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I was so lucky to grow up surrounded by dogs. The very first being I truly connected with as a kindred spirit was not my mother but her dog, Candy the boxer. Candy was the one I looked to for reassurance and support. She was the one who helped me transition from crawling to walking by allowing me to grab her rolls of excess skin and haul myself to my feet. She was the one who comforted me if I was crying. She was my playmate and, until my little brother was born, my one and only companion.

We had lurchers as well, but they were steadfastly aloof, interested more in the food I threw around than in me. As it happened, I threw around a lot of food, especially the mashed potato I didn’t like from shepherd’s pie, or bits of ham. I’ve never liked ham. Bertie and Cindy stayed close by my side whenever I was eating, as they never knew what might come their way. My mother says I am still unreasonably fussy. I would say I am selective, especially about tomatoes and pineapple.

Candy took her role as my protector very seriously, and I think she instilled in me a love for dogs that is part of my very soul. I spent most of my childhood thinking I was a dog. It seemed more fun than being a human.

I was once speaking at a children’s literary festival in Jersey, when a little girl put up her hand to ask a question. She was only about four years old and had been considering my statement about thinking I was a dog.

‘Can I ask, please, Clare Balding,’ she said in a serious and thoughtful tone, ‘when did you realise you weren’t a dog?’

The audience laughed.

‘And, Clare Balding, did you work it out for yourself or did your parents have to sit you down and tell you?’

I loved that image so much – my parents telling me to ‘SIT’ as they explained that I was not a dog – that I wrote a short book for World Book Day called The Girl Who Thought She Was a Dog. I have always hoped the little girl in Jersey who asked that question knows that she was its creative inspiration. I know plenty of children who have connected with the concept and plenty more who have taken to heart the motto of ‘Be more dog!’ In other words, prioritise the things that matter: love and friendship, playtime and exercise, sleep and food. If we put those things at the top of our list in life, we won’t go far wrong.

As I grew into adulthood and work took off, however, the prospect of having a dog of my own started to look a little remote. I was travelling too much, there was no regularity to my schedule and I didn’t have a house with a garden.

Then, in 2002, Alice and I got together. I say that as if it was an easy start to a relationship. It wasn’t. I had to pass a stringent checklist of interests, habits and ambitions in life. No, I didn’t want children; yes, I did want to travel; no, I didn’t want to move out of London; yes, I would improve my golf (which was terrible); and yes, I would support her work. Alice finally agreed to live with me and said we could move anywhere in London, as long as it was Chiswick.

I had never really been to Chiswick, but it was on the right side of town for getting out to see my family so I agreed and we found a house with a garden that we could just about afford (with the help of a hefty mortgage). I only had one question:

‘Can we get a dog?’

To me it was a commitment more important than asking someone to marry me. Not that we were allowed to do that in 2002, but still, the idea of finding someone with whom I could share a dog was my dream. Alice said yes.

So it was that Archie came into our lives, and was the key member of our family for fifteen and a half years. He came on staycations with us to smart hotels where he wasn’t meant to sleep on the bed – yeah right, try telling that to a spoilt and wilful Tibetan terrier – and he occasionally accompanied me when I was recording Ramblings for Radio 4, although my producer Lucy wasn’t that keen on him. This was mainly Archie’s fault, because he had tried to bite her once.

Even though he’s been gone now for nearly three years, I think about Archie every day, and not just because he’s the screensaver on my phone. One day, I guess I’ll change the photo, but it doesn’t feel right just yet. He died during the lockdown summer of 2020, although he didn’t just die in his sleep in the middle of the night. It hardly ever happens like that, does it?

We had to make the decision to have him put down. So it’s our fault. We played God. It’s a horrible choice to make and anyone who has ever been in the same situation will understand that, when you know, you know. My mother had always told me it was better to go a week too soon than a week too late; you can’t put a dog through pain and discomfort with no hope of recovery. It’s just not fair. So we made the fateful call.

It happened during very tight Covid restrictions, so we couldn’t go into the vet’s surgery to be with him, but maybe that was for the best. I would have cried uncontrollably and that would have upset him. Instead, we entrusted him into the arms of his favourite vet, Vesi, and she gently took him away from us.

He always loved the vet’s surgery. I think it’s because he knew he would get a treat and he was a very greedy dog, so he wagged his tail as she lifted him up and he looked very happy to be going inside. He didn’t know, of course, that he would never be coming home again.

Archie had lived a full and active life. We knew the end was coming when he didn’t want to go for a walk any more and his back end had lost its stability. He was not a perfect dog, but God, I miss him.

I miss everything a dog brings to daily life – the walks on a frosty morning, the gatherings in the park with fellow dog owners for a 10am coffee, the enthusiastic greeting when I got back from working away, the cuddles (when he felt like it) on the sofa.

Yes, I know we had to warn the kids not to go near him if he was on the back of the sofa because he may suddenly launch an attack. Yes, I know he hated the black Labrador who lived over the road, and he might growl at any larger dog in a manner that was downright unfriendly and plain stupid, given that he was half their size. Yes, I know that if he had a pair of socks that he wanted to ‘hide’ or a chew that he had decided to bury in the garden, it was not a good idea to try and take them away from him. I now know this is called a ‘guarding instinct’ and we had to distract him to avoid confrontation. As I said, he wasn’t perfect, but I still miss him.

Archie was a black and white Tibetan terrier. His grandfather, the comically named Fabulous Willy, won Best in Show at Crufts in 2007. I was presenting the programme when he became champion and so naturally I knew his owners and his breeder, Ken Sinclair. Knowing how much it would mean to them all, my hand was shaking as I held the microphone and attempted to interview them after their moment of victory. We were all close to tears. The ultimate prize in the dog-showing world had been won, for the first time, by a Tibetan terrier.

The coolest customer in the main arena at the Birmingham NEC was Willy himself. He sat there on the table, long hair flowing like fine, glossy silk, posing serenely for the cameras. He was totally untroubled by the fuss around him.

His grandson Archie was never destined for the show ring. We thought he was handsome and perfect in every way, but the breeder always knows which pups have that show-ring X factor and tend to hang on to them.

When we visited Araki kennels in Gloucestershire to pick a puppy, we had to answer all sorts of questions and fill out a form with details of where we lived, whether we had a garden, whether we knew how to care for a dog. If any breeder doesn’t do this, by the way, you should be wary. The best of them are rigorous in their interrogation of new owners.

Archie dominated his litter, climbing all over them to come and say hello to us. He kissed me as I held him and sucked my chin, which of course I thought was a sign that he had picked us. His confidence probably should have been a warning of the issues we would later have with his dominance. He thought he was top dog. During the research for this book I have learned a lot about how this can lead to insecurity in a dog, as they always think they have to protect their patch. No wonder he was so angry with the Labrador who lived over the road for daring to invade ‘his space’.

Archie’s passion worked both ways. When he hated someone, he was all in, but when he loved he was equally committed. He had a bit of a thing for whippets and so when he met Sid, he fell head over heels. Sid’s owners, Chris and Derek, have been firm friends of ours ever since – they had to be, given Archie’s determination to make Sid love him.

Equally, Dougal the cairn terrier, who cared little for Archie’s affection, brought Joss and David into our lives. Maggie and Richard owned a gentle giant of a Great Dane called Jess, and Dariel owned a Tibetan terrier called Sunny who was rather more zen than Archie and never snapped at anyone.

Our gang of dogs gathered almost daily and therefore so did we. A group of folks of different ages, backgrounds, careers, life experiences and interests – all united by our dogs.

It’s a story that is repeated across the nation. Friends made through dogs creating a bond that lasts far beyond the lifespan of our canine family. Sid, Dougal, Sunny, Jess and Archie have all gone now, but the bond between us humans remains. I have met so many people whose daily walks with their group of dog friends have been their mainstay, have got them through grief, stress at work or at home, helped them deal with loneliness and built their confidence. It’s medicine for the soul.

I am fascinated by the impact dogs have on our lives, the characteristics they display themselves and bring out in us and even how they influence our choice of friends, how we live, where we go on holiday and the sort of jobs that we want to do. Isle of Dogs is an exploration of the way dogs have shaped and influenced the people of the United Kingdom. It is a telling of our national story not through the usual metrics of wars, monarchy or politics, but through our dogs.

* * *

Why are we drawn to certain breeds and what does that say about us? What has changed in the way we look after our dogs, and how has their role in society altered through the centuries? We have certainly moved away from keeping dogs outside in kennels and far more of us have them in our homes, on our sofas and (hands up as guilty on this one) sleeping on our beds at night.

My parents, until recently, had an ageing lurcher called Mac and a boxer called Boris. The latter is as badly behaved as his name might suggest, with no heed of recall and no understanding of personal space – which, given his size (he is a beast), is an issue when he enthusiastically greets young children, elderly people or anyone with balance issues.

The sofas and chairs in their sitting room are covered in books – not because my parents love to read, but in an attempt to persuade the dogs not to climb on the furniture. Consequently, any human who wants to sit on a sofa has to rearrange a library of books. I’ve suggested a removable cover would be more attractive. Or, of course, training, but it’s too late for that.

Boris has been known to sit up on a chair at the kitchen table expecting full service, and whenever the dishwasher is being stacked, he likes to add a personal prewash to the plates. Even my mother might concede that Boris is the worst-behaved dog she has ever had, but on the plus side, he is very affectionate and funny.

Sadly, Mac reached the end of his glorious run in the spring of 2023. He lived longer than any lurcher our family had ever had. He always got up to greet visitors with his tail wagging and a grin on his face. In those last weeks he became less mobile and gradually less responsive, not wanting to eat or go for a walk. The decision was inevitable but painful and it doesn’t matter how old you are when you lose a dog, you cry like a child.

Mac has left a huge hole in my parents’ lives and we expected poor Boris to be bereft. In truth, he seems to have got over it rather quickly. It has meant an unchallenged position at the dishwasher to ‘help’ with the plates and if he sits next to my father at the dining room table, he can be guaranteed a good tasting menu. He is too old now to reform and, like my father, his behaviour is only going one way ‒ and that’s not towards improvement.

* * *

Those who invest the time and commitment into training dogs have reaped the benefits of their extraordinary gifts. They can help people in all sorts of ways; we have made use of their superior senses to root out drugs, discover disease, detect bombs, rescue missing or injured people and sniff out accelerants in potential cases of arson. Dogs are amazing.

Archie was not particularly gifted or well trained, but he seemed well suited to us. The reason Alice and I picked a Tibetan terrier was fairly straightforward. They don’t shed hair, which was essential as Alice is allergic to animal hair. A Tibetan terrier is small enough to pick up but strong enough to go on long walks, which was perfect for me. They are intelligent, loyal and full of character. They are good guard dogs but don’t yap without cause.

Tibetan terriers have been around for about 2,000 years. Originating in the Lost Valley of Tibet, they were considered bringers of good luck and were treated as members of the family, referred to as ‘the little people’. They could act as a babysitter, sheep or goat herder, guard dog or companion. Their shaggy double coat protected them against high winds and the cold of winter while in the summer their coats would be shaved off and woven into cloth. The dogs had to survive at altitude in very thin air and were renowned for their endurance.

I always believed that Archie had hidden powers of perception and that he could judge people from a distance. Maybe it’s true – he certainly picked good friends for us. He was not that keen to learn tricks, unless there were treats on offer, in which case he was more than eager to please.

* * *

I know it is the given British convention that you have to be either a dog OR a cat person. You cannot possibly be both. I wonder if it’s a version of snobbery to look down on cat people; the stereotype of the ‘mad cat lady’ doesn’t help. As someone who did not grow up with cats, I have been guilty in the past of falling into the trap of thinking dogs (and by extension, dog owners) are vastly superior.

Well, I’d better do the equivalent of going through the red channel at the airport and admit I have something to declare: we now have two cats. They are mother and son British shorthairs called Button and Eric. They are very sweet and beautiful but I would never suggest that they either obey commands or give two hoots about how Alice or I feel. They give us attention if they fancy a treat and Eric is particularly adept at standing by the fridge and giving me doe eyes and a little bit of affection until he gets more fish. He has been known to actually jump into the fridge to point at the fish. Now I think that’s quite clever.

Button likes it when I’m in the study. She climbs on the desk and walks all over the keyboard until I open the drawer and give her a disgusting smelly biscuit thing.

Cats are too independent and too cool to give in to sentimental simpering. Having said that, whenever we come back from holiday they make a point of sleeping on the bed for at least the first two nights. Button will often kiss Alice’s nose to wake her up, and she kids herself that it’s driven by love rather than hunger. When Button moves on to flexing her toenails on Alice’s head, it’s not as loving.

I have a very posh aunt who has said to me disparagingly, ‘I can’t believe you have cats,’ as if it is a crime against society. She stopped herself from saying ‘so common’, but I know that’s what she was thinking.

For the sake of my aunt, my mother and all those who will find it hard to forgive me for allowing cats to come into this book at all, that is where I will leave any talk about Button and Eric, except to reiterate that you can like dogs AND cats.

Anyway, this is a book about dogs and the cats won’t give a damn about that, because that’s the way they are.

* * *

In the course of my research I will travel across Britain meeting a variety of owners, breeders and dog experts, finding out as much as I can about our canine companions. I will meet dogs who do everything for their owners: from waking them up in the morning to unloading the washing machine. I will find out how people care for and train dogs that are as large as a pony or small enough to fit in a handbag. I will discover why certain breeds have soared in popularity, and why it was that our relationship with dogs changed during Queen Victoria’s reign. There are a vast number of businesses that thrive because of our love of dogs, so I will visit doggy day care centres and talk to professional dog walkers and a dog listener.

The other, more personal quest is for us to find another dog to make our little family complete. I do not intend to rush that decision, but if it comes as a by-product of visiting so many doggy people and places, then I would consider it serendipity. My father has always maintained that when a dog dies you cannot replace that individual but you can fill the space they leave. Anyone who has ever loved and lost a dog will appreciate the huge hole in the empty kitchen every morning when you go to make breakfast for a dog that is no longer there.

We are famed as a nation of dog lovers, but I wonder whether any of us truly appreciate how much our lives, and our history, have been shaped by our connection to canines. This is an adventure, an exploration and a voyage of discovery across our Isle of Dogs.




CHAPTER 1

Dogs Becoming Pets
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I’ve just come in from a walk. It still feels odd to be doing so without a lead in my hand and a dog running beside me, but I smile at everyone else’s dogs and namecheck the breeds as I pass them. Today a miniature schnauzer, an Irish terrier, two lovely golden retrievers with tummies blackened by mud, a couple of Labradors and a few cockapoos smiled back at me. I like to test myself by naming dog breeds so will constantly check whether I’m right.

‘Is that a lagotto romagnolo?’ I’ll say to the owner of a gorgeous milk-chocolate and cream curly-coated dog who bounds up to say hello. I’m thrilled when he says yes and points out that most people think it’s a labradoodle. I smile with a hint of self-congratulation. It’s pathetic, I know, but I’m competitive even with myself.

The most enthusiastic and adorable lagotto romagnolo won Crufts in 2023, so more people are now aware of the breed. She was a four-year-old bitch called Orca and she had travelled with her handler, Javier, and owner Ante from Croatia. What I liked about her most was that she didn’t require edible treats to put on a show; she had a squeaky toy which Javier held as she stood perfectly square, wagging her tail. She enjoyed her day in the spotlight and shone for the judge who I think was impressed as much by her personality as her conformation and condition. It all matters, and the perfect package is rewarded with glory.

One of the perks of having presented Crufts for nearly two decades on the TV, both for the BBC and for Channel 4, is that I have seen every different breed of dog and I make it my mission to remember as many as I can. In 2023 there were 222 different breeds across the seven groups. Crufts is a massive show, the biggest dog show in the world, with a dedicated area called Discover Dogs, where you can meet and learn about the characteristics and history of all of the breeds.

Did you know that at the start of the 19th century there were fewer than 20 known breeds across the UK? By the dawning of the 20th century that had tripled, but it was in the next hundred years that the sub-sections really multiplied, and it is estimated that across the world there may be as many as 400 different breeds of dog.

At Crufts you can learn about all of them, and you can also see dogs at work, showcasing the traits unique to their breeds: doing agility, in flyball races, obedience classes and demonstrations. Those demos range from police dogs showing off their skills at bringing down a criminal to a group of kind and willing golden retrievers performing a group line dance. There is nearly always one dog who either doesn’t feel like it or gets confused, and it always makes me laugh when the others stay glued to their owners’ ankles while one dog sits in the middle looking at the crowd.

A dog must win its age group, its gender and then go head to head – so it’s always best bitch against best dog for Best of Breed. Those breed winners then go into the group judging. The breeds are divided across seven different groups: Terriers, breeds well suited to catch small pests like rats and mice. The name derives from old French chien terrier and Latin terra – meaning dog of the earth. Hounds, independent hunting dogs that are either sight hounds like greyhounds and whippets or scent hounds like beagles and bloodhounds. Gundogs like retrievers, spaniels and pointers, which traditionally assisted hunters in the field. They are renowned for their patience and willingness to please. Working dogs, breeds that make good guard and police dogs, like dobermans and rottweilers, or freight haulers like malamutes and huskies. Pastoral dogs, which are often used for herding and protecting livestock – breeds such as Old English sheepdogs and border collies. Toy dogs, which tend to be smaller and were considered lap warmers or companion dogs, such as pugs and Chihuahuas. Finally, there are utility dogs, a broad category that covers everything else. It includes Dalmatians, French bulldogs and shih-tzus. Most groups feature about 30 breeds and the winner of each group will go forward to Best in Show.

The popularity of a dog breed always spikes after they win Crufts – largely because their photo is on the front page of every newspaper and leading the news bulletins. When I first worked on the coverage in 2005, Best in Show was won by a very bonny little Norfolk terrier called Coco. They are the smallest of the terrier breeds and the way I remember the difference between Norfolk and Norwich terriers is that the Norwich has sticking-up ears like a witch’s hat, whereas the Norfolk has droopy ears, like a – well, like a hat with ear flaps. They are the colour of a Hobnob biscuit with a small tail that curls over the back.

A Norfolk terrier stands at about ten inches tall and has a coat that is wiry and straight on top, soft underneath. They need to be brushed regularly with hand stripping in the autumn and the spring. They are active, intelligent and have bags of character. Plus (and this really is a bonus) they love humans. In the case of the Norfolk terrier, I can absolutely understand the appeal.

Every Christmas I do a whistle-stop tour of my London-based godchildren to drop off presents and catch up on their news. Alice came with me last year (because it was raining and the golf course was shut) and when we arrived at my godson George’s house we were greeted by their adorable Norfolk terrier, Toast. She gave one small bark and then wagged her tail. Minutes later she was curled up on Alice’s lap on the sofa, fast asleep.

‘I think we’d better get going,’ I said after half an hour, as we were due at the next godchild’s house. It’s all very quick and efficient, you see. I know that my questions and a teenager’s answers are fairly limited. Leave them wanting more, or at least not wanting less.

‘I can’t move,’ Alice said, looking down at Toast.

She was properly smitten and, despite her allergies, didn’t even cough, which gives me hope that our potential new dog could come from a wider selection than I’d initially thought. Norfolk terriers have therefore unsurprisingly worked their way on to my shortlist of PND (Potential Next Dog).

Back to my dog-less walk. It’s a really pretty route through the park, down to the river, watching the rowers in the freezing cold battling with the current, making the most of the pale winter light silhouetting the leafless trees, seeing house lights start to turn on in the late afternoon before heading back down a path through the woods in the park. It was one of Archie’s favourite routes when he was younger, before he got old and stiff and tired. At least I think it was one of his favourites – how do we know when they can’t talk to us?

I believe we know because they reflect our mood. They wag their tails and we smile so they wag their tails even more. Dogs can sense when we’re happy and that makes them happy. It’s a simple equation and it’s part of why our relationship has developed from hunting companions and guard dogs into companion animals that are part of the family. They can also sense when we’re sad and offer comfort and support. It may well be that this response is based on their supreme sense of smell. If we are stressed or under pressure, we emit a different odour. They can smell that something is wrong and they respond accordingly.

Dogs have far more empathy than any other animal I’ve come across. Horses are kind and noble but they don’t live our everyday lives with us. Donkeys are steadfast and loyal but devoted to each other rather than us. Parrots are clever and I hear can be consoling but I’ve never been great with flying beasts. I think it’s because a bat got into my bedroom when I was very young and terrorised me.

My friend and brilliant Crufts commentator Jessica Holm (who has drawn the illustrations for this book) had an African grey parrot called Oscar, who used to impersonate the sounds around the house like the washing machine or the microwave. He could also whistle for the dogs, which left them confused. Oscar was wicked and ingenious. She now has Nigel, a blue-fronted Amazon parrot who can perfectly perform the theme tunes to Harry Potter, Game of Thrones and The Addams Family. He occasionally throws in a bit of opera for variety.

Not as good at mimicry, but far more cuddly, are Jessica’s French bulldogs who, she says, ‘have no understanding of personal space at all’. They surround her on the sofa and if a stranger comes into the house, once the cacophony of barking has subsided, they will quickly try to sit on their face. They love unconditionally and cannot conceive of ever not being happy with life.

French bulldogs have become one of the most popular breeds in the UK and regularly appear at the top of the charts alongside Labradors. They were developed in the mid-19th century from toy bulldogs (who themselves were the smallest of the British bulldogs bred with each other to create a lighter, shorter, altogether miniature version) that had been taken to France by lacemakers relocating from Nottingham to Normandy.

Their quirk is that they have ‘bat ears’ which stand up, giving them an even more comical look. Funnily enough, the original exporters of toy bulldogs to France sent the ones with sticking-up ears because they thought them inferior. The quirky ears were embraced by the French and, in 1906, the Kennel Club officially recognised the bouledogue Français (the name changed to French bulldog in 1912) as a separate breed.

They have been made even more popular around the world by celebrity owners like Lady Gaga, Madonna, Leonardo DiCaprio and Dwayne ‘The Rock’ Johnson. They are undeniably cute but also come with a major health warning of breathing issues if their faces are too flat. If you want a Frenchie, make sure you go to a reputable breeder who is consciously trying to develop the breed according to the new Kennel Club standards that promote longer noses. Otherwise you will be left with a litany of problems, large bills from the vet and a dog who cannot breathe well enough to take enough exercise. I don’t want to be a doom-monger, but if I can achive one thing with this book, it will be to make us all think hard about where we are sourcing our dogs and to take more responsibility for doing due diligence on the breed and its background.

Labradors – or Labrador retrievers to give them their official name – are the perennial favourites in British homes. My sister-in-law Anna Lisa had a very obedient and loyal Labrador called Puddle. Anna Lisa is one of those women who really can do it all. She is tall, beautiful and elegant, she can organise an army of teenage children, run a business, deal with complicated travel logistics, cope with hundreds of owners descending on the stables for breakfast, solve disputes, staffing crises and, on top of all that, she cooks to gourmet chef level. She can also train her dogs to actually listen to and obey commands. Most women would feel intimidated but Alice and I are just grateful she’s on our team in life. It’s like having Wonder Woman (the Gal Gadot version) as a mate.

When she first met my brother, Anna Lisa owned Puddle, while my brother had a mad and disobedient boxer called Tonto. I know, there is a recurring theme in our family of badly behaved boxers. I blame the parents.

The discipline of Puddle never really wore off on Tonto and the same could be said of the humans, but the yin and yang seems to work. More than two decades later, they are still happily married with three children – and two boxers who are scrupulously well-trained (by Anna Lisa).

My grandmother also always had a Lab, although the one I knew best – Chico – was so ruled by his stomach that he would regularly open the fridge and help himself to a shoulder of ham or a lamb chop. She ended up having to put a bicycle padlock around the door handles.

The British love a Labrador, and this was illustrated during lockdown when two Labradors called Olive and Mabel became internet sensations. My friends Andrew Cotter and Caroline Short are their proud parents and I’m in Cheshire to meet them.

Caroline used to work with me as a producer at Radio 5 Live and Andrew is a commentator across a range of sports including rugby union, athletics, golf, tennis and the Boat Race. His voice has been listened to by millions of sports fans, but no one, least of all him, could have predicted the reaction when he put his commentary to the daily action of his dogs. He described with gravitas the two of them eating their breakfast, jumping in a lake, playing with their toys or going to the beach. The public loved their adventures, viewing the videos more than 100 million times.

Olive is the elder and supposedly wiser of the two, while Mabel follows along with a confused look on her face into whatever trouble might be occurring. Olive is black and Mabel is yellow.

‘All Labradors are cheery souls – they are life’s great optimists,’ Andrew told me, perhaps failing to recognise that his own negative outlook on life requires the balance of his dogs. ‘Olive is slightly more distant, where Mabel is more affectionate and tactile. She clambers all over you on the sofa, whereas if you go in for a cuddle with Olive, she will not be amused.’

Olive and Mabel have fans as far afield as America and Australia, including the actor Ryan Reynolds and the wonderful writer, comedian, actress and all-round good egg Dawn French. They have their own dedicated YouTube channel and receive fan mail from millions of people whose lockdown was cheered up by their antics.

In March 2020, the world of sport came to a standstill and therefore Andrew’s work stopped. The weekend that he was meant to commentate on the Boat Race, he posted the first video of Olive and Mabel racing each other to finish their breakfast.

He was amazed by the feedback. In the world of social media, where so much can be critical or negative, almost every comment he received on Twitter or Instagram was positive and supportive. The fans demanded more and so suddenly Andrew was required to come up with further ideas, commentary and films. A book was commissioned, a newspaper column began and they have even been on tour.

Olive and Mabel are blissfully unaware of their fame, although they clearly enjoy the attention of an audience. I helped out on stage at Richmond Theatre in London when Andrew took the Olive and Mabel show on the road. During the second half, he let the dogs loose in the audience. Caroline was hovering in the wings in case she needed to round them up, but the two of them roamed the aisles saying hello to everyone and grabbing a treat if it was offered. I’m not sure many people would trust their dogs in that scenario, but they are, as Andrew tells them every day, very good dogs.

I am particularly fond of Mabel, mainly because she is routinely referred to as being less savvy than Olive. She is always pleased to see me – in fairness, she is always pleased to see anyone – and I feel she needs sticking up for in a house that clearly tells Olive how clever she is ALL THE TIME.

I pretend that I go to stay with Andrew and Caroline because it’s handy when I’m in Salford for work. It’s not that handy at all, but I like seeing the dogs and catching up with all their
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