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Properly trained, a man can be a dog’s best friend.

—Corey Ford







Here’s to all the dogs willing to train us.
 And all the humans willing to learn.
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It’s a steamy early summer’s morning and I’m standing in a car park attached to a vast suburban Sydney reserve with a drop of petrol the size of a pinhead on my foot. Across the other side of the car park, in the back of a red truck emblazoned with the Fire & Rescue NSW logo, Viking the black labrador sits calmly in his travel crate.

 ‘It might take him a little while,’ says Viking’s handler, Station Officer Phil Etienne. ‘It’s a big area and I’ll start him well away from you so you can see what he does.’

Phil lets Viking out of the vehicle and in an instant the rangy young canine has his nose to the ground. He roams quickly over the surrounding bushy terrain, moving closer to me by the second. He’s excited now, I can tell – thrilled to have an opportunity to use his considerable smarts and motivated by the thought of the reward that awaits should he do his job well.

I stand statue still in the middle of the empty asphalt expanse, feeling vaguely guilty about the fuel on my big toe, though there’s nothing untoward about it – Phil put it there so that I can see first hand what a valuable weapon Viking is in the fight against arson. But if I feel a bit shifty when I’ve done nothing wrong, I can only imagine how a person who had started a fire might feel watching the determined dog at work.

As it turns out, Phil is incorrect. It doesn’t take Viking a while to find the tiny spot of petrol. In fact, it takes virtually no time at all. In under a minute, he’s sitting next to me with his wet nose pressed against my foot. Phil tries to dissuade Viking, encouraging him to look elsewhere, but the dog’s not having it. He doesn’t budge. Come off it, his expressive eyes seem to say. I know petrol when I smell it, and I smell it right here.

Phil rewards Viking with a chorus of effusive praise and a few minutes of rough-housing with a rolled-up towel. Meanwhile, I stand there thinking, I am so lazy.

I have virtually no useful skills. Sure, I can string words together in a somewhat interesting fashion, but I can’t do anything that’s truly beneficial in a broader sense. My abilities don’t solve big problems or save lives. And I definitely don’t have the all-consuming drive to work that Viking has. If given the choice between working and not working, like most human beings I would choose naps and bad TV every time. And so would you. It’s cool, you can admit it.

I often say that dogs are a gift we don’t deserve. That’s true of all canines, but perhaps working dogs even more so. What did we do, for example, to deserve a creature with a nose so powerful it can smell a sick little girl’s plummeting blood sugar levels? What makes humans worthy of an animal that would literally throw himself under a bus to protect us? How did we get lucky enough to share our lives with four-legged mood boosters that can calm us when we’re angry and wake us when demons plague our dreams?

And why don’t we appreciate how absurdly fortunate we are to be able to get away with paying these tireless workers in little more than cuddles and treats? Would you do your job in exchange for a brief chew on a towel? Me either.

If dogs could talk, the phrase ‘I can’t be bothered’ would not be in their vocabulary. Working dogs are on call 24/7. They will do their jobs in the middle of the night if we ask them to. They will show up and work whether they’re tired, hungry or not in the mood. They are conscientious in the extreme. If Employee of the Month awards were open to all species, working dogs would win every single time.

Everybody knows about working dogs on farms, in law enforcement and therapy roles. But the sheer array of what dogs can do is staggering. From keeping wildlife away from warships and commercial aircraft to acting as ‘eyes’ not just for humans but for other dogs, there is truly no end to their talents. They are utterly incredible.

Yes, compared to a working dog, we are all lazy. So you might as well do that lazy human thing and sit back, put your feet up and read all about the wonders of working canines. Warning: you may feel slightly inadequate – but I promise you will also feel amazed and inspired.

Laura Greaves
2017




[image: ]

If there’s one canine career that springs to most people’s minds when they hear the words ‘working dog’, it is surely guide dog. These dedicated dogs help their vision-impaired handlers make their way in a world that would otherwise be frightening and almost impossible to navigate. Their job description spans everything from safely crossing busy streets to manoeuvring on and off crowded public transport. Guide dogs have even led their people through marathon races and up towering mountains – American man Randy Pierce is in the midst of a quest to climb forty-eight New Hampshire mountains higher than 1200 metres with his guide dog by his side.

A guide dog is rarely off duty, acting as their handler’s eyes virtually twenty-four hours a day – all in exchange for a warm bed, a full food bowl and a steady stream of belly rubs. Although when they’re not wearing their work harness they’re free to play and lounge all they want, there’s no doubt guide dogs are among the hardest-working dogs in the world. Without them, their handlers simply could not do many of the daily activities most sighted people take for granted.

Some guide dogs, however, take their jobs particularly seriously. Some seem to see their role not as a job, but as a calling. They go above and beyond the call of duty, literally putting their lives on the line for their two-legged companions.

Figo the golden retriever is one of those guide dogs.

Figo was born in 2007 as part of the US Guide Dog Foundation’s in-house breeding program. The foundation has a breeding colony of more than 100 dogs, mostly labradors but also golden retrievers, standard poodles and lab–golden retriever crosses. The charity, which places about eighty-five guide dogs a year, breeds only enough dogs for the needs of their programs. They say foundation-bred dogs are more than twice as successful in guide and service dog roles than dogs donated as puppies by breeders or from shelters, though they have occasionally trained shelter dogs to work as service dogs for disabled veterans.

Figo lived at the foundation’s headquarters in Smithtown, on Long Island in New York, until the age of eight weeks, when he moved in with a volunteer puppy raiser. For the next year, the puppy raiser worked to ensure Figo was well socialised with people and other dogs and that he was exposed to as many different environments as possible, from city streets, supermarkets and busy shopping centres to doctors’ offices and even subway trains – every conceivable situation he might encounter once he began working as a fully-fledged guide dog.

At around a year old, Figo went back to the Guide Dog Foundation to begin his formal training. ‘For the most part, our dogs all go through the same formal training,’ says Doug Wiggin, who is the Guide Dog Foundation’s field representative for the north-eastern United States. ‘While we’re training them, we’re trying to see what type of a person will be most suitable for the dog. Is it a slow dog or a fast dog, a city dog or a country dog? Is it the type of dog that doesn’t mind doing the subway or the bus or does it like more of a quiet environment where there’s not as much activity?’

Becoming a guide dog is a tough process for a curious and excitable young dog. Plenty of pups don’t make the cut and are instead deployed as detector dogs for law enforcement agencies, physical or occupational therapy dogs working in military medical centres, or as other specialised therapy dogs. If they’re deemed unsuitable for any working or service dog role, the foundation’s dogs are adopted out to loving families.

 ‘Being a guide dog is the most challenging job for a dog to do. Everything that’s natural for a dog to do, such as sniffing, chasing and playing with other dogs, we don’t want it doing while it’s working,’ Doug says. ‘We’re trying to see what the dog is like under distraction. Is it so interested in another dog, for example, that it’s not going to focus on its work? Does it just want to keep sniffing, sniffing, sniffing? When it’s “in harness” the dog is working. When it’s out of harness, it’s a pet.’

Fortunately for Figo, he passed his formal training with flying colours – so much so, he graduated a month early.

 ‘Figo showed low animal distraction and people distraction. It was funny to watch him work. He could be a little funny and slow, but was very eager to work. He’s a very gentle dog and was really enjoying it,’ he says.

The next phase of guide dog training is the team training – training the dog and handler to work together – which is Doug’s domain. Happily, he already had a perfect match in mind for dedicated little Figo.

Audrey Stone has been legally blind, with limited vision, since birth as a result of macular degeneration, though the condition wasn’t properly diagnosed until she was in her twenties. She used a cane for many years before deciding to apply for a guide dog. Now 64, she relies on four-legged help to get around her home town of Brewster, a small village in Upstate New York.

Her first guide dog, a black labrador called Buddy, didn’t stay long – he developed allergies that hadn’t been present during training and had to be redeployed. Her second, a golden retriever called Leilani, which is a Hawaiian word meaning ‘heavenly flower’, was with Audrey for nine years until she sadly passed away from lung cancer at the age of ten in June 2008.

Audrey was dogless for five months while the Guide Dog Foundation searched for her next canine companion. She didn’t mind the delay – good things come to those who wait, after all. The third time, Audrey hoped, would be the charm.

At last, in November 2008, Audrey received a call from the foundation. ‘They said they had a dog, a golden retriever cross labrador, a little bit older, and would I like it? I said, “Whatever you want,”’ she recalls. ‘Whichever dog they feel is best is given to you and that’s fine by me. Beggars can’t be choosers is my motto.’

On the day she was due to meet her new dog, however, she found it wasn’t an older dog but a ‘bouncy little thing’ called Figo that came strutting in. ‘He was wagging his tail and happy to be there and just wanted to work,’ she laughs. ‘I said, “What happened to the other dog?” and Doug, who trained me with my first two guide dogs, said, “We felt this dog was right for you so we let him out of the training program a month early.” They saw the potential in him.’

Audrey fell for the exuberant little dog in an instant. ‘He was slow to bond with most people, but we bonded within minutes. It was very quick. I just felt that it was meant to be; for some reason Figo was meant to be mine.’

Audrey and Figo set about working with Doug to get a feel for each other and cement their bond. ‘It’s like a marriage. You learn your dog’s habits just like you’d learn your husband’s or your wife’s habits,’ she says. ‘If the weather is bad, for example, Figo is like, Forget it. Not going anywhere today.’

Doug also describes the dog-and-handler training phase as a marriage. ‘They’re learning the pros and cons of each other. This a new set of eyes that she’s getting, and it’s a totally different personality than the last set of eyes that she had,’ he says. His job is to help the dog’s handler learn how to hold the harness, the correct body position while walking, footwork and more. ‘She’s learning the pull of that dog and the feel of how that dog moves. I always tell people, “The dog is not perfect and you’re not perfect either, but together you become the perfect team.” It’s amazing the confidence the dog can give them. It’s an incredible bond that we can only imagine.’

Audrey quickly learned that Figo can be a little silly. ‘He’s very playful. In the yard he’ll roll around and kick his feet up. He likes to dig under the leaves. He loves to give hugs and kisses,’ she says. ‘The puppy raiser said he loved squeaky toys so I got a lot of different ones for him. I named them all and he knows which one is which. He doesn’t chew them; he just likes to have them in his mouth.’

She also discovered that Figo is ‘all business’ when he has his working harness on, and the pair quickly became a familiar sight out and about in Brewster. ‘Figo only has eyes for Audrey. You can see that,’ says Doug. ‘He wants to keep working for her. Figo enjoys his work.’

During a routine vet check-up in early 2015, Figo’s vet remarked, ‘You know, I see a lot of animals, and owners that love their animals, but this dog really loves you with all his heart and soul.’

And Figo was about to prove it.


June 8, 2015, was a day much like any other for Audrey and Figo. In their six-and-a-half years together, the pair had refined their day-to-day routines to a fine art. ‘I tell him we’re going to go somewhere and he knows where we’re going, which way to go at the bottom of the driveway, right or left,’ she says.

It was a warm early summer’s day, a little overcast, as Audrey and Figo set out to run errands around 8.15 a.m. They were just a block from home when they came to the intersection of North Main Street and Michael Neuner Drive, a crossing they had traversed countless times previously. When Audrey determined it was safe to cross, she gave Figo the command and he guided her into the street.

Figo, like all guide dogs, is trained to avoid oncoming traffic. If a guide dog sees an approaching vehicle, it will refuse the command to go forward. It’s called ‘intelligent disobedience’. Turning vehicles, however, can appear without warning when the dog team are already in the street and are much harder to dodge.

Audrey and Figo were halfway across the road when a yellow school minibus with two kindergarteners onboard suddenly turned into the street. Audrey, of course, could not see the vehicle and the driver later said he simply didn’t see the blind woman and her golden dog. As the minibus bore down on them, Audrey was directly in its path. There was no way out; disaster seemed imminent.

And then Figo’s protective instincts kicked in. In a split second, he broke away from Audrey, threw himself in front of the bus and bit the tyre. Audrey was also hit and knocked unconscious, but Figo took the brunt of the collision.

 ‘That day was a nightmare. I still don’t know what happened. I gave him a clear sign, a clear command to cross the road. Apparently the bus came out of nowhere,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what happened after that.’

When she regained consciousness, Audrey was partially pinned under the school bus and with her limited vision she could see tufts of Figo’s fur stuck to the front tyre. She had a broken ankle, a broken elbow and three broken ribs as well as nasty cuts to her head that required stitches. The minibus driver was subsequently issued with a summons for failing to yield to a pedestrian.

Incredibly, Figo had survived the impact. Though his broken right front leg was ‘swinging like a pendulum’, he was right by Audrey’s side – and refused to leave her even after emergency services arrived. The Brewster Fire Department was first on the scene – Audrey lives across the road from the fire station and she and Figo are well known to the firefighters.

Audrey’s memories of the accident are hazy, but she knows her first thought was Figo. ‘When I came to, he was standing there with his leg dangling in the air. I knew I was hurt, but I was more worried about him,’ she says. ‘Figo was trying to get to me and they were trying to take him away from me and he was very upset. He was obviously fighting his own little war in his mind.’

Paul Schwartz, who was working at a petrol station at the intersection, told local media that Figo’s leg was cut down to the bone, but despite his own injuries the loyal dog was determined to comfort Audrey. ‘He was limping as we put him on a big blanket on the sidewalk and it started to rain. He let us wrap up his leg without any problem. The dog was being a good sport, really calm,’ Paul told The Journal News. ‘He wasn’t barking or crying or yelping, but he kept pulling toward her. After she was put on a gurney and taken away he stopped doing that. He seemed a little lost after she left.’

Figo couldn’t travel in the ambulance with Audrey, so she was taken to nearby Danbury Hospital without him. Firefighters then loaded Figo into their truck and took him to the nearest veterinary hospital, which happened to be his regular vet, Middlebranch Veterinary. ‘He was lucky he didn’t have any internal injuries. God or somebody was with us that day,’ says Audrey.

When word of the accident reached Doug Wiggin, he was not surprised to learn that Figo had put his life on the line to save Audrey.

 ‘It was a very proud moment for me to think about what this dog did for Audrey. Obviously Figo saw something that just wasn’t right and his instinct was to move her out of the way and make sure she was safe,’ he says. ‘Any time you train a dog, that’s what you hope the dog will do, but it hits your heart. It’s just amazing what these dogs will do for their humans. It shows you how dedicated the dogs are.’


Both Audrey and Figo spent four months in hospital after the accident. After her initial treatment, Audrey moved to a rehabilitation facility and ‘had to learn to walk all over again, which is pretty frightening.’

In consultation with the Guide Dog Foundation – though Audrey owns Figo, the foundation is always on hand to assist its dog teams – it was decided the best place for Figo to stay while Audrey recuperated was at Middlebranch Veterinary. Once his injuries healed, however, his stay there became more like a holiday.

 ‘He was well taken care of by the vet. She took him home every night and brought him to work every day. I was very lucky that she was able to do that,’ says Audrey.

But Figo clearly missed his job and was eager to get back to work. ‘They become a pet when they’re not working for a long period of time. He’d look at his harness in the vet hospital and they had to put it away because they knew he was wondering, Why am I not using it?’

Audrey would receive multiple phone calls every day with requests to decipher Figo’s unique personality quirks. ‘The vet would call me up and say, “Figo is doing this or that – what’s he trying to tell us?” and I’d tell them what he meant. We are funny. We read each other’s minds.’

Though Figo was being lavished with attention, it was also clear he missed Audrey desperately. As the weeks stretched into months, he started to become depressed – so his vet arranged a visit to Audrey.

 ‘The vet said he had this look on his face like, Where is she? He was getting to the point where he didn’t want to eat. They brought him over to see me and after that he was fine. He perked up,’ she says.

Back at the Guide Dog Foundation, Doug Wiggin was a little concerned. He was worried Figo’s confidence could have been so damaged by the accident that he wouldn’t be willing or able to work anymore. Figo was recalled to training HQ in Smithtown to be assessed.

Happily, Figo’s focus on his job was as laser-sharp as ever.

 ‘After everything happened and I went to go collect him, you could just see the bond they had there and how much he really does watch out for her,’ Doug says. ‘The fact that he was willing to work again for her is pretty special after everything he’s been through.’

Audrey had no doubt Figo would bounce back from the accident. The months spent in rehabilitation had given her plenty of time to think about his incredible act of courage and she knew there was no way Figo would forfeit the amazing bond they shared.

 ‘I knew he could do it. I just knew it. They brought him over to me in the nursing home and I told him that he had to,’ she laughs. ‘He proved his love by doing what he did. After the accident, it really sunk in. It occurred to me that he was willing to die for me. He didn’t care if he made it; he just wanted to make sure that I made it. He went beyond the call of duty. Thank God he survived. It’s a miracle.’

A few days before Figo went home to Audrey, Doug spent some time helping the dog re-familiarise himself with the neighbourhood he hadn’t seen in months. ‘The first time I took him back he was a little hesitant, but with some encouragement he picked it right up,’ he says. ‘We were getting ready to practise crossing the street where he got hit, waiting and listening for the traffic flow, and this girl popped her head out of a car and said, “Is that Figo? Yeah!” Audrey has a lot of support around there. I was amazed to see that.’

Finally, after 141 days apart, Audrey and Figo were officially reunited on 26 October 2015. ‘Once he came back it was like nothing had ever happened,’ she laughs.

The brave dog quickly became a local and international celebrity. He received gifts and get-well cards from all over the world. Audrey was interviewed by media outlets across the US and as far afield as the UK. She and Figo were on the front page of their local newspaper several times and also appeared on top-rating national breakfast television shows The Today Show and Good Morning America.

The local fire department gave Figo an award for courage and heroism, and in November 2015 he was named the American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals Dog of the Year.

 ‘A lot of people recognise us in our area wherever we go. You’d think Figo was Lassie. At the grocery store deli department they always give him two slices of bologna and say, “This is for the hero dog,”’ she says. ‘It’s a different world now. I’ve always been a shy person and kept to myself, but people are always congratulating us. Figo did all the work; I just held the leash! People say, “We’re just so glad the two of you are back together again.” There’s a saying here in New York that your life can change in a New York minute. Well, mine did.’

Figo is ten now and retirement beckons. Retired guide dogs commonly live the rest of their days with their handlers as pets, or they’re adopted by a family member or close friend. If that’s not an option, the Guide Dog Foundation finds loving homes for retired guides – sometimes they even go back to their puppy raiser.

Doug Wiggin says finding homes for retired guide dogs is never a problem. ‘We’ve taken dogs that are fourteen years old and adopted them out. I myself have taken some of the dogs that have an illness and only have a short time and have them come live with me,’ he says.

Even when he’s no longer her guide dog, Audrey is adamant Figo isn’t going anywhere. ‘People have said to me, “We’ll take him when he retires,” but I would feel awful if he had to leave me. I just don’t think he would survive without me. We’re really joined at the hip,’ she says.

She wonders now, with the benefit of hindsight, if there was perhaps a greater force at play when it came to pairing her with Figo. After all, he wasn’t the Guide Dog Foundation’s first choice of dog for her, but a last-minute twist of fate saw them matched up.

 ‘He was sent to me for a reason. What made the training school change their mind at the last minute? Maybe in some corner of the universe they knew this [accident] was going to happen and they knew he was a dog that would take charge,’ she muses. ‘He’s very brave. He’s just a wonderful dog. He’s my little angel.’

Audrey herself was raised in foster care and sees in Figo a kindred spirit – a fellow creature who has known many homes and wants only to belong. ‘I was a foster child until I was three years old, when I went into a permanent foster home. I said to Doug once, “I collect these dogs like foster children,”’ she says. ‘They’re born at the training school, they go to the puppy raiser, go back to the school to get trained and then they meet me. They kick around like foster children. There’s a sense of where do they belong? Maybe Figo senses that.’

Whatever the reason fate chose Figo to be a guide dog and brought them together, Audrey will be forever grateful it did.
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Audrey Stone says her bond with her guide dog, Figo, was instantaneous – but even she didn’t appreciate how devoted he was until Figo threw himself in the path of a school bus, saving Audrey’s life. (Guide Dog Foundation)
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‘And though she be but little, she is fierce.’

So wrote William Shakespeare in his beloved comedy A Midsummer Night’s Dream. He was referring to the character of Hermia, whose diminutive size belies her high-spirited and feisty temperament. But the line could just as easily be applied to a scrappy Australian silky terrier called Molly – and indeed to ten-year-olds Hannah and Olivia Weber, the diabetic identical twin sisters whose lives little Molly has repeatedly saved.

When Hannah and Olivia were born in Canberra in January 2007, there were no signs that anything was wrong with the bouncing baby girls. Olivia arrived first, weighing in at 2.2 kilograms, just slightly under the average twin birth weight. Hannah followed two minutes later, tipping the scales at 2.62 kilos. ‘Hannah was the big boofhead,’ laughs the girls’ mother, Adrienne Cottell.

But as they grew into toddlers, the sisters remained thin, and by their second birthday Adrienne was becoming worried. Hannah in particular seemed to be constantly thirsty, once drinking three litres of water in a single day. She was toilet training at the time and would take herself off to the potty every few seconds, even though she was so tiny she could barely sit up on it.

But it was the fact that Hannah seemed constantly distressed that concerned Adrienne the most. She screamed relentlessly and nobody could tell her why. ‘We kept taking her to behaviour specialists because she was screaming all the time,’ says Adrienne, who was a single parent at the time and had no option but to return to work when the girls were just seven weeks old. She was exhausted and frightened. ‘One day I got really frustrated and I smacked Hannah’s bum. I realised she had no fat on her bottom and I knew straight away that she was really unwell. I just felt like it was my fault.’

It was Christmas time and the girls’ regular GP was on holiday. Worried she’d simply be told she was overreacting and sent home if she took her daughters to hospital, Adrienne decided to wait the few days until the family doctor returned. When she did, a diagnosis quickly followed.

Hannah has type 1 diabetes, an autoimmune disease in which the immune system destroys the cells in the pancreas that produce insulin. Without insulin the body’s cells cannot turn glucose (sugar) into energy, so the body burns its own fats instead. This then releases chemical substances called ketones into the blood that can build up and become a life-threatening condition.

Researchers don’t know what causes type 1 diabetes and at present there is no cure. Unlike type 2 diabetes – which can be managed with a combination of regular exercise, healthy eating and weight management – type 1 is not linked to modifiable lifestyle factors. In other words, it can’t be prevented. It occurs most frequently in people aged under thirty and is one of the most common chronic childhood illnesses.

Type 1 diabetes usually develops suddenly and with obvious symptoms, including excessive thirst and urination, unexplained weight loss and mood swings. Hannah’s screaming bouts, Adrienne soon learned, happened because ‘when they get too much sugar their brain malfunctions and they scream. None of the behaviour specialists Hannah saw picked it up.’

People with type 1 diabetes need insulin every day of their lives, either via injections several times a day or via a subcutaneous insulin pump, to replace the insulin the body cannot produce. They must also test their blood glucose levels frequently throughout the day.

 ‘The GP cried when she gave me the test results because she was like, “You do know what this means,”’ Adrienne recalls. But for her, the diagnosis was a relief – not only would Hannah receive the treatment she needed, but Adrienne now knew how to recognise the symptoms should Olivia ever display them. ‘I wasn’t remotely sad. I was just like, This is our life now,’ she says.

Hannah was admitted to Canberra Hospital to stabilise her condition – without Olivia. It was the first time in their short lives the twins had been apart and the separation was very difficult. ‘Hannah didn’t have to spend long in hospital, but Olivia got left at home and that was when I did cry. She thought Hannah had died,’ says Adrienne.

Though she didn’t have symptoms at the time, Olivia was tested for diabetes-related autoantibodies after Hannah’s diagnosis and returned a positive result. Under doctors’ guidance, she was put on a therapeutic program of omega-3 and vitamin D and monitored closely. Results of subsequent tests remained negative for several years.

Even after Hannah was diagnosed and the girls began their respective treatment, life was a rollercoaster. Repeated anonymous complaints against Adrienne were filed with the Australian Capital Territory’s Child and Youth Protection Services by people who assumed Hannah and Olivia’s thin frames were the result of abuse or neglect. ‘We got reported all the time. The girls’ doctors got so angry because they were like, “These people have no idea what you go through,”’ she says.

Then, shortly before Hannah’s third birthday, she developed a serious infection at her insulin pump site and became gravely ill. ‘Hannah was unresponsive because of the ketones and had to be resuscitated. Livy willed her back to life on the resuscitation bed,’ Adrienne says. ‘It was 2 a.m. and this little girl was in her sister’s face going, “I love you, Hannah. Open your eyes, Hanny.” Hannah wouldn’t open her eyes when we said it, but she did when Livy said it. Every time, she’d do it for her. If I didn’t have Livy there, I probably would have lost Hannah.’

Hannah recovered from her ordeal, but Olivia had by now developed severe anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder. She lost a large amount of weight and started sleeping only four hours a night.

There were more scary moments to come. One night, Adrienne woke with a start and, without thinking, ran into the sleeping Hannah’s bedroom. A blood glucose test revealed she was dangerously hypoglycaemic. Hypoglycaemia occurs when blood glucose levels drop below 3.3 to 3.6 mmol/L; Hannah’s level was just 1.1.

 ‘I sat bolt upright in bed and raced to her. There was no rhyme or reason why I should have done that, but I knew instantly it was her,’ she says. ‘We often say that Hannah has an angel. That’s why I think I’ve still got my kids.’

As the twins got older, Adrienne, who has since reunited with their father, Martin Weber, realised that Hannah is ‘hypo unaware’, meaning she is unable to tell when she is hypoglycaemic. Most diabetics notice the symptoms of hypoglycaemia, which include confusion, tingling in the mouth or fingers and feeling weak. Failing to recognise these symptoms can lead to convulsions, loss of consciousness and coma.

Hypo unawareness is a dangerous condition, but fortunately the twins have a symbiotic relationship: Olivia can somehow feel what her sister feels. ‘Hannah will pick up maybe one in ten hypos, but Livy actually feels Hannah’s [sugar] highs and lows. Even the specialist said, “When Livy is screaming, test Hannah,”’ Adrienne explains.

For four years after Hannah was diagnosed, Olivia continued taking her omega-3 and vitamin D and her autoantibody test results continued to be negative. But she constantly told her mother she wished she had the disease.

 ‘Olivia kept asking for diabetes and Hannah kept saying, “Can she have it?” Livy used to cry all the time because she wanted diabetes. She thought Hannah was getting all the attention and they felt like they weren’t twins,’ Adrienne says.

Then in 2014, when the girls were seven, Olivia got her wish. She abruptly began displaying symptoms of type 1 diabetes during a three-week family campervan holiday in New Zealand.

 ‘Halfway through the trip, we realised Livy had diabetes. She suddenly began drinking and weeing excessively,’ says Adrienne. ‘We called Canberra Hospital to help us and they were amazing. We put Livy on Hannah’s spare insulin pump, the insulin pump company sent us a “care package” and we continued with our trip.’

Olivia’s diabetes is easier to manage than Hannah’s because she is hypo aware and able to tell her parents when she feels unwell. But her anxiety is much worse than her sister’s.

And while many parents would worry that having two diabetic daughters would mean double the stress and heartache, Adrienne was able to take Olivia’s diagnosis in her stride – because by then the family had a secret weapon; someone to help with the round-the-clock job of keeping Hannah and Olivia safe.

And that someone’s name is Molly Polly.


In 2012, Adrienne, Martin and the girls had left Canberra for a fresh start in Brisbane. With Hannah and Olivia starting school there, Adrienne looked for a way to keep them extra safe when she couldn’t be with them. The girls have a designated carer in the classroom with them, but with Hannah’s hypo unawareness and Olivia’s extreme anxiety, she wanted another tool in the toolbox.

Adrienne had seen reports from the United States of dogs being trained to detect abnormal blood-sugar levels and alert their diabetic owners. She found an Australian organisation doing the same type of training and contacted them to ask if it could work for children. She says the response was not encouraging.

 ‘They told me I wouldn’t be able to look after a dog on top of caring for the girls, let alone train it, but I thought Hannah was going to die and I knew instinctively it would work,’ says Adrienne.

The girls were having a terrible time at their new school, and Adrienne says she felt as though staff didn’t appreciate the seriousness of their condition. In Brisbane, Hannah also developed severe anxiety. There were times when she wasn’t able to get to the toilet and would instead wet her pants or collapse on the floor. Only five years old, she developed migraines that Adrienne believes were brought on by stress.

She contacted another charity, which was more positive but still not able to assist, and then another, which shared Adrienne’s belief that a dog could be trained to detect and alert for diabetic children. Unfortunately, the organisation’s waiting list was prohibitively long. They suggested Adrienne try to do it herself.

 ‘The lady I spoke to turned around and said, “Don’t let your daughter die. Go and purchase your own dog,”’ she says.

So she did. Adrienne had previously owned an Australian silky terrier called Megan, who was so intelligent she knew more than 250 words. She knew it was the perfect breed for the job of being Hannah and Olivia’s guardian.

 ‘Everyone says, “Why did you choose a silky? They’re not children’s dogs.” They can be snappy, but that’s because they’re usually bought by little old ladies who don’t socialise them with kids,’ she says. ‘They’re very hardy, loyal and protective and they don’t moult.’

As if throwing its support behind her endeavour, the universe soon delivered a breeder literally to Adrienne’s door.

 ‘One day I saw a lady outside our apartment with her two silkies. I asked where she’d got them and she said she was a breeder. I said, “Here’s my number. If you have a litter, please give me a call,”’ she says.

Soon after, the woman called to say she had a litter of six puppies. Adrienne put her name down for a female. ‘Girls have a bit more of a “mummy instinct”. They show a bit more loyalty,’ she explains.

The girls’ first meeting with the puppy they’d decided to name Molly Polly could have been a disaster. Hannah had a migraine from a tough day at school and was in a state of high anxiety, but dog lover Olivia was thrilled.

 ‘The other female pup of the litter hated to be picked up, but Molly came straight over to them. Every time we went to visit, Molly would come to them,’ says Adrienne. ‘People talk about dogs choosing you and that’s exactly what happened with Molly.’

Molly came home at the age of eight weeks and the sisters were smitten. Though she was ostensibly Hannah’s assistance dog – at that stage Olivia hadn’t yet been diagnosed with diabetes – it was Livy who bonded with Molly the most. ‘Molly went in the Barbie house, the car. She was dressed up. The girls made an obstacle course for her,’ Adrienne says. ‘Molly essentially went to bootcamp for being around kids. All the girls’ friends came over all the time. She was manhandled. She thought kids were awesome because it meant she got to play and have lots of cuddles.’

The girls even started feeling better about going to school because they knew they were coming home to Molly at the end of each day. But when Adrienne asked the school whether they would consider allowing Molly – once she was fully certified as an assistance dog – to accompany the girls, she says the answer was a firm no.

The refusal, and Olivia’s subsequent diabetes diagnosis, were catalysts for the family’s move back to Canberra in 2014.

For the first year or so of Molly’s life, Adrienne focused on socialisation: exposing her to a variety of environments and situations she might encounter when working for the girls. Then, at the age of fifteen months, it was time for Molly to go to work – her diabetes alert training began in earnest.

 ‘When it came to training Molly, we rang around in Australia and no one really knew what to do aside from saying, “Expose her to Hannah while she’s doing her blood sugars and let her sniff the test strips, then reward her when she’s high or low,”’ she says. ‘So we did that. It wasn’t quite the right training, but we were like, At least we’re attempting it.’

When Adrienne’s Canberra neighbours, Barb Grundy and Carolyn Kidd, launched a dog-training business, Dogs on the Run, she asked them if they thought Molly could be suitable for training as an assistance dog. They were eager to take up the challenge and began obedience training with Molly twice a week.

 ‘There was no use in me doing all this alert-dog training if she couldn’t cope with the world outside. The first time, Molly wouldn’t leave the house with them but they won her over. They said, “She’s very food motivated, so let’s go for it,”’ she says.

In March 2015, with no formal diabetes alert training – Molly was still only being encouraged to sniff the girls’ blood-glucose test strips – she woke Adrienne at 4 a.m. to alert her to Hannah’s high level of ketones. The amount of ketones in her blood had soared to 3.8 mmol/L; the meter only goes up to four and anything over 1.5 mmol/L usually requires hospitalisation. Adrienne immediately administered insulin and called 000, but when paramedics arrived Molly was having none of it.

 ‘Molly was with me in Hannah’s room and when the paramedics arrived she stepped between them and Hannah. She didn’t know they were coming to help her,’ she recalls. ‘She didn’t bare her teeth but she was like, You are not stepping foot in this house.’

Molly was eventually persuaded to allow the paramedics to take Hannah to hospital and Adrienne immediately started looking for more formalised training options for the little dog, who clearly took her job very seriously indeed.

A Google search delivered the Diabetic Alert Dog University (DADU) in the US. Run by dog trainer Mary McNeight, who lost both her father and grandmother to complications of type 2 diabetes, DADU has developed a series of videos that teach people all over the world to train their own dogs to alert for sugar highs and lows.

Adrienne immediately signed up and began training Molly according to the DADU videos. ‘Molly got the training really quickly and started alerting for hypos and hypers from week six of the ten-week training,’ she says.

Molly’s powerful nose can detect whether the girls’ blood sugar is unstable with just a sniff of their saliva. She alerts by bumping the twins with her nose or swiping at their legs with her paw. If they don’t respond – and they often don
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