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1.  Dramatis personae
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Since I’m going to subject you to the tales of our various pe(s)ts, I’d better give you a cast of characters – I think I can safely say they are characters.  Here they are, in chronological order (to the best of my ability, although some of these dates relate only to the time we had them and not their full lifespan).  One of the penalties of a Foreign Affairs life is we have had to leave a smattering of canine and feline characters in various corners of the globe;  a trial and often cause for great angst, but we would have pe(s)ts wherever we settled.  A house simply was not a home without one furred character, at least (and usually more).

Butch (Wellington, New Zealand, and Canberra 1960-1971):  Our first boxer, a solidly-built, dark brindle dog 

Mrs Pussy (Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, 1964-66):  A black queen 

Rudolf (Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, 1964-66):  Her son, a big rangy grey-and-white

Hellenic (Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, 1964-66):  Another son by a later litter, with Siamese markings

Pfennig (Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, 1964-1966):  A long-haired, at least part Dachshund dog

Mrs Patch (Athens, Greece, 1966):  A calico Grecian street queen 

Henry (Athens, Greece, 1966-1968):  One of her kittens, a ginger tom

King (Athens, Greece, 1966-1968):  A happy little corgi dog

Wee Jasper (Canberra, 1969-1970):  A tabby tom kitten 

Seamus (Canberra, 1970-73):  A black-hearted Irishman of a tom 

Twa Too (Canberra, 1971?):  The first Siamese in the family, a tom

Sirrikit (Canberra, 1971):  A Siamese queen

Kittikachaun (Canberra, 1972):  Yet another Siamese tom

Bart (Singapore, 1973-1975):  A ginger tom from Singapore RSPCA

Raffles (Singapore, 1973-1975):  A Singapore Dog

Laïs (Australia, 1975-1997):  An excessively well-bred Burmese-Siamese queen

Matthew (Canberra, 1975-1992):  A brown tabby tom with a hare lip

Daisy (Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, 1975-1979):  A black part Labrador bitch

Ajax (Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania 1977-1979):  A shovel-nosed red boxer dog

Marc (Canberra, 1976-1993):  A tuxedo tom

Pibul Songkhram (Tweed Heads, 1979-1996):  A slab-sided Siamese tom

Chokka (Tweed Heads, 1979-1990):  Another dark brindle dog

Kinda (Canberra, 1984-1994):  A red boxer bitch

Poltergeist (Australia, 1989-2009):  A brown Burmese queen

Barney (Canberra, 1993-2011):  A broad-stripe tabby tom

Blue (Canberra, 1995-1996):  A solid, dark tabby tom

Warrior (Canberra, 1996-1997):  A black-and-white domestic longhair tom

Kim (Tweed Heads, 1994?-1997):  Another red boxer bitch

Maddy (Canberra, 1995-2005):  A somewhat under-sized, light brindle boxer bitch

Clancy (Canberra, 1996-2010):  A dark brindle boxer bitch

Jewels (Canberra, 1994-2009):  A dark brindle boxer bitch 

Sandy (Tweed Heads and Canberra, 1997-2017):  A BIG ginger tom

Minnie (Sunlands, 2007-?):  a blonde Burmese queen

Tarzan (Sunlands, 2007-?):  a brown Burmese tom 

Meg (Sunlands, 2008-2017):  another brown Burmese queen

Rascal (Sunlands, Jinjilly, Canberra 2013-?):  a black rescue tom 

Harry Spencer Buzz (Sunlands, Jinjilly, Canberra 2013-?):  a Barney look-alike rescue tom 

Larry Beckham Buzz (Sunlands, Jinjilly, Canberra 2013-?):  another Barney look-alike rescue tom

Shadda (Sunlands, Jinjilly, Canberra 2013-?):  a rangy calico rescue queen 

Naming them all

They were all individuals  - even my brother’s dog Gunnar, who was probably the most “just dog” of them, was an individual.  So finding names for them wasn’t that hard – well, animals often name themselves (although I have to admit I cannot recall how Hellenic got his name, there was nothing Grecian about him and Helen wasn’t with us at the time (or maybe that was how...)).  Kinda was named when I was pulling up weeds and furious with my brother for giving her to us, a play on the German word for child kinder;  Twa Too was named after the driver my parents had in Burma;  Seamus was a black-hearted Irishman of a cat (he stole my father's sole...);  Henry was a Navigator;  Pfennig was a long-haired dachshund, only one pfennig-worth of dog anyway;  Rudolph had a red nose;  Mrs Pussy had borne half the cats in Dar-es-Salaam.  The list goes on.

Some even came to us with names, like Clancy and King.  Barney came to us with a name, but he didn’t respond to it and in any event it wasn’t the right one.  It took a couple of weeks of hiding in dark places and coming out all sleekit and cowering after dark before he let us know his name.  He was originally called “Clive” - at a pinch Matt could have acted like a “Clive”, but not Barney!  Not because he lacked dignity – he didn’t – but because he lacked courage...

This does not mean any animal was necessarily stuck with a single name – not in our family!  Matthew could be Matt, Mattethew, USCIABCWAP (John, it had to be..);  Poltergeist could be Polly, The Geist, Bratlet, Catlet;  Maddy could be Mädchen, Madrigal, Maddy-one, Miss Maddy (usually said in a very poor imitation of a Southern US accent);  Laïs could be Widge, Widget, L’widgee;  Duma could be Dee-chee, Grublet, Goos-goos, Baby Cat;  Ajax could also be Nayjax (especially when he was up to mischief).

That list, also, goes on.  Alternatively, they all could be “that bloody dog!” or “that bloody cat!” depending on the villainy.

☸

Of course, there are other pets I haven’t mentioned or described in any detail – the border collie, Scamp; the cats Frisky (in New Zealand)  and Mitzy (in Australia), sundry lizards and a frog in New Zealand.  Most of these were before I started really noticing the behaviours, likes and dislikes of our pe(s)ts, although I have no doubt they all had likes, dislikes, favourite nests and favoured humans.  Except maybe the reptiles.  I know they liked live flies, because my mother would catch them for John, whose pets the lizards were.

I suppose it must have been a bit odd for the visitors, to be having a sane, most likely diplomatic-wife’s, conversation with my mother only to see her rise up to collect a jar and piece of cardboard from the sideboard.  When she started stalking something across the room I imagine they began to get seriously worried, and would not have been particularly relieved when she put the jar over a spot in the wall and then slid the cardboard between jar and wall...

Well, the lizards had to eat, hadn’t they? – seemed perfectly normal to us!

Then there are others, more recent, who belonged to other members of the family and whose personalities made less of a mark on my memory because I had much less to do with them.  Pe(s)ts like Bozo, Gunnar, Shaun, Tiger and Capt’n Chaos – all boxers, all owned by my brother;  Squirt, a leggy black-and-white cat with intellectual limitations (but Oh! such whiskers!), Rusty and Wally, fox terriers with a thing about balls - all three living in Darwin and, in Wally’s case, Sunlands, South Australia with Leigh and her de facto, Allen;  Minnie, Tarzan, Meg and Inta, also living with Leigh and Allen albeit in Sunlands;  and Pibul, Chokka and Kim who at various times, sometimes overlapping, owned my parents while they were living the retired life in Tweed Heads.  You’ll find them lurking in these pages somewhere...

☸

And of course no account of the family pe(s)ts could be complete without the human variety:

Fred (Frederick William Truelove):  my father, a career diplomat;  before that a farm boy and bomber navigator.

Mum (Joan Truelove, nee Turton):  my mother, daughter of an ex-Yorkshire builder who moved to Sydney.

John (David John Truelove):  my brother, six years older than me and ultimately a disaffected Naval architect and a farmer.  Married to Martha and father of two children, Barbara Rosalind and Roy.

Helen (Helen Truelove):  my eldest sister, four years older than me, a public servant.

Leigh (Leigh Truelove):  my other sister, eighteen months older than me and a much-travelled veterinarian.  Partnered with Allen, who could – and did – turn his hand very effectively to many a construction endeavour.

Myself (Kerry Truelove):  also a public servant and ultimately a fitness trainer, with a love of woodworking.
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2.  The Big Daddy of them All – Butch
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Butch in his youth, possibly in New Zealand (photo FW Truelove)


Our introduction to the boxer breed





Butch – Bramanah Ajax, to give him his kennel name – was the one wot dun it.  He was a dark brindle boxer, of the English body type and therefore solid to the point of almost being massive.  We got him in New Zealand, on the advice of the vet.  My father had asked which was the best man-sized dog to have with children, to be told that only man-sized dogs were were good with children and the best of them were Labradors and boxers (I assume my father asked the question because Scamp, the border collie we had had in Australia before, had not been at all good with children).  Labradors get fat, thought my father – so he opted for a boxer, knowing nothing much about the breed except the vet. thought they were good with children (the vet. also said they were hard to train, but once the commands were in the animal's skull they were in for life.  We learned the truth of that;  Fred (my father) trained Butch – and Butch trained Fred).

But Butch also completely reinforced the vet.’s views.  I don’t believe we could have asked for a better dog for a mob of children starting out between the ages of four and ten.  What nobody thought to ask, of course, was whether children would be good for the dog...

☸

“If that dog bites anyone,” my mother declared, not many weeks after we got Butch, “that child will get a hiding.”

The occasion was a delinquent youngest child sitting on the dog’s back, taking his bone from him and giving it back to him.  Not once did Butch react, and he was probably all of six months old at the time, hardly a seasoned dog well accustomed to the cruel vagaries of human puppies.  All he did was look imploringly at my mother please, pretty please, rescue me -  this is embarrassing! (come to think of it, a similar event happened thirty-something years later, with my brother’s dog Shaun – also a dark brindle.  Toddler son Roy, learning how to walk, found his balance going and grabbed for the nearest support.  At the time, Roy still had that surprising manual strength of a baby, so you knew when he grabbed you.  The nearest available support happened to be two large and delicate swellings between Shaun’s hind legs, of considerable importance to the male of any mammalian species...  But apart from going stiff with surprise (and other things!), Shaun did nothing.)

☸

Where we went, Butch went – to my uncle’s farm, to the beach, to the drive-in, wherever...

“John!” called my mother, one day.  She knew her eldest had been playing in the back yard, with the dog;  they had to be out there somewhere (or rather, she hoped they were – both John and Butch could go over the fence at will...).

“Yes Mum?” a boy’s head appeared like magic halfway up a tree.

Silly me, of course he’d up a tree, where else? thought my mother, and then remembered the other delinquent who was meant to be playing in the yard.

“Where's Butch?”

A dark brindle head appeared like magic, slightly less of the way up the same tree yes Mum?

Don’t ask.

☸

Let us not forget the time Mum confidently told her dog “stay” and went up the escalator to JB Young’s in Kingston.  Halfway up she noticed something low and dark, coming up the stairs that ran beside the escalator, keeping abreast with her more mechanised progress.

Yup.  Butch, on his way up the stairs to keep her company and no-nevermind that dogs weren’t allowed in the store.

☸

Did I mention the training aspect?  Fred spent many hours training Butch in the prerequisites for urban living – to come, stay, sit and heel on command, and to fetch the newspaper from the front lawn every morning.  Butch learned those commands perfectly;  the only thing was, he was selective as to when he would obey them (a characteristic we were to find in all our many boxers – don’t let anyone tell you they as a breed are stupid, they are not.  But they can be remarkably and selectively deaf when it suits them).

Selective deafness, and the ability to train Fred, were in prime evidence with the morning paper when we were living in Narrabundah.  The drum was this:  Fred would open the door, stand on the front porch, point out and tell Butch to fetch the paper.  Butch would go out, have a little sniff of the various bushes just to make sure he was abreast of the night’s canine events, a little piddle here, and little marking there and finally bring in the paper.  I was never sure he brought the paper because he’d caught up on events, or because Fred was starting to get quite annoyed and yell at him;  the point was, he knew exactly what he was meant to be doing, he just took his own time about it.  Not stupid, opinionated.

Or rather, that was the usual way of doing it.  But Butch knew that if Fred couldn’t actually see the paper, he couldn’t be sure there was one there;  and if the paper landed on the road side of the big pinoak tree, or in the irises at the base of the tree, Fred couldn’t see it.

“Fetch the paper, Butch,” my father would command and the dog would sally forth, obviously more than willing to carry out that small task.  But he would stop and look around, seeking the elusive paper, “go on, fetch it!”

So Butch would take a good look, and maybe inspect some innocent clump of grass or check earnestly under the black wattle, giving all the signs of a dog willing to bring in the paper.  Finally he would look at my father no paper today, boss.  My father, being wise to the wiles of Butch, would yell at him to fetch it and stop mucking about, and again the big brindle would do his search – this bush, that shrub, perhaps a brief foray behind the pinoak before once again stopping to turn worried dark brown eyes towards Fred no, honest, boss, no paper today.

This would go on for some time, my father getting more aggravated, until finally he abandoned the porch and got to a point where he could see the paper, perched jauntily among the irises or just flat on the ground.  An instant before his blood pressure was really going to go through the roof, Butch would suddenly swoop on the paper oh you mean this paper, boss!  Why didn’t you say so? and trot proudly back to the house.

The neighbours probably also had blood pressure problems, but from laughter;  I suspect that was hardly the only time they killed themselves over our dog (and our!) antics.
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No paper today, boss... (photo FW Truelove)

☸

Then there was the serious business of transporting a young boxer male from New Zealand across the Tasman Sea to Australia.  We went by boat – the Patris – and of course we couldn’t have Butch in the cabins with us, he had to be in a cage.  But they weren’t inhuman, so we could get him out of the cage and give him a bit of a walk on the deck and bond a bit more with our dog.

Well, Butch was well and truly house-broken and you just didn’t piddle on floors, even ones that heaved around like the Patris in the middle of the Tasman.  So despite our urgings he ‘hung on’ – but he wasn’t super dog, although we often treated him as such.  One day it was unendurable and he had to pee.  And pee.  And pee...  Damn near flooded the ship, but he felt a lot better after that!

☸

This training business, that was serious.  Nobody wanted to walk a dog, any dog, on a lead and certainly not such a large, powerful and boisterous dog as Butch, so he had to be trained to do as he was told when he was told.  To be fair to him, apart from when he was told not to fight another dog (or, indeed, told “don’t even think of it”, my mother’s phrase when another dog came into our view if not his.  Not perhaps the most sensible approach, for whenever she said it, Butch instantly thought of it), he was mostly reliable, particularly as he got older.  But in his youth there was an element of hit-and-miss about his obedience, particularly if there was a hint of temptation.  So the day Mum had him out walking in New Zealand and encountered another dog walker, she probably had quite a few misgivings.

Mum’s story is that she smiled at the other dog walker, one dog lover to another.  Instead of the anticipated smile in response, she got a stony glare and the other dog walker stalked on with every intention of passing her and Butch without so much as acknowledging they existed.  Now Mum was very proud of Butch – so were we all – and this kind of slight would have raised her hackles at the best of times.  Butch was actually behaving himself reasonably well, for him, which made it worse.

“Butch,” spoke my mother in a firm voice (just a tad low, in case he ignored her and the other dog walker heard and thought all the less of them), “here,” and Butch instantly stopped what he was doing to join her, correctly on the left side, correctly at her heel.

Mum could have hugged him for it.  Instead, she decided to press her luck -  because this other dog walker was being so snooty, so plainly contemptuous of anyone who would have such a large, untidy dog as a boxer (theirs being, I think, a miniature poodle).

“Heel,” and serenely swept on past the other dog walker with all the air of a woman who knew her dog would do exactly what she told it to do, no more, no less.  Appearances were deceptive.  Mum was in a stew inside what if he doesn’t heel?  What if he goes over to the other dog and invites it to play?  What if he bounces the other person?  What if-?

Butch trotted obediently and perfectly at heel past the other dog walker and her dog, and around the corner – and then washed my mother’s face with an excess of delight when she dropped to one knee to hug him.  But then, Butch liked to show off, too, and had a fine sense of occasion.  This, clearly, was an occasion;  so he rose to it.

☸

Mum was a redoubtable woman, and no doubt in these less permissive days would have been up before a magistrate for the way she would, on occasion, take Butch with her on an off-lead walk down to Griffith shops – about three blocks westward along Stuart Street.  Usually it was for a few bits and pieces, and when told to “stay” Butch would wait patiently outside the shop while my mother conducted her business.  I’m not sure all the retailers appreciated this – after all, Butch was a solid, muscular dog with the apparently uncompromisingly foreshortened muzzle of a boxer, frequently likened to a bulldog.  The uninitiated might have been – well, shall we say a tad intimidated? – by his presence on the pavement (nowadays, of course, there would have been an uproar, police would have been summoned, great discussion entered into about the dangerousness of the dog, the absence of a lead (let alone a muzzle), and so forth culminating in an official caution about having to keep the dog on a lead and attended, or tied up, while in public places).

But I do know there was one retailer who had absolutely no issue with Butch waiting patiently outside his shop door...

It happened that Mum needed to get some meat from the butcher.

“Butch, stay,” pausing just long enough to see his bottom descend to the pavement before sweeping into the shop, list in hand.

“Good morning Mrs Truelove,” and business commenced.  Shortly afterwards another customer entered, sidling past the quietly waiting dog as if escaping from a particularly uncompromising crocodile.  Before the customer could speak, the butcher leaned over the counter, “don’t say a thing against that dog.  He’s our best customer.”

☸

Having Butch obedient could have its drawbacks, particularly for him.  Take the time in New Zealand when he was rioting ahead of us and got onto the roof of a changing shed that was nestled against a slope (this was New Zealand, after all:  slopes everywhere).  We were a bit worried because we’d lost sight of him and then suddenly there he was, like a jack in the box, some six or seven feet up.  Some idiot among us, in a classic example of not thinking, called Butch to join us.  So he did – a flying leap off the changing roof shed.

Omigod! He’ll break a leg!

He hadn’t – maybe a little graze and a slight limp for a day or two, that was all.  But it was not a small fall and he was lucky to get off so lightly.

He also was infernally lucky the time he ran out onto the street in Narrabundah and was hit by a car.  Picture it if you will – the car screeching to a halt, big brindle dog flipping off to the side, mother and child white with fear for their darling pet and no doubt, at least on my mother's side, rapidly going through the list broken ribs and leg, broken neck, internal injuries now how on earth am I going to tell the kids and Fred?!!

Then he got up and came over to her.  He’d torn a flap of skin off his chest and that was about all;  and he’d learned a valuable lesson.  Cars on roads could be a bit of a risk.  Not that it stopped him from crossing a road, of course.  Nor did it affect his enthusiasm for cars, in particular going in them.  If there was an outing to be had, Butch was in it – and in the car – right from the start.

A right member of the family

I don’t know what it was, but even when we had abandoned him for three years Butch knew his family and his home.

It came about this way:  my father, being a diplomat, suffered the dangers of a career diplomat and was posted (initially to Tanzania, although later he was on-posted to Greece).  This left him and my mother with a quandary:  what to do about Butch?  They didn’t want to take him with us to Tanzania, where the dangers to canine life were significantly higher;  and besides, there would be a monumental quarantine time involved in bringing him back into the country. No, better not to take him:  but what to do?  They had to find someone who would take care of him in the interim, but Butch was large, boisterous, and not entirely drip-dry;  he was not the sort of house-pest with whom most people might consider co-habiting.

My mother conceived a plan of entrapment, and one afternoon ruthlessly put it into action:  she took Butch with her to the Foreign Affairs building and left him outside while she visited Fred (you could do that with Butch, then, he would stay...  Well, he stayed mostly near where you left him).  It was a honey-pot trap, and it worked perfectly.  My redoubtable mother knew that one of Fred’s fellow diplomats and his wife were boxer fanciers...  So it was no surprise to her to find, when she emerged after seeing Fred, Butch had an admirer.  “I don’t know what we’re going to do with him while we’re in Tanzania,” she said regretfully, watching the big dog get his chest roundly thumped by an enthusiastic Australian diplomat.

“Oh, we’ll look after him!”

They did.  But then, Fred was on-posted to Greece and worse still, the enthusiastic boxer-loving diplomat also was posted overseas.  Serendipity set in:  the diplomat (to whom, really, we owe a great debt) located another serious boxer-phile, one Canadian diplomat by name of Gibson, who was only too happy to take on the honour of being Butch’s keeper.

Hmm.  That gave my mother a bad moment, actually.  We eventually returned from Greece and in due time – probably very few days after returning to Canberra indeed – my mother rang the Gibson residence.

“You don’t know me, but my name’s Truelove,” after all, how do you introduce yourself to a complete stranger who happens to have been looking after your dog for the past 18 months or so?

“You can’t have him!” came the immediate response.  My mother, not quick to anger, blinked.  Here was a pretty pass.  The dog was ours, but there was no evidence to say he did not belong to the Gibson’s, after all;  and would he even remember us, after three years?  Her silence must have communicated, for there was an embarrassed sound from Mrs Gibson, recognising a faux pas, “at least, not yet...”

It transpired that the Gibson’s tour in Canberra was nearly over.  So a deal was struck, Butch would remain with them until they left and then he would come back to us, to be reacquainted with his rightful family. (Hah!  The Canadian’s residence was in the suburb of Forrest;  so was the Canberra Church of England Girls’ Grammar School, where initially Helen and then Helen and Leigh were boarding.  It seemed Butch, every now and then, took himself off to visit Helen (and presumably Leigh, later on) at CCEGGS.  A matter of keeping an eye on his family, no doubt, for Butch was very conscious of his familial duties...).

Oh, yes;  he knew us right away, as soon as we turned up to repossess our beloved dog.  Then, on the way back to our house, he steadily got more and more excited, almost bouncing in the back of the VW Variant when we turned into the driveway.  It wasn’t just the family he remembered, it was also the house.

We found out later that he had fetched the paper for the Gibson’s, every day and with due diligence – and without being told to fetch it...

☸

If it comes to that, it wasn’t just the immediate family he remembered...

Our uncle Jim and aunt Joady regularly rented a house down at Bateman’s Bay, and from time to time we would go there for a visit.  With Butch, of course.  Butch didn’t see much of Jim or Joady for any length of time at any given visit (always day visits only), so he could be forgiven for not remembering them particularly well.  On one visit, we drove down to Bateman’s Bay and found the house in question, and Jim told us Joady was down at the beach.  So of course we piled out of the car and into swimming costumes and down to the beach ourselves, Butch leading the way with happy enthusiasm.  It probably wasn’t the most crowded beach, or the most crowded that beach ever got, but there were plenty of people on it sitting and lying, talking, picnicking or doing the hundred other things people do on hot sand on a warm morning.  Butch usually could be trusted not to make a total nuisance of himself, so we didn’t worry too much when he bounded ahead of us.  At least, we weren’t worried until he bounded straight over (and onto!) to some poor unsuspecting soul sunbathing on a towel, a hat over her face.

Whereupon Joady sat up and patted him, looking bewilderedly around the beach all the while until she saw us coming.

Don’t let anyone tell you animals don’t remember!

And in the blue corner...Butch!

Butch was a redoubtable fighter, king of the neighbourhood whichever neighbourhood it might be.  My mother said he had a chip on his shoulder, but he never actually started the fight.  He’d just strut up to the other dog, plainly showing up the chip go on, knock it off, I dare you!  So many dogs tried;  so many failed miserably.  As far as I know, only three dogs had Butch beaten, and two of those only because of his impeccable canine manners.  He was an alpha dog among alpha dogs;  he did not fight old or crippled dogs, he did not need to because they were no threat to him at all.  So whenever the creaking, ancient mutt, part terrier of some kind, that lived around the corner came yapping furiously into Butch’s face, he politely turned a shoulder (obviously not the one with the chip) and kept turning it until past the old dog’s territory.  He did the same with the three legged dog that was also around the corner, just quietly turned the shoulder no matter how the other yelled in his face.

Come to think of it, even the most stroppy and argumentative bitch got the same treatment, a gently, firmly and irrevocably turned shoulder.  Butch did not fight bitches, no matter what the provocation. 

☸

Two dogs looked as if they might have him beaten, but when it came down to it they did not.  One was the corgi.  He had Butch beaten only for a little while, until Butch figured out the right way of dealing with dogs with a low centre of gravity.  Until then, Butch’s technique was simple:  he knocked the other dog over, took a grip (on the throat for preference, of course) and stood over it until it yelled uncle!  The method worked fine with any dog with legs matching its body, but the corgi had little legs, a low centre of gravity, and no sense of discretion when it came to a big, dark brindle boxer.  It decided to Take On The King.  For a while Butch couldn’t figure out how to get it off its feet so that he could stand over it.  All his usual tactics didn’t do it.  Finally he hit upon the solution:  seize corgi in mouth, flip over shoulder, and stand over it because by the time it hit earth again it was on its back.  Then, the corgi yelled uncle!

So, ultimately, did Rocky, the much younger dark brindle boxer who thought to take on the neighbourhood king, although that was a different case altogether and one in which we feared we might lose Butch.  Rocky was beautiful to look at, but one of the very few cross-grained boxers I have ever met.  Part of that was no doubt due to a weak and ineffectual owner whose reaction, on seeing him go in to fight, was to drop the lead and yelp away.  With such ownership it would have been a miracle if Rocky did not develop delusions of alpha-hood, and he was more than willing to deal with that chip on Butch's shoulder.  Mostly we managed to keep them apart, but one day he and Butch had a fight.

It happened this way.  Rocky and his owner were walking up our side of the street and Rocky must have seen Butch pottering in the front garden with my mother.  For reasons best known to himself, Rocky apparently decided right, I’ll have you this time!, possibly just seeing an old and infirm dog, and must have slipped his lead.  In typical boxer fashion, he went for Butch in a rush.  Butch was an old dog by then, his teeth worn, his strength much reduced and he should not have been up to the task;  but he went stock still and nodded to the famous shoulder chip go on, knock it off!.

Rocky, being young and foolish, did so – metaphorically speaking – and it was on.

Butch went in with a will and soon had Rocky by the throat in what could be a killing grip, if the other dog didn’t have the sense to yell uncle!  Rocky, predictably, didn’t have the sense;  he’d been spoiling for this fight for months and now he had it.  So something had to be done by someone other than the combatants.

My mother, her gardening forgotten, bellowed at Butch to break it off but of course he didn’t.  She then yelled at Rocky’s owner to call their dog, but that was a waste of effort;  the other woman was flapping and squawking like a barnyard hen, more likely to inflame the situation than not and certainly of no earthly use.  So my redoubtable mother grabbed the garden hose.  At the time, the wisdom for breaking up a dogfight was to turn the hose on the dogs.  Mum followed the wisdom.

Well, that approach had distinct limitations when one of the dogs enjoyed being cooled down by a fine spray of water, as Butch did.  He seemed to greatly appreciate the rain – such a good idea to cool a fellow down mid-fight! - and made no attempt to break off.  If Butch wasn’t going to break off, Rocky had no chance to do so, although by that stage he probably would have liked very much to forget about the whole thing.

Bother it! thought my mother, and closed in on the fight, with no apparent regard for her own skin (and no doubt to additional squawking from Rocky's owner), to direct water up Butch’s nose.  Butch had to let go – a small matter of breathing, you see – and Rocky took off in a bee-line past his still yelping owner.  For all I know he didn’t stop until he was home.

Thereafter Rocky crossed the road, rather than go over Butch’s territory, a much chastened young dog.  Butch had a heart attack afterwards, but he certainly won that engagement.

☸

Paddy was the only dog who may have had Butch beaten.  That was a much more serious case because Paddy simply wouldn’t give up and yell uncle!  He was my uncle Jim and aunt Joady’s dog, a born sheep dog who should have been a working dog but was not.  I don’t know his parentage – he looked a little as if he had some collie in him, but was as likely to be mostly kelpie given that all the other dogs at Elmavale and Avocavale​[1] at the time were kelpies.  But Paddy also was an alpha dog and his territory was Elmavale – and therein lay the problem.  Butch was a member of our family.  If we visited Elmavale, and we often did, he came with us;  it was automatic.

I can see Paddy’s point, this was his territory and nobody had asked him if it was OK to introduce another large alpha dog into it.
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Paddy’s pad (photo John Truelove)

So Paddy and Butch fought every time they met, and neither had any intention of rolling over for the other.  Garden hoses directed up the nose notwithstanding (oh, yes, long before the fight with Rocky, Mum had the technique down pat!), they were not going to give the other an inch.  On at least one occasion, a hot summer day where things simply got out of hand again, they fought like demons until finally they were separated and a short time later Butch collapsed. That was typical of him.  He was not going to back down one iota, even for incipient heat stroke.

The solution, if it could be called that, was to leave Paddy outside the garden compound, even though that was plainly part of his territory.  Nobody could say he was treated fairly about the whole matter.  The only part he might have agreed to was Butch being in the house, for the house had a linoleum floor and Paddy couldn’t handle lino.  He’d get onto it and then realise he was on it and freeze (so would his expression, you could see when the realisation struck – he was on the lino), and exactly what he was afraid of would happen:  his feet would start to slide apart.  Butch, on the other hand, knew how to manage lino;  don’t be daft enough to go rigid on it.  So while Paddy glared from the outside, our big lad could strut his stuff inside the house.  It probably did nothing at all for the entente cordiale and rather a lot for the lack of it.

Coping with kittens

Butch had the softest spot for kittens of any dog we have had.  He seemed to love kittens, right from the first when we got him in New Zealand, although any cat not of the family found in his yard was soon going over the fence with many pounds of baying boxer after it.  There was a big difference between his cats and kittens, and anyone else's.

“Under tightly controlled conditions of temperature and pressure, the organism will do...exactly as it pleases.”  Nothing could more accurately describe Butch's first encounter with a litter of kittens.

It happened this way.  Mitzi presented us with a litter of kittens (number unknown, but probably four;  our cats seemed to have a habit of producing four kittens).  My mother and father, being cautious and not knowing then how Butch was with kittens – after all, he chased cats outside the house, he might well do worse things to kittens inside;  and besides, he was an entire male dog with a reputation as a fighter – were very careful to make sure he never got into the room where Mitzi had her litter.  It was an exercise, because Butch was no fool and he just knew there was something interesting behind the closed door. So he snuffled under the door and generally loitered with intent outside for several days.  The intensity and dedication of it probably made my parents all the more nervous, and they were very, very careful to keep the dog out.  Then it happened – Butch saw his opportunity when my mother was a little slow in shutting the door, and barged right in.  When he wanted to, Butch was a champion barger...

Omigod, he’ll kill them! thought my mother, whirling half a lifetime too late, arms windmilling anxiously and having no chance of stopping a massive boxer intent on his prey, even in that relatively restricted space.  The sensation of having no chance of stopping him was probably, by then, anything but unfamiliar.

She reckoned without Butch – and Mitzi, if it comes to that.  The dog barrelled over to the box and loomed over the queen;  she just put a forepaw over the mewling collection and purred smugly up at him, for all the world as if to say See?  Look what I've done!

Butch saw.  He counted each kitten, giving each a christening foof! (no, Butch was not a drip-dry boxer, but the kittens weren’t quite drowned...) while Mitzi smirked at him and my mother rapidly revised her previous assessment.

It got better.  Lying with kittens all the time was very boring for a cat, so after a while Mitzi jumped up, shook the last little bundle off her legs, and went out.  For an instant, but only an instant, my mother went back to her earlier assessment he’ll kill them-.  But of course she was wrong.  Butch settled down by the box, for all the world like a worried uncle, and waited for Mitzi to resume mothering duties.  She took her time about it, too.

After that the door was left open.  Every time Mitzi felt like going out, she did;  and, most of the time, Butch would come in to look after the kittens, at least while they were young.

☸

I said Butch chased cats outside, and so he did – even our cats, although most of the time they knew it was a game of sorts and didn’t worry about it.  Just scamper ahead of him and over the fence and you were safe (well, mostly – in his youth Butch, too, went over fences...).  The rule applied to kittens as well as cats, although for some strange reason he never seemed to quite catch up with the kittens before they reached ‘safety’;  something to do with never quite getting out of first gear, I suspect.  But he had his work cut out for him with one of Mitzi’s kittens one day.  It wouldn’t run.  It was out for a little ramble in the Big Wide World of our back yard, and it didn’t feel like running, so it didn’t.  Time enough for that later.

Now Butch knew this just was not how the game was played.  He foofed the kitten, usually a good tactic for promoting some sort of reaction.  It shook it’s head (not drip-dry, remember?) but otherwise ignored the instruction.  Budge, damn you! with another foof, and if a kitten could give a beatific smile to a boxer dog looming over it, that kitten did.

Well, as far as Butch was concerned the rules of the game had to be followed.  So he put his nose under the kitten and nudged it gently (a pair of spindly tabby legs suddenly and briefly airborne, small startled squeak that was more of escaping air than alarm, big dog looming hopefully...).

Nope.  Not gunna.  So Butch left it at that;  clearly this was one instance when the rules did not apply.  Our big, brave alpha dog, king of the neighbourhood, terror of unwary cats, roundly and completely defeated.  By a few-weeks-old tabby kitten....

He was defeated again, some days later, when another kitten (no doubt a tabby, we tended to run to them) blundered into his hind foot during a play session and, as kittens do, had a nap attack.  The fact that the kitten’s pillow was the hind leg of a big brindle boxer was of no moment at all;  it was nap time, so the kitten would nap.  Butch whipped his head around, alarmed no doubt by the impact of the kitten omigod what was that?!! and froze.  There was no sign the kitten was going to do anything but sleep.  Quite possibly it wouldn’t even wake up if he moved his foot.

But Butch took his kitten-minding duties very, very seriously.  So he stood like a monument, not moving until the kitten, rested, woke up and went about its kittenly business;  then, with a deep, put-upon sigh and reproachful look our way, our wonderful dog took himself off to his own bed for a nap.  It was for all the world as if he was reminding us I’m more than willing to do kitten-minding duty, but I’ve other work to do, you know, and a little consideration would be appreciated...

Odd to think that this was the dog of whom Mrs Gibson – apparently horrified when she learned we were about to repossess our dog into a house containing cats – exclaimed “You can’t have Butch with cats!”.  If only she knew.  Butch walked through the door for the first time in three years, gave the kitten there a kindly foof! in passing, and went in to reclaim his home.  The kitten was left discombobulated, no doubt, although in no time at all cat and dog had worked out their arrangement.

––––––––
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Such a neighbourly dog

Butch also did a great job of cementing our role in the neighbourhood;  I’m not sure what that role was, quite possibly as neighbourhood characters, but we were known by our dog as much as by ourselves.  For example, we learned later on in his life that at least some of the neighbours, friends of ours, had regular morning visits.

This, of course, was when we’d gone to our respective employments (work or school), knowing Butch was safely shut in the back yard for the day.

Did I mention that he could go over fences? – well, he did.  In his youth it was a flying leap, with a little paw-work on the top if he was tackling the paling fence but a lot less if he was going over the lower steel-pipe-and-chicken-wire gate.  As he got older it was more of a scramble, paws scrabbling against the top rail, and he focused on the gate rather than the fence;  but he did it well into his middle years.

Morning patrol consisted of a visit to the Collins's next door, then across the road to the Beatty’s and the Burns’ for leftover bacon and eggs or whatever other breakfast delicacies they might like to impart.  Supplementary breakfast usually came with an additional patting – everyone knew his nature by then – and then it was off around the block for another walk (and another ignoring of the old dog and the three-legged dog).  After that, probably mid to late morning (after all, none of us were there to see it!), he’d go back over the fence to await our return.  By the time we kids came back from school he was bouncing impatiently for us at the gate, obviously having been shut in all day, and wasn’t it time for his walk? 

Apparently the whole circus had Mrs Beatty, at least, in stitches.

☸

Butch was known to more than the neighbours, too.  One time John was busily repairing his car and a visitor came by – the president of the relevant car club.  So he and John had a pleasant chat about cars, their maintenance and repair, and no doubt a number of other things before the visitor asked whether “this was where Butch lived?”.

Then there was the child who was afraid of dogs – but accompanied Leigh, Butch and I to the shops one afternoon walk because said child felt safe with Butch...

☸

We had Butch for many years, and as he aged, the urge to go over the fence or gate gradually faded.  You could almost rely on him remaining shut in the back yard...

I did say almost.  One day he apparently regarded the gate with a prospective eye I wonder if I still can...

Yep, he could – over the gate, admittedly with a bit of a scramble.  But he decided once was enough, and was waiting on the front porch when we got home.

☸

Butch and the Valiant station wagon also had the neighbours in stitches.  The Valiant was, I think, bought for two reasons – we needed a station wagon with capacity for us all, and the rear window could be wound down for Butch’s comfort.  So you wound down the window and dropped the tailgate, and Butch leaped up onto the tailgate into the back.  Or that was the theory.  Butch, of course, had his own ideas...

To be fair, he was an old dog at the time and a jump of about two feet probably wasn’t the easiest, but he could do it.  He’d just rather not have to if he could get out of it.  However, he understood that his place was in the back so he didn’t try to get in the side doors – well, not very much – but this business of leaping up, that was difficult you know, a fellow had to work up to it.  So he’d look glumly up at the line of the tailgate and then imploringly at whoever was trying to urge him to jump up it’s too high, can’t you just lift me?

“Come on, Butch, you can do it,” which would encourage him to put a paw up and perhaps make a half-hearted hop, nothing within a coo-ee of actually getting up onto the tailgate. More encouragement might bring about a more convincing attempt at jumping – Butch backed up, hesitated, backed up a bit further and started a rush-  But no, it really is too high, boss as he strained to look into the car.  Such a sad and doleful sight it was, this big, greying brindle dog being asked to jump into the car when it was plainly beyond him, while around him gradually gathered a family of humans who by then were almost all quite capable of lifting him into the car.  You could almost see him appealing to the neighbours look at them, they could lift me in, they just won’t.  Had ever a dog such cruel owners?

“Come on, Butch,” more encouragement, and then failing that an order.  So it would go, the paw up, the abortive rush, the appealing look please don’t tease me like this, I’m an old dog and I need you to help me get in!

The entire circus would last for as long as my father’s patience – it was usually my father who broke the deadlock.  Finally Fred would get into the driver's seat and turn on the engine and-

Butch would be in like a flash.  Old dog or no, he wasn’t going to be left behind!
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☸

Come to think of it, he did once have issues about jumping out of the Variant station wagon, the car we had before the Valiant.  That was probably because, instead of nice firm ground, we had cold Murrumbidgee water rushing under the stern of the car;  one of those little errors in driving judgement that had the car stalled and the right front wheel off the roadway at Angle Crossing.  Butch didn’t mind a swim – in fact he loved them, and on a hot day it was an exercise to persuade him not to get wet – and he didn’t mind getting out of the car, but for a while he definitely drew the line at combining the two.  He stopped on the edge and peered down at the sweep of water, and you could just about see him shake his head no, I don’t like the look of this, this isn’t right!

This was the dog that on innumerable occasions had blithely cast himself off dry land, usually in the form of a rock, down into the Murrumbidgee River at Pine Island (if not onto a human’s back – Butch had that down pat, too.  Even if the human had this odd habit of rising up, roaring at him!).  Just not this afternoon....

"Come on, Butch," we encouraged him as dulcetly as we could, given we, too, were cold from the water that was running knee-high around us  - as well as feeling spectacularly prattish for going off the crossing in the first place.  But no, Butch didn’t think so.  He looked again at the water and then at us come on, the game’s over.  Now just get back in and drive me back to land.

So we tried to order him into the water.  A paw dipped briefly in – he was in his later years and usually willing to obey a reasonable order by then – and then he backed up again no, this is silly, you get out of a car onto dry land, not water!

Finally, since we clearly were not going to come to our senses, he plunged in.  This was the Murrumbidgee River swollen with spring meltwater – cold and fast – and in retrospect we might have put our beloved dog at risk by asking him to jump in.  Just for a minute he seemed to be caught up in the current and started downstream, and I imagine more than one of us started to get really scared (losing the car was one thing and there might be hell to pay, but to lose Butch-!!).  Then, with a little help from us and his own powerful swimming stroke, he got the measure of the current and swung around for shore.  He did not dally, mind you – just struck out for shore and if we wanted to be silly about the river, that was our business.  As a consequence he virtually beat us back to dry land.

Whereupon, being Butch, he had to bounce all over us when we got there as if it had been all part of a tremendous if inexplicable game.  Such fun to dive into the cold meltwater Murrumbidgee from the back of the car, why hadn’t we thought of it before? – although, as I recall, he was in no hurry to go swimming for the rest of the afternoon after that, despite us all being some time at the crossing while good Samaritans helped us get the car onto dry land and the engine dried out.
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3.  Pe(s)ts on Postings
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My family is quite beyond help when it comes to pe(s)ts.  We might be posted overseas for only eighteen months or two years, but we always ended up having a pe(s)t.  In fact, we usually ended up with more than one.  It meant that at the end of each posting we – or rather, my mother - would have to go through the agony of finding them all homes, but we would get them.  Every time.
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a.  An African Experience
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In a sense our African experience started with Mrs Pussy.  Mrs Pussy was the mother of half the cats in Dar-es-Salaam.  We inherited her.  Really quite a nondescript black-and-white queen, she seemed to settle in quietly and efficiently, and before long presented us with a litter of kittens, four in all.  I don’t recall what happened to the kittens, other than the one which had Siamese-like markings who we kept and named Hellenic.  I suspect Mrs Pussy had a visit to the vet after that – at any rate, I only recall one litter of kittens while we had her.

Mrs Pussy had one other characteristic:  she would brook no nonsense from any dog.

No, I mean that.  Let some fool of a canine come into her territory, Mrs Pussy would put it off – usually by launching herself onto its back and latching on with four paws well-armed with claws.  Any self-respecting dog would take off, under those circumstances.  The poor animal also would have to put up with Mrs Pussy riding it like a feisty black-and-white jockey, all the time it was in her territory.  She wouldn’t get off until it was out of the yard.  I don’t remember her doing the same to Pfennig, the dog we later acquired, but I have no doubt she would have tried – he was, after all, a dog in her territory.  But they must have come to some accommodation, even if she never really took to him.

☸

I don’t recall much of her litter of kittens (apart from Hellenic!), but for one memorable incident when we had four kittens and two sewing boxes – the sort of sewing box with a lid held in place by a slender cord stay.  The sort of sewing box we, as children, had more for entertainment than use, since Mum was such an enthusiastic sewer and neither Leigh nor I had much interest in sewing, let alone need.  You really would be surprised how much fun four kittens could have with two lidded sewing boxes.  There would be one kitten in the box, and one on the lid.  The box stayed upright.  Another kitten would jump in the box, and the box stayed upright – and then one or other of the kittens in the box would chase their sibling’s tail, or something else, onto the lid.  That meant two kittens on the lid, and one in the box.

This changed the dynamic somewhat.  The box tilted gently over, most likely onto the fourth kitten who was playing underneath the lid.  Uncrushed, the kitten squirmed out and was just as likely to hop onto a lid, or into a box, and the game went on, box sometimes upright, sometimes tilting.  Up and down like a lift, it went, and with it at least one, sometimes two kittens.  The whole exercise went on for quite some time, too, with Leigh and I, and later Mum as well, sitting there watching and having a ball.  But I think the kittens were having twice as much fun as we were.  Even if one or two might fall asleep mid-play, as it were, and ran the risk of being dumped off the lid, or have a sibling or the lid come down on them - or any variation of the above.

☸

But Mrs Pussy was not the only animal with whom we were presented.  There was Rudolf.  Rudolf was a big, rangy grey-and-white cat, one of Mrs Pussy’s previous litters.  He was loaned to us to enable Mrs Pussy to settle in, but whoever loaned him to us never got around to repossessing him;  so he stayed.  He also developed the neat trick of running up vertical walls.  The walls in question were parts of the house, not supporting any roof, which gave a level of privacy to the front entrance, and made of coral rock embedded in concrete.  There were footholds to be had, but I don’t know that Rudolf necessarily used them;  he just went up the wall, swift and sure in that marvellous cat way.  All the faster, if Hellenic was in pursuit. 
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(photo FW Truelove)

One thing about Rudolf.  He might be a grey-and-white, but somewhere in his parentage was Siamese.  It came out if Rudolf chose to talk, a horrendous, pure Siamese wail.  It got very good use with Leigh.  Rudolf had Leigh trained fairly early on in the peace – he would be outside, and decide he wanted to come in.  So he would call outside Leigh’s bedroom and then start a leisurely stroll to the front door.  Leigh would get up, trail along the hallway to the front door, find the key, unlock the door, let him in, lock the door again, follow him into the kitchen and give him a drink of milk.  After that she was just as likely to go back to her room and cuddle him.

Just one little thing about this scenario.  It was in the middle of the night.  Nearly everyone else was asleep – and Leigh certainly was, up until the time Rudolf started calling.  In fact, Mum swears Leigh was asleep all the while.  An early example of Leigh being well trained by a cat;  she certainly became used to that later in life.

But for all that, Rudolf was Fred’s cat.  After all, it wasn’t Leigh who Rudolf sat beside to gently nibble an elbow, when Fred returned from a trip...

☸

Later on there was Hellenic.  Hellenic, bless him, was one of Mrs Pussy’s kittens.  He also was a failure.  He had Siamese-like markings (that is to say, he was a pale off-white colour with pale brown points and blue eyes), poor eyesight and a sweet if somewhat dim nature.  He couldn’t resist responding if we called him, no matter how perilous his position at the time.  He did not have Rudolf’s knack of running up vertical walls, so when Rudolf did that to him during a game of chasings all poor Hellenic could do was sit at the bottom and protest.  He did not, despite his markings, have a Siamese voice.  Nice boy, but dim.
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Mind you, on one glorious occasion after Mrs Pussy had gone (or perhaps she was shut inside for some reason, although that was a fate rarely visited upon our pe(s)ts at the time) Rudolf and Hellenic celebrated her memory by putting a dog off the premises...

The dog in question belonged to one of the Australian High Commission staff, who had come around to see Fred for some reason (I think it was when she was getting married and Fred was asked to stand in for her father).  The dog was a tall, pale tan and white mixbreed that probably would be described in Australia as bull terrier x kelpie.

Well, the dog spied Rudolf in his favourite place (up on the coral rock wall between veranda and carport), and barked at him – presumably in the foolish hope that this would cause the cat to jump down and thus present a target to be chased.  Clearly the dog did not know our cats.  Rudolf looked down with calm contempt, the sort of look that causes a dog’s tail to droop because things are just not as they should be.

So the dog did just that – stared at Rudolf, tail drooping but it should be running by now, why won’t it?  Rudolph continued his disdainful stare.  This was his place, his nest, and he saw absolutely no reason to leave it just because some pesky dog elected to bark at him.  It could just go away.

Another player entered the scene – Hellenic.  He popped out of Cat Space​[2] somewhere behind the dog, spied the visiting canine hullo, who’s this? and went over to sniff the dog’s tail.

Omigod!  The dog did a leap that would have done a cat proud – straight up into the air and around – and then shot over to where his owner was talking to Fred.  There he stayed as if glued in place, while Hellenic ambled off, probably pondering the vagaries of dogs, and Rudolph, with every air of complete satisfaction, maintained the moral high ground.

☸

Then there was Pfennig, a long-hair dachshund – or at least, that made up the bulk of his parentage.  I don’t recall as much of Pfennig as I might, I think he was an RSCPA rescue and I know he suffered from car-sickness so couldn’t go anywhere with us, a far cry from Butch who went everywhere with us.  I seem to recall rioting across the road with Pfennig, down along the beach or up to the headland.  He certainly joined in our games in the back yard.
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But Pfennig was the first of our heartbreaks, because although she said she would take him, the wife of the man who replaced Fred at the High Commission did not.  Instead she gave him away and to the best of our knowledge he ended up in an African village;  at the time, the dogs in African villages were anything but well looked after.  Perhaps that is why I don’t recall him so well.

[image: ../../../Pictures/Photos%20Library.photoslibrary/resources/proxies/derivatives/28/00/284c/wY%25sqmW4QMK6U0ISlYXF8Q_thumb_284c.jpg]

Dammit, Hellenic, let go of my ear! (photo FW Truelove)
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b. The Grecian Pair
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I don’t know that my mother set out to have pe(s)ts in Athens – after all, she had had a torrid time of trying to place the ones in Tanzania, particularly Pfennig, and had sworn (not for the first – or last! – time) not to have animals when on a posting.  But animals, as usual, have their own ideas.

It really was all Mrs Patch’s fault – that, and my mother’s inherent soft-heartedness.  Mrs Patch was a calico cat – well, she had patches of tortoiseshell on a mostly white body.  She was one of the plethora of alley cats lurking around the house at Filothei, where first we stayed.  There were an inordinate number of alley cats living wild in Filothei;  I don’t recall near so many at Papagos ( the suburb to which we moved).  Perhaps it was that the house at Filothei was very close to the mountains while there was a bit more room between the mountains and the house at Papagos, and hence fewer alley cats around our place.  Anyway, after a while I guess Mum started to feed her, this cat lurking in the hedgerows.  She gradually moved in, then gradually started to show her Interesting Condition – and eventually presented us with a litter of four kittens (odd how our cats keep giving us litters of four).  Around about then we discovered that Mrs Patch was completely deaf, so it was just as well we took her in.
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Well, we took care of her and her kittens of course, even the clumsy little clot which fell twice from the balcony, but after a while my father was told he had to leave the house in Filothei (I think because it was a duplex and we had the top story of the duplex.  Apparently this was not considered a suitable abode for a first secretary in the Australian Embassy).  So we moved to Papagos, but took only one kitten with us when we left.  No, we did not just abandon the others, but I think for Mrs Patch, at least, it was more a case of a lethal needle than a new home. 

The kitten we kept grew into Henry.  He was not the one that liked to go head first off the balcony (that one we named James Cook;  oddly enough, we had a tradition of naming kittens after explorers at that stage.  With the exception of Hellenic, of course).  He grew from a little bundle of ginger fluff into a big, handsome ginger cat.
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Henry it was who liked to sleep on the drying washing, and liked also to help my father shave.

That first might need a bit of explaining.  We had floor-venting heating in Papagos – and believe me, beautiful Grecian sunlight aside, it got very, very cold in winter, cold enough on one memorable occasion to freeze the oil in the heater pipes when we were elsewhere for a holiday.  Well, with the heater going and no clothes dryer in the house, the logical thing to do when we had wet washing was to suspend it over a heating vent.  Which my mother did, on a step-ladder, I seem to recall.

This made a perfect nest for a ginger boy who liked his creature comforts – providing the washing was mostly dry and not likely to contaminate him with water, he could nest very happily atop it, being gently warmed by the heater and out of harm’s way.  Just what a cat ordered, if you think about it.
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As for the shaving enthusiasm, he just had a liking for occupying Fred’s shoulders while my father applied electric shaver to stubble.  The really funny thing about that was, my father let him.  But then Fred was a bit of a sucker for a cat, for all his growls.

☸

Then we got a dog:  King.  In a sense, King was a rescue – he was a pure-bred Welsh corgi (kennel name Auglican Firedance) we got from an Australian couple who also worked in the Australian Embassy who bred corgis.  I think he was a pup from one of their bitches, and quite possibly a valuable animal.  But I say he was a rescue, because until we got him he spent most of his life under the house of the Johnson’s – a dim crawlspace, not smelling the sweetest because the dogs didn’t get out near enough so had to function in there.  Or so I recall!  My mother
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