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“Your dog is really fat!”
How pets from cats to gerbils are being  
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as £5,000 a year.
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My PetMatters Welcome

Letter from the Editor

Welcome to the May 2022 issue of ‘My Pet 
Matters’ - The monthly Newsletter that brings 
you and your pet closer.

This month we spend a day at the groomers 
with Oscar, Bear, Otis & Zorro. We show how 
pets from cats to gerbils are being forced to 
diet, and we feature a dog called ‘Howard’ 
who became a lifesaver, Plus much much 
more!

Every month we bring you pet news, 
interesting articles and features, what’s 
on, handy tips, expert opinions and advice, 
finance information, pet product promotions, 
travel, art, fun and games and much more for 
you to getting to know your pet better.

Plus there is our Charity of the Month. 
(See page 22 for details).

And why not receive future issues of ‘My Pet 
Matters? It’s absolutely FREE! Just visit: 
www.mypetmatters.co.uk and click on 
‘Newsletter’.

I hope you enjoy reading ‘My Pet Matters’ and 
wish you all the best for you and your furry 
friends.

The Editor - My Pet Matters
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PS. Do you have an interesting story about 

your pet? Or anything else you may want to 

contribute to any of our topics? If so please 

email us to: articles@mypetmatters.co.uk 

and we may use it in a future issu e!

My PetMatters Pet Watch - What’s On & What’s About

Arena Events

Let us entertain you, with a weekend packed with world class 
arena displays for this year’s amazing line up & demonstrations.

Have-A-Go Activities

The All About Dogs Show is about your dog having a great 
day out! Get them involved with a whole array of have-a-go 
activities. From Fastest Recall to Agility Courses. 

The Village Green

The All About Dogs Show is about your dog having a great 
day out! Get them involved with a whole array of have-a-go 
activities. From Fastest Recall to Agility Courses.

Shopping

Prepare to spoil your dog rotten with a range of canine products 
and services on offer. From gadgets to treats, this is a dog 
shopping paradise.

Meet Dogs and Owners

Thinking about getting a dog but not sure which one is right for 
you? At our 2022 show you’ll be able to meet a huge variety 
of different dogs and speak to some of the owners and rescue 
centres for advice and guidance on the different dog breeds.

Have-A-Go Activities

The All About Dogs Show is about your dog having a great 
day out! Get them involved with a whole array of have-a-go 
activities. From Fastest Recall to Agility Courses.

DOGSTIVAL 
Broadlands Park, Romsey, 4th - 5th June

We love the fact that Dogstival is back. It’s always been such 
a fun packed day out. When we have attended before we met 
hundreds of other dogs and owners whilst watching world 
class dog displays and so many shows and competitions to 
watch or get involved in.

There are also behaviour experts to learn from, vet tips from 
ITV’s Dr Scott Miller and rosettes to win in the super relaxed 
dog show (this is certainly not Crufts) that anyone can enter.  
There are also swimming pools for dog-diving and giant 
pampering, grooming and chill out dens if you prefer to take 
it easy. There is even a Doggy Chapel for impromptu pup 
weddings - we’re not joking!

Tickets range from £9 for day entry to £13.50 pp for a weekend 
pass.
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All About Dogs 2022 
Highlands Park - 1st - 2nd May 2022

You’ll see the BIGGEST EVER All About Dogs Show returning 
to Essex in 2022! Bring your dog to Hylands Park, Chelmsford 
on Sunday 1st and Bank Holiday Monday 2nd May for two 
days of exciting arena displays, expert advice, shopping and 
lots of have-a-go activities - and if you don’t have a dog, 
there’s plenty of fun for humans too!

Fun Dog Shows and Classes

This is what it’s all about! All dogs and their families can join 
in our fun dog shows . From Best Rescue and Cutest Pup to 
Waggiest Tail and Bad Hair Day. Every dog’s a winner at All 
About Dogs.

Scruffts

Scruffts is the nation’s favourite crossbreed competition and 
this year it will be bringing the first round of heats to the All 
About Dogs Show Newark! The first place winners in each class 
will be eligible for the semi-final at Eukanuba Discover Dogs in 
London in October.



“It is exciting because it reveals that the capacity to learn about 
the regularities of a language is not uniquely human,” he added, 
musing it was possible dogs had become better listeners due to 
living with humans for so long.

The dogs were also played scrambled up versions of the book 
passages to see if they could detect speech separate from non-
speech.

Researchers found distinct activity patterns in the animals’ brains 
when they compared responses to normal speech and the jumbled 
up versions, however there was no evidence the dogs preferred 
one or another. The study reports that this was the case whether a 
familiar or unfamiliar language was used.

Co-author Raul Hernandez-Perez said: “The mechanism underlying 
this speech detection ability may be different from speech sensitivity 
in humans: whereas human brains are specially tuned to speech, 
dog brains may simply detect the naturalness of the sound.”

The research by the university’s Department of Ethology is published 
in scientific journal NeuroImage. This comes after a Canadian study 
found dogs could understand an average of 89 words, the same 
number as an 18-month-old baby.

(Article source: Sky News)

My PetMatters Pet News

You talkin’ to me? Dogs 
can identify different 
languages, study finds
Scientists from Eotvos Lorand University in 
Hungary trained 18 canines to lay motionless 
in a brain scanner, where they were played 
parts of the famous novella The Little Prince 
in Spanish and Hungarian.

Brits encouraged to get 
rats as pets as they are 
‘sociable, intelligent and 
friendly’
There are around 200,000 pet rats in the 
UK with the RSPCA receiving more than 
670 reports about rats in need last year, 
in comparison to 221 in 2020. The RSPCA. 

Cost of living sees more 
pets abandoned, says 
charity
Rising living costs are causing record 
numbers of pet owners to abandon their 
dogs, according to a charity.
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Sky News reports that Scientists from Eotvos Lorand University in 
Hungary trained 18 canines to lay motionless in a brain scanner, 
where they were played parts of the famous novella The Little 
Prince in Spanish and Hungarian.

Dogs can distinguish between languages when listening to people 
speak, researchers have found.

Scientists from Eotvos Lorand University in Hungary trained 18 
canines to lay motionless in a brain scanner, where they were played 
parts of famous novella The Little Prince in Spanish and Hungarian.

The dogs taking part had only ever heard one of the two languages 
before. Their brains displayed different activity patterns depending 
on whether a familiar or unfamiliar language was spoken, suggesting 
they could differentiate between the languages.

Author of the study, Laura Cuaya, had the idea when she moved 
from Mexico to Hungary with border collie Kun-Kun, who had 
only been spoken to in Spanish. Kun-Kun became one of the dogs 
included in the landmark experiment.
 
Senior author of the study Attila Andics said this “showed for the 
first time that a non-human brain can distinguish between two 
languages”.

“It is exciting because it reveals that the capacity to learn about 
the regularities of a language is not uniquely human,” he added, 
musing it was possible dogs had become better listeners due to 
living with humans for so long.

The Mirror reports that forget puppies and kittens, how about 
having a pet rat in your home?

While they terrify many people and are incorrectly thought of as 
being dirty, the RSPCA wants to reverse their bad reputation.

BBC News reports that Hope Rescue in Llanharan, Rhondda Cynon 
Taf, said the first four months of this year have been the busiest in 
its 16-year history.

Sara Rosser, the charity’s head of welfare and adoption, said the 
centre had taken nearly 300 dogs, nearly double pre-pandemic 
levels. She said many owners were in a “desperate situation”.

Ms Rosser told Radio Wales Breakfast: “We’re still seeing quite a 
high number of dogs that appear to be deliberately abandoned that 
are coming in to us as strays. “We’re then finding out that actually 
it was the owners who brought them in to us so they were in a 
desperate situation, felt the only option was to abandon their dogs.”

She added the charity received 20 to 30 calls a day, with many 
owners saying their financial circumstances have changed. 
“We’re seeing quite a few people who are struggling for money, 
they can’t afford vet bills… they can no longer provide for them,” 
she said. But with so many sick and elderly dogs in their care, the 
charity itself is struggling to keep up with rising costs.

“Our vet bills are always a big cost for us, they’re at the moment 
between £25,000 and £30,000 a month,” said Ms Rosser. 
“Our utilities last year were around £4,000 a month, but we are 
expecting them with the current rises to be around 30% higher than 
that, so we’re expecting potentially around £60,000 plus for our 
utilities this year. “It is a worrying time.”

(Article source: BBC News)

They are also looking for new owners for these unwanted rats which 
they say make “sociable, intelligent and friendly” pets. 

Dr Jane Tyson, rat welfare expert, said: “Rats are incredibly 
intelligent animals who can be trained to count, fetch a ball and 
high-five a human.

“Some have even been trained to safely locate landmines in war 
zones so that they can be removed. “

But she added: “Sadly, rats have a bad reputation for being dirty 
animals but this is not the case. Rats are actually very clean animals 
and will spend hours grooming themselves. They are also intelligent 
and highly sociable, forming strong bonds with other rats and with 
their human companions. They certainly don’t deserve their bad 
reputation.

“Some people may be put off by the wild rats they see in the street 
but domesticated rats can make really great pets as they’re clean, 
friendly and enjoy human company.

“Owners can teach them tricks to keep them stimulated and 
engaged and can also enjoy relaxing with them on the sofa. I think 
many people would be surprised by how friendly pets rats can 
actually be.”

There are around 200,000 pet rats in the UK with the RSPCA 
receiving more than 670 reports about rats in need last year, in 
comparison to 221 in 2020.

Dr Vikki Neville from the University of Bristol conducted a survey 
among more than 650 rat owners to find out how they are cared 
for at home.

She warned how her research found some cases where rats were 
not provided with opportunities to explore outside their cage 
or were not provided with both bedding and nesting materials.  
Others had never visited a vet.

Dr Neville said: “I hope that we’ll now be able to communicate the 
importance of these aspects of husbandry with owners so that they 
can best look after their rats. Rats are such intelligent creatures and 
are full of personality, just like tiny dogs, and I think they deserve 
the best life we can give them.”

The RSPCA says rats can suffer from health problems just like 
any animal, so it’s important to keep an eye on them for potential 
problems and take them for regular check-ups.

Anyone who can properly care for a rat should consider adopting a 
rescue in need of a home instead of buying.

These include Rhona, a one-year-old female rat, who was sadly 
abandoned in a garden with 14 other rats. She has a mild head tilt 
which has given her the affectionate nickname ‘Wonky’.

Vets at the RSPCA’s Greater Manchester and Salford branch say 
they believe this is from a previous ear infection which has now 
healed. She is friendly and playful and needs to be rehomed with 
her two friends Terri and Cindi in an adult-only house with lots of 
space for them to explore.

looking for their forever home together. They found themselves at 
the RSPCA Blackpool branch after their previous owner could no 
longer care for them. They both enjoy being handled but would 
benefit from regular human interaction to build up their confidence.

(Article source: The Mirror)



My PetMatters Pet News

Secrets of the cat walk: 
why some pet owners are 
taking their feline friends 
out on a leash
Pet cats are a major threat to native wildlife 
so councils in Australia are cracking down 
- but some kitties can still enjoy an outdoor 
stroll, as long as they’re leashed.

Gold digger: Retriever 
puppy digs up sovereign 
coins worth £6,000 on 
first walk
A family’s new puppy became a gold digger 
when it discovered several sovereign coins 
worth almost £6,000.

Dog owners face hefty 
£2,000 fine if they don’t 
add key detail to pet’s 
collar
All dogs must wear collar with the owner’s 
name and address on it when walking in a 
public place - but adding a mobile phone 
number to the tag is still optional.
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The Guardian reports that Some cats, apparently, don’t like being 
walked on a leash.

But some do, and according to an animal behaviour expert, some 
cats can be trained to walk on a lead, ensuring they can still enjoy 
the outdoors.

More council areas are banning cats from roaming around off-leash 
and threatening native wildlife, so they are being herded inside.

A study has found pet cats kill about 230 million native Australian 
animals a year. Add in feral cats, and the total is about 1.7 billion 
native animals. Research suggests cats, wild and domesticated, 
are responsible for dozens of extinctions, and threaten another 120 
species.

Owners in many areas of Australia are being told to keep cats 
indoors, with some councils implementing curfews and even bans 
on letting cats out.

From July, all Canberran cats will have to be kept indoors. Greater 
Bendigo already does that, and the Adelaide Hills brought in similar 
rules at the start of the year.

In many cases, though, cats are allowed day release - if they’re kept 
on a leash.

The RSPCA says that, unlike dogs, cats are in charge on a walk: 
The humans are expected to follow them. (As author Terry Pratchett 
said: “In ancient times cats were worshipped as gods; they have not 
forgotten this.”)

Metro reports that Adam Clark, 51, bought Ollie as a surprise for 
his nine-year-old daughter Alicia a month ago.

The dog is a lagotto romagnolo - a type of water retriever which is 
notorious for digging, especially for truffles.

The Mirror reports that Dog owners who walk their pets without a 
tag could be hit with a £2,000 fine.

Under the Control of Dogs Order 1992, all dogs must wear a collar 
with the owner’s name and address on it when in a public place.
However, owners can choose whether to put their phone number 
on them as well.

A statement from the Blue Cross reads: “Even if your dog is 
microchipped, they still need to wear a collar or tag. Exemptions 
apply for some working dogs. “We recommend you add your 
mobile number so you can be contacted at any time in case your 
dog goes missing.”

Those who go against the rules, or fail to update their dog’s details 
if they move house, could be fined up to £2,000. Owners could also 
land themselves another £500 fine or criminal prosecution if they 
do not microchip and register their dog on an approved database.

The Blue Cross statement adds: “Puppies must be microchipped 
before they go to their new homes, with the breeder being the first 
registered keeper. “They are breaking the law if they do not register 
the puppy by the time they are eight-weeks-old. “Breeders should 
also pass on correct microchip paperwork to the new owner when 
the puppy goes home.

“The law applies to dogs and puppies over the age of eight weeks. 
Exemptions are available if a vet believes there is a valid health 
reason not to microchip a dog. “The vet must issue the owner with 
a certificate of exemption in this instance. 

“Owners are required to keep their pets’ details up to date, for 
example if they move house. “If you rehome your dog to someone 
else, you must give the new owner the correct microchip registration 
paperwork so that they can contact the database and register as the 
dog’s new owner.”

Despite the law threatening fines of up to £2,000 for walking a 
dog without a correct tag, those caught out usually end up paying 
around £200. In 2018, a dog who was picked up without a collar on 
near Sapcote, East Midlands, leaving their owner a fine of £50, with 
£50 costs and a £30 victim surcharge for admitting the offence.

(Article source: The Mirror)

Dr Jacqui Ley, a Melbourne specialist in veterinary behavioural 
medicine, works with animals with mental health problems “to help 
them become well again”. She says you can teach a tethered cat to 
walk.

“Some cats like going out for a walk on the lead,” she says. “They’re 
just like people. Some are much more sociable, outgoing, and some 
… like to stay home. “The trick is for the human carers, guardians 
and owners to figure out what sort of cat theirs is and whether or 
not they’re going to like it.”

She concedes training a cat to walk on a lead may not be a fast 
process. First, find a cat harness - they’re available online, and at 
a range of pet stores - and it must be a harness. A cat collar won’t 
cut it. Then let your moggy pad about the house with it on, while it 
gets used to it. Treats will help. Then attach a lead to the harness, 
and move around the house (without pulling on it  - kitten gloves, 
people).

When you think your cat is comfy, try a stroll in the yard first, before 
heading into the big, wide world and bracing for the occasionally 
catty glance.

The RSPCA’s policy is that “a leash and harness may be used to walk 
cats outside the owner’s property under direct supervision”, but 
goes on to say: “Despite some owners successfully training their 
cat to walk on a leash, in general the RSPCA does not recommend 
it”.

New environments can stress a cat, the association says, and an 
escape-proof enclosure might be a better option. It also warns 
against taking cats to public parks, but doesn’t specifically mention 
alleys, litter, or tin roofs.

Vet nurse Nina Gibbins has been diligently trying to teach her two-
year-old Burmese cat Summer to walk on a lead. Summer seems 
deeply contemptuous of the idea that she should obey Gibbins’ 
directions, but relatively happy to be on a lead.

So to save native wildlife, and to avoid having a fat cat, it might be 
worth teaching the old mog new tricks.

(Article source: The Guardian)

And on March 30 he certainly made his weight in gold by discovering 
15 coins likely dating back to the 19th century on his first walk with 
his new family.

Adam, from Blackpool in Lancashire, said: ‘When we got him we 
thought he seemed special.

‘Alicia was over the moon and we couldn’t wait to take him out for 
his first walk around the gala fields.

‘We’d literally been walking for around 10 minutes when Ollie 
suddenly stopped and started frantically digging away at the soil.

‘That’s when he uncovered the pile of gold pieces - I couldn’t quite 
believe it.

‘The treasure is one thing, but, the fact is, I’ve bought myself my 
very own gold hunter, and I cannot wait to take him out again.

‘He is obviously a very special pup and I’m thrilled with what he 
brings to the table - quite literally!’

Adam, who works in property, took the gold coins to be examined 
by leading gold dealer Chards, which is based in Blackpool.

They were valued at a staggering £5,943.96.

Although Adam and his partner Kim Mcguire, 37, are delighted by 
the find, they believe the real prize is Ollie.

‘I have an allergy to animal hair so we were restricted on what dog 
we could get,’ he added.

‘After Alicia researched online she found out Ollie’s breed is 
hypoallergenic and doesn’t malt so he was safe for me.

‘We got him from a breeder in Manchester and my daughter 
connected with him instantly - they’re best friends.

‘He cost me £2,000 so after sniffing out the gold he tripled my 
investment which is always a bonus!’

(Article source: Metro)

Do you have an interesting story about 

your pet? If so please email us to: 

articles@mypetmatters.co.uk 

and we may use it in a future issu e!



Reluctantly, Blue is led into a hydrotherapy tank for his weekly 
session. “The water reduces the pressure on his joints,” says 
23-year-old veterinary physiotherapist Miranda Cosstick, “and 
places less stress on the hips.” When Blue began training in 
November 2021, he could only manage 10 seconds on the 
underwater treadmill. 

Now, he is up to 45 seconds, even if he has regained the weight he 
initially lost. The treadmill whirrs. Blue stares out glumly from the 
warm lapping water. Cosstick waves a dog treat in front of him, and 
he lunges forward and tries to get it out of her hand. “You have to 
taunt him with it,” says Cosstick, “to get him to move.”

But this is not animal abuse, whatever Blue’s plaintive eyes might 
suggest. Already, Blue is arthritic and finds it painful to walk.  
If he doesn’t lose weight, he is likely to die young from obesity-
related complications. And he is not alone. Fuller-figured pets are, 
increasingly, a mainstay of UK homes. 

“We’ve seen an increased prevalence of obesity in both dogs and 
cats for a long time,” says Prof Alex German of the University of 
Liverpool. The PDSA animal charity reports that 78% of veterinary 
professionals have seen an increase in pet obesity in recent years, 
with obesity rated as one of the top five welfareproblems for UK 
pet owners.

Many owners don’t realise the health consequences of their pets 
being overweight. Only 69% of those the PDSA surveyed agreed 
that overweight pets were more likely to suffer from serious 
diseases. 

“They’re more likely to suffer problems with mobility, arthritis, 
diabetes, respiratory problems and problems with their urinary 
systems,” says German. Overweight dogs may die two-and-a-half 
years earlier than their non-obese peers.

But Kitty Thanki is not one of those members of the public in denial 
about the damaging effects of pet obesity. “I’m a doctor,” says the 
35-year-old, from Camden, north London, “which is one of the 
ironies of having a fat dog.” 

Her seven-year-old pomeranian, George, looks like an overstuffed 
draft excluder. He weighs 6.5kg; ideally, he should weigh no more 
than 4.5kg. “He is greedy,” says Thanki. “He raids the bin. He eats 
the cats’ food.” During lockdown, George’s weight went up to 7.1kg. 
“My mum came to stay with me,” says Thanki, “and that’s where it 
all escalated. She feeds him human food, even though I tell her not 
to. She says it’s only a little bit, but she doesn’t realise the calorific 
impact of a slice of toast on a dog that’s so small.”

George’s story is not uncommon. The UK’s pet obesity crisis has 
been exacerbated by the pandemic. Five per cent of cat owners, and 
9% of dog owners, reported that their pets had gained weight since 
the March 2020 lockdown, with 1.4 million pets being fed more 
human treats during this time. “Being at home has made owners 
more likely to give pets a little bit of what they’re having,” says 
PDSA vet Lynne James. “It’s easy to do, when they’re sat there, 
looking at you.”

George has an Instagram account with 2,418 followers (@
littlefatcockney), which Thanki initially set up to document his 
“weight loss journey”, to use the terminology of diet groups across 
the world. But the algorithm does not want George to become more 
streamlined. “When he looks the most rotund,” says Thanki, “he 
gets the most likes.” Thanki understands this impulse, even if she’d 
much rather have no likes, and a healthy dog. “I’m probably just 
as guilty of looking at fat animals online and thinking, they are so 
cute,” she says.

Continued on pages 10-11…
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Eight-year-old chocolate labrador Blue is shaped like a barrel and 
has a slow, lumbering gait. Rolls of fat bulge from his collar; his 
belly hangs low, skimming the ground. Mournful eyes look out 
from a jowly face. Blue is on a diet, you see, and he’s hating every 
minute of it. No more juicy rabbit ears or plump chicken feet.  
He sneaked some cake earlier in the week from the kitchen floor, 
but his owner, Mary, got it away before he could finish it.

“I hate this bit,” groans Mary*, as Blue thunks on to the scales at 
the Pet Health and Therapy Centre in Welling, south-east London. 
“It’s like Weight Watchers.” Ideally, Blue should weigh no more 
than 36kg. The scales creak: 47.1kg. 

“He’s gone up again,” sighs Mary, who has requested anonymity 
because she is embarrassed. “My son and daughter are really 
skinny,” she says in a pleading tone. “People think I starve my 
children but overfeed my animals.”

A 39-year-old dog walker from Mottingham, south-east London, 
Mary says that Blue is on a calorie-controlled diet and regularly 
walked. “He goes on walks all the time!” she says, pulling up her 
phone to show me photos of Blue hulking over her clients’ dogs. 
Sometimes, members of the public come up to Mary at work and 
tell her that she’s got to let Blue’s owner know he needs to lose 
weight. “I am the owner,” she responds.

‘Strangers tell me: “Your dog is 
really fat!” How pets from cats 
to gerbils are being forced to diet
A staggering 78% of vets say they have seen a rise in worryingly 
overweight pets in recent years, and lockdown has only made things 
worse. Could social media’s obsession with chonky cats and podgy 
pooches be to blame?



“Dieting can be a challenge,” says German, “and it’s best done in 
conjunction with a vet.” He advises owners to put their animals on 
high-quality satiety food, which is nutrient-dense. “Always weigh 
the food on a scale,” says German, “and minimise treats as much 
as possible.” When animals start begging for food, German advises 
giving them low-calorie snacks, such as slices of cooked courgette. 
“Often,” says German, “when the animal is whining, what it’s really 
craving is that sense of attention and reward. But there are other 
things you can do to reward your pets. Take the dog for a walk. 
Groom your cat.” 

The best efforts of owners can be undone by our food-centric treat 
culture, and a lack of general awareness about the dangers of pet 
obesity. Deakin suspects that Marlowe is finding food outside: 
either the neighbours are feeding him, or he is hunting his own 
food. Thanki has had members of the public feed George from their 
picnics. “One man in St James’s Park gave him an entire packet 
of ham,” she says. “The man said: ‘Oh don’t worry, I don’t mind.’  
I said: ‘I mind!’”

But there are also members of the public actively trying to undo the 
bad habits of their fellow pet owners. “I monitor their weight six 
times a week,” says Anna Talbot of the 37 gerbils in her care. Talbot, 
a 44-year-old cleaner and renovator from Staffordshire, runs an 
unofficial shelter from her house. “I haven’t got a home any more,” 
she says. “I have 16 tanks around the house. Six in my bedroom, 
six in my spare room, and four in the back room.”

Talbot specifically seeks out what she describes as “sad gerbils”, 
meaning gerbils who tend to be overweight or obese, and are being 
kept in small cages. She takes them home and puts them on diets. 

She rescued Jake in 2021, when he weighed 113g. “He was 
absolutely depressed,” she says. “All he would do is just shovel 
food in.” Jake was initially too fat to climb the stairs in Talbot’s 
house, but she would coax him up. “Give him that encouragement,” 
she says. “He lost a gram here and a gram there.”

In a few months, Talbot got Jake down to a much healthier 80g. 
But her efforts came too late. She found blood in his urine. She 
thinks it was related to his obesity. As it was a weekend, her vet 
wouldn’t do a home visit. “He lay next to me all night,” says Talbot 
in a strangled voice. 

“He was in agony. He was looking at me, just lying there. Half an 
hour before he passed, he walked up to me and Eskimo-kissed me. 
He knew I was there for him.” She says it was the worst experience 
of her gerbil-keeping life. “I’ve lost gerbils before,” she says. “I trod 
on a gerbil and killed him. It was awful. I have flashbacks. But Jake 
was different, because he was such a beautiful little soul.”

Despite her loss, Talbot is undeterred in her efforts to rescue obese 
gerbils. When we speak, she has just finished weighing Ethan, 
a gerbil she rehomed 10 days ago. He weighed 103g when she 
got him; now he is down to 88g (he should weigh around 80g).  
“They were chuckling at how fat he was in the pet shop,” Talbot 
recalls. “Saying: ‘Oh my God, I’ve never seen such a fat gerbil!’  
I couldn’t wait to get him out. If you hit an animal, it would be animal 
cruelty. Obesity is the same. They can’t decide for themselves.  
You need to take the upper hand, give them a good diet and 
exercise.”

Most experts agree, however, that overfeeding is not wilful animal 
abuse. “People aren’t doing this from the wrong point of view,” 
says James. “They’re doing it because they love their pets and think 
they are doing the right thing. I hesitate to call it cruelty, especially 
when you have a pet that is really motivated by food, and acts as 
if they are hungry, even when they are not.” Thanki is charitable 
about her mother’s habit of feeding toast to the dog. “A lot of it is 
cultural,” she says. “I’m from an Indian background. When I went 
to my nan’s house when I was a child, I would always be bursting 
when I left. It’s ingrained, that idea that feeding someone means 
they’re loved.”

But there is such a thing as loving someone to death - particularly 
when they are an adorable animal with a taste for treats, and a 
petulant whine. Owners of obese pets can take comfort that most 
bad habits can be undone, with discipline, underwater treadmills - 
and the odd chunk of courgette.

(Article source: The Guardian)
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Thanki is referring to the pervasive internet trend for videos and 
photos of obese animals, often referred to as “chonky”, “thicc”, 
and “absolute units”. The most popular Instagram accounts have 
hundreds of thousands of followers, who like videos of obese 
cats getting trapped in cat flaps and struggling to climb on chairs.  

Some even sell merchandise, including dog backpacks, so owners 
can carry obese animals that are too unfit to walk. “The internet is 
part of the problem,” says James. “It’s normalising the appearance 
of these animals being overweight. If all you see is overweight pets, 
you start to think that’s normal. Pets that are a healthy weight start 
to appear skinny in comparison.”

The best way to check whether your animal is overweight is to 
take them to a vet, but owners can also assess them at home. 
“Run your fingers loosely over their torso,” says James, “and see 
whether you can feel their ribs and spine. You should be able to feel 
them with minimal pressure. You should also see a waistline that 
tucks in when you’re looking at them from the side.” I text James 
photographs of my two pet cats, Kedi and Larry, for professional 
assessment. “I’d want to put my hands on them to feel sure,” she 
says, “but they look good. I’d use them in a PDSA campaign as an 
example of healthy-looking cats.” I flush with pride.

The most important thing, says German, is not to berate owners. 
“Obesity is a highly stigmatised condition,” he says. “There’s a lot 
of fat-shaming out there. You could argue: well, cats and dogs don’t 
know you’re making fun of them. But you’re potentially shaming 
the owners, and that leads to blame, and the problem with blame is 
that it gets in the way of good obesity care.” Thanki has experienced 
this casual judgment. “Strangers have come up to me and said:  
‘Your dog is really fat,’” she says. 

“Once, my partner was carrying George at an event so he wouldn’t 
get stepped on and a woman said: ‘He’s got legs, you know. Oh 
wait, maybe he doesn’t, because he’s so fat.’’’

Celia Deakin, a 40-year-old teacher from Edinburgh, knows this 
stigma all too well. “I do feel guilty,” she says. “I would like him to 
be healthy.” Deakin is attempting to lose weight herself and says 
that when she takes her 13-year-old moggy Marlowe to the vet, 
she feels judged. “It’s shameful,” says Deakin, “to be overweight 
yourself and holding an overweight cat and saying: ‘I swear he 
doesn’t eat that much.’” 

Deakin describes Marlowe, who weighs 7.4kg, as “an absolute unit” 
and a “giant puma”. “Not in a Rubenesque way,” she adds. “He’s 
just a big, massive chunk.” When Marlowe jumps off the bed, says 
Deakin, “it sounds like a cannonball hitting the ground.”

Like George, Marlowe piled on the pounds during lockdown, when 
Deakin would feed him treats to stop him whining while she was 
teaching classes on Zoom. But, over the past year, she’s been on 
a mission to drop his weight, after the vet diagnosed him with 
arthritis. 

“I did this really intense diet where I ignored all his wails for 
food,” says Deakin, “and put him on special satiety food (calorie-
controlled to help animals stay fuller for longer). He lost literally 
a gram.” Deakin is at a loss. She doesn’t believe he’s stealing her 
other cat’s food, and she isn’t overfeeding him. She wonders if he’s 
just naturally big boned.



My first job put me in the company of four labradors: Bean, Frog, 
Luna and Toby. Their home was a 16th century Tudor house in 
a village in Surrey, heated entirely by a wood-burning stove and 
protected from evil spirits by an ancient shoe.

The homeowner even pointed out an original Tudor mural on the 
living room wall, under which I ended up attending lectures while 
all four dogs attempted to lie across my lap.

As I write, I am sitting for Riya, who was rehomed from a shelter 
abroad. She’s quite content to lounge around and only potter out 
on a daily walk. Riya experiences anxiety when meeting other dogs, 
especially when they are larger than she is, so I met her owner 
beforehand for a practice walk. Luckily, in Riya’s case, a quick 
“good girl” and a well-timed treat soon send the worry away.

After this, I am caring for two rescue dogs that came here from 
South Africa with their owners, then a cockapoo in a nearby village. 
That will take me to the end of term - but I’m already scoping out 
jobs for September.

Using TrustedHousesitters has been straightforward and worked 
well. It’s a little pricier than other websites, charging £99 a year for 
a basic sitter membership, but features lots of UK jobs.

The basic sitter membership includes a “vet advice line”, which 
connects you to a veterinary nurse, while petsitting. You can also 
cancel individual housesits at any stage without repercussions.

Homeowners get home and contents protection included with the 
£129 standard owner package. This indirectly protects the sitter 
against accidental damage since the homeowner’s items are 
covered.

The worst damage I’ve experienced was when Bean, the youngest 
of the labrador crew, raced me to the postman and won, soaking a 
letter with drool. But it’s reassuring to know that the properties I am 
in are protected against more serious incidents.

The downside to a basic membership is that you don’t receive 
cancellation insurance, or accident and third-party liability 
insurance. This means that you aren’t protected if the homeowner 
cancels at the last minute, or if something goes wrong while you’re 
handling the pets.

I keep a rainy-day fund: a savings buffer so I can book a cheap 
hostel should a housesit fall through. I also inquire whether owners 
insure their pets, and check past reviews for signs of recurring 
problems.

Still, it may be wise to buy the standard sitter membership for £129, 
which includes accident and third-party liability protection. Or, the 
premium sitter membership for additional cancellation insurance at 
£199. Even £199 is a drop in the ocean compared with a year’s rent.

As well as saving me money, there’s a unique sort of enrichment 
that comes from cleaning cat litter, spotting deer on sunrise dog 
walks, and managing the excitement of feeding times.

You can sit for cats and dogs, reptiles such as bearded dragons, 
or even horses or sheep for the more country-inclined sitter. As an 
animal lover, housesitting enables me to indulge all my Dr Dolittle 
aspirations.

Am I glad I swapped my share house for housesitting? Absolutely. 
In what world could most students rent an entire house in London, 
let alone stay in one for free?

House-sitting has eased the financial pressure on me, and provided 
me with privacy to study - alongside cute housemates. As I 
previously spent a couple of years backpacking, I am comfortable 
with living out of a suitcase, although this is a factor to consider for 
those who haven’t tried it before.

One other drawback might be that you won’t be able to invite friends 
to where you’re staying, unless you’ve cleared it with the owners 
beforehand.

There might be the occasional cancellation hiccup, or a few nights 
in a hostel if housesitting work dries up. However, resilience, 
risk management and problem-solving are all beneficial skills to 
develop. A challenge or an empty bank account? I’ll vote for a 
challenge every time.

Other petsitting sites

Cat in a Flat
Sitter registration fee: Free
Sitter compensation: Sitters are paid and can choose their rates.

Mindahome
Sitter registration fee: £15
Sitter compensation: Sitters are unpaid but receive free 
accommodation.

Pawshake
Sitter registration fee: Free
Sitter compensation: Sitters are paid and choose their rates.

House Sitters UK
Sitter registration fee: £29
Sitter compensation: Sitters receive free accommodation and can 
choose whether to charge.

(Article source: The Guardian)
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My university lecturer is in full flow on my laptop screen. Once 
upon a time, I’d have been surrounded by fellow students in a 
lecture hall. 

Or, earlier this year, I’d have been cramped at a desk in my shared 
house. Today, my lecture buddy is a rescue dog named Riya.

I didn’t initially consider house-sitting as an accommodation 
solution. It was a cheap way to experience a new city, definitely. 

When travelling across Australia, I’d sat for pets in exchange for 
accommodation using the platform Mindahome. It wasn’t until my 
second year of university that the budgeting dots connected.

I am a student at Royal Holloway, University of London, where 
a room on campus costs £5,000 a year on average. Despite the 
teaching for my course finishing in March, campus accommodation 
contracts run from September to June, leaving a huge portion of 
wasted rent.

Similarly, while Egham, where the university is based, has cheaper 
rented accommodation than central London, most contracts are 
a year minimum, and you’ll compromise lots for budget-friendly 
leases.

So, in December, I arrived at the TrustedHousesitters homepage. 
In exchange for pet care, sitters get free accommodation and 
occasionally a fridge of food or spending money at the owner’s 
discretion.

I set notifications for sitting jobs within an hour on public transport 
from the Royal Holloway, University of London campus and applied 
for all the suitable dates that came in. 

After two weeks, I had secured jobs to cover February and March, 
so in January I could hand in my one-month notice at my shared 
house.

“I saved cash by quitting a student 
room to become a petsitter”
Accommodation is free in exchange for caring for pets, which can save 
as much as £5,000 a year.



Simons is under no illusions about his profession: “People say, ‘I’ve 
booked him in for a treat, for a spa day,’ but dogs don’t want to be 
here. 

They’d rather be out and about.” Nonetheless, they need these 
visits, because a matted life is miserable. Grooming is a serious, 
and also very big, business.

Simons started grooming nearly 20 years ago, as a side hustle 
when his main job was in musical theatre. He still does musicals 
and cabaret, and has a second salon in east London. 

He had the idea when he was visiting family in Vero Beach, Florida, 
in 2004, and noticed that there were groomers on every corner. “I 
just thought to myself, ‘We always follow the US. It’s coming.’” 

Between 2010 and 2016, the grooming market grew by 25%, 
according to one study, with pet owners spending steadily more 
on their dogs, partly down to changing norms around husbandry. 
It has become routine to worry about their moods, their diet and 
their allergies. They’ve morphed into children, which is how people 
unabashedly talk about them.

Simons calls Ralph “a child in a dog suit - so intelligent”; the owner 
of the berneses, Vanessa, 53, says she adopted Sully “when his 
parents got divorced”; Kim Denman, 62, says of Zorro, “My kids are 
grown up - he’s my new baby. 

He had me up at 10 to six this morning.” It makes sense in one way: 
you love them, you feed them, you tell them to do things and they 
don’t listen - they are essentially children. 

But it’s weird if you have even a fleeting memory of dogs in the 
70s and 80s, as Simons and I do - people still loved them, but 
they happily hit them over the head with rolled-up newspapers, and 
nobody ever talked about “socialisation”.

By 2018, pet care and grooming - this is leaving aside food, the main 
expense, and vet bills, which is the thing everyone complains about 
- cost approximately £1.7bn a year, and the projection then was that 
it would rise to £2.1bn by 2023. But, by 2020, grooming costs in 
the UK had already reached £3.8bn. Two things had happened: the 
pandemic, and the cockapoo.

Everyone’s heard of the lockdown puppy: 11% of households had, 
between them, bought 3.2 million new pets by the end of 2021. 

There are now 12m dogs in the UK, and 33% of households have 
at least one. As lockdown lifted, “businesses had to adapt, because 
people didn’t want to go out without their dogs,” says Simons.

Along Kings Road, St Leonards, signage reading “Dogs welcome” 
is the new “No smoking”. Register offices take dogsmaids instead 
of bridesmaids, and there’s a niche side industry for wedding outfits 
and concierge services (AKA clearing up dog poo, which even I, a 
feminist, can see is not the work of a bride). 

Simons has done countless grooming sessions for weddings, 
though the most memorable romantic gesture involved trimming 
the words “Will you marry me?” into the side of a cockapoo.  
“I never heard what she said. And I never saw the dog again,” he 
says, reflectively.

The most popular single breed in the UK, now, is the crossbreed, a 
deliberate cross between two Kennel Club approved breeds, not to 
be confused with the mixed breed, which is just the result of two 
random dogs getting it on. 

Pomeranians and poodles are often used as the base breed 
for specific qualities (the first is cute and small, the second 
hypoallergenic), resulting in the pomsky (half Siberian husky), the 
pomchi (half chihuahua), the cockapoo (half cocker spaniel), the 
Maltipoo (half Maltese) and the labradoodle (half labrador).

“Long-haired” and “short-haired” don’t really hold up as 
denominators where dogs are concerned: they’re hair-bearing or 
fur-bearing. A hair-bearing dog’s coat is like human hair, and will 
grow and grow until you cut it - this is the poodle, the lhasa apso 
and the Afghan hound.

Fur-bearing means it will grow to a predetermined length and then 
stop, but that doesn’t mean it stops short - the fluffy pomeranian is 
a fur-bearer. There are dogs that are a mixture - as Simons points 
out, “cocker spaniels are fur-bearing on the body and hair-bearing 
on the legs and ears”, which is why their ears always smell like 
dishcloths.

Continued on pages 16-17…
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I’m not going to get any dog in a headlock. These are beings that 
are alive. I’m not running a torture chamber.” Stuart Simons, 48, 
is a dog groomer and co-founder of Tails of St Leonards, which, at 
mid-morning on a Friday, is extremely busy but surprisingly quiet. 
That’s because the Afghan hound they call Zorro has not yet arrived. 

Ernie, a six-year-old racing greyhound until he retired, had never 
seen a ball; he is here to get his nails done. Bear is also six, a 
bernese mountain dog with a (step) brother, Sully, of the same 
breed, and they both need grooming every three months. If they 
get dirty in between, their owner puts a swimming costume on and 
walks them into the shower. 

If you knew how big these dogs are, you, too, would find that 
image difficult to shake. I’m still a bit puzzled about the swimming 
costume. 

Does your dog mind if you’re naked? Amber is a cockapoo that 
goes wild with joy whenever she sees a man, but cockapoos always 
have a really strong opinion about something.

Then there’s Simons’ own dog, a standard poodle called Ralph, and 
his colleague Maria Pratley’s cockapoo, Oscar. Oscar had such bad 
separation anxiety that, when she is washing another dog, he has 
to lie underneath the bath. 

Otis, a cavapoochon (part cavalier king charles spaniel, part poodle, 
part bichon frise) is biddable, as a third groomer, Sophie Humphrey, 
shaves him back to glory, but his eyes keep asking: “Why? Why 
does it matter what my tail looks like?”

‘My dog’s haircut costs more than 
mine!’ A day at the groomers with 
Oscar, Bear, Otis and Zorro
With more than 12 million dogs in Britain, the grooming industry is 
booming. But what does all this pampering say about our changing 
relationship with man’s best friend?



(No groomer has said that to me. It is merely something I have 
observed.) There are also gradations within each category, so dogs 
bred as ratters - border terriers, wire haired dachshunds - have to 
be “hand-stripped” rather than clipped, which involves plucking out 
unwanted hairs either entirely manually or with the help of a special 
tool. 

Long story short, or hair story fur, if you prefer, this is the business 
of experts - if you shear a dog that’s meant to be hand-stripped, if 
you groom the puppy coat too early, if the owner doesn’t brush the 
dog in between grooms, you can really mess things up, change the 
coat colour, destroy the waterproofing, cause alopecia. 

There are breeds that can suffer serious health detriment if you 
don’t groom them at all. Simons once groomed a dog with hair so 
matted that, when he removed the hair from its legs, its nail beds 
started bleeding because the hair had been constricting its blood 
supply. 

Opinions will clearly differ about the best starter dog, but, from a 
maintenance perspective, getting a poodle-cross as your first pet 
is like getting a violin as your first musical instrument - which is to 
say, surprisingly hard.

“Certain breeds of dog have more high maintenance owners,” 
Sophie Humphrey says, diplomatically. “A lot of owners want the 
hair to remain long, but if you want that, you have to look after it.” 

People think it’s like going to the hairdresser, and they can just ask 
for what they want. But, in fact, “it’s like going to the dentist when 
you haven’t brushed your teeth. 

If they go, ‘You need a filling’, you can’t turn round and say, ‘But I 
don’t want a filling’.” As she speaks, the fourth and final groomer, 
Claire Clarkson, 43, is washing eight-month-old Zorro. 

You’ve never heard anything like it. He sounds so human, so 
amazed and appalled, like a builder falling off some scaffolding. 

He’s just making his presence felt though, apparently. “If he was 
that unhappy,” said Clarkson, “he’d be doing a lot more than ‘Ar-ar-
ar’. He’s a proper protester, Zorro. If he could have a picket board, 
it would say, ‘Do not touch my bum’.” 

Humphrey trained as a groomer straight from Plumpton College, 
but the more usual route is via humans - Clarkson worked in hair 
and beauty, while Pratley was a barber for 25 years before she 
shifted to dogs. 

(Is there anything she misses about man clients? “Nope.”) “People 
always say, ‘My dog’s haircut costs more than mine does’,” says 
Simons. 

Unlike so many things people say, this is no exaggeration: a “shave-
down” is between £40 and £75, a scissor cut between £50 and £90, 
depending on the breed. 

Which makes sense to Simons: “Look at the dog. It’s wriggly, it will 
take two hours, sometimes it will poo on the table. At least a human 
will sit still. It’s a much bigger job than your hair.”

The principles of grooming, for all but poodles and Bedlington 
terriers, are simple - if you knew the theory of five different styles 
for head, feet and tail, you would be able to master the breed 
standard - but that masks a huge number of crucial techniques, 
from nail clipping to hand stripping, control and restraint, bathing 
and cleaning, and the training is quite involved, though the industry 
is unregulated. 

Simons runs The Groomers Spotlight, a guild to prove groomers’ 
qualifications, not unlike a Spotlight for actors. 

“In any creative, unregulated industry, people need some way to 
know what they’re getting.” 

The trend is to make groomers more like hairdressers - open-plan, 
lots of cute dogs you can see, a social experience - which is a 
staffing challenge more than anything. 

“People who work with dogs, they often aren’t very sociable,” 
Simons says, though his own team is a carefully curated exception.

But there is deeper knowledge than anything a City & Guilds 
qualification can teach you. Dachshunds have a tendency to bite. 

In September and October, almost every dog has fleas, which are 
trying to find a warm host; the rest of the year, they live in the 
carpet. 

Brachycephalic (flat-nosed) breeds should never go in a drying 
cabinet because their internal cooling system is shot. Cavapoos are 
prone to heart defects. 

None of the groomers in Tails of St Leonards have ever been bitten, 
because there are so many signs a dog will give you before the bite 
- a lip curl, a whale-eye. 

Noise doesn’t always mean anything: Ernie, for instance, is a 
“classic sportsman”, says his owner Abby Harris, 41. If he gets an 
injury he’ll hugely over dramatise: massive yelp; hop around; never 
walk again. 

Then he’s fine.” Even dogs with short hair should see a groomer for 
their nails, though Clarkson and I both have staffies and neither of 
us have ever set foot in a salon as a punter. “Is it ever nice?” I ask, 
as she grooms Teddy the maltese, which takes for ever, “to leave 
all this at work …”

“And have a proper dog at home? Yes.”

This doesn’t stop me sharing my hair woes with Simons, as my 
dog is almost completely bald, and, after a number of visits, the 
vet finally lost patience with me and said: “It’s like if your husband 
goes bald. 

You just live with it.” (“Funny you should say that,” I said, “because 
my first husband actually was bald.”) “We have a great relationship 
with the vets round here,” 

Simons says, “so nothing against vets. But our entire knowledge is 
skin and coat, so we take it a bit more seriously.”

Look, it takes a long time to train, and it can be very noisy, and the 
work is very physical and none of this is for the faint of heart, but 
I’ve rarely seen so much pleasure in a workplace. 

But then, I wasn’t here for the one day a month they devote to cats. 
It’s a great day, money-wise, but that’s all danger money. 

Simons explains: “You can only do what a cat allows you to do. 
They have weapons. 

You can get cat-scratch fever. A dog will go, ‘I don’t like that, 
wham’. A cat can really store resentment. There’s a massive gap in 
the market for cat grooming. Because they’re a***holes.”

(Article source: The Guardian)
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Jamie said: “We aren’t just dog friendly, we are dog focused and 
dog led. Hounds roam off-lead and have their own menu to order 
from. “Many of our dog treats are sharable, meaning you can share 
a cake or other sweet treat with your furry friend when you come 
to the café.”

So when you order a cappuccino, your dog can have a luxury 
puppuccino by your side. Dogs can order non-alcoholic ‘puptails’ 
from the menu, such as ‘Sex on the Bitch’ and ‘Howlapaw Sling’, all 
of which are derived from natural juices and come served on edible 
coasters.

Some nights see ‘doggy discos’ and birthday parties, where furry 
guests are treated to LED collars, disco lights and tires filled with 
treats and balls.

Most of its staff members have dogs of their own who come along 
to work, including pet parent Jamie, whose pup Wolfgang is nearly 
two years old.

Known as the ‘Chief Puppy Officer’, Wolfgang can often be found at 
the welcome desk with Jamie during afternoons. One of the centre’s 
most popular offerings is its on-site doggy day care, where both full 
and half day services are available.

From 8am to 5pm, four-legged clients can take part in guided 
group walks, enrichment games and some well-deserved ‘rest and 
relaxation’ time. Prices start at £22 for half day services or £37 
for full days. And it isn’t just dog owners who frequently visit, but 
animal lovers without pets of their own too.

Barkney Wick also collects dog food and other donations to give 
to Bow Food Bank for dogs of those who are struggling financially.

You can keep up-to-date with Barkney Wick on their Facebook and 
Instagram @barkneywick and @afterbarkbar.

(Article source: The Mirror)
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Doggy day care offers 
cocktails, yoga, discos 
and nude life drawing - 
for £37 a day
Barkney Wick in East London is the only 
doggy day centre of its kind, with owners 
travelling from the US and Scotland to visit 
its pup-friendly cocktail bar, dog yoga events 
and nude life drawing classes.

Ukrainian service 
dog who ‘found 150 
explosives during war’ 
is a very good boy
Meet Patron - a very brave boy who is 
tirelessly working to save lives in war-torn 
Ukraine.

Woman marries her cat 
to get round pet-hating 
landlords
A woman has married her cat to stop 
heartless landlords forcing her to give her up.

My PetMatters More Pet News

The Mirror reports that a café and bar that treats dogs just like 
humans is welcoming owners from all over the world - after it 
introduced doggy yoga and nude life drawing.

Barkney Wick in Hackney Wick is a day care and training centre that 
also homes the UK’s first hound and human cocktail bar, After Bark.

It hosts dog discos, art exhibitions and unusual events, such as 
Downward Dogs Yoga and Drink and Paw life drawing.

Owner Jamie Swan, 36, launched the revolutionary space in January 
2021 and has greeted visitors from the US and Scotland.

She told The Mirror : “When I initially came up with the idea, it 
seemed rather bonkers to most people, but with so many choosing 
to welcome dogs into their family during the pandemic, it’s not 
quite so strange.

“We have had people from New York and Edinburgh visit us.  
The After Bark bar received worldwide attention when we opened 
last summer.”

The café and bar is completely plant-based, zero-waste and sources 
produce from local individuals and businesses in and around East 
London.

Metro reports that video footage shows the Jack Russell terrier 
enthusiastically searching woodlands in search of landmines and 
other explosives.

The two-year-old service dog is given fresh cheese at the end of the 
day, which makes it all worthwhile for him.

Metro reports that Deborah Hodge, 49, has already rehomed three 
animals over the years by landlords who don’t want pets in their 
properties.

But she is now terrified of being made to part with her precious cat 
India after losing her job as a life coach last month. If she can’t pay 
her next rent payment, she may be evicted and will once again have 
to go through the trouble of finding a pet-friendly landlord.

That’s when the mum-of-two got the idea that if they were married, 
it would show any future landlord just how important it is for them 
to stay together. Decked out in a tuxedo, Deborah tied the knot 
with India at a civil ceremony presided over by her legally ordained 
friend. The five-year-old cat was draped in gold lamé for the big day 
and meowed her vows in front of Deborah’s family and friends in 
the south-east London park.

Deborah, an unemployed mum from Sidcup, said: ‘She is 
fundamentally the most important thing in my life after my children.
‘By marrying India, I need any future landlords to know that we come 
as a package and we cannot be separated under any circumstances 
as she is as important to me as the children. ‘I refuse to be parted 
with her. I’d rather live on the streets than be without her.’

While living in a previous property, Deborah was forced to give up 
her two huskies, Siri and Starshine, when her landlord threatened 
her with eviction. After moving to her current home five years ago, 
her landlord ordered her to give up Jamal the cat or be evicted.

She said: ‘It absolutely broke my heart. Your pets become part of 
your family and it was just absolutely devastating having to say 
goodbye to them.’ Deborah begged to be allowed to have another 
cat and after countless emails, her landlord finally relented.

India joined Deborah and her two children in 2017 and quickly 
became a beloved pet.

(Article source: Metro)

Patron - whose name means ‘bullet’ in Ukrainian - has done such 
a good job that the country’s foreign ministry gave him a special 
thank you on social media.

In a tweet featuring a photo of the dog, the department said: ‘Patron 
is a service dog in Chernihiv. He has discovered over 150 explosive 
devices in Ukraine since the full scale Russian invasion began.

‘Patron works closely with deminers to make Ukrainian cities safe 
again. Thank you so much for your service,’ the ministry wrote in a 
tweet with a photo of Patron.’

The State Emergency Service (SES) of Ukraine praised him as a 
‘good boy’ for helping pyrotechnicians in the Chernihiv region clear 
the area of ‘Russian gifts’.

‘Be aware, look under your feet, and do not upset Patron’, the civil 
defence and rescue agency said in a post.

Sharing footage of the dog hard at work, the Centre for Strategic 
Communications and Information Security wrote: ‘One day, 
Patron’s story will be turned into a film, but for now, he is faithfully 
performing his professional duties.’

Russia has been widely accused of using weapons against not only 
soldiers but also civilians in Ukraine since it launched its invasion 
on 24th February.

The Kremlin continues to deny targeting civilians, despite more and 
more mass graves filled with corpses being discovered across the 
country.

Since Russia began its full-scale invasion, the UN has recorded 
5,718 civilian casualties, but the true number could be far higher as 
more bodies are found.

Ukrainian authorities estimate that in the besieged seaside city of 
Mariupol alone - more than 20,000 residents have lost their lives.

(Article source: Metro)

Do you have an interesting story about 

your pet? If so please email us to: 

articles@mypetmatters.co.uk 

and we may use it in a future issu e!



‘Why don’t you head on home now, Mark,’ he replied. And I did. 
Something in me just clicked. I didn’t tell him I was going to kill 
myself until four months later, but I think he must’ve known. My 
friend’s reaction when I told him was silence, then: ‘I’m just grateful 
I was there for you mate when I was.’

When I got home, I broke down, Annette was amazing and of 
course listened to everything I had to say. We both cried together 
a lot. I quit my job, and then took a trip to the GP who offered me 
help, and unsurprisingly diagnosed me with high blood pressure.  
I should have gone so much sooner.

‘Why don’t we get a puppy?’ Annette suggested a month later. ‘To 
take your mind off things.’ She’d found a Bearded Collie breeder in 
West Sussex, and before I knew it, we picked up Howard. 

My lifesaver.

We’d owned two Bearded Collies before, but Howard was different 
somehow. He was a true character and became my best friend 
while my mental health recovered.

Howard was a total cure. He’s a big, furry, lump of love. He made 
me laugh whenever he yawned as he made a whistling sound, and 
whenever he walked past me I couldn’t help but watch his big bum 
swaying. 

I started writing snippets about Howard’s personality on scraps of 
paper - Annette found them and told me I had to write a book. ‘It 
might help you recover,’ she said. And she was right.

In an hour I wrote my first book for three to seven-year-olds, 
‘Howard of Pawsland on his magical journey to Whistledown’, on 
the Notes app on my phone.
 
Writing helped me refocus again, helped me spend time on myself, 
my needs, and helped me in looking after my mental wellbeing. 
I wanted my book’s themes to be love, kindness and sustainability - 
to help children ask questions about the world, and experience the 
joys of humanity.

Howard goes on sustainability-themed quests in the mythical world 
of Pawsland, spreading love along the way aboard The Pawsland 
Express. When a friend asked if there was going to be a villain in the 
book I said no. ‘There’s enough evil in the world,’ I replied.

Now, I’ve since signed a six-book deal with Middleton Press and 
visit schools nationwide to teach them about the themes of the 
book - with Howard in tow, of course. Except I have to carry him 
if the school doesn’t have carpets… he hates laminate flooring for 
some reason!

I couldn’t be happier. I’m not saying I’m perfect, but from where I 
once was, I’m so much better. I’m not the same person as I was 
before.

My message is talk, don’t bottle it up - pick up the phone to call 
a friend, or 111; speak to Calm or Mind. Don’t suffer in silence 
because there is a way out. My way out started with talking, and 
it led me to Howard, which changed my life forever. If I’m ever 
having a bad time I just need to give him a cuddle and the worries 
disappear.

Howard, and writing about him, helped heal me and he makes me 
smile every single day. He just needs to look at me to make me feel 
happy. He’s my saviour and I’ll forever be in his debt.

Howard of Pawsland books are available to buy online at Amazon 
UK, Middleton Press, Waterstones and WHSmiths
 
(Article source: Metro)
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Suddenly, someone knocked on the window. Randomly, it was an 
old school friend who I hadn’t seen in years - he stopped me in my 
tracks.

It’s safe to say that, back then, about 18 months ago, I had a 
breakdown. 

My lovely mum who had dementia had suffered a fall and became 
much more dependent on me, right at the time that I secured a new 
sales job.

Simply, the pressure became too much. Rather than talk and open 
up, I buried my head in the sand. Wishing for it to go away, keeping 
myself silent. It was the worst thing I could’ve done.

Even if I did want to talk, I felt like there was no one there to help 
me or turn to - even though my partner of 12 years, Annette, 56, is 
the most loving person I know. 

It felt like a weakness to explain my issues, so I planned to end my 
life. I knew exactly how and where I was going to do it. 

Looking back, I can’t believe what I was considering.

I was saved by an old school friend who knocked on my window. 
‘What’s going on here, Mark?’ he said softly. I couldn’t keep it 
hidden for any longer; I told him of the pressure of my new job, and 
how hard it’d been with my mum.

My lifesaver - Howard:  Getting a 
dog helped me heal after a suicide 
attempt
Turning off the ignition, I put my head on the steering wheel and 
began crying. I was at the lowest point in my life, everything had  
got to be too much and I wanted to end it all. 




