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            ONE
            

         
 
         ‘Wow! It’s perfect for Rolf. We’ll get the film crew round there straight away.’
 
         The scene was the RSPCA call centre for the north-west and one of the controllers answering the phones had just informed the BBC production team of a rescue job about to be tasked to the Lancashire East inspector – me.
 
         The BBC hit programme Animal Hospital was being recorded in the region and a film crew was stationed at the call centre near Manchester ready to respond to any calls that might fit their bill. The legendary, much loved Rolf Harris fronted the show – a man of many talents and, unusually, a master of them all. The programme had proved immensely popular with the public and had showcased the work of the Society over many years.
         
 
         Personally, when I heard that the BBC would be filming in the area I had some misgivings about the whole thing. Till then, as a rule, I had always got the job done before involving any media folk. It was a policy that had served me well in the past but would have to be abandoned now: I had to change my ways whether I liked it or not. My only hope was that nothing of interest would happen in my patch while the film crew was in town. That phone call blew my hopes out of the water and, inevitably, the rescue itself turned out to be awkward and out of the ordinary.
         
 
         I asked for assistance, and was delighted when Inspector Sue Clough came down from north Lancashire to help. It just so happens that Sue, in addition to her excellent qualities as an RSPCA inspector, is a stunningly beautiful lass and I hoped that the camera would naturally follow her rather than myself on our rescue mission.
 
         A marooned cat had been sighted clinging to the branches of a large bush a few feet above the gloomy waters of the Leeds & Liverpool canal at Nelson, in the Pendle area north of Burnley. It was a cold winter’s day and I was in Darwen when the call came through. I estimated I’d reach Nelson in about twenty minutes and arranged to meet Sue there. This was all to the good as we’d have half an hour or so to assess the situation before the film crew arrived.
 
         Mrs Sutton, the caller, lived in a quiet little street adjoining the canal near one of the many small bridges that straddled it. Unfortunately, there was a mix-up over the bridge number and I met Sue at the wrong one. We started walking along the towpath towards the centre of Nelson, looking out for the cat along the way.
         
 
         ‘It must be here!’ I said. ‘They said the location was close to the bridge.’ I was finding it difficult to match up the information on my job sheet with what we were seeing. 
         
 
         Sue stopped and shook her head. ‘Something’s not right.’ She suggested we ring the caller. A few minutes later the mix-up over bridge numbers was resolved and we were knocking on Mrs Sutton’s door.
 
         ‘Come in. My name’s Nellie. Sit thee down.’ Inside, tea and home-made oat and honey biscuits were on the table waiting for us. We really wanted to get on with the job but Nellie said she had more to tell us and the biscuits looked delicious. Just then, a young lad about ten years old knocked on the door and ran into the house.
 
         ‘Ah, Jimmy!’
 
         Our host explained that the youngster had seen the trapped cat about an hour ago and had called to tell her. It was well known in the neighbourhood that she was fond of animals, and she had more than a few of her own. In fact, a great big friendly ginger and white tomcat had parked itself in Sue’s lap and two perky little Yorkshire terriers were romping around my feet craving attention.
 
         ‘Do you think the cat is hurt or injured, Jimmy?’ I asked.
 
         ‘I don’t think so, mister. Just cold and frightened.’
 
         ‘Jimmy’s a good lad,’ said Nellie. ‘He’s always lookin’ out for the animals. Will you show the officers where the cat is, Jimmy?’
 
         ‘Aye, missus.’
 
         Nellie reached into her apron pocket and retrieved a twenty-pence piece which she pressed into the young lad’s outstretched hand. ‘Goodness will always be rewarded in this house and don’t you forget that, Jimmy.’
 
         Jimmy thanked her, and the four of us set off up the road towards a narrow bridge across the canal. A short distance along the towpath Jimmy pointed to a bush growing out of the water near a high wall on the far side and we saw the black and white cat huddled uncomfortably in its branches. He looked thoroughly miserable, shivering with cold and fright.
         
 
         Sue and I walked round and considered the possibility of reaching down over the wall to rescue the animal. The sheer drop to the water was around twenty feet and not much less to the cat. What was more, the branches of a tree seemed an impossible barrier to such an approach. I leaned forward over the edge of the wall, just to make sure, and nearly lost my footing.
 
         ‘Blimey, Steve!’ yelled Sue. ‘You frightened me to death.’
 
         ‘Sorry. Still, it would have been a laugh for the spectators.’ There were folk everywhere, and a posse of Jimmy’s friends had joined him and Nellie Sutton on the bridge. Like us, they were wondering what would happen next.
         
 
         ‘I think we’d better try to get the boat up from Manchester,’ I suggested.
 
         ‘Best bet, I should say,’ Sue agreed. Within a few minutes I’d got through to the call centre to enquire after the boat, but unluckily it was undergoing repairs and a non-starter as far as the rescue was concerned. Sue and I looked at one another and raised our eyebrows. Things were going badly, and were about to get worse. The film crew arrived.
 
         Their leading light was athletic looking and wore jeans and a designer sweater. He had a light raincoat over his shoulders and was smiling as he approached us. 
         
 
         ‘We got here as fast as we could,’ he assured us. ‘Not missed anything, have we?’ Sue looked across at me, obviously recalling my balancing act above the murky waters of the canal.
         
 
         ‘Not a lot,’ she said, much to my relief.
 
         ‘What’s the plan then?’ he enquired. I thought for a minute.
 
         ‘I think it’s time to call the fire brigade. We’ll see where we go from there.’
 
         That was it. Cameras and other essential equipment were quickly in place and the Animal Hospital team did a short interview with me while their leader stood some distance away chatting to Sue. The fire brigade arrived in no time and had a look for themselves before joining us.
         
 
         ‘It’s a tricky one is this,’ the officer in charge told me. ‘I’m not sure how we can help. Any ideas?’
 
         ‘We were hoping you’d have some.’
 
         ‘We’ve ladders, ropes and cutting equipment, but nothing that seems to fit the bill. I reckon you need a boat.’
         
 
         ‘We tried to get ours from Manchester, but it’s out of action,’ I said.
 
         ‘Do you know anyone we might approach to borrow one?’ I asked. The fireman scratched his head.
 
         ‘You could try the waterways authority. They certainly have some.’
 
         We retired to Nellie Sutton’s house where I spent a good half-hour on the phone. Finally, when all seemed lost, I got an offer of a small rowboat which would arrive by lorry within the hour. It would have to do.
 
         We returned to the canal bank in the hope that a passing narrow boat might appear on the horizon – not likely in the middle of winter. The crowd had increased threefold and we were the centre of attention, along with the film crew. We had another confab with the fire lads, who told us they would stay around in case they could help out when the boat arrived – providing there were no emergency calls in the meantime.
         
 
         ‘Right, lads.’ We turned round and there was Nellie Sutton with three of the youngsters who were her eyes and ears in the neighbourhood. They were carrying trays loaded with hot mugs of tea and sandwiches and carrot cake on delicate porcelain plates that looked as if they might have been inherited from her grandmother – far too good for general use.
 
         ‘You’re a life-saver, Mrs Sutton,’ I told her, taking a mug of tea off her tray.
 
         ‘Don’t be daft. And call me Nellie, won’t you.’ I nodded, and waited while Sue grabbed a mug of tea and a slice of carrot cake. Leaving the rest for the film crew and the firemen, we sat down on a couple of plastic bags to enjoy our unexpected elevenses.
         
 
         ‘Doesn’t seem right sitting here,’ she said, ‘supping tea and scoffing cake while that poor beggar’s stuck there shivering.’
 
         ‘Too right. And the natives are getting restless.’
 
         ‘Not to mention the film crew. Eddie thought they’d be finished and on their way by now.’ I smiled. ’What’s up with you then?’ she demanded.
 
         ‘Eddie, is it? Is he the bloke wearing jeans and a flash sweater?’ 
         
 
         ‘He might be.’
 
         ‘You’ve got a boyfriend, haven’t you?’
 
         ‘Not any more. We broke up.’
 
         ‘Sorry. I didn’t know. I thought …’
 
         ‘Four years we were together. Then he ups and dumps me.’
 
         ‘Must be bonkers,’ I said.
 
         ‘Thanks … I think.’
 
         ‘Went off with another woman, did he?’
 
         ‘Yes … Eddie’s wife! That’s what we were talking about.’ Suddenly, I felt rather ashamed of myself. I had jumped to conclusions seeing them together and, on top of that, it was really none of my business anyway.
 
         ‘Hey, I feel awful …’ I began.
 
         ‘Don’t. It’s history now.’ We sat and finished our tea. It wasn’t until I got up to go that I noticed what looked like a tear rolling slowly down her cheek as she stared wistfully into the distance.
 
         The lorry with the rowboat arrived and with the help of the fire lads it was unloaded and carried over to the towpath ready for launching. I got my van while Sue prepared the boat. I selected two life jackets, a cat basket, a blanket and my grasper from the equipment stored in the back. A grasper is a hollow metal rod about three feet long with a smooth, thick piece of rope threaded through it to form a loop at the end. It’s a useful and, if you know what you’re doing, perfectly humane means of controlling a feral or frightened animal until it can be confined safely. I arrived back at the boat to be confronted with another problem. 
         
 
         ‘Hi, Steve,’ said Sue, laughing.
 
         ‘Something wrong?’
 
         ‘Sort of.’
 
         ‘Go on then.’ The firemen and the film crew were giggling intermittently, which didn’t bode well. Finally, Sue enlightened me.
         
 
         ‘There’s only one oar.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘One oar!’
 
         ‘Well … we’ll just have to take turns, then. It should give Rolf and the viewers a laugh if nothing else.’
 
         ‘It’ll look fine after editing,’ Eddie said.
 
         ‘I’ll believe that when I see it.’
 
         Sue and I, wearing our life jackets, scrambled into the boat with all our stuff. I took the oar first and paddled a few strokes before handing it over to Sue, who followed suit then passed it back to me. In this Laurel and Hardy fashion we almost managed a straight course towards the cat, still clinging to the bush near the canal wall. The petrified animal was clearly alarmed by our approach but seemed to be in a state of shock, not knowing quite what to do. More than once he looked as though he was about to jump, but had second thoughts. His hesitation allowed Sue to reach out and grab him gently by the scruff of the neck.
 
         ‘Open the basket, Steve. Quick as you like.’ That proved far from easy in the crowded little boat, but somehow I managed it. As the cold, frightened cat was secured the spectators began clapping and cheering. They kept it up as, elated and excited, we paddled our crazy way back to the towpath using our one oar. It was almost surreal, as though we were actors on a stage giving a crowd-pleasing performance without realizing it.
         
 
         We reached the bank and one of the firemen took the basket off me while Sue jumped out and I passed the rest of the equipment over to her. As I stepped out of the boat I was suddenly aware that the Animal Hospital film crew was recording everything. Concentrating solely on the rescue I’d forgotten all about them. It was just as well: if you constantly have one eye on the camera you usually come unstuck and end up looking foolish.
         
 
         We thanked the fire lads and waved goodbye to Nellie and her helpers before heading for the local animal shelter. Once we were inside the little office we took the young black and white cat out of the basket. He was about two years old, in good condition and obviously used to humans, since he immediately started purring and rubbing his head against the nearest arm or hand he could find.
         
 
         ‘Someone will be missing him,’ Sue said.
 
         ‘No ID though,’ I commented. ‘We’ll have to wait and see if they come forward.’
 
         ‘Let’s call him Ben,’ she mused. Warming up and feeling more confident, our new friend tucked into a meal and a bowl of milk. To see him safe, sound and relatively happy again was the reward for everyone’s efforts. Best of all, Nellie Sutton organized all her youngsters and sent them round the neighbourhood in small groups enquiring after the owner of Ben, and within a day or two she was located.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I was having a late tea one evening and watching an episode of Animal Hospital with my wife Kathie when Rolf mentioned the rescue of a cat stuck in a bush above a canal in Nelson. We interrupted our meal to watch the report.
         
 
         ‘Hey, we shouldn’t bother with this,’ I said. ‘It’ll show Sue Clough and me rowing a boat with only one oar between us. We’ll be a laughing stock.’
 
         ‘Don’t be soft,’ Kathie replied. ‘They’ll make you look good. Better than you deserve, I wouldn’t be surprised.’
 
         ‘Thanks!’ But Kathie was right. Sue and I looked determined, calm and assured, due to the excellent, painstaking editing. What was particularly stunning was the movement of the rowboat across the water. All the ridiculous swapping of the single oar and the weaving about had been eliminated. There were great shots of Nellie and the cheering crowd on the bridge – number 141 if I remember. I looked a right prune as usual but no amount of editing could put that right.
         
 
         After showing the rescue itself Rolf announced that the owner of the trapped cat had been found and promptly joined her and ‘Ben’, as we knew him, on a sofa in the studio. Apparently, her pet had been missing for eleven days in all and his name was actually Matthew. She’d almost given up hope of finding him and was overjoyed to see him again. I always told people not to give up on lost or missing cats, as they occasionally turn up weeks, even months, afterwards. I even heard of one returning home a year after last being seen there. Where it had been all that time was a mystery.
         
 
         Matthew’s owner was happy to have him back, Sue and I were pleased to have pulled off a tricky rescue and Rolf and co. at Animal Hospital had a good story for the show. Perfect, really.
         
 
         One thing still puzzled me, though. I instigated a thorough search of the canal area with the help of Nellie Sutton and her young friends – but the missing oar was never found.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When the Animal Hospital series came to an end a party was arranged for everyone connected with the programme. Sadly, I was ill that evening, but Sue Clough kindly took along my daughter’s Rolf on Saturday OK? LP and asked the great man himself to sign it for her (all right, for me too). Not only did he take time out to oblige, inscribing the song sheet inside ‘To EMMA with love, Rolf Harris’, he also drew a caricature of himself beside the lyrics of ‘The Laughing Policeman’. A true gent indeed.
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