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About the Book

Bambi first came to Johnny Kingdom as a frightened and badly injured red deer calf, which a farmer had found hanging by the leg from a barbed wire fence. Johnny took Bambi home and became her surrogate mother, nursing her to recovery from the dangerous operation to amputate her damaged leg.

As Bambi grew bigger, she became a part of Johnny’s family, taking over his garden and developing a taste for custard creams (and his wife’s roses). But it wasn’t just Johnny and his family who loved Bambi – friends, neighbours and even complete strangers would occasionally drop by with tasty treats they thought she might enjoy.

Millions of viewers fell in love with Bambi during Johnny’s BBC television series and accompanying book, but now he tells the full story of family life with a red deer. Sometimes poignant and sometimes hilarious, Bambi and Me tells the extraordinary tale of a very special animal.
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BAMBI AND ME

A DEER IN THE FAMILY

Johnny Kingdom
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This book is dedicated to our two lovely granddaughters Roxy and Louise.
You both mean so much to us, you are very special.
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1 Life begins

IF I GO through my kitchen now, and out the back door, into the garden, it’s a different place. The smell is what I notice first. There’s no more the scent of a deer, no more sacks of sawdust for her bedding, and no more of her number 18 calf cake that she liked so much. There’s no more of her strange barks, the bumps and thuds as she moved around her shed, the excited cries of the children who visited her. Instead, there’s just the calling of the birds, and the breeze in the treetops, and the odd car going past at the top of the road. In terms of the look of the place, well, the fence is gone. We simply took it down. There’s a decent lawn now, the grass a bright, pale green because it’s so fresh and new, without a single muddy footprint on it, whereas there used to be a sort of racetrack burned into the ground by Bambi’s hooves as she raced around playing her various games. There’s a pond we’ve made in the bottom left corner. We’ve planted new shrubs. There are neat stepping stones making a path across the grass. Most of all, there’s space to move around. It’s like a proper, normal back garden.

Because there’s no Bambi.

Twelve years she lived with us, one of the family, and now she’s gone. My wife Julie and I have two sons, Stuart and Craig, and we have our grandchildren, Roxy and Louise, and we had Bambi; she was part of the same scene. It feels very empty without her, truly it does – I’m not used to it yet. I’m going to get a lot of pleasure out of writing this book because there are so many memories, and I want to keep them safe, not let them go.

As I sit here with a notebook and a pencil, and I begin to scribble as many of them down as I can, the blackbird, Fred, and his young, swoop down to say hullo and feed on the raisins I bring them. The cat jumps up on the table here and rolls on her back. It’s a rare sunny day in July of 2007, but I’m remembering all the way back to 1994, the year Bambi came into our life.

Of course I never saw her born, and I don’t know what exactly happened but I’ve got a pretty good idea how it must have gone, before she and I met. After all, I’ve watched the deer up on those hills, day in, day out, wind and rain or in bright sun, in the autumn when the stags are rutting, or when the snow’s falling, ever since I was a small child. And I’m nigh-on seventy years old, now, as I write this. That’s a long time. And I didn’t just watch them from a distance, through binoculars and using long lenses. I’ve been up so close, in full camouflage gear, that I’ve literally had to hold my breath. I’ve had a scare or two, thinking I was going to end up gored by an antler. I’ve gone three nights in a row up in the branches of a tree, just to get rare video footage of deer wallowing in a mud bath below. I’ve loved these creatures all my life, and I know every inch of the territory they make their own – that is to say, the broad, open-backed hills and steep wooded valleys of Exmoor. And I’ve often imagined, in my mind’s eye, how it must have been for Bambi, in the few days before she and I happened to be thrown together by accident.

Polworthy Farm is a 185-acre farm on the southern slopes of Exmoor, just north of the river Yeo. Like Bambi, most deer calves are born in the first two weeks of June, and Bambi’s mother would probably have given birth in the game crop that’s next door to the farm. It’s a stand of maize that’s grown specifically to rear pheasants in, but it provides cover for all sorts of wildlife. Most likely first thing in the morning, she’d have separated herself off from the herd, stood apart – not too far away, mind – but she’d have become preoccupied with the signals coming from her belly that she was about to go into labour. I’ve watched this happen myself, many times. A hind leaves the herd and wanders away to find a place thick with ferns or bracken, or where the grass is very long. If it’s grass she chooses, then she may come up against the problem of the early silage crop. A tractor driver mowing the early growth of grass, if the weather is right, can easily run into a red deer calf hidden away. I like to see tractor drivers carrying gloves in their cabs because if they move a baby calf using gloves, more likely than not the mother will come back to it, and take it on again just the same. But if the scent of mankind is on the calf, the mother will judge it’s too dangerous and abandon it. Brian Buckingham – who farms at Polworthy – believes it was the height of the maize that Bambi’s mother was attracted to, it’s what made her feel safe. The others in the herd would have wandered on and left her to it. She’d have stood, dead quiet and still, mute, and after a while she’d have lain down, and she’d have made sure she was almost invisible. Even with all the pain of giving birth, she’d be wanting to join the herd again, just as soon as she could. She’d want to get the other side of this, and be up and able to run. A deer separated, and off its feet, knows it’s in grave danger from predators.

The labour, if it was a normal one, would have taken maybe an hour. Bambi’s mother would have kept as quiet as possible. You wouldn’t have known anything was happening unless you were right there. The calf would have slithered out, wrapped in its mucus membrane, looking as if it were dead, just for the first few seconds, because it would lie so still. Her mother, quick as anything, would be on her feet, the afterbirth trailing from her back end, and she’d have swung round, lowered her head, and her first concern would be to lick around the mouth, nose and eyes of her baby calf. The rough surface of her tongue would have cleared the mucus membrane from Bambi’s airway, and also it would have stimulated a reaction from this brand-new, very small calf’s body. And so Bambi’s brain, receiving the message sent by that sandpaper-like tongue moving roughly against the skin, would have sent out an answer, saying, ‘Yes, OK, now’s the time, I will take my first breath. I will join the world. I shall wake up. I’ll open my eyes.’

And Bambi would have breathed, and lifted her head – and this is the bit that’s most amazing, to us – she’d have probably thrown out a foreleg, and rolled on to her front, and sat up, just a minute or so after birth. Her mother’s tongue would have been working down her backbone, stimulating the whole packet of nerves that are carried in the spinal cord, helping to massage life and warmth into her.

The most important, life-saving attribute that a deer has is to run fast – to run now. Within two minutes Bambi would have been up on her forelegs. The hind legs would take a bit longer – there’s more of them to control – but within another minute Bambi would have been up and standing. A bit wobbly, fair enough, but a miracle of nature. Compare that to us. We take more or less a whole year to stand up and walk on our own.

When a calf first stands it looks so vulnerable. The legs are already two-thirds the length they’ll be at full grown, so it would be like she was up on stilts, legs stuck out any old how as she got to grips with her strange new environment. Across her back would have been scattered the familiar white spots, the rest of her fur a golden russet colour.

Bambi would have staggered a bit, and the scent of her mother’s milk would have drawn her quickly into having her first suckle. The life-giving colostrum, the rich early milk that provides the first dose of antibodies and the important early nutrients, would have been her first drink, thicker and darker in colour, different from the normal milk that’s let down later.

No time would be wasted, now. Bambi’s mother would know they were in danger. Every nerve in her body would be stretched to breaking point. She must find food. She’d probably have eaten her own afterbirth to take back in some of the nutrients she’d lost. But Bambi wouldn’t have been strong enough yet to come with her to forage for food. So Bambi would have to be hidden, tucked away in a safe spot, while her mother went off. The spots on her back are fantastic camouflage. You’d practically have to step on her before you’d know she was there. She’d keep dead still, tucked away in a patch of undergrowth. Her mother would be some way off, maybe as much as a field distant. She might have been on her own, or with two or three other mums who’d just given birth. At the first sign of any trouble, she’d have barked. A fox can take a newborn deer calf, no problem. After giving her warning, Bambi’s mother would have run in a different direction, to take the predator further away from the hiding place, rather like some birds fly away from their nests to lure predators away. I’ve even seen a hind running from a predator, her calf alongside, and she’s pushed it with her nose into the bushes, even as they were running, to hide it, while she carries on, to take the scent in another direction.

In any case, when Bambi’s mother would have come back, it would be time for Bambi to take a big drink of milk, before being left again. That was how it would have been for the first three or four days. I have seen, close up, that magical first time when a calf comes out of her hiding place. Then, Bambi’s mother would have scented the air to find the direction which the herd had taken, and she’d head off. Bambi would have been especially vulnerable to attack, bumping alongside her flanks.

Bambi and her mother: a new family. For at least a year, they will stay together. Often you will see three generations in a family group: mother, daughter, and granddaughter. But the priority during these early months is the protection of the young. Only the safety of the herd can help them. Bambi and her mother must find the herd, and her mother must keep on eating grass to keep up her milk. Other than that, it looked like the dangerous part was over, for them.

Little would either of them have known what life held in store.


2 Two accidents

THE NIGHT BAMBI was born, it was life as normal for me. I worked in those years both as a gravedigger and a wildlife photographer, and I took people out on safaris to see the wildlife on Exmoor. I lived in the same house as I’ve always lived, since 1965, a council house in the little village of Bishop’s Nympton, only a few miles from where Bambi had just been born.

I remember it was Julie’s birthday, so I could make a good guess and say I might have shared a dinner with her and some of our friends down at the Bish Mill pub that evening, with a few pints of cider put away as well. The likelihood was that the same night that Bambi was born, I’d have been flat on my back, snoring, dreaming of the goal I’d nearly scored for the Bishop’s Nympton B team. Only a few miles away, but a world apart.

I’d have woken at six, like normal. I’d have had my usual breakfast: a slice of bread and syrup, same as I’ve always had, ever since I was a boy. What would have faced me that day, as work? It might have been that I was taking a group of people on safari. It was a year or so after I’d had my first programme on national television. A documentary team from Yorkshire TV, directed by James Cutler, had found out about me and had followed me round, making a film called The Secret of Happiness. After it was shown I’d gone through a manic six months of being famous in a funny kind of way, opening country shows and so on, appearing on other television programmes, talking about my life, and selling hundreds of copies of my wildlife films, all sent out from my front room. But this wave of popularity had passed over and had gone, just as quick as it had come. However, it had left something behind. It had given me a boost, and I was keener than ever on photographing wildlife. And it also meant that I often took people out on the moors to help them see what could be seen.

Or, if I wasn’t taking a safari, it could have been that I had a grave to dig, maybe along with my sons. It’s a business that’s run in the family for some while: my father and his father before him all dug graves. I’ve done hundreds of them, I’ve seen countless people into the ground; ever since I was a small boy and helped my father. It was hard work until the mini-diggers came along, but they put most of us out of a job. It was how I started my career filming wildlife: I’d take a camera with me to the graveyards of Exmoor, and while I was digging I’d see what was going on in the ivy-clad walls of the churchyards, and in the trees hanging overhead, and I’d take a break and set up my video camera, and get all sorts of pictures, and then I’d cut together a little programme of my own using two video recorders, and show it in the local village halls and so on.

Anyway, it would have been that sort of day. A normal family day. Work, the wildlife, the folk around here. A pint of cider.

Whereas Bambi was about to suffer a terrible accident.

Up on the hill above Polworthy Farm there’s a hedge that divides the game crop from the pasture field. And on the Polworthy Farm side of that hedge, it was fenced off. This is because sheep can scramble through a hedge, especially if the badgers or the deer have given them a head start and made a little path through. This gap in a hedge is called a rack, where I come from. To keep his sheep in, the farmer has to run a fence right up against the hedge, but the deer can jump these fences easily. So the racks are still there. And it’s important, for deer, that they keep moving around. If they don’t, inbreeding can become a problem. Not only that, of course, they have to go where the food is. During the summer, that might be out on the open moorland. In the autumn, they’ll seek the shelter and food available
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For more information on Johnny Kingdom or to buy his DVD of Bambi, see his website at www.johnnykingdom.co.uk
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