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Dedicated to all the animals of London whom this service helped between 1936 and 1976, and to all the officers who came to their aid—often risking life and limb to bring them care and safety.

Also, my manager Ron Gray, who allowed me to leave and rejoin the Society on three occasions.

And happy memories of Laurence “Nick” Carter and Harry Hunt, who taught me so much in my early days on the Society.
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The three duty officers could never predict what would be beyond the door when the bell was pushed so there was always a sense of apprehension whenever they unlatched the bolt and pulled the door open. From its inception, the watchword of the service was “always expect the unexpected” and be prepared to deal with it in a calm manner.
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Preface
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I arrived in London in 1970, eighteen years old and fresh from the Kent countryside. Completely naïve of city life, having only visited the capital three times before, I began work at the R.S.P.C.A’s Animal Rescue League clinic beside Angel Islington Underground Station. While training as a clinic assistant - assisting the vet, mopping floors, doing whatever needed doing - I first encountered the uniformed R.S.P.C.A men with Emergency Service flashes on their shoulders who operated from the basement of the Society’s headquarters in Jermyn Street, Piccadilly at night and weekends. They would often drop in early on their way back from a callout to their base and over a steaming mug of tea, share stories of rescues carried out in the small hours. I envied them immediately. Their world seemed charged with urgency and purpose, while mine felt confined to disinfectant and routine.

I discovered that places on the Emergency Service were almost impossible to get with only six officers, and years of experience required. But many of the clinics across London operated a day animal ambulance and driving one seemed a pathway of gaining more experience. Several months into my probation, the ambulance post at my clinic became vacant. I applied at once and, to my astonished delight, got it.

On my first morning I climbed into the van armed with a London A–Z, a first-aid box, and a shaky self-conscious grasp of the two-way radio. My excitement evaporated quickly. I had passed my driving test only six months earlier and had never driven anywhere more demanding than the quiet lanes of Kent. Now I was expected to navigate London’s chaos with no training, no sat nav - still science fiction then - and no idea where I was going.

I wore a plain white coat that made me look like a butcher until a second-hand uniform arrived weeks later, thanks to the pilfering skills of friends I had made on the night staff who raided the basement uniform room on my behalf. It was several sizes too big: sleeves swallowing my hands, trouser legs dragging on the pavement. Still, I felt official. I managed only two accidents in my first month, which I considered a triumph; my manager Ron Gray, a very patient man, did not, especially as one involved reversing into a human ambulance, but thankfully he persevered with me.

Those early weeks were a blur of wrong turns, one-way systems, and frantic stops to consult the map. But gradually the East End and the City, my patch, became familiar territory. Soon I could race to road accidents involving dogs and cats or collect injured strays with something approaching confidence. If I couldn’t yet join the night service, this was the next best thing — out all day, rescuing animals, learning fast, and feeling useful.

My first solo rescue took place on Bethnal Green Road market, where a cat had wedged herself on a narrow third-floor window ledge of a derelict house. Whether she had dropped from the roof or squeezed through a broken pane, I couldn’t tell. What I could tell was her distress. She had spent the entire morning calling down to the stall holders and the steady stream of shoppers below, her cries rising above the clatter and chatter of the market.

Armed with a ladder and a good deal of anticipation, I arrived to find the traders in fine spirits. They greeted me warmly, helped me position the ladder, and offered the sort of cheerful encouragement that only a London market can supply. A small crowd gathered as I began my climb, and at each rung I was trying to decide how not to make a fool of myself under so many watchful eyes.

When I reached her, the cat made the decision for both of us. She launched herself at me, wrapping around my neck with desperate determination. With her clinging tightly, I made the careful descent, step by slow step, until my boots touched the cobbles.

The crowd broke into applause—good-natured, teasing, and full of approval. It was a light-hearted moment, but for me it marked something far more significant: the beginning of my rescue career. I relished every second of it, and it was only the first of many such adventures to come.

Evenings were lonelier. London life was new to me, and I was still making friends. I began dropping in on the Emergency Service office in Piccadilly on nights or weekends when I was at a loose end. I wasn’t the only one; it was a natural gathering place for staff coming off a night out or simply seeking company. It paid to befriend the officers — not just for the camaraderie, but for the chance of covering a shift during holidays or sickness or praying to be asked to go out and assist the driver. As a newcomer, I was in awe of them and did everything I could to stay in their good books.

In time, I made it onto the R.S.P.C.A London Night Emergency Service. The dream became real; driving through the empty streets at night, I often felt a surge of disbelief at my luck. I had wanted a job where I could truly help animals, where I could feel I was making a difference. And here I was, working alongside the other emergency services, responding to fires, collisions, bizarre entrapments, and the endless unpredictability of London after dark.
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In the early hours of the morning, the city street was shrouded in near-complete darkness, broken only by the faint glow of a solitary street lamp. A tall man, almost invisible in his dark uniform, moved with quiet determination as he carefully untangled a length of rope. With deliberate precision, he secured one end to the iron railings, then tossed the other end over the low wall of a railway bridge, preparing for the task ahead.

Displaying the calm assurance that came from experience, he climbed over the wall and lowered himself steadily towards a narrow ledge above the Hampstead Tunnel railway line. These actions were not the stuff of fiction or the daring exploits of a cinematic hero like James Bond; rather, they formed a typical night’s work for a member of the R.S.P.C.A. London Night Emergency Service. Often working alone, these officers ventured into the darkest hours of the night to assist injured and trapped animals throughout the capital.

Upon reaching the precarious perch, he tied the rope securely around his waist. With practiced movements, he opened the lid of a wicker basket attached to his belt and crouched gently next to an injured cat. His approach was calm and careful as he grasped the frightened animal by the scruff of the neck and placed it safely inside the basket. Once the rescue was complete, he began the careful ascent back up to street level, ultimately returning to his base in Piccadilly in the West End of London. Such acts of dedication and skill exemplified the commitment that defined the extraordinary service provided to London’s animals and their owners.

They served London for four decades from 1936. Throughout this time, the unit provided vital support to countless animals and their owners during the night and at weekends. Whether offering calm to the panicked, comfort to the grieving, or emergency treatment to injured and sick animals when every other door in London was dark, the officers became a lifeline for those in need. They collected the wounded from the streets and ventured into dangerous places risking themselves to pull terrified creatures from harm, which earned them a reputation as the city’s unofficial fourth emergency service. 

Its officers, who demonstrated an extraordinary capacity to thrive in unpredictable and hazardous situations, were renowned for their eccentricities and fearless spirit. In an era when health and safety regulations were virtually non-existent, they frequently placed themselves in harm’s way to rescue animals from predicaments that ranged from the bizarre to the tragic and perilous. Their expertise, experience, and ingenuity were constantly put to the test, and they took great pride in their ability to make a tangible difference. 

The array of challenges was seemingly endless: from climbing derelict buildings, wading through fetid sewers, balancing between electric Underground lines, and dangling over towering viaducts, nothing deterred them; they had to expect the unexpected. Pursuing an elusive chimpanzee through a London park, retrieving a terrapin from the jaws of a crocodile in a West End club, rescuing a cow that had fallen through the floor of a trailer, rescuing horses in a stable fire, chasing runaway piglets along Park Lane in the early hours or coming to the aid of a dog impaled on park railings became a normal shift calling for quick thinking and resourcefulness. Acts of bravery were not limited to animals, as evidenced by their chivalrous rescue one night of a woman besieged in her bathroom by a snake. Some of their antics became legendary within the Society.

Sadly, these remarkable achievements have slipped from public consciousness. With the official Society archive containing only a handful of vague references, much of the unit’s incredible story remains untold. 

The primary aim of this book is to capture and preserve the history and personal stories of the service, including the author’s first-hand experiences during his time with the unit in the early 1970s. This period represented a unique era in the Society’s history, characterised by the dedication and ingenuity of its officers. By documenting these narratives, the book seeks to ensure that the vital contributions of the service and its staff—once widely recognised and idolised by both national and local press—are formally recorded and honoured for future generations.
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Fig. 1: Emergency Service officer Mike Chester pinpoints an address for the next emergency response vehicle call out on a map of London showing the ten-mile radius operational area centred on Piccadilly, while his colleague takes the details. Note the two-way radio mike and the shoulder bars and emergency service patches that distinguished them from RSPCA Inspectors. (Credit ©Mirrorpix 1964)
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“The Society can now proclaim that our door is always open.”
| SR Arthur W Moss,
RS.P.CA. Chief Secretary, Monday 3 March 1947.
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