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Introduction

I have always believed that I have been shaped more by the animals in my life than the people. Through countless acts of love and kindness, or in offering encouragement as I endeavoured to find a way to communicate with them, animals have made me who I am. Whether it was Candy the Boxer, who was my early protector and nanny, Valkyrie the Shetland pony who did her best to teach me manners, Volcano the Welsh Mountain pony who taught me patience, Frank the Heinz 57 pony who was my first real love or Henry the runaway who taught me how to be brave, I owe everything to animals.

I was not quite born in a stable and schooled in a kennel but near enough. I grew up surrounded by dogs, ponies and horses. They were way above me (and my brother) in the pecking order of family importance and I was perfectly happy to accept that. Every family photo has at least one animal at the centre of it and if there was spare cash it was far more likely to go on a new horse rug, headcollar or dog bed than any human luxury.

This was my norm and I didn’t realise until I went to school that not everyone lived like this. To be fair, literature played its part in asserting the dominance of animals – certainly the books I read, such as The Jungle Book, Black Beauty, Doctor Dolittle and Winnie-the-Pooh – but in real life, when I found that some people actually existed without regular animal contact, I was shocked.

I was so obsessed with animals that I went through a stage of thinking I was a dog. I often tell schoolchildren that dogs have got it sussed when it comes to the priorities in life: food, exercise, sleep and love. That’s all that matters. I always think that if we humans stuck to these four essentials, we might have more chance of finding the key to eternal happiness. In the end, as dogs will tell you, everything else is gravy.
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Me as a baby and Candy the Boxer.



Animals bring out the best of us as human beings and I think they define our humanity as well as our development as a civilised race. We have moved from being a type of animal to being dependent upon them, from using them as food or transport to treating them as part of our lives and our households. They reflect the best and the worst of us. If we are kind and consistent, patient and clear, they will respond by helping us as best they can. If we are cruel and impatient, they have every right to bite or kick us.

In the UK, around twelve million households have pets. That’s millions of dogs, cats and rabbits as well as gerbils, hamsters and guinea pigs. Add in over 800,000 horses and ponies and you have a nation packed to the brim with animal-lovers.

Our relationship with animals as part of our lives and our households goes back much further than you might think and it seems to me that valuing the contribution of animals is a mark of an advanced society. Whether it’s the ancient Mesopotamians, Egyptians, Native Americans, Greeks, Romans, Mayans or Incas, all the major civilisations of the world needed animals to progress and learnt to domesticate them. In China, the zodiac is made up of twelve animals and every year is guided by one of them. Your year of birth is linked to an animal, which is meant to exert influence over your character. I was born in 1971, the year of the pig. As such I am supposedly broad-minded, friendly, brave and kind, but apparently I can be a little lazy and not positive enough. From now on I will keep an eye out for any slack or negative behaviour and chastise myself accordingly!

In ancient times, many people worshipped animals as gods. In Ancient Egypt, the god Sobek, depicted either as a man with a crocodile head, or a crocodile, had to be kept sweet because of his associations with the River Nile, the lifeblood of the country. Most of the other Egyptian gods were a mixture of animal and human characteristics: Horus had the head of a hawk as god of the sky, Sekmet the goddess of war had the head of a lioness. Look up at the constellation at night and you will see the permanent reminder of our belief that animals occupy a higher standing – bear, scorpion, ram, eagle, crab, dog, swan and lion, all represented as shining stars above us.

The earliest myths, stories and poems celebrated animals and tried to explain where they came from or why they looked the way they did. One legend of ancient Rome describes baby bears being born as shapeless blobs, licked into the correct bear-like shape by their mothers, which is where we get the phrase ‘lick into shape’.

The major religions teach respect for animals, and Buddhism places them on an equal footing with humans. It is highly symbolic that in Christianity, the son of God is born in a manger amid lowly farm animals and that a donkey carries him on his final journey. Christianity’s patron saint of animals and ecology is Francis of Assisi (born 1181). Renowned for his love of animals, he was said to have preached to the birds and convinced a lion to stop attacking people and livestock. He looked out for any animal that was trapped or in need.

In this book, I wanted to find a way of celebrating all sorts of animals from giraffes and rhinos to cats and dogs, rats and chimpanzees to horses, sheep and pigs. It is a history of sorts, an examination of culture, art, sport, warfare and modern life. It is more than a collection of individual animals that have achieved amazing feats or added to our lives in some way – it is a tribute to all of them. A homage to their intelligence, loyalty, bravery, kindness and beauty.

There are all kinds of stories here: happy, sad, inspiring and funny. These animals are heroes to me – whether they’ve risked their lives to pull people out of the ruins of a bombed building, won a race against impossible odds, danced their way to an Olympic gold medal or been so incredibly badly behaved that they have managed to inspire something good (Stoffel, the honey badger, I’m thinking of you).

There are ship’s cats and even a ship’s pig. There is a Yorkshire Terrier found in the jungle who ended up saving a battalion. There is a hippo who walked the length of South Africa and a giraffe who walked across France. Christian the lion went from the Harrods pet department to running his own pride in Africa, while Wojtek the bear became a military hero in Poland. I have featured a talking seal, complete with a New England accent, life-saving canaries, empire-saving geese and dogs who can sniff out disease.

Some stories are personal, such as Thandi the rhino who I saw while filming on a game reserve in South Africa. I met the vet who saved her life after she had been mutilated by poachers who sawed off her horn. Having survived the attack, the operations and the skin grafts, Thandi has become the figurehead of rhino conservation across Africa. 

There are a few equine heroes that marked my childhood – Aldaniti who won the Grand National in 1981, Milton who was my favourite show jumper and Charisma who I believe was the greatest eventer we’ve seen. From more recent times, Valegro makes the grade for his beauty and elegance in the dressage arena. All of them have widened the interest in equestrian sport with their brilliance and their personality. People just fell in love with what they saw.

The stories that most stand out for me are those of animal bravery. Take Roselle the guide dog, who guided her blind owner through the blazing destruction of the World Trade Center on 9/11. People were screaming, running and falling all around them, but thanks to her careful dedicated work her owner survived. Or the donkey Gallipoli Murphy who carried wounded soldiers from the battlefield; the pigeon Cher Ami who flew through heavy enemy fire to deliver a desperate message; and Sefton, the horse who survived the IRA bomb attack in Hyde Park and became a symbol of hope that, one day, the Troubles might be over.

Dogs, horses, pigeons, elephants, dolphins and many more have done remarkable things in the face of danger. Many of these animals have been injured or even died in the process. Some of their heroics are dependent upon natural instinct and a superior sense of smell, sight or hearing. Others are built on a quality that we value highly: loyalty. Some will argue they are victims rather than heroes, but I would rather appreciate and praise them, recognise and thank them for actions that may have been instinctive but which saved so many lives.

Many of these tales, even reading them back, leave me in tears because of the faithfulness on display, never wavering when we humans would have thought all hope was gone. Most dogs, for instance, are more loyal to their owner than their own partner, parents or children. They love completely and without compromise. The story of Hachiko waiting every day at 3pm at a station in Tokyo for his dead master who would never return had me in tears. For nine years, he continued to turn up on the dot of three. He became a symbol to the Japanese of eternal fidelity. Similarly moving is the story of Greyfriars Bobby, the Skye Terrier who, after his master’s death, guarded the grave for fourteen years. 


When Archie the Tibetan Terrier arrived in our house, I was convinced that his ancestral roots in guarding Buddhist temples would give him a strong sense of devotion and a certain zen. I hoped he would be eternally calm yet curious, have hidden depths and an ability to judge the character of a person just by smelling them. It turns out that a lump of rock had more zen than Archie, who would bite if his territory was invaded or if he was told to do something he didn’t want to, who didn’t much like bigger dogs, and who we never trusted with children. Archie was only interested in one thing: food. If bread was a forbidden substance, he would have been the best detective dog in the business. He was never perfect but we loved him dearly and he was a part of our family for over fifteen years, taking the best position on the sofa or the bed. He took us to places we would never otherwise have been, brought us friends for life and made us smile every day. Now he’s gone, there is a gaping, dog-shaped hole in our lives and all we have are the photos (he was a very photogenic dog) and the memories.

There are dogs who can predict the onset of an epileptic fit or detect cancer, find missing pets or sniff out explosives. Archie could smell a dropped crisp at fifty feet. I think he would have found his way to the front door if left some distance away but not if someone else offered him a decent meal on the journey, and he certainly wouldn’t have been able to do what Bobbie the Wonder Dog did when he travelled 2,500 miles over six months to find his way home.

I have learnt so much through writing this book about the physiology of different species of animals and I hope you will enjoy finding out about their brain power or the fact that dogs have 300 million olfactory receptors compared to our six million, which would explain why they can smell so much more than we can.

There are some things that science doesn’t have an answer for – such as how homing pigeons and migrating birds can find their way home or why starlings fly in murmurations of thousands – but that’s when I’m happy to be lost in wonder at the sheer brilliance of the animal kingdom.

As Archie made us even more aware, there is a deal we make when we allow ourselves to love an animal – there is a high probability that he or she will die before us and we will experience huge pain. Alice and I were in bits when Archie left us, and we cried for days. I still find it difficult, especially when it’s bedtime, but I would rather suffer the grief of a broken heart than never have known the joy of having Archie in our lives.

Some animals not only bring joy but give the lives of those around them a whole new meaning and purpose. Bob the cat changed the life of James Bowen, offering him comfort as well as the inspiration to write a best-selling book. Wheely Willy gave hope to children with his joyful attitude to life, despite being paralysed by the cruelty of his original owner, while Magic the miniature pony has provided solace to children and adults recovering from trauma.

If I asked my father to name a heroic animal, he would not hesitate. The name Mill Reef would be instantly on his lips because the horse he trained to win the Derby in 1971 changed his life. Mill Reef was an outstanding racehorse – a champion at two years old and the winner, at three years old, of the major Group 1 races in Europe – the Derby, the Eclipse, the King George and the Prix de l’Arc de Triomphe. He was brave and talented, seeming to float over the ground like a ballet dancer. He was duly celebrated as a superstar, but the following year on the gallops at home, he broke his leg.

Dad was distraught. Operations to mend a broken leg for a horse are fraught with danger. The anaesthetic process can be fatal if the dosage is not spot on and the horse can do itself more damage when it comes round by thrashing out in a panic. There is also the difficulty of keeping the weight off a broken leg without the horse developing other issues because of lack of movement. Luckily, Mill Reef had the temperament and the constitution to withstand the veterinary procedure and the recovery. That, for my Dad, is why he is a hero. He never raced again but he went on to have a very successful career as a stallion and there are still horses descended from Mill Reef winning races today.

My Mum would probably pick Candy, her first Boxer, who was so attached to myself and my brother that she threw herself out of a top-floor window when she thought we were being kidnapped. We weren’t – Mum was just wearing a new coat and Candy didn’t recognise her from the back – but my word, it was an impressive act of protection.

I mentioned earlier the ponies who taught me how to behave. Valkyrie was a funny little ball of fur who had seen the upper end of life as a Shetland pony. She had belonged to Her Majesty the Queen and had been given to my parents when I was born. Valkyrie expected certain standards. She did not take kindly to a toddler throwing a tantrum or slamming down a dandy brush in anger. She had a way of looking at me with disapproval if I behaved badly and, on occasion, would gently but persistently back me into the corner of the stable, refusing to let me out until I got my little temper tantrum under control.
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Me in rock-star mode on Valkyrie the Shetland, my brother Andrew sitting on the grass.



It was from the back of Valkyrie that I started to fall off and actually to enjoy the sensation of unexpected departure. I learnt to fall and roll, and to let myself relax in the moment of falling rather than putting out a stiff arm, which could then get broken. Learning how to fall off before you learn how to stay put may not be the way every child learns to ride but it worked for me.

As I got older and taller, I moved on to bigger ponies. Volcano was a very pretty Welsh Mountain who had a naughty streak. I think he used to stop or run out at jumps on purpose to make sure I was concentrating. Every time I got a bit overconfident or my concentration lapsed, he would jam on the brakes. It was infuriating but educational. Looking back, I think he taught me to keep my focus and to be patient, to keep going even when things are looking bad and, most of all, not to get too full of myself.

All the while, I was trying to find a way to communicate with animals. I really wanted to be Dr Dolittle. I wanted to understand everything they were saying and thinking. Maybe I was over-thinking the relationship but I believe my favourite pony, Frank, understood me.

In my eyes, Frank was a beauty because he was so original. His coat was mucky grey with brown and black splodges in random places, his ears were brown, the pink skin around his eyes and nose was liable to burn in the sun, and his mane was constantly rubbed into a spiky mess. He had a tendency to charge out of the stable and once broke my foot by treading on me as he made his escape, and he was not an easy ride. He had a mouth about as sensitive as a block of wood so steering was an issue, but I loved him.
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Me on Frank, my first love.



He was my Frank and I would ride for hours telling him all about my problems, worrying out loud about how I didn’t fit in and working through issues that bothered me. Frank listened. He really did. His brown ears flickered back and forth and I felt better talking about things out loud. I looked at him and admired his confidence, his refusal to be defined by conventional descriptions of what a pony should look like, his enjoyment of life, and I decided that Frank knew that it was OK to be different. In fact, he embraced his difference and celebrated the fact that he didn’t look or behave like other ponies. He would always stand out and I loved him even more for that.

Henry was a different matter. He was very handsome and very, very fast. Henry didn’t do anything at a sedate pace. He set off at a hundred miles an hour and didn’t slow down for anything. I could just about keep him in a collected canter in a show-jumping arena but as soon as he was in an open space, he was off. Riding him cross-country was one of the most terrifying and exhilarating things I’ve ever done. I had to walk the course really thoroughly because if I didn’t know where I was going next, we’d be past the point before I had worked it out. I have never jumped fences at that sort of speed, not even on a racehorse. I had to learn to feel the fear and do it anyway.

That may have helped when it came to riding in races. For the short time that I was an amateur jockey I realised that time could actually slow down. I would feel nervous and tense before the race and then, as soon as I got the leg up and was in the saddle, it was as if I had entered a trance. I wasn’t nervous any more and, during the race, I saw things about to happen and managed to respond before they’d even taken place. I guess it’s what they call being ‘in the zone’ and it’s a blissful state. It showed me how to be fully present, actively alert and yet completely calm.

I always thought it was difficult for a jockey to have a real connection with a racehorse. They’re perched up their necks with little contact through the leg and they’re either pulling hard against them to slow them down or pushing with all their might to make their horse go faster. There isn’t much in between. Unlike with eventing, show jumping or dressage, a jockey doesn’t spend years getting to know a racehorse. Sometimes, they may hop on them for the very first time at the races. It seemed to me a bit like driving a car – the makes might be slightly different but the controls are always in the same place.

It was only when I started to ride a horse called Knock Knock that I realised racehorses are not all the same. He had talent, there was no doubt of that. At home on the gallops he could outrun any other horse but on the racecourse, he didn’t want to know. He had been unplaced so often that his form read like a string of duck eggs: 0000. I started to ride him on the gallops at home and noticed that he really hated other horses. He would put his ears back and try to bite them if they came too close so I kept him away and gave him his own space.

He was very responsive to affection and loved to be patted. As we walked along, I kept patting his neck and he would prick his ears, while in the stable I gave him lots of cuddles and polo mints. I really enjoyed riding him and when we were allowed to do a bit of work with a horse who had won his last race, Knock Knock cruised past him as if he were standing still.

My father decided to enter Knock Knock in an amateur race, just to do something different. He asked me if I wanted to ride him and I couldn’t say yes fast enough. It was a conditions race in which the conditions were not at all in Knock Knock’s favour. He was carrying more weight in relation to the other runners than he would in a handicap and, not surprisingly, he was an outsider in the betting at 25/1. We cantered down to the start with his head tucked in beautifully like a dressage horse. I thought that whatever happened, at least we looked good.

When the starting stalls opened, the other runners set off at a furious pace. Knock Knock and I took our time and I let him find his stride, keeping away from the pack and letting him have a bit of space. As we turned into the straight, the front runners were coming back to us and Knock Knock was cruising. There was no pressure on us and I just wanted him to enjoy himself so I gave him a pat on the neck and said, ‘Good boy’. He suddenly took off with a burst of acceleration that took us sweeping round the whole field. We passed the second favourite, the favourite and suddenly, with just under a furlong to run, we were in front. I kept saying ‘good boy, good boy’ and laughing at the ridiculousness of it all. I didn’t move in the saddle and I certainly didn’t pick up my stick. I was grinning all the way to the winning post as we came home in front.

I rode Knock Knock a further twelve times, by far my most consistent partnership with a racehorse, and won another three races on him as well as finishing placed, eight times. It was so much fun because it was as if I’d found a way to solve a riddle and really had developed a relationship with him that meant he wanted to win for me.

There is a nobility about horses that has inspired artists over the centuries to try to capture their dignity as well as their beauty. Look at the Munnings portrait of Warrior, the cavalry horse who survived the horrors of the First World War, and you see the way his head is turned away from the artist, looking out for danger rather than wanting attention. He is proud yet humble, alert yet steady. Sir Alfred Munnings was one of the greatest equestrian artists of all time and his skill is in portraying the character qualities as well as the physical presence of horses.

Across the world, horses have always been highly prized for their strength, speed and agility. A means of transport, a partner in hunting or a comrade in war – as such they were a game-changer for our ancestors. There are hundreds of statues of horses around the world, showing their status and the significance we bestow upon them. In early graves, the powerful have been found buried with their most precious possessions including their horses.

In Charlie Mackesy’s brilliant book The Boy, The Mole, The Fox and The Horse, it is the horse who offers wisdom and comfort. In every situation he knows what to say without seeming didactic or trite. The boy asks him to define courage and the horse says, ‘To tell the truth of who you are with your whole heart’. The horse teaches the boy about the power of love, about not looking too far ahead, about asking for help and not being swayed by other people’s behaviour. The horse is direct, honest and unfailingly kind. He represents everything we wish to be and yet he doesn’t have an ounce of arrogance. ‘The truth is, everyone is winging it’, he says in a powerful message to all of us with imposter syndrome.

It is no surprise that horses are proving so valuable in a range of therapy treatments. Whether it is working with those who have gone through unspeakable trauma, those fighting alcohol and drug addiction, those with physical challenges or neural diversity, those who struggle at school or who are trying to adapt to a new life, equine therapy has been a successful and highly valued treatment. There is something about horses that speaks to our souls, and they see in us something that often we cannot recognise in ourselves.

Dogs have also proved a big success in the therapy sector and even the odd cat, as Thula has proven, will reach the parts that fellow humans cannot access.

We all have our own animal champions and I suspect that in times of uncertainty, such as the 2020 months of lockdown, it is the everyday heroism of our pets that keeps many of us going. They look after us as much as we look after them. For those living alone they provide company and comfort, a reason to get out and walk every day. For those living with others they can be the family focus, the magnet to ensure you all do things together. For those living in dangerous circumstances, they bring relief and hope. As Herman Melville wrote, ‘No philosophers so thoroughly comprehend us as dogs and horses.’

It is telling stories about our beloved pets that keeps them alive for ever and that is what I would like this book to do for Archie and these 100 exceptional, extraordinary, remarkable animals. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I have enjoyed writing about them.


ALDANITI
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The Grand National is the most famous steeplechase in the world. Grand because of the size of the fences, national because of its grip on the nation, it commands audiences of over 500 million worldwide. It takes a horse of stamina, courage and excellent jumping ability to win. First run in 1839, when it was won by the aptly named Lottery, the race has produced some of the greatest sporting stories in history, but I believe none is more inspirational than that of Aldaniti and his jockey, Bob Champion.

I was ten years old in 1981 and I remember the build-up to the race vividly. Champion had just come through surgery and six months of treatment for testicular cancer, and many people thought he wasn’t yet fit enough to ride in what is the longest race of the season. Aldaniti had his own fitness problems. His legs had always been fragile, so much so that one vet said he would never be able to tolerate a racing career. 

While still undergoing his chemotherapy, Champion went to watch Aldaniti run at Sandown in November 1979, with the notion that the two of them might be able to team up in the 1980 Grand National. His hopes were dashed when the horse finished lame. Aldaniti went to his owners, Nick and Valda Embiricos, to rest and recuperate. Bob went back to hospital. Both of them were at their lowest points. 

After he’d had a year off, the horse’s trainer Josh Gifford brought Aldaniti back into training, with running in the Grand National as the goal. Both the Gifford and the Embiricos families were conscious that Champion was looking forward to riding the horse again and they didn’t want to let him down. No one knew whether that would be possible but at least in Aldaniti they could keep that dream alive. ‘They gave me six to eight months’, says Champion,

or a 35–40 per cent chance of living, with the treatment. Josh always said my job was there. I know he never really thought I’d live, but he kept giving me the confidence, which I needed. 

The pair were reunited for a handicap chase at Ascot in February 1981. It was the equivalent of a reconnaissance mission for both of them. Not much was expected but Aldaniti had other ideas. His legs may have been weak but his heart was where his real strength lay. He won by four lengths. Champion says of the chestnut gelding, ‘He absolutely bolted up. He never came off the bridle. I thought – if he’s as good as that on the day, that’s good enough for the National in my book.’

And so it was that Champion and Aldaniti made it to Aintree on 4 April, starting at 10/1, second favourite behind Spartan Missile. 

The race didn’t begin well, Aldaniti almost coming to grief at the first fence. He stood off too far on take-off, landed too steeply and his nose grazed the turf. He wasn’t much better over the second but Champion sat tight and, by the third fence, they found their rhythm. After that, he jumped superbly and came to the last of the thirty fences full of running, with the favourite Spartan Missile also going well.
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Aldaniti and Bob Champion winning the Grand National at Aintree in 1981.



No one watching on television will ever forget Sir Peter O’Sullevan’s commentary, his gravelly tones rising to a crescendo as the two horses entered the final furlong:

It’s Aldaniti in the lead but being pressed now by Spartan Missile. It’s Aldaniti from Spartan Missile and here comes John Thorne, fifty-four-year-old John Thorne is putting in a storming finish. It’s Aldaniti from Spartan Missile. Aldaniti is gonna win it, at the line, Aldaniti wins the National! 

John Thorne, a grandfather who had also owned and trained his horse, would have been a decent enough story in its own right but Champion and Aldaniti had both come back from near-death experiences, both had been written off, both had triumphed against the odds, both were inspirations to millions. It was a dream outcome. Watching at home with my brother and parents, I cried. Mum knew Bob well, Dad was a friend of Josh Gifford. We were all deliriously happy for them. Far outside racing circles, people were touched by the story and inspired by the outcome. ‘When I went by the winning post in front, I did think at least it will give a lot of people in hospital hope’, Champion reflected.

Aldaniti, named for his breeder Tommy Barron’s four grandchildren (Alastair, David, Nicola and Timothy), returned to his Sussex stable a hero, with more than 3,000 people turning up to welcome him home. 

Champion and Aldaniti returned to the Grand National in 1982 but fell at the first fence. That same year, the horse was retired from racing. The pair were immortalised in a book, Champion’s Story, which was later made into a film called Champions, starring John Hurt as the jockey and Aldaniti as himself. There aren’t many films about racing that translate to a wider audience, but this story had captured the nation’s heart.

Champion set up the Bob Champion Cancer Trust in 1983, and Aldaniti spent much of his retirement helping to raise funds for research into the disease that almost killed his jockey. They raised millions and whenever I saw them together, the bond was obvious. Aldaniti was a natural showman and he loved a big occasion. In 1987, he walked from Buckingham Palace to Aintree ridden by 250 different jockeys, including HRH The Princess Royal. He received a hero’s welcome as Bob rode the last mile to the racecourse on Grand National Day. That walk alone raised £820,000, and during his life Aldaniti helped raise over £6 million. ‘I used to see him regularly. He did so much for the cancer trust’, Bob said. ‘He used to go up in the lift at big stores. Terrific temperament. He was wonderful with the public – a nice, kind horse who loved the attention.’

Aldaniti’s active and happy retirement ended in March 1987, when he died of a heart attack at the ripe old age of twenty-seven. The nation mourned. A British Rail Class 86 electric locomotive that could reach speeds of up to 100 mph was later named in Aldaniti’s honour, and Champion found his own way to remember the horse who had helped him fight his way back to life:

The most expensive thing I have ever bought was a bronze statue of Aldaniti. It cost £3,000. I just love it. It reminds me of that day. I loved Aldaniti. In my opinion, winning a race is 98 per cent down to the horse. I always thought he would win a National. 


ALEX

[image: image]

Parrots are the most intelligent animals on earth. They have managed to master language, can count, have displayed logic, have an excellent ability to mimic accents and can even remember a stand-up comedy routine. Put them in charge of a global pandemic and they might have found a way to solve the crisis. History is full of stories of talking parrots and their close ties with humans. They have been kept as pets in Europe since 327 BC, when Alexander the Great’s forces conquered India and took them back home to Greece. 

Talking parrots were so prized among the Roman upper classes that slaves were employed to teach the birds Latin. The Kama Sutra (written over a thousand years ago) stated that one of the sixty-three requirements for a man was to be able to teach a parrot to talk.

Many of the cleverest and best-known parrots have been African Greys. Not surprisingly, Polynesia, the parrot in the Dr Dolittle books who teaches Dolittle the language of the animals, is an African Grey. King Henry VIII famously owned an African Grey which, legend has it, amused itself by calling out to local boatmen to row across the Thames to Hampton Court Palace. The boatmen who rushed to obey the royal summons were not happy to discover their services were not in fact required. Hard to please, Queen Victoria was finally amused when her African Grey, Coco, was taught to sing ‘God Save the Queen’. 

America’s very popular seventh president, Andrew Jackson, bought Poll, an African Grey, for his wife Rachel, but ended up taking care of the bird himself. Famously, Poll had to be removed from his owner’s funeral. According to volume three of Samuel G. Heiskell’s Andrew Jackson and Early Tennessee History: 

Before the sermon, and while the crowd was gathering, a wicked parrot got excited and commenced swearing so loud and long as to disturb the people and had to be carried from the house … where[upon Poll] let loose perfect gusts of cuss words. 

I suppose we all deal with grief in different ways. 

It is possible that it was Jackson, a former soldier, who taught the bird to swear like a trooper. They were certainly close enough; and Poll was Jackson’s chosen portrait companion.

Scientists have long been fascinated by the parrot’s ability to speak. Aristotle described it as ‘the bird that is said to be human-tongued (that becomes more outrageous after drinking wine)’; whereas Pliny the Elder, the Roman scientist, suggested that the best way to teach parrots to talk was by hitting them on the head with an iron bar because they wouldn’t feel it. (I would suggest that he had drunk too much wine when he said this.) 

Scientific research shows that the way a parrot’s brain is wired makes it possible for the birds to repeat human words, but it was assumed that their linguistic skills were just those of imitation. In English, we use the verb ‘to parrot’ to refer to someone who copies another’s words and we use ‘parrot fashion’ as a way of describing the ability to remember something so well that we can repeat it verbatim. It was believed that you could teach a parrot to say ‘hello’, sing a song, or swear but that was about as far as it went. 

It took a very special bird to prove that assumption wrong. In 1977, psychologist Irene Pepperberg bought a one-year-old African Grey from a pet shop. She wanted to investigate if a parrot could learn language. 

Other research projects at the time were using animals with large brains, such as primates or dolphins. Pepperberg describes the scientific community’s response to her initial grant proposal as 

underwhelming … They were basically asking me what I was smoking. They were horrified I was going to do this with a creature who had a brain the size of a shelled walnut [the human brain by comparison is the size of a small melon and weighs three pounds], a creature that was a pet. How was I going to maintain my scientific objectivity?

Eventually she was awarded a grant and was able to begin work in earnest. She called the parrot Alex (short for Avian Learning Experiment rather than plain old Alexander) and taught him words by letting him decide on his own reward, always connecting specific words to the same rewards. So by learning words, Alex gained more control over his surroundings. He could indicate which snacks he wanted as a reward and when he wanted to take a break or go outside. 

In this way Alex developed a vocabulary of around 150 words and was able to recognise fifty objects. He could understand and answer questions about the objects. He learnt to recognise colours, shapes, materials and functions. For example, he knew what a key was for. He recognised new keys as keys, even if they were a different shape. He understood concepts such as ‘same’, ‘different’, ‘bigger’, ‘smaller’, ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘absence’. He also registered numbers and could count up to eight. He knew how sentence structure worked and could combine words. When Pepperberg and her assistant made mistakes, Alex corrected them. He sometimes practised words when he was alone. Alex once asked Pepperberg what colour he was himself, a pretty existential question for a parrot. 

Pepperberg and Alex worked closely together for thirty years. When she got divorced, her husband got custody of their dog and she kept Alex, describing him as ‘my scientific colleague not my pet’. Pepperberg claimed that Alex was emotionally on the same level as a two-year-old human. When he was bored, he sometimes gave the wrong answers on purpose or answered the questions incorrectly, despite knowing the correct answers.

The pair appeared on a number of documentaries together, and on one occasion were asked to record a show for BBC radio. Pepperberg was bemused – how was she going to show that whatever the parrot identified was correct if no one could see them? But she decided they’d give it a go all the same.

Alex knew what buttons to press. We started with an orange toy. I took it in to Alex and asked, ‘What colour?’ He replied, ‘No, what shape?’ I said, ‘OK, Alex, it’s four-cornered but can you tell me what colour?’ He answered, ‘No, what matter?’ I said, ‘It’s wood, Alex, can you tell me what colour?’ He responded, ‘How many?’ I gave up and left the room, then heard a little birdy voice saying, ‘I’m sorry. Come here. Orange.’

Alex’s extraordinary contribution to the field of human–animal communication turned previous research on its head. It fundamentally changed the perception that parrots act only out of instinct. Alex’s vocabulary remained limited, but his use of words and concepts showed real understanding and intelligence.

On 6 September 2007 Alex died suddenly and unexpectedly. Pepperberg was devastated: ‘I realised I had lost the most important being in my life for the last thirty years.’ His last words had been the same words he spoke to her every night before she left the lab: ‘You be good. I love you. You’ll be in tomorrow.’ 


ANTIS
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This is the tale of how a puppy abandoned in no-man’s-land grew wings and flew into aviation history.

On a bitterly cold morning in January 1940, an Allied plane on a reconnaissance mission over enemy lines was shot down by the Germans. Czech airman Robert Bozdech managed to scramble free, helping injured French pilot Pierre Duval out of his harness and dragging him clear of the wreckage. Resting in a snow drift, Bozdech looked around for somewhere safer to take cover.

In the distance, he could see a farmhouse. He decided to make a recce, but when he reached the building, he found that the place had been ransacked. Apart from a dusty table, some logs and a frying pan on the stove, there was little left. But then came a faint scratching and a muted whimper. Pistol drawn, he advanced cautiously towards the source of the sound. ‘Show yourself’, he commanded. He could hear breathing, a slight snuffle, but no one came forth. He tried again. Still nothing. Moving forward, ready to shoot, he suddenly spotted his ‘enemy’ – a small German Shepherd puppy. He picked him up and tucked him into his jacket to keep him warm. 

That evening, Bozdech and Duval talked through what they needed to do to get back behind Allied lines before German forces resumed their search in the morning light. But making a break for it was very risky, even without a dog in tow. They had no choice but to leave the pup with food and water, and head out to take their chances without him. 

Almost as soon as they left the house, the sky grew bright from flares lit by the Germans, who were still searching for the downed enemy crew. As Bozdech dragged Duval through the snow to the safety of some nearby trees, he heard the dog’s pitiful howling, threatening to blow their cover. There seemed to be little choice but to go back and kill him.

But one look at that pleading face, those soul-searching eyes and he just couldn’t do it. Instead, he tucked the puppy into his flying jacket and went back to Duval. Somehow all three made it into the woods where they were rescued. Duval was taken to hospital, while Bozdech was flown back to base at Saint-Dizier, still clutching the puppy in his arms. 

The new arrival was a hit with his fellow soldiers, who lavished him with affection and food. But he needed a name. Bozdech and the other exiled airmen decided to christen him in honour of their favourite aircraft, a Russian Pe-2 dive-bomber known by the Czech air forces as the ANT.

Bozdech and Ant, later renamed Antis, became inseparable, the dog barely leaving his new master’s side and obeying his every command until one day he refused to come when called, instead standing rigidly in the middle of the base with his eyes fixed on the horizon. Reliable as any radar, he had anticipated the incoming German planes that unleashed a two-hour bombardment on the base. He later alerted them to another aerial attack which wreaked havoc. The destruction was so bad that Bozdech and Antis got separated in the chaos. When the dog was nowhere to be found, Bozdech grew ever more frantic, imagining the worst. Three days later, Antis reappeared, badly injured. He had been blown up and covered in debris but had somehow scratched his way out and survived. When he went on to make a full recovery, he’d gained a reputation as the ‘radar dog’.

As the situation in France deteriorated the Czech airmen made their way south, heading towards Spain and then Gibraltar so that they could travel to the UK and continue their fight from there. The journey was difficult and dangerous, with the men taking turns to carry the dog on their shoulders. They took an overcrowded train to Marseille which made slow progress, moving only sixty miles in three days. At one stop, the soldiers jumped off and attempted to milk a cow in a nearby pasture and fill a baby’s bottle for the dog. The locals assumed they were after milk for a baby so gave them precious supplies.

They finally reached Gibraltar, intending to travel on the MV Northmoor, part of a convoy heading back to Britain, but there was a problem. Guards refused to allow animals onto the ferry for the cargo ship. Bozdech could not abandon Antis now. Taking a chance that
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