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To all the dogs I ever met, thank you and well done.




1

Situation Vacant
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A solar eclipse was once considered to be a portent of doom. The gods were angry and had sent a celestial creature, maybe a dragon, or a pair of wolves, to swallow the sun. Just before sunset, on 8 April 2024, when the moon cast its shadow across our closest star, a litter of puppies came wriggling into the world. Blind, baby soft, sweet smelling and squeaking their hearts out. They were small enough to fit into the palm of a hand. They wriggled and snuggled up to their mum, a mostly white Jack Russell terrier called Luna. Among the litter were two brothers, one with a tan and black patch on his ear and left eye. The other, a patch just on his ear. I didn’t know it then, but these two little celestial wolves would soon change our lives, push us to the brink and turn our whole world upside down.

The previous year we’d lost my very own and very precious Jack Russell, Jim, to liver cancer. Jim was everything I hadn’t realised that I wanted from a dog. He was one in a million. For fourteen years, he had been my buddy and my right-hand dog. We did everything around the farm together. He had actually been a surprise Christmas present. I was in America filming a series about horses and we had finished up at the world rodeo championships in Las Vegas. We’d wrapped and the gear had been checked in. The crew and I settled into the airport lounge to enjoy a well-earned drink before boarding our flight. Word came of a massive snowfall back in the UK. Flights started to be cancelled and were disappearing from the board. We watched and waited, scanning the screens from over the rims of our beer glasses. Amazingly, our flight with Virgin stood firm. It was the last out of Las Vegas to London that day.

When we landed at Heathrow, plump snowflakes were twinkling in the runway lights. It was a magical sight after the dry expanse of the Las Vegas desert. We unloaded the gear, said our goodbyes and I made my way through arrivals back to my car. I headed onto the M25, which was becoming increasingly covered in a thick layer of snow. By the time I’d got onto the M3, the traffic was slowing almost to a standstill. I called home and explained the situation to my wife Philippa.

‘Don’t worry. I’ll just press on through the night and get home when I do,’ I told her. I’d just taken over an hour to cover the distance between the off-ramp at Fleet service station and the on-ramp, which was not even a quarter of a mile. Not long after that, Philippa called me back.

‘I’ve booked you a room in a hotel,’ she said. ‘It’s not far from where you are. Go there and come home in the morning.’

Quite bossy, I thought, but probably a good idea. I assumed Philippa was being cautious because of the snow. I managed to find the hotel. The staff were lovely and I settled down for the night. I was very glad to be out of the cold.

The next morning, the snow had lifted. Things were beginning to thaw. The roads had been gritted and traffic was moving again. After a massive hotel breakfast with all the trimmings, I set off again for home. It was lovely to finally pull into our yard. The farm buildings and land all around were dusted with snow. As any dog owner will tell you, the dogs are always the first to know you’ve arrived. Somehow, they even seem to know before you’ve arrived. This time was no different. As soon as I opened the door, Arthur, our old black Labrador, and our daughter Emily’s Cocker Spaniel Tina Audrey had already come scurrying and squeaking over, barely having allowed me to drop my bags. Philippa then appeared, with Emily behind her. Then all the hugging started for real. But I couldn’t quite hug Emily, who was eleven at the time, because I could see that she was holding a bundle of something wrapped in a towel in her arms.

‘What are you up to?’ I asked.

She grinned and slowly peeled off the towel to reveal the most gorgeous brown, black and white little snout. It was unmistakably a Jack Russell.

‘This is why we didn’t want you to come home in the middle of the night to find a random puppy,’ said Philippa, laughing. The package had been the real reason for the impromptu hotel stay. Emily was just beaming with her little bundle.

‘Oh, wonderful!’ I said. There he was, my very own Christmas Jack Russell puppy staring back at me. I reached my hand out carefully. The little fella eagerly sniffed and licked my fingers. I was completely overwhelmed. Usually, the whole family is involved in the addition of a new pet, but my girls had no doubt this little fella would be a success.

‘He’s perfect,’ I said. I wouldn’t be surprised if there had been a tear in my eye. He looked to me like a Jim. So that was that. He became every inch my Jim.

Philippa explained that he was the puppy of a dog we both knew and admired called Riley, who belonged to one of the cameramen on Doc Martin. Riley was a regular visitor to the set of Doc Martin, which was fast becoming a rival to Battersea for the number of dogs milling around the place. We’d always liked Riley. He was handsome, business-like and very friendly. I had no idea he’d sired a litter. Philippa had got wind of it, though and knowing there were some Jack Russell puppies available, she had hatched a plan. She and Emily would drive to collect him from Yorkshire while I was away. Now, I had the best Christmas present ever. I think it was the RSPCA who coined the phrase ‘A dog is for life, not just for Christmas.’ Jim definitely proved that point. He turned out to be everything I could wish for in a terrier.

Apparently, Jack Russells have a stronger bond with one of their owners and that was certainly the case with us two. We went everywhere together. As the years went on, Jim and I were joined at the hip. He would sit up in the cabin of our tractor as I drove around the farm doing all sorts of jobs and he’d never miss the opportunity to come with me whenever something needed doing. By far the hardest working machine on our farm, busier even than the tractor, is a vehicle called a Polaris Ranger, known to us as ‘the buggy’. It looks like a miniature pickup, with a cab and a bench seat. It has an open tiltable back for carrying stuff, no doors, just open sides and a back and front windscreen. The buggy does everything from carrying feed out to the cattle and horses to pulling various bits of equipment to where they are needed. The dogs love to sit in there with me as we tear along, vying for a place to push their faces into the wind. The original buggy gang was made up of Penny, our old Jackahuahua, who insisted on sitting on my lap. Then there’d be Heidi Mae, our blue roan Cocker Spaniel and mother to golden boy Bob Jackson, then Jim, pushing his face into the wind. All five of us in a row. We had the time of our lives, the five of us flying along the ridge above the farm. Quite often, during the day, it would just be Jim and me up there. He always enjoyed a mission. Jim loved the buggy and would come running the minute he heard the engine start.

My memories of Jim as an old man towards the end of his life are of him being very sweet and sedate and just always there. But he hadn’t always been so docile. In his younger days, Jim was at times, to put it bluntly, a bit of a git. Especially when it came to sheep. For five or six years, we kept around two hundred of them on the farm. Any terrier will tell you that if a sheep has the audacity to run across a field, then it will be chased. Jim found them irresistible. His Jack Russell instincts soon kicked in and he would fly off after them. On one occasion, with me chasing him red-faced and yelling, he got one down and by the time I’d caught up, he’d given it a nasty bite on its neck. I scooped the poor thing up and Emily and I wrapped it up and took it down to the vets. Emily was pinching the wound shut to stop the bleeding. As we sat waiting our turn with the little ewe lamb curled up on Emily’s lap, it looked to all intents and purposes like a puppy. Until it bleated. That gave the game away.

‘It’s a Bedlington with issues,’ Emily muttered under her breath as we were ushered in.

Luckily the lamb survived her ordeal and went on to have lambs of her own. We called her Necky because the wound had left her with a slight twist. Jim eventually calmed down … sort of. He still got into a few scrapes. He was once stood on by Bruce, one of my 18-hand Clydesdale horses. It took off one of the tiny pads on his paw. He was given a little boot and had to be immobilised in a crate for a while. Not happy. For a while, he slept in that crate beside our bed. That was the only way I could keep him quiet and settled. I would sleep with my arm out, stroking him to keep him calm. He could only do really gentle lead-walking, which was very unlike Jim. When he got very old, Jim did begin to slow down. Then, after a short tussle with cancer, he finally slipped away. We had him put to sleep before he suffered too much. We buried him in the garden in a little coffin I’d made, filled with thirty-six of the little squeaky tennis balls that he loved. We were still deeply upset about Jim when two weeks later, Penny, our Jackahuahua, had to be very suddenly put to sleep as well. It turned out that she had a tumour behind her eye that we had known nothing about. We were now two dogs down and very sad. Of course, we still had our remaining dogs: Heidi, Emily’s beloved second Cocker, whose eyes went bad and had to be removed, and Bob Jackson, her son, now going blind himself, along with Laura, our retired guide dog. We loved them to bits, but they weren’t exactly the elite corps. We had not foreseen what it really meant to have no terriers at all on the plot.

It might not seem like that much of a big deal. But when you live out in the countryside, having a terrier around for some wilderness crowd control can be extremely useful. Terriers were, after all, originally bred to be working dogs, often around hunting and pest control. Jim did a great job of keeping deer and other wild animals at bay simply by being there, not to mention the legions of rats and mice he dealt with. Now, with just the benign presence of our two blind Cocker Spaniels and one retired guide dog, the animal kingdom in our vicinity began to notice this lack of apex predators. Hordes of badgers came wandering into the garden to sniff out food. They dug large holes, then unceremoniously crapped in them. Deer made their way into the garden, too. They ate the roses. Squirrels gave me the finger as they dangled from, twisted up and raided my bird feeders. Worst of all, a fox got into our hen house and massacred nine hens. We were without doubt suffering from a terrier drought. I also missed Jim terribly. Of course, we had Heidi, Bob Jackson, Laura, the two cats and far too many horses … but without Jim at my side, there was definitely something amiss.

A few months later, I was in the kitchen looking out at my recently raided bird feeder and thinking fondly about Jim. I said to my wife Philippa, ‘I’ve been thinking, we should get another Jack Russell.’

Jim’s past misdemeanors, like the incident with the lamb, had sort of faded from our memories by that point. I was picturing Jim and me in the buggy with the pack, or up in the tractor cabin together, enjoying the peace of the countryside. My little friend at my side. I had almost forgotten the bad bits, like how you forget about all those sleepless nights when you have a baby by the time they’re all grown up. Philippa had not quite forgotten; she kept quiet, though. She was secretly hoping that maybe it was a phase, like acne or something, and that with time my Jack Russell pining would pass. It didn’t. At regular intervals, we would be in the garden, or out on a walk in the fields, and I’d turn, expecting to see Jim. I can’t guarantee that I didn’t see him out of the corner of my eye, looking up at me. Then he would disappear again. ‘We need another terrier,’ I’d say.

One Monday morning, I was at home when I got a text from Philippa, who was on a train to London. She sent me a photo of an advert she’d spotted in the back of Horse & Hound:


Foxwarren Jack Russell puppies for sale in Dorset.



I called her in a flash. ‘Shall I phone them?’

Philippa knew how much I’d love another Jack Russell and how much I missed Jim. To my mind, it was a no-brainer. As soon as we got off the call, I rang the number on the ad. At first, I got an answering machine. So, I left a message saying we were interested, then waited. I was picturing in my head a litter of very young puppies, maybe a few weeks old. When the breeder, a woman called Janey, called me back, she told me they had three puppies left from a litter of eight. All boys, who were twelve weeks old. The age was perfect. We wouldn’t have to wait, as they were old enough to leave their mother. I rang Philippa and told her I was going to go and look at them that day. I’m not normally impulsive, but the idea of having a Jack Russell puppy again was beyond exciting.

‘Well, if you wait for me to come home,’ said Philippa, ‘we can go together.’

Thwarted. I had to wait.

Three days later, we got in the car. We were only going to have a look, really. I put a dog crate in the back of the car, though. Just in case. We made our way down a little country lane near Wimborne Minster and eventually arrived at a farmhouse. It was surrounded by little paddocks. There were animals and dogs running around out the front, some Cavaliers and lurchers. Out the back were donkeys, sheep and rheas, which look a little like emus. There were tables and sofas dotted around outside. I wondered what kind of a place it was. It looked like a very friendly, happy home filled with all those lovely animals. When we got out of the car, a huge blue Great Dane came bounding over to greet us. He was followed by a woman with blonde hair who introduced herself as Janey.

‘What an incredible place you have here,’ I said as the Great Dane, which really was huge, smothered me with greetings.

‘Yes. We had a wedding here yesterday,’ said Janey, smiling. ‘My husband and I just got married.’ They were packing up after the festivities, which explained all the sofas outside.

‘Oh, congratulations!’ said Philippa.

The Great Dane was still jumping around us, wagging his tail. Janey laughed. ‘Don’t mind him. He’s a gentle giant. A rescue. His name’s Odin. He’s basically a cross between a hippo and a thoroughbred. See those gates?’ She pointed behind us at the six-foot-high wooden gates. ‘Odin can jump clean over them. And he can swim across the lake like a hippo. He’s totally crazy, but we love him to bits.’

Odin seemed very affectionate and sweet, but we had another mission here.

‘Would you like to see the puppies?’ asked Janey

‘Absolutely.’

‘They’ve all had their first vaccinations and been microchipped,’ she told us as we walked into the house. ‘They’re all up to date with worming. Basically, everything is done.’

When we got inside, Janey offered us some delicious homemade flapjacks. Then we got down to business. There were the three Jack Russell puppies, bundling and wrestling around with all the other dogs and, like all terriers, thrilled to see fresh faces, rising up with waving paws before spotting the next thing they had to chew or chase. We eyed the three of them up behind their barrier like we were farmers at a stock auction. I had this theory that we needed two, my thinking being that introducing one tiny playful puppy to two blind Cockers and a retired guide dog might make for a dysfunctionally uneven pack. Better to bring two little puppies in, I thought. I know that Philippa wasn’t one hundred per cent convinced. She was quite enjoying the change down from five dogs to three, however much she missed Jim and Penny. But always generous of heart, my trophy bride knew that I’d set my heart on two. The one that first caught my eye had a coloured ear. He was a little bit subdued. The other one, with a patch on both ears and his left eye, was a little bit livelier. Then there was the third puppy sitting there, who was a bit quieter and also had a patch on one eye.

‘Hello you,’ I said. ‘He’s nice, isn’t he?’ I whispered to Philippa as I ruffled his neck and stroked his little head.

Kind of a dumb question, I know, as what puppy isn’t nice?

‘They’re all adorable,’ Philippa said.

What do you do? There’s something about a nice patch on a dog’s face that draws the eye, I think, so we’d both been drawn to the patchy ones. In a brief moment of madness, we contemplated taking all three. Then we wondered about maybe just taking the two with the patches.

‘But do we really want two?’ Philippa’s face showed some worry.

I pushed on. ‘Two will be perfect,’ I said. ‘They can play together.’

We got back to meeting the puppies. Janey told us that the mum, Luna, was so-named because of her lovely half-black and half-white face, which looked a bit like the moon. Luna had given birth to two litters before. This time around, she had been mated with a local Foxwarren Terrier nine weeks before Easter.

‘Luna is an incredibly good mum,’ Janey told us. ‘She’s quite a feisty little thing, but she’s also the most loving dog we’ve ever had in the Jack Russell realm.’

The puppies had been born on Janey’s birthday.

‘I was probably in the middle of making a hundred cupcakes with children everywhere,’ she told us, ‘and Luna’s there, starting to have her puppies.’

They took Luna up to Janey’s bedroom.

‘That’s her safe place,’ she told us. ‘We knew she was fine because she does everything herself. It was a wonderful ending to my birthday.’

What with the solar eclipse and birthday celebrations, it all felt very much like the stars were aligned. Luna was also great friends with their female Cavalier King Charles Spaniel, Froggy. Janey’s mum had bred Cavaliers for fifty years, so when she died, Janey had taken them on.

‘Luna and Froggy are like sisters,’ Janey told us. ‘They’re the same age and were brought up together.’

When Luna was pregnant with her puppies, Froggy was pregnant too. Two days after the litter of little terriers were born, Froggy gave birth to a litter of spaniels. Sadly, in the first few days Froggy lost some of her puppies. So, Janey took some of Luna’s pups into Froggy because she had spare milk. It turned out the little patchy ones we liked had been raised by Froggy, which might mean they had a little bit of the spaniel softness to them, along with all that loving Jack Russell feistiness. The puppies had also been raised alongside a couple of giant tortoises in Janey’s garden, though the jury’s out on whether that has had any impact on their developing personalities. Philippa and I were both swept up by how sweet all three puppies were.

‘Let’s go for it,’ we said.

The puppies were more than ready to go at twelve weeks old. One of the patched lads I had my eye on seemed a bit at it with the others. So, after a little conferring, we decided in the end to avoid that one and take the quieter patched one and the little fluffy one with one coloured ear. After we worked out the paperwork, we said goodbye to Odin the Great Dane. We also sadly said goodbye to the other little chap who was left. Janey said she might keep him, which made us feel better about leaving him there. We opened the boot and carefully put the lively puppies in the back. Lucky we brought that crate.

‘Goodbye. And good luck!’ said Janey, waving as we drove off to begin our new Jack Russell adventure.

On the way home, I decided to sit in the back while Philippa drove, just in case the puppies got scared. We had put a little bed in the crate for them to lie in. There was a bit of noise, but on the whole they seemed OK. Most of the journey, I played with the puppies through the grille. They were a bit subdued, curled up together in the back, but apart from a little vomiting, they were really good. I suppose they were kind of overawed a bit by leaving their birth mum and their surrogate spaniel mum. This had been their only home so far. But puppies are adventurous souls, aren’t they? By the time we got home, the pair were already striding out, trotting across the lawned courtyard in front of our house like two apprentice hunters, which is exactly what they were. We were starting to come back down to earth after all the excitement. It had been quite a whirlwind since we’d seen that advert. Now Philippa was starting to feel a little bit tentative.

‘Do you think we’ve done the right thing?’ she asked.

‘Having two puppies is really no different to having one at this age,’ I declared confidently, almost believing it myself. ‘After all, we’ve had puppies before.’

So that was that.

When we got in the house, it was time for the new arrivals to meet our existing geriatric pack. The two youngsters came trotting in and there was a little bit of growling from the adult dogs.

Our old Labrador guide dog Laura basically seemed to be giving them a look that said, in no uncertain terms, ‘I’m not going to harm you, but leave me alone
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