken into safe keeping and the owner charged with cruelty. The injury was nasty – the stump of the tail bone was exposed and poked out through the wound – but there wasn’t lots of blood or pus or innards on view that would clash unpleasantly with the eating of dinner, and it was a story that would give the vet the opportunity to talk about the contentious subject of docking. The final clincher, which made this one of the top stories of the series, was that the puppy was quite the most adorable, wriggly, joyful little thing. Everyone believed she would win the nation’s hearts. And she did. She also won mine. At the start of every day I would accompany the vet on duty on the ward round. I would see what cases had been brought in overnight and check up on cases we had previously filmed to see if there was anything we needed to follow up. Our little tail-less star was being kept in until her wound had completely healed and then she would be offered for re-homing. Every morning I would open her cage, which was at chest height, and she would leap into my arms, her bandaged stump wagging with delight.

				‘Can’t I take her home?’ I pleaded with the RSPCA officer, but he was resolute.

				‘Don’t be ridiculous, you can’t have a dog.’

				And he was, of course, right. I lived in a small London house with a tiny yard and, like my husband, worked long hours and was often away, sometimes at very short notice. It wouldn’t be much of a life for a dog. I put her back in her cage, hardened my heart and walked away.

				A decade later I was back at an RSPCA centre, but this one was in Newport, South Wales. We had moved from Shepherds Bush to shepherding country – a four-acre smallholding in the Wye Valley, surrounded by fields and woods and no road for a mile or more in any direction. Dog heaven. Having passed the home inspection, signed on with a local vet and been introduced to Georgia, the finest and most energetic dog walker in the whole of Wales, Ludo and I were allowed back to the centre to choose our dog. Among the inevitable parade of Staffies and Rottweilers was a little black-and-white mongrel that looked like a cartoon that had been brought to life. As if to make sure we didn’t miss him as we walked past, he bounced up and down repeatedly, all four feet leaving the ground, ears flying, eyes pleading. He was scrawny and scruffy, had been horribly neglected, and once taken out of the kennel stood shyly and sorrowfully, refusing to make eye-contact and not wanting to be stroked or petted in any way.

				We were unanimous. ‘This is the one!’ and I discovered, for the first time, the wonderful bond that can grow between a person and their dog, unlike any you can have with your neighbour’s dog, or a cat, and especially a goldfish.

				Badger, as we called him, became the third member of our household. If we went out, he came too. If we went on holiday it was to places that were happy to accept dogs. We had other dogs to stay to see if he would enjoy the company. He didn’t. We taught him how to jump stiles and play Frisbee, which became his favourite game. We discovered that he has a peculiar obsession with feet and socks, likes stinky cheese and crunching ice cubes and that he is scared of almost every other living thing, including pigeons and rabbits. We also discovered that nothing and no one welcomes you home with quite such an unadulterated display of sheer delight than your dog, that they have an unfailing ability to make you laugh, that you become convinced they can understand everything you say and that however vociferously you think otherwise they will always end up sleeping on your bed, even if it is just an occasional treat . . .

				Two years later, perhaps like parents who decide it would be good for their only child to have a sibling, we thought Badger might be ready for a companion. We sought advice and chose carefully. Bella, another rescued mongrel, but this time from a less traumatic background, seemed to fit the bill perfectly. Smaller and younger than Badger, we thought that would still allow him to feel like the alpha dog, but as she was infinitely less needy he wouldn’t have all the attention taken away from him. Our efforts were not appreciated. Badger took one look at Bella and decided that the best way to deal with her was to pretend she didn’t exist. Which takes some doing. Small she may be, but she looks like a cross between a warthog and a hyena, walks like a muscle-bound prizefighter and sports an extremely splendid Mohican the length of her back, which has prompted complete strangers to ask which dog groomer we take her to. Over the five years they have been together they have worked things out to live in a strange sort of harmony. No sharing beds, or any sort of touching; the Frisbee can be shared, but there is a special system that must be adhered to; Badger gets first dibs at the front seat of the car; Badger drops a couple of biscuits outside his bowl when he is eating and leaves them for Bella to clear up. Badger goes to Ludo if he needs reassurance or a bit of attention. Bella will go to anyone, particularly if they happen to be holding a sausage sandwich.

				It wasn’t just dogs that came into our lives when we moved to Wales. As we had bought a smallholding it seemed necessary we populate it with the sort of animals smallholders have. So we started with chickens and geese and ducks, graduated on to pigs and donkeys, and eventually, when we felt a bit more confident and I had had several months as a trainee shepherd in preparation for the TV series Lambing Live, half a dozen Badger Face Welsh Mountain ewes, which I intended to breed. Neither Badger nor Bella took any interest in the other animals and showed no inclination to chase or round anything up, which for the most part was a very good thing. We share a boundary with a much bigger farm that raises both sheep and cattle, and the last thing we wanted was a constant concern that our dogs might be heading off through the fence to worry our neighbour’s livestock. However, there was one memorable morning when I longed with all my heart to have a dog that was a bit more practical.

				It was coming into May and all the ewes – my flock had swelled to the heady total of ten – had lambed in March. It is this time of year that I usually really enjoy. The worries and sleep-interrupted nights of lambing are over, the weather is warm, the days getting longer, the ewes are getting plump on new spring grass and the lambs are at their most playful and endearing. For no discernible reason they will sometimes gather together and then chase around the field in a gang, leaping and bouncing, literally, it appears, brimming over with the joys of spring. But the May of 2012 was as wet and cold as the April preceding it. The fields were a quagmire, the sheep muddy and plagued with foot rot and I was living in soggy, smelly Gore-Tex that never got a chance to dry properly. Having animals – dogs included – means that there is no retreating under the duvet hoping the rain will stop. Dogs need exercise, livestock need feeding and checking. It was while I was checking the ewes and lambs on a particularly foul morning that I noticed something amiss with one of the lambs. She was a ewe lamb – a lovely ‘single’ that had grown beautifully without a twin to compete with. Seemingly oblivious to the downpour, the lambs were chasing each other across the slope of the field but I noticed that this one was finding it hard to keep up, despite being one of the biggest, and her breathing seemed laboured. I needed to bring her and her mother into the shed to see if I could find out what was wrong.

				The field they were in is about two acres in size and slopes steeply down from where the sheds are to woods at the bottom. Had it been the winter, all I would have had to do was stand at the top, shake a bucket of sheep nuts, and they would all have come running. But this was spring. Sheep nuts hold little allure when there is lots of fresh grass about and I didn’t have any anyway. In vain hope I got a bucket and rattled it with no success. I then spent the next hour slipping and sliding in the mud, rain hammering down on my head and into my eyes trying desperately to herd the sheep into the yard adjoining the shed. They were having none of it, and even the sick lamb proved impossible to catch. In despair I sat in the mud, put my head in my hands and wept. If only, I said to myself, if only I had a sheepdog.

				Ludo had made it quite clear that as far as animals were concerned we had quite enough. There would be no more, not even dogs. And of course it was ridiculous to seriously contemplate having a sheepdog when we only had a handful of sheep. And although I can do a very passable whistle through my fingers, I’m not sure any sheepdog would have the slightest idea what I was whistling about. So, somewhat regretfully, I dismissed the idea of having my own dog, but instead wondered if anyone would teach me how to work with a dog, if only to fulfil my One Man and His Dog fantasy.

				Humble by Nature is a rural skills centre that Ludo and I run on a farm a few miles from home where we work in partnership with farmer Tim Stephens. Tim and his wife Sarah live on site and keep two hundred Welsh ewes and a herd of Hereford cattle on the land. They also have two cats, called Pickle and Beetroot, and a bewildering collection of dogs – some pets, some working and some ageing, much-loved retirees.

				I’ve heard many farmers claim that it is only possible to have one perfect dog during your working life, and Tim and Sarah both agree that no dog they have ever had has come close to competing with Wig. Widget – or Wig for short – was a dark Blue Merle working sheepdog with one blue eye and one brown eye. Over tea after we had done the morning’s feeding and mucking out, they told me about him.

				‘We bred him,’ said Sarah, ‘but he wasn’t any particular breed.’

				‘He was so clever!’ added Tim. ‘I was shearing a farmer’s sheep near Malvern and by mistake I let an unshorn ewe out of the shearing trailer into the field with the already shorn sheep. Wig went into the field and rounded up and caught that particular ewe, in among all the others, and brought her back. If a lamb was born at night out in the fields he could always find the mother.’

				Sarah reminded Tim that Wig had also been responsible for him finally fixing the door of his Land Rover. ‘It had been broken for months,’ said Sarah, ‘and I had almost fallen out so many times, but Tim only got round to fixing it after it flew open and Wig fell out.’

				‘Well, Wig couldn’t hold it shut!’ retorted Tim.

				Contrary to the idea that all working dogs sleep outside in kennels whatever the weather, Wig slept firmly under Tim and Sarah’s bed. Wig died at home at the remarkable age of seventeen and was replaced by his son Dai – a sweet-natured, solidly built dog who is loyal, faithful and willing, but, Tim admits, not the quickest dog, either physically or mentally. ‘He’s never really come close to working like his dad.’

				I asked if Tim would be willing to teach me how to work with a dog, and whether he thought Dai would take commands from anyone other than him.

				‘I’ve got another idea,’ he replied. ‘I’ve been thinking for a while now that I ought to get a young dog to train up who could eventually replace Dai. How about we share one and we can train it and work it together?’

				It was a perfect plan but swiftly went awry that day in Devauden as soon as Bronwen opened the back door of her pick-up. In the back was Bronwen’s bitch Missy, a perky, copper-coloured dog with pricked ears and startling blue eyes. I’d never seen anything like her.

				‘She looks like a little fox, doesn’t she?’ said Bronwen. She sat serene and apparently oblivious to the mayhem going on in the straw at her feet. Seven puppies squeaked and played and jumped on each other, chewing tails and ears, snarling, yapping and rolling about. Tim, as Bronwen predicted, was immediately drawn to the dog pup. Solid and strong, bright-eyed and alert, he was unashamedly handsome, with white chest and muzzle, but his coat was predominantly a deep rusty red.

				‘These are Welsh sheepdogs,’ Bronwen explained to me. ‘They’re a bit different from collies and you often get this red coat colour. That dog pup looks just like the father. A really good dog he is.’

				In the meantime Sarah had picked up another of the pups. She looked a bit like Missy, with her rich copper-and-white coat, but she had the most mesmerising eyes – one half blue and half brown and the other with a sort of white star across the pupil. She sat in Sarah’s arms looking down her long nose with bewitching effect. I looked across at Tim holding the dog puppy and knew he’d found the one he wanted. I looked again at the puppy in Sarah’s arms and knew she was the one for me.

				Ludo guessed what was coming. ‘We’re not having another dog,’ he said firmly.

				‘But she won’t be at home,’ I pointed out. ‘She’ll live at the farm and she’ll be a working dog, not a pet.’

				‘You have no idea how to work a dog.’

				‘I’ll learn.’
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