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To Gozo – a very special dog.
And to the memory of his predecessors: Dog and Divorce, Gustav, Ballou, Lupus, Raksha and Alfred.
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I have had dogs for most of my life. I grew up in a family with cocker spaniels, yellow Labradors and a very opinionated shih-tzu. As a child I thought dogs infinitely preferable to human beings. I loved them with a passion. They were my playmates and my confidantes; they shared the laughter and the tears, and my life would have been desolate without them. I entirely understand the Queen’s devotion to her own dogs and the vital role they have played in her very curious life.

Our first Labrador was an impulse buy. The last cocker had met an untimely end, so we were briefly dogless. Driving home from Cornwall after our summer holiday, my father spotted a handwritten sign by the side of the road saying: ‘Yellow Labrador Puppies for Sale’. He slammed on the brakes and we all jumped out, chose one and took it away with us there and then. I was no more than five, my brother ten, and the Queen was newly on the throne. I remember vividly the two of us holding this warm, wriggly, delicious creature – with needle-sharp teeth – between us on the back seat for the long journey home, while we all suggested names for him. We called him Tio, short for Horatio, and he turned out to be an indomitable character. 

He was a wanderer: he would disappear for hours, usually coming home of his own accord. Occasionally we would have to rescue him from some scrape or another. Once it was from under a Green Line bus on the A24, which he miraculously survived. Another time it was from the kitchen of an irate couple whose Sunday joint he had just pinched, having walked in through an open door and found it sitting on the work surface. But the one we talked about most was the time, back in Cornwall once again, when we drove from a house we had rented in Daymer Bay to Rock, where we left the car and travelled as foot passengers on the ferry across the Camel Estuary to Padstow. It was mid-afternoon when we realized that Tio was missing. Panic. We raced around the little town asking everyone we met if they had seen a yellow Labrador. No one had seen him. Finally, we went back to the ferry port and asked there. Someone said they had seen a dog on the ferry a few hours earlier, but it had jumped overboard a few hundred yards short of Rock. 

With our hearts in our mouths and childish tears flowing, we took the next ferry, but there was no sign of Tio in Rock, either. When we reached the car, there were sandy paw prints all over the windows – he had clearly been there and tried to get in. But he had long gone. 

It was getting late, and there was nothing more to be done, so we drove silently and miserably back to the house. And there, to everyone’s amazement, was Tio. How he found his way there I shall never know: he had never stayed in that house before, and he had never walked from the house to Rock. It was over two miles away. 

I married a man, as the Queen did, who didn’t share my passion for dogs. Put off by the experience of playing emergency midwife to Tio’s descendant the first time he met my family, his proposal a month or so later came with one big caveat: ‘Marry me,’ he said, ‘but the day you get a dog you get a divorce.’

For 14 years we had cats but he knew what I hankered for so, on our anniversary, he presented me with a cardboard box. Inside were two red setter puppies: one named Dog and the other named Divorce. He couldn’t resist the joke. I was pregnant with our third child, we were about to move house and red setters are crazy at the best of times; to have two together was insanity. I sent them away to doggy boarding school and picked them up two weeks – and a fat cheque – later. ‘Everything I’ve taught them is on this tape,’ said the trainer, handing over a cassette. They hadn’t been home for longer than half an hour before they had chewed it into a pile of plastic splinters.

The real divorce was pending. So was the new baby. I dreamt one night that I had given birth to a litter of red setters. There was only one solution. One of the dogs had to go. So I found a good home for the boy; six months later, the girl was stolen from our garden. My heartbreak was absolute. Gritting his teeth, my lovely husband said I must get myself another. What breed would be difficult to steal? I settled on a Great Dane, a most beautiful boy, who was run over two years later by a Triumph Stag while chasing a deer. Of all the makes of car on the road … But it didn’t seem so funny at the time. After a few more Great Danes I settled on German shepherds as my favourite breed. I am now on my third, and a total devotee. He is funny, friendly and fearless and – I wish I could say differently – after three years, and countless hours of training, he is still a work in progress. 

I have just one dog. The Queen has had up to ten at times. My admiration for her, as a dog handler alone, knows no bounds. But even the best-trained dogs can go off-piste every now and again: cock a leg over the visiting vicar or disappear into the distance, deaf to all commands. It is all part and parcel of having a dog; everyone who has ever owned a dog will have horror stories to tell. Even our sovereign has had disasters and heartbreak alongside the friendship and the fun – her mother, too. 

Many years ago, at the Castle of Mey, the Queen Mother, whose sense of humour and attitude to her dogs was very like her daughter’s, was ushering her lunch guests into the drawing room for coffee, when she stopped in the doorway and gazed at a large pile of poo on the carpet. ‘Where did that come from?’ she asked; then continued, slightly challengingly, ‘It wasn’t one of my dogs.’ As everyone wondered what answer they could possibly give, her private secretary, Martin Gilliat, leapt in. Gilliat had been in Colditz during the war, and not much fazed him. ‘Well, if it wasn’t one of your dogs, ma’am,’ he said, ‘it can’t have been one of the guests, and it certainly wasn’t you, so it must have been me.’

Exploring the Queen’s love of dogs during the course of her life has been fascinating and I have met some beautiful dogs and some wonderful people along the way. But most of all I have discovered an aspect of the Queen that, despite more than thirty-five years of royal writing, I have never seen before: the truly private Queen. The public Queen spends her working life in gloves and hats, gowns, crowns and tiaras; she officiates at state ceremonies and mixes with the great and the good, the world over. Off duty, she puts on casual, comfortable clothes and immerses herself in the countryside that she loves, with her dogs and horses. This is when she truly comes alive, when she is at her happiest. Dogs and horses are her passion and it is with them, and the people who share that passion, that she truly relaxes. Horses are a rich man’s game but dogs are not. They are a great leveller, they attract people from all walks of life and, over the years, the Queen has had strong and genuine friendships with many of her fellow dog enthusiasts. Amongst them, she is respected not so much because she is our sovereign, but because she is a remarkably skilled handler, and a thoroughly knowledgeable breeder. 
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The Corgi Legend by Anne Biddlecombe

Would you know where corgis came from?

How they came to live by mortals?

Hearken to the ancient legend,

Hearken to the story-teller.

On the mountains of the Welsh-land

In its green and pleasant valleys,

Lived the peasant folk of old times,

Lived our fathers and grandfathers;

And they toiled and laboured greatly

With their cattle and their ploughing,

That their women might have plenty.

And their children journeyed daily

With the kine upon the mountain,

Seeing that they did not wander,

Did not come to any mischief,

While their fathers ploughed the valley

And their mothers made the cheeses.

’Til one day they found two puppies,

Found them playing in a hollow,

Playing like a pair of fox-cubs.

Burnished gold their coat and colour,

Shining like a piece of satin –

Short and straight and thick their fore-legs,

And their heads like a fox’s.

But their eyes were kind and gentle;

Long of body these dwarf-dogs

And without a tail behind them.

Now the children stayed all day there,

And they learned to love the dwarf-dogs,

Shared their bread and water with them,

Took them home with them even.

Made a cosy basket for them,

Made them welcome in the kitchen,

Made them welcome in the homestead.

When the men came home at sunset,

Saw them lying in the basket,

Heard the tale the children told them,

How they found them on the mountain,

Found them playing in the hollow –

They were filled with joy and wonder

Said it was a fairy present,

Was a present from the wee folk,

For their fathers told a legend

How the fairies kept some dwarf-dogs.

Called them corgis – Fairy heelers:

Made them work the fairy cattle,

Made them pull the fairy coaches,

Made them steeds for fairy riders,

Made them fairy children’s playmates;

Kept them hidden in the mountains,

Kept them hidden in the mountain’s shadow,

Lest the eye of mortal see one.

Now the corgis grew and prospered,

And the fairies’ life was in them,

In the lightness of their movement,

In the quickness of their turning,

In their badness and their goodness.

And they learnt to work for mortals,

Learnt to love their mortal masters,

Learnt to work their masters’ cattle,

Learnt to play with mortal children.

Now in every vale and hamlet,

In the valleys and the mountains,

From the little town of Tenby,

By the Port of Milford Haven,

To St David’s Head and Fishguard,

In the valley of the Cleddau,

On the mountains of Preselly,

Lives the Pembrokeshire Welsh corgi,

Lives the corgi with his master.

Should you doubt this ancient story,

Laugh and scoff and call it nonsense,

Look and see the saddle markings

Where the fairy warriors rode them

(As they ride them still at midnight,

On Midsummer’s Eve at midnight,

When the mortals are all sleeping!)

When historians of the future look back over the long reign of Queen Elizabeth II, they will marvel, not that she had so many dogs – throughout the centuries, monarchs, including her parents and grandparents, have surrounded themselves with dogs – but at her loyalty to a single breed. Since the age of seven, Elizabeth has not been without the companionship of a Pembroke Welsh corgi. These noisy, joyous little fox-faced dogs with upright ears and stumpy tails – not unlike mini German shepherds with their legs cut off – have been by her side, bringing a smile to her face for over eight decades. 

In April 2018, she lost Willow, the last of her own corgis, to cancer (but she still has one that she took in for a friend after his death). Willow was almost 15, which is not a bad age for a corgi. The decision to have her put to sleep will nevertheless have been agonising for the Queen, albeit the kindest. She was said to have been hit ‘extremely hard’ by the dog’s death. As a Palace source was quoted saying, ‘She has mourned every one of her corgis over the years, but she has been more upset about Willow’s death than any of them … It is probably because Willow was the last link to her parents and a pastime that goes back to her own childhood. It really does feel like the end of an era.’

Some 18 months earlier, Willow’s sister, Holly, also had to be put down after an illness. Gradually, and intentionally, the Queen has been whittling down the number of dogs she
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Footnote

Chapter 1: In The Genes

1 An affix is the name that a breeder of pedigree dogs uses to identify the strain – i.e. the kennels where they were bred. It is a means of identification in the dog world. Nowadays, the term affix (and suffix) has been replaced by the phrase ‘kennel name’. 
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