IMPORTANT CONTACT NUMBERS

P O S T AL
ADDRESS

EMERGENCY ANIMAL RESCUE (24 HR): 07817 995751
Cat rehoming:
Dog rehoming:
Treasurer:
Secretary:
Social Secretary:
Special Care Unit:
Animal Collection:

01271 323740 (Mrs Pauline Bussell, Chairperson)
01271 860376 (Mr Chris Steer)
01271 861212 (Mrs Jen Colenso), Huilmarsh, Yelland Quay,
West Yelland, Barnstaple EX31 3HB.
01271 345563 / Email: amyhasler@hotmail.com (Mrs Amy Hasler)
01598 760257 / Email: m.mason-thomas@hotmail.co.uk (Marion Mason-Thomas)
01598 760638 (Mrs Cherry Durbin)
01598 740603 (Mrs Diana Lewis – Ambulance Driver)

North Devon
Animal Ambulance
C/o Market Veterinary
Centre
River View Commercial
Centre
Riverside Road
Pottington
Barnstaple EX31 1QN

NUMBER 24: Summer 2010

IN THIS ISSUE: kittens; baby rabbits; cute ducklings...

£££ 100 CLUB £££
The NDAA 100 Club is a great way to help local animals and places are still available for just £5 per month by standing order. You’ll then be entered
into our draw (last Friday of the month) for a £100 prize. Please contact the treasurer for your application form.

RECENT WINNERS – March 2010: Mrs F Samuels (#7) April 2010: Mrs M Stephens (#37) May 2010: Mrs B Burridge (#68)

Monthly STANDING ORDER FORM (please cut out and send to your bank)

A spring dayday-out
with Diana…

TO: THE MANAGER

……………………………………BANK

…………………………………..BRANCH

Please arrange for the sum of £…………(…….…...pounds) to be paid on the first day of each month from:
Account Name:

…………………………………………..Account Number: …………………………………………..

TO: NORTH DEVON ANIMAL AMBULANCE
AT: ALLIANCE & LEICESTER COMMERCIAL BANK
ACCOUNT NAME: NORTH DEVON ANIMAL AMBULANCE

ACCOUNT NO: 6316158

Remembering
Karen DennisDennisSmither...

Shetland
shenanigans with
Mighty Mouse...

SORT CODE 72-00-00

Please start payments on: ……………………………..

Reference:

………………………………………... (Full Name)

DONATION SLIP – NORTH DEVON ANIMAL AMBULANCE – REGISTERED CHARITY NO. 1106314
Week by week and month by month our work continues. Can you make a regular donation that is secure funding for us? Standing Orders are a safe, cost effective and
easy way to make a regular donation towards saving animals. Regular monthly donations enable us to plan ahead and also respond rapidly to calls for assistance and
help with rescuing animals. If you already have a Standing Order with us – THANK YOU. If you would like to set one up please contact the treasurer at the above
telephone number/address. If you are a standard taxpayer please also complete the form below in full including your signature. We can then reclaim the tax on your
donation as Gift Aid (25p for every £1 donated).

I / We enclose a donation in the sum of £…………… for the North Devon Animal Ambulance (please make cheques payable to NDAA)

Name: ……………………………………………………….. Address: ……………………………………………………………………………………….
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
…………………………………………………………………..

Postcode: …………………………………………………………………………….

Please tick this box if you are a standard taxpayer and would like the Charity to treat all donations that you make on, or after the date below, as gift aid donations unless
you notify otherwise. Please note that you should notify the Charity if you do not pay an amount of tax at least equal to the tax deducted from your donations.

NEWS ● Loads of gorgeous animals ● Diana’s summer report

WELCOME
A few days ago, the summer
newsletter was drawing closer on my
event horizon, I was looking forward
to a few days escape from
engineering products, helicopters,
super yachts and the other things I
spend my days writing about. Then,
everything changed...
With the approach of another
newsletter I was anticipating the
pleasure of working with Karen
Dennis-Smither, with whom I’ve
collaborated so closely since starting
to write and edit for the NDAA. Then
came Diana’s call, the ominous tone
in her voice that telegraphed the
gravest news, and the realisation that
‘newsletter time’ would never be the
same, again.
Karen made my work easy. She
cajoled and persuaded Diana to get
the stories that you want to read,
spent hours word-processing them,
collected photographs and emailed
them to me to shape into the final
publication. I may be the NDAA
Newsletter editor but Karen was the
vital link between events at the sharp
end of the NDAA’s animal rescue
work and me. And to think she did
all this while dealing with such a
challenging long-term illness and the
demands of a home full of animals
and birds she adored.
Karen, who is remembered on page 9
of this issue, was an amazing
example to all of us and she’ll be
missed terribly – not least by your
editor who’ll remember her with
every future newsletter he’s entrusted
to work on.

Al Hidden
Editor

Duckling rescue bears out
reality of animal welfare
For Pauline and Mick it had been another
long day sorting the rehoming unit with its
cats, kittens, ponies and rabbits, making vet
visits, collecting fledglings, doing home
checks and taking the seemingly never-ending
phone calls that punctuate NDAA life. As their
final task, they’d collected rubbish from the
NDAA’s charity shops, taken the day’s takings
to the treasurer for banking, returned a postop cat to Ilfracombe and transferred a stray
dog to the council kennels. It was 8 p.m. and
homes beckoned. Then Diana called…
It was another emergency. Diana was already
committed to rescue a cat that had been hurt in
a road traffic incident, had a broken tail
requiring veterinary treatment, and had left a
litter of newborn kittens at home. Now she’d
received a call from Barnstaple requesting
urgent help with eight newborn ducklings
whose mother had been killed.

Arriving at the scene, the pair acted out a
scene that would have befitted any reality TV
show. Pauline donned waders (they wouldn’t
fit Mick) and entered the water and silt until it
was above her thighs. Then, with Mick and
helpful members of the public driving the
ducklings towards her net, they spent nearly
two hours capturing the babies until, just
before 10.00 p.m., Diana arrived from her
feline emergency and took charge of the new
rescuees.

It was 2 a.m. and the police had been called
to attend to a little pony, a feisty Shetland
stallion seen trotting up the white line of the
main Yelland to Barnstaple road. Here’s
what happened next…
Shetlands aren’t renowned for their cooperation and the removal of this particular
pony from the middle of the road to a nearby
field certainly proved the point. By the time
the police officers succeeded in containing
the pony, one of them sported a perfect set of
pony-tooth marks across his thigh. How do
you explain that when you get back to the
police station?

N DA A
volunteer
p ro f i l e
Mick Lewis
by Sue Brodie

All our volunteers are special, but Mick is in a
class of his own. His support for the NDAA
started on the night our charity was formed
six years ago, and has continued without a
break ever since.
A year after its launch, the Special Care Unit
(SCU) continues to be brim-full with strays,
recently homeless animals and creatures in
need of respite care or treatment. Volunteers
have come and gone – and come back on a
different day, which has kept Cherry busy
with the rota.

After a month isolated from our other rescue
ponies, ’Mighty Mouse’ (seen below with
NDAA helper Mesha) was eventually
allowed to join them in the fields and
continues to enjoy life in our temporary
care.□
We’d love to find a caring new home for
this spirited fellow. Could you provide the
home he deserves? If so, please phone
07817 995751 or email us through the
NDAA website.

First birthday celebration
Along with lots of visitors, the Market Vets
team and local MP Nick Harvey (seen below,
right, with his children and the NDAA’s
Diana Lewis and Pauline Bussell), we
celebrated our first birthday on a lovely sunny
March day made perfect with sandwiches,
cakes, tea and a great raffle. Some of the rehomed puppies came too – it’s great to see
them so happy with their new owners. We
were also entertained by some abandoned goat
babies from the Valley of Rocks.
Cats in abundance
Cats are always in abundance, with strays, unwanteds, sick and injured felines needing care.
Jaws was a shy, but very loving ginger cat
who came in with a broken jaw after being hit
by a car. After lots of wet cat food ‘soup’ and
attention he got better and better and will
eventually make someone a firm friend for
life. Sadly a couple of poorly pussy cats
passed on: Persil was a friendly white cat
owned by an older lady who needed us to look
after her whilst she was in hospital.
Unfortunately, Persil was very old and had
several health problems so she had to be put to
sleep – but at 19 years old, she’d certainly
done very well. Betty was a lovely black cat
who was brought in as a stray, but was very ill
with an infectious recurring virus.

Taking the episode remarkably well
considering the pony’s bite, the kindly police
officer contacted Diana the next morning to
ask for help as the field owner didn’t want
the new arrival in with the two mares already
there.
So, whilst the police traced the pony’s owner,
Diana and Pauline drove over with the
NDAA horse ambulance and transferred him
to our Misty Centre. It didn’t take long to
establish that the pony’s owner was no longer
able to keep the animal. It was quickly signed
over to us, whereupon we arranged an
equally prompt visit from the vet who
castrated it.
FRONT COVER STAR: this issue’s cover picture features Misty Centre helper Tim Bussell
with two of the many mischievous ferrets that the NDAA has looked after this spring.
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by Amy Hasler

Speaking after the rescue, Diana said: ‘It was
hard to tell who looked more bedraggled – the
eight ducklings, Pauline or Mick. The good
news is that all are now bright, dry, alert,
fluffed-up and back to normal again.’□

The ducklings were on Raleigh weir and
would surely die of hypothermia, drown or be
eaten by the rats and gulls if left unassisted.
Suddenly, Pauline and Mick’s plans were put
on hold and they hurried back to the Misty
Centre for waders and nets driving into
Barnstaple in the fast-fading light.

Shetland shenanigans

Special Care Unit
Report: May 2010

www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

Tortoise times
We even had a 40-year-old tortoise with us for
several weeks. He was picked up in
Barnstaple, signed over and would not eat, so
he was given medication and tube fed until he
www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

Mick’s job required him to do shift work, and
his help with the charity had to be organized
around his irregular, and often unsociable,
hours. When he retired two years ago, he
continued to work shifts – the only difference
was that they were the 24 hours a day, 7 days
a week variety, and totally unpaid. He also
had a new and exacting boss.
There is no aspect of NDAA work that Mick
is not involved in: he collects animals; works
in the Special Care Unit and the cattery;
carries out home checks on prospective new
animal homes; delivers stock to the shops and
removes rubbish from them. Most
importantly, he is always available when there
is an emergency that Diana cannot get to.
He undertakes all the above quietly, and with
a genuine compassion for the animals, and
their often distressed owners. He deals with
cases of cruelty and breathtaking ignorance
without being judgemental – and always with
his dry sense of humour.

Diana and the charity are so lucky to have
him.□
Ode to Mick
Mick’s busy each and every day,
Spring, summer, winter, fall
Our charity’s St Francis,
For all creatures great and small.
He’s also kind to humans,
He’ll drive them near or far
As long as they’re not worried,
If a sheep is in the car!
You mustn’t think he’s perfect,
He doesn’t like to shop
If he was left to buy the food,
Poor Di just grass would crop.
Having told his weakness,
We mustn’t make him sore
Because this ode is just for him,
And one thing’s very sure –
Mick Lewis is a treasure,
The dark man will walk tall
For NDAA and Devon
And all creatures great and small.

got back on his feet and went to a new home for,
potentially, another 100 years!
Rabbits mean spring’s here
With the arrival of spring, rabbits have been a
major feature of SCU life; at one point we had
six bunnies in residence – you can imagine how
we were getting through bags of hay and
cabbage!
As I write, a wood pigeon with a bad wing, three
dogs, two hedgehogs and eight cats are being
looked after by our dedicated volunteer team so
the influx of animals needing our care
continues… And of course, the weather’s now
improving so walking the dogs is much more
enjoyable! □
VIP visitor: local MP Nick Harvey and his
children dropped in to the SCU celebrations.
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Sheep
stuck in
fencing
was
lucky
to be
found...
The emergency
started, as it so often
does, with a timely call
from a concerned
member of the public.
A ewe was in severe
distress after getting
caught in an
abandoned roll of
sheep netting on the
moors…
On receiving the call, Diana raced back to
the NDAA Misty Unit to get Pauline and
the charity’s horse ambulance. The duo
then hurried to the scene to find the sheep
painfully thin, severely stressed and, as a
result of many days’ struggling to get free,
terribly injured.
One ear was hanging off
‘We found the poor creature with one ear
hanging off, and large wounds all over her
body from the struggling where the wire
had been cutting and tightening around
her,’ explained Diana after the rescue. The
ewe’s other ear had a massive, infected
abscess and her condition was appalling. As
Diana and Pauline got the unmarked and
untagged creature into the horse box they
wondered if she would make it to the vets.
Little did they know that the ewe was also
in lamb...
A condition score of 1 out of 10
At Market Vets, vet Carly quickly gave the
ewe multiple injections – one to enable
amputation of the rest of the remaining ear
and others to make her comfortable and
ease her pain and distress.
At this point, the vets gave the ewe, by now
named Mary, a condition score of 1 out 10
– it was debatable whether she would live,
10 NDAA Newsletter Summer 2010

IMPORTANT MESSAGE
From your NDAA committee…
We never cease to be amazed by
the generosity of our supporters:
whether it’s time, donated goods or
a generous cheque, your kindness
is always appreciated by us and the
animals.

Lucky Mary and
her new lamb
Tom enjoy life at
the NDAA’s Misty
Centre.

but the team had to give her a chance after
her terrible experience.

NDAA Family Dog Show 2010

Just look at her now
Diana takes up the story: ‘we transferred
her back to Pauline’s, to a stable where she
could keep warm and cosy. The progress
she made was slow to begin with, but she
picked up and I could write for hours about
how she got on, day by day, and her love of
honey sandwiches and buckets of apples –
but instead I just want people to look at the
accompanying photo to see the results
of our efforts just five weeks later –
and the surprise lamb, named Tom,
that she delivered while with us’.

Lovely weather and a great turn out ensured a
wonderful day at the annual NDAA Family Dog
Show held at Hidden Valley Caravan Park on
Saturday 10 April 2010. There were loads of
rosettes and, as previously, goody bags for all
participants were kindly provided by Top ’n’
Tails Pet Supplies of Braunton and James WellBeloved. □

Staying with the NDAA
Both will stay with Pauline as pets for
the rest of their hopefully long and
happy lives – with no danger of ending
up on a plate with a dollop of mint
sauce…□

Too often, however, we receive a
generous cheque or cash donation
without any indication of who has
sent it. And occasionally too, we
hear quite understandable
grumbles that a donation hasn’t
been acknowledged.
We always aim to acknowledge
donations – when we have the
contact details of the sender. So,
please, please, please enclose
your name and address with
your donation so we can make
sure you get the thank-you that you
deserve.□

Update:
the woman
who kept
over 100
dogs
by Diana Lewis

Since the last newsletter, the socalled ‘100 dog’ case has been to
court where the defendant was
ordered to reduce the number of
dogs kept on her property to six
within the next 12 weeks.

Good homes needed
With so many rescued animals coming through
the NDAA’s hands, there’s always a need for
good, loving homes for cats, dogs and other
creatures. Could you provide the love and
stability that one of these animals deserves? If
so, the NDAA would like to hear from you.
Please call 01271 323740 (Mrs Pauline Bussell)
for cat rehoming or 01271 860376 (Mr Chris
S t e e r )
f o r
d o g s .
All rehoming is subject to satisfactory
completion of an NDAA home check.□
www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

At the time of writing, five
weeks of this time remain and
the NDAA continues to supply
food for the dogs still at the
property. How many dogs still
live there? We have no idea.
Months of patient work
Of the 23 dogs we were allowed
to remove from the premises, ten
went to the Dogs Trust, two to
the RSPCA and eleven stayed
with us. After months of patient
training and handling some
heart-warming rehomings have
taken place, but these have only
been achieved at huge financial

Gardening
bunny
surprise!
NDAA ‘animal angel’ Diana
Lewis was en route to another
job when the phone rang and a
panic-stricken voice said ‘Can
you please help? I was out in
the garden planting some new
bushes and I broke into my
compost heap to get some and
there’s a nest of newborn
rabbits in it’.
Diverting immediately to High
Bickington, Diana found the
distraught lady with a box by her
Aga containing seven blind,

cost and some amazing and
humbling work by professionals
and volunteers alike.
Every effort has been made by us
and other charities involved to
rehabilitate all the dogs, but
unfortunately not all our attempts
have been successful as some of
the dogs proved to be very
aggressive, making rehoming
impossible. Some had to be put
to sleep as a result of alarming
incidents and one of our senior
professional helpers, who has
worked with dogs all his life, had
to be taken to hospital after a
serious attack.
Many lived as wild animals
We have had to accept the fact
that many of the dogs have lived
as wild animals. As a result of
interbreeding, lack of human
contact and foraging for food,
there was little chance for them
with the restrictions of living
with humans.

helpless little bunny ‘kittens’ all nestled together in the
warm.
Despite the lady’s obvious distress at destroying their nest,
Diana was able to reassure her that all the babies looked
perfectly fine, and that the NDAA team would have great
success with weaning them. Also, that despite her initial
agitation, mum rabbit would quickly find herself a new – and
hopefully warm but safer – nest and would probably soon
have another brood to feed. □

have no hope of the same.
These dogs were unsocialised
and ran around as one huge pack.
Throughout the case, the
kindness and patience shown by
our volunteers and the Dogs
Trust staff has been amazing,
and very humbling. It has made
me feel that it has been very
worthwhile dealing with this
unbelievable situation.
Transforming little Suzie
Seeing dear little Susie when she
was collected the first time we
went there, I felt utter despair
and sadness and wondered if we
could succeed with the task.
When I recently visited Susie in
her new home, I realised that no

matter how hard it gets, we can
make a success if we have the
will and can find the right people
to help. □

Before and after: little
Suzie (above) when she
came to the NDAA and,
(below, on her new
owner’s lap) as she
enjoys the love and
comfort of her new
home.

The few who have managed the
change can look forward to
happy and secure futures. It is
sobering to consider that the
dogs remaining on the property

www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk
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One
spring
day
Spring’s here again: my drive down to
Devon is in daylight, the newly verdant
verges of the A361 are littered with the
carcasses of unlucky pheasants, and at
the NDAA Misty centre, it’s business as
usual as chairperson Pauline Bussell
fields almost non-stop phone calls and
son Tim looks after the cats and dogs.
And somewhere in North Devon, Diana
Lewis runs late in the animal ambulance
due to another non-stop morning of
animal rescue and welfare calls…

Eventually, the animal ambulance trundles
into the yard. Over the usual cup of coffee,
Diana asks for questions about animal
welfare and rural affairs that she can put to a
panel of politicians during a live BBC event
on the coming Sunday. Top of her question
list, we conclude, will be the politicians’
views on maintaining local slaughterhouses
rather than consigning animals to long,
miserable road journeys to centralised
slaughterhouses.
Suitably refreshed, and with the questions
captured on another of Diana’s scraps of
paper, we go out to the ambulance and, after
handing-over a sheep-worrying Jack Russell
to council dog warden Caroline, we hit the
road.
As we drive away, I reflect on how Diana
and I have shared these quarterly days out
for 18 months now – long enough to
experience the full cycle of North Devon’s
animal welfare year. Each day has presented
its own theme; quickly, I realise that today’s
will be the rescue of small wild creatures.
First, however, we visit a Barnstaple
address to collect a stray cat. On our arrival
the house appears deserted and our knocks
elicit no response. On ringing the caller
back, Diana realises we’re at the wrong
address – an understandable slip-up with
two similarly-named streets and a poor
phone connection. The cat is actually in
Ilfracombe!
‘Take a look at these,’ urges Diana excitedly
as we cross Barnstaple and she hands me a
sheaf of handwritten letters from a Chivenor
Scout Troop. ‘It’s so lovely that young
people have written us old-fashioned letters
4 NDAA Newsletter Summer 2010

Update on
orphan kids
Yet again, Cherry Durbin’s ‘kid orphanage’ has
proved to be an enormous success (even if her
kitchen and sitting room have suffered
dramatically), with her latest hand-reared baby
goats having been thoroughly spoilt during their
stay.
– not texts or emails but proper letters.’ The
correspondence followed Diana and
Pauline’s talk to the young scouts a week
earlier – just one of many talks that Diana
delivers for the NDAA. Judging by the
youngsters’ comments the animal welfare
message went down well – and more
impressionable young hearts and minds
were won over by Diana’s passion and
commitment.
Neutering remains a key part of the
NDAA’s work
Out in the countryside the Spring sun is
pleasantly warming as we skirt Exmoor and
Diana updates me on the morning’s tasks,
including the sheep-worrier, now safely
ensconced in the dog warden’s van, 10
rabbits destined for the NDAA Special Care
Unit (SCU), and a frustrating backwardforward journey by a dog that required
spaying. First the owner wanted the animal
to be collected; then they didn’t, and called
to order a ‘vaccination and manicure’
instead. The NDAA, Diana reminds me,
only offers a package for this free service,
with neutering the key component, so the
dog had to be returned to the owner who
had to choose between the whole package or
nothing. Taking a firm stance is important
when neutering remains one of the NDAA’s
main challenges, with nearly 30 animals
currently being ‘done’ each week. It’s a
carefully calculated strategy that, close to
Diana’s heart, is designed to reduce the
stray animal problem in future. The NDAA
service, free or at subsidised rates, is very
popular – and likely to be even more so with
more well-publicised free neutering just
weeks away.

The wild goat orphans from Lynmouth’s Valley
of Rocks have decided that life on the domestic
front wasn’t too bad at all and have made
themselves at home.
Two babies have found a lovely new home with a
lady who has a particular rapport with goats: she
absolutely loves them so they will continue to be
much loved pets living in domesticated bliss.
Another two have been given a home by the
Animal Care Unit at Bicton Agricultural College,
where they will also live in luxury and work with
student veterinary nurses who will learn how to
understand their needs, and handle the goats
properly (their needs do not include Cherry’s
shoes).
So, after a terribly miserable start in life, being
born in a rocky, snowy, bitterly cold environment,
and with no mum to look after them after her
demise, they have certainly ‘landed on their
feet’.□

With the global spotlight on the oilspillage in the Gulf of Mexico, it would be
easy to dismiss the effects of an
unintended oil-bath on one careless
young pigeon… Tiny though the episode
may have been on a worldwide scale,
the NDAA’s intervention made a huge
difference…
If it hadn’t been for an observant onlooker,
the baby pigeon’s crash-landing in the vat of
oil might have gone unnoticed until it was
too late. Fortunately, the quick-thinking
passer by rescued the bedraggled bird and
called the NDAA’s Diana Lewis.
Arriving on the scene, Diana’s first action
was to wrap the pigeon in yards of kitchen

As we go to print...
Just before we go to print, we’re
delighted to announce that, thanks to
the dedication, generosity and
expertise of the Dogs Trust, we’ve
been able to hand over the last two
animals rescued during the '100 dogs'
case (see page 3). The Dogs Trust will
be able to take the dogs further in
their socialisation and learning before
finding the highly specialised, caring
homes that the rescuees need so they
can spend the rest of their years in a
safe, secure and loving environment.

roll to absorb as much of the oil as possible.
Then it was into the ambulance for the dash
to the NDAA special care unit for no less
than three washes and rinses in Fairy Liquid.

him warm and dry in the wild, have
returned.□

With the washing over, it was upstairs to the
intensive care unit where the pigeon dried off
and warmed up again. Next, Diana tubed him
with charcoal to wash through any ingested
oil. By the next morning he was clearly
feeling a lot better.
Next stop West Hatch
At the time of writing, the as-yet unnamed
pigeon (right) has been in the NDAA’s care
for a couple of weeks and continues to do
well. In due course he’ll be transferred to the
RSPCA’s West Hatch Wildlife Centre for
long-term expert care and assessment. In
particular, to ensure that his feathers’
naturally-occurring oils, essential to keep

Karen Dennis-Smither:
special friend of birds,
animals and the NDAA
From when she was a small child, Karen
adored all creatures and birds and had a gift
for caring for them when they were injured.
When her family moved to Exmoor, Karen
was in her element. She was able to indulge in
her love of horses and riding, and keep a wide
selection of pets. When her mother Jane
became the NDAA treasurer, Karen played an
increasingly active role in supporting the
charity.

She worked hard with Al Hidden on the
newsletter, but her real love was the care of
the aviary and the sick birds she treated there.
Her success with these patients exceeded our
most optimistic expectations; she never gave
up easily, even turning her office into an
intensive care unit when necessary.
Karen's health had deteriorated over the last
few years, but her dedication to the birds
hadn’t and took precedence over her serious
physical problems regardless of the weather.
Karen was an enormous asset to the NDAA
and will be greatly missed.
We all extend our sympathy to Jane. □

COMING SOON
Forthcoming NDAA events
Ilfracombe Dogs Trust
Fun day & Dog Show
Sunday 11 July 2010
9 a.m. – 4.30 p.m.

North Devon Show
Wednesday 4 August 2010
Come and see us on the NDAA stall.

A busy first year for the unit
Helped by the warmer weather and
sunshine, Ilfracombe feels more welcoming
than on our previous day out in December.
We collect the stray cat (badly matted
tummy fur and probably pregnant…) and
cage it for the drive back to the SCU. Half
an hour later we’re entering Pottington
Industrial Estate through the ‘Out’ entrance
(Continued on page 5)

Slick work saves oiled
local pigeon

Filleigh Fete & Dog Show
Saturday 21 August 2010
Diana will be judging!

Misty Unit Open Day

Animal Angel: Diana Lewis with lucky collie Topaz
and owner Alicia Hembery, and bathing the 40something Herman tortoise called Horatio.
www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

Sunday 12 September 2010
Kithill Cattery, Barnstaple
Come and join in the fun with us!

www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk
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Praise from West Hatch
experts marks last
success for the NDAA’s
Karen Dennis-Smither
Many readers will remember the amazing
success that the NDAA’s Karen Dennis-Smither
had when she hand-reared a nest of orphaned
skylarks last year. Regarded by professional
bird-rescuers as exceptionally difficult to handrear, the achievement was particularly
noteworthy for an amateur. Now Karen’s
worked her magic again with a nest-full of
orphaned long-tailed tits…

The nest, with its eight little occupants came
into the NDAA’s hands after it fell from its
position in a garage roof. Sadly, three of the
bald chicks had died, but the remainder were
delivered to Karen, whose care and knowledge
led to the babies surviving and thriving. The
enormity of the achievement was emphasised
when Mick drove the five thriving youngsters
to the RSPCA’s West Hatch Wildlife Centre
for ongoing care and rehabilitation to the wild.
An amazed RSPCA representative praised
Karen’s work with the little birds, adding that
they had only ever managed to save one or two
baby long-tailed tits from nests in the past as
they are notoriously difficult to hand-raise. On
returning from West Hatch, Mick was able to
pass this well-deserved praise on to Karen who
was rightly proud and pleased with the
outcome.
The coda to this story is indeed the saddest

possible for our
charity, and for
wildlife and birds in
particular. Karen
was a very special
person with a
special love for, and
talent for looking
after, birds that was
repeatedly
demonstrated by the
way sick and
injured ones
responded to her.
Just hours after
hearing the praise
from West Hatch,
Karen died
suddenly, and
unexpectedly at
home. For most of her life, Karen had suffered
a long and debilitating illness, yet she never
once complained. Despite being on oxygen
constantly, she saved the lives of, cared for and
released thousands of birds during years of
work for the charity. Her talents and skills
were many, not least those which she applied
to the many hours of work she put into each
issue of the NDAA newsletter in conjunction
with Al Hidden. Karen’s passing will be a
devastating loss to all of us – but most of all to
the wildlife of North Devon and her beloved
Exmoor. □
Karen’s obituary appears on page 9 of the
newsletter.

due to the ongoing road works outside the
Market Veterinary Practice.
A few days earlier, NDAA supporters
celebrated the first busy year in the unit’s
life. Since its launch, the SCU, made possible
thanks to the generosity of Market Vets and
the late Nancy Sawyer, has been jammed
with rescuees ranging from Tadpoles and
kittens to goats and owls. It’s packed again
today as, after signing-in the Ilfracombe
stray, we go upstairs to meet the latest
patients.

Editor’s note: despite her grief and preoccupation with the aftermath of Karen’s death,
Karen’s mother Jane has very kindly agreed to
carry on caring for the little patients that were
in Karen’s care. Jane learned a huge amount
from Karen over the years and whenever Karen
was particularly unwell she often took over
under Karen’s strict guidance, with the result
that she too became very knowledgeable. It’s
with great relief and gratitude that we know
that Jane will continue Karen’s work – with
anything specialised going to the RSPCA at
West Hatch. Jane’s courage, like that of our
chairperson Pauline Bussell after her husband
Norman’s death last year, is a beacon amidst
such sadness.□

Dog finds
cat with
newborn
kittens in
hedge…
Honestly!
The rescue of a mother cat and
kittens by a collie dog is not a
common occurrence in the
NDAA’s line of work. But after a
call from a lovely lady in Hele
Bay near Ilfracombe, we now
know that it’s possible...
The lady noticed that her special collie was
sitting in the garden beside some dense
undergrowth, wagging his tail and trying
8 NDAA Newsletter Summer 2010

desperately to get his owner to come and see
what he’d found. Eventually his mistress gave in
and followed him to the hedge, but could see
nothing obvious and walked away. The dog kept
on and on, barking and begging her to look, so
she went back and got down on her knees to
peer into the bushy plants. Crawling almost
under the hedging, she spotted what the dog had
found….a cat with five newborn kittens!

later, then it’s back to the SCU with the
hedgehog. And the collared dove? That will
go to Diana’s, before being transferred to the
NDAA aviary along with the blackbird.

(Continued from page 4)

to see if we could help. That was when Diana
and Pauline jumped into the ambulance and
drove to Hele Bay where mum cat and kittens
were all rescued safely.

Back at the NDAA cattery, mum soon agreed
that a warm furry bed in a nice clean room with
lots of good food and a radiator was much nicer
than a wet, prickly, cold hedge. All six are doing
really well, and are looking forward to being
Despite thorough investigations, no owner could rehomed with caring local cat lovers in the near
be found, and the cat was showing every sign of future. Could you help us rehome these or other
being partly feral, so the lady called the NDAA cats? Please call us on 01271 323740 □
www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

Bath time for Horatio
As Diana bathes Horatio, a 40-something
Herman tortoise, I fuss Topaz, a recuperating
border collie bitch. NDAA supporters may
remember Topaz from the massive local
publicity surrounding the death of homeless
Mark, her ever-loving owner. Now owned by
Alicia Hembery, Topaz has just had a
Christmas pudding-sized encapsulated
tumour removed from her groin. Though
roughhousing remains off the play agenda, a
voracious appetite and her insatiable
curiosity around the unit support a positive
prognosis for Topaz.
With Horatio bathed and Topaz fed, Diana
catches up on paperwork before preparing an
intensive care unit for a poorly hedgehog
that’s just been reported on a farm near
Holsworthy – another of the 40-plus calls
that Diana, and chairperson Pauline, take
every day. The calls upon NDAA services
are unceasing. For now it’s the hedgehog.
Later? Who knows?
To the Devon-Cornwall border
Leaving the SCU we joke about having
passports ready in case we stray into
Cornwall, say hello to Market Vets’ Craig
Ferguson, the man with responsibility for the
Barnstaple practice, and set off for deepest
rural Devon and the sickly hedgehog that,
according to the caller, has been safely caged
in a stable. Even before we arrive at the
isolated farm, Diana guesses that the animal
is suffering from lungworm. ‘And soon,’ she
adds, ‘it’ll be time for the annual slug-pellet
victims as gardeners and allotment owners
accidentally kill dozens of Mrs Tiggiwinkles
across the county…’ Please take heed – with
so many animal–friendly slug products
available there’s really no excuse for
subjecting small creatures to agonising
deaths.
The farm is idyllic, with a large horse stable

www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

that Diana eyes enviously as she reminisces
about her own horse-owning days.
‘There’s a collared dove too,’ we learn as we
approach the sick hedgehog. And there it is, a
timid, cowering little bundle of grey feathers
that has been rescued from the clutches of a
farm cat in the nick of time.
‘They’re so vulnerable,’ says Diana with a
sigh, ‘and so beautiful. And so’s your stable,’
she tells the owners before adding that, ‘I
might be calling on you to help us out one
day. We swap a copy of the NDAA
newsletter for the hedgehog, collared dove
and the promise of help if needed in future.
Diana jokes with the owner about her little
black book of potential animal fosterers. Her
resourcefulness, charm and ability to arrange
rehoming facilities is essential with so many
new rescuees every week.
We wave goodbye and navigate the lanes
back to Bideford – while listening to another
10 voicemails. The tide is high on the
Torridge as the phone rings again. This time
it’s garage owner Andrew Snell telling us

At the SCU, Topaz’s family have arrived to
see their pet. As SCU volunteer helper Trisha
Fitzgerald does her rounds, Diana amazes
everyone with a picture of the huge tumour –
and brings them to tears as they recall how
the illness nearly went misdiagnosed. Then,
we’re back on the road again and battling
mid-afternoon traffic to find C & R Motors,
tucked away in central Barnstaple, where
we’ll collect the blackbird from amongst the
cars and car-parts in Andrew’s busy
workshop.
Lucky ducklings...
On a day increasingly centred on bird
rescues, my final call with Diana is to a
sunny stream at the end of a quiet street in
Barnstaple’s Pilton suburb. The scene of
many previous NDAA duckling rescues, the
sleepy hedge-flanked watercourse ends at a
huge metal grating where the water
disappears into a foul-water pipe that
eventually discharges into the Torridge.
A caring local resident has spent the
afternoon fishing ducklings from the water
beneath the grating. Five have been saved,
(see picture) while two more paddle close to
mother as she fends off vicious advances
from a gang of Mallards and moves her two
remaining offspring from the hungry gaze of
the seagulls and crows looking down from
nearby roofs.
Animal rescue: it’s what Diana and the
NDAA team do
The afternoon sun falls ever-lower as, with
the five ducklings safely caged, we return to
the Misty Centre. Then, too full of lunchtime
sandwiches, crisps and chocolate on this
occasion to eat fish and chips before driving
home, I forego my usual visit to the Whiddon
Fryer. Back at my car, with The Archers
beginning on Radio 4, Diana’s phone rings
again as we say goodbye.
I head for the Link Road while Diana, with
blackbird, collared dove and ducklings safely
on board, heads for yet another call. Later,
probably several hours later, she’ll eventually
get home at the end of another intense day.
It’s the norm; it’s what she, and the NDAA’s
other amazing volunteers, do every day of
the year.□

that he’s rescued a blackbird from the
workshop cat – and that the bird is now safe
in a cardboard box. We promise to collect it

This article, with more colour pictures is
also available online at the NDAA website:

www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk
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DIANA’S
REPORT
It’s 3 a.m. and I’ve risen to write
now as Al Hidden, our editor, will
be arriving mid-morning from
Gloucestershire to collect the
editorials for this newsletter – and
still my report isn’t done…
Each day I promise myself the report will be
written, and each day, from getting up at
5.30 a.m. until falling into bed at about 11.30
p.m. (often to be woken in the middle of the
night by a badger, deer or cat call-out), every
minute is filled with collecting animals,
resolving problems, taking phone calls,
waiting for vets, and so on… So if the report
isn’t up to it’s usual standard [it will be,
that’s my job – Ed] please forgive me. I’m
sure you will, for the animals must come
first.
Huge workload
Where to begin? The first thing I must say is
that without Pauline and Mick we could
never cover the now huge workload that we
are encountering. Not only is Pauline
running our rehoming centre, but doing
collections for our shops along with Mick,

plus collections of animals with him when
I’m at one end of the county and a call comes
in from the other. Like me, both of them are
on the road for up to 12 hours a day. Mick
also does home checks for animals awaiting
rehoming, while Pauline takes animals in our
care to vets, collects them and cares for
them. Then there’s Pauline’s son Tim and the
volunteers at the Misty rehoming centre:
cleaning, feeding and caring for these
animals. And on the other side of Barnstaple,
our 32 devoted special care unit volunteers,,
people such as Trisha Fitzgerald (below left)
who come in day after day on their a.m. and
p.m. shifts to look after all the sick,
traumatised and injured animals in our care.
They’re all amazing people and I am
eternally grateful for, and humbled by, their
dedication to our charity.
Neutering remains vital
Of course, one of the reasons we’re so
overwhelmed at the moment is due to the
success of our free dog-neutering scheme.
For the last two years the numbers of dogs
for rehoming has escalated until, as for most
other animal charities, it’s almost out of
control. Making animal welfare decisions
(for instance, between owners who have
gone into residential care or those who have
died) is our first priority. Then there are the
dogs left over from the break-up of
partnerships, the ones left homeless after
evictions, and those who are simply no
longer wanted. These animals are doubly
traumatised. Are they just to be turned out or
put to sleep? Neither, if we can help it, but
the numbers have been increasing at an
alarming rate. What’s more, the Daily Mail
recently reported that from 1 May 2010 the
RSPCA has stopped taking dogs at their
animal homes from, and I quote, ‘people
going into hospital, being evicted, or [where
the dogs] are just unwanted’. This can only
have contributed to an explosion in the
numbers coming into our care. One thing
we’ve noticed is the number of young dogs,
typically between 6 and 18 months, being
handed over. Too often, having been
acquired as darling bundles of fluff, they’ve
turned into boisterous, chewing, barking (i.e.
‘normal’) young dogs. And since so many
families are also away from home all day,
these bored young dogs quickly become
unwanted nuisances and are promptly
disposed of.

be bothered, but the result is another six or eight
pups that aren’t really wanted by anyone. Either
way, too often, they end up living miserable
lives or coming into the hands of animal
charities like ours.
A successful free scheme
So how can we, if unable to stop this, at least
limit it? After talks with vets we devised a free
scheme that would operate with no questions
asked to neuter local dogs during May 2010. As
I write this in the middle of May, the take-up
has been wonderful. We’ll give figures in our
autumn newsletter – suffice to say that the vets
have had to extend their operating hours and
allocate a member of staff specifically to take
bookings. I had no idea (nor did the vets, dog
wardens or housing authorities) how many
Staffies resided in North Devon – a positively
frightening number! However, I can only be
hugely relieved that their owners have come
forward for the neutering scheme. Although
some are taking their own dogs for neutering,
many do not have transport, which means that
Mick is running to and fro at all hours of day
and night to get them to the vets. It’s another
reason why our time on the road keeps
mounting – but worth the effort because we’re
reducing the number of unwanted and
unplanned puppies.
Neutering 400-plus dogs
We’ll never stop the flood completely but at
least we can say we are helping. And the 400plus dogs that we plan to neuter should avoid
the birth of hundreds of thousands of unwanted
puppies over the years ahead. For David Bray,
who generously left us a legacy, curtailing the
sadness of unwanted dogs and cats was a

lifelong passion. I’m sure he would be
delighted with the results we’re achieving.
I believe you will all feel that this is money
well spent: not only are we avoiding the
unwanted litter, but there’s the health of the
dogs themselves – the dragging down of the
bitches with repeated pregnancies and in later
life the risk of life-threatening pyometra, and
male dogs with dominance and aggression
problems that make them unattractive in
society and the home. Let us just hope our
programme really will make a difference – if
only a small one – in the overall scheme of
things.
Joy for hospitalised pet owners
As always, the cats have been coming in and
rehoming these has been going well. There
have indeed been some absolutely wonderful
homes and many sad little creatures are now
living in the lap of luxury with their new
families. As well as rehoming, temporary help
with cats has brought considerable happiness
and relief to many cats and their owners. In
one case, I was called by North Devon
District Hospital and South Molton Hospital
to tell me that a cat belonging to a lady who
was very ill was now alone in her bungalow.
The animal’s owner, Mrs Cathy Boundy, was
extremely distressed about her pet’s
wellbeing: I was asked whether we could we
care for the cat and if we could bring it to her
bedside so she could be reassured that it was
safe and well. I duly collected the 19-year-old
puss, a very fit and healthy cat, and presented
both of us at the hospital Reception. How
wonderful to discover that old ideas of horror
at the thought of an animal going beyond the
doors of a hospital had changed. I was made

Tears in everyone’s eyes
Bideford hospital showed similar
compassion when a beloved old collie dog,
owned by a gentleman who was desperately
unwell and unable to care for himself or his
pet any longer, came into our care. On
receiving a call from the hospital saying that
the gentleman needed to say goodbye to his
dear old dog, we padded through the wards at
Bideford hospital with every patient
demanding that we stop and let them stroke
the dear old collie. When we eventually got
to the owner’s bed I could see that
everything was very sad and critical. And
yet, despite being unable to sit up or speak,
and barely able to move, this gentleman
found the strength to stroke his dog’s head
and smile through his tears as the dog licked
his hand. I just pray that, somehow, he
knows that his pet has a wonderful new
home, has lost half a stone in weight, and is
now chasing balls and curling up contentedly
at the foot of his new owner’s bed.

Public support is vital: the
NDAA counts on calls from
caring members of the public, such as Barnstaple garage owner Andrew Snell,
seen here with Diana and a
rescued blackbird, to help us
look after sick or injured
animals.

Important routine collections
Along with these very stressful,
heartbreaking jobs come the day-to dayroutine collections of rabbits, guinea pigs,
cats, ferrets, ponies and all the other animals
that need new homes, veterinary treatment,
nursing and lots of love. And then, of course,
there’s the continuous flow of general
wildlife awaiting help with broken wings or
injuries from gunshots or traps, the armfuls
of baby fledglings, ducklings, tiny rabbit
kittens, orphaned fox cubs and so many more
deserving creatures that count on our help
every day.
On the road again...
And so, as the clock is now showing 5.15
a.m., I’d better make another cup of strong
coffee, get moving and start another
morning’s rounds and feeding. Thank you all
again for your kindness and support. It
continues to be much needed by these
animals – just as it is by us.

Heart-warming: pets
and patients both benefit
whenever local hospitals
welcome much-loved
animals to the bedside.

The challenge facing us
How do we curtail the number of these
impulsively acquired puppies? In our
experience many of them are simply the
result of unwanted litters, offloaded onto
friends, neighbours, people ‘down the pub’,
or when children come home from school
pleading that they want one of their friend’s
litter of puppies. Too often, the litters
themselves are unplanned and unwanted in
the first place. Maybe the family couldn’t
afford neutering, or maybe they just couldn’t
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most welcome and shown to Mrs Boundy’s
room where the ginger puss was gently
removed from his cage and placed on the
bed. It’s very hard to put into words the
emotions that the cat’s owner and I shared as
puss climbed gently from his basket at the
foot of the bed and padded up onto his
owner’s chest where he lay down and licked
her face affectionately. Suffice to say that
tears rolled down her cheeks and mine, as
well as those of members of staff, as Mrs
Boundy stroked him gently and talked
quietly to him. For the next three weeks, Mrs
Boundy’s niece or I made regular visits to
the hospital with puss – bringing priceless
peace of mind and love to cat and owner
alike. Sadly, Mrs Boundy has now died, but
she will have passed away knowing that her
pet was safe and cared for and that he will
live out his days happily with a nephew and
his family before one day joining his beloved
owner. All credit must go to the kindness and
compassion of Our North Devon hospitals
and their staff where people and animals, it
seems, can still transcend the restrictions of
bureaucracy.

NDAA Charity Shop News
The three shops continue to be very busy. Thank you again to our volunteers who
work so hard in the shops, and of course to everyone who donates and buys goods in
support of the NDAA’s work.

NDAA shop opening times:
Monday to Saturday: 9.30 a.m. to 4 p.m. (all shops)
www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

www.northdevonanimalambulance.co.uk

NDAA Newsletter Summer 2010 7

