
[image: Cover. How My Dog Saved My Life: 30 Tales of Courage and Compassion, Cate Cochran.]








[image: Title Page: How My Dog Saved My Life: Thirty Tales of Courage and Compassion, Cate Cochran. Collins, an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.]



Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9781443471336








Dedication

For Calvin

2012–2024








Contents

Cover

Title Page

Note to Readers

Dedication

Introduction

Leading the Way

The Nose Knows

Ditching Disaster

Rescuer Rescued

Mini Marvel

Guardian’s Guardian

Dramatic Devotion

Taming Tics

Surfacing

Balancing Act

Two Close Calls

Freedom Found

Muzzling Torment

Housebound

Transcending Trauma



Affair of the Heart

Sorrow’s Soulmate

Seizure Safeguard

Princely Presence

Renewed Horizons

Shell-Shocked

Super Quad

Braving Bullies

Grief’s Goodness

Gully Save

Devoted Diva

Military Fallout

Krypto’s Fire

Penetrating Silence

Diagnosis for Distraction

First Responder

Jedi Warrior

Tale End

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher











[image: ]
Moishie

Introduction

When I heard the words “release the hound,” Moishie was the last thing I expected to see. Seconds later, a long-haired Dachshund, with coal-black eyes and a blond coat dusted with threads of black, sauntered into the room and plunked himself down beside the chair where I was waiting to have a complicated surgery.

My dentist had referred me to a specialist for a procedure that was going to require a long session, and I was rattled by the prospect. When I arrived for my appointment, Ginny Eidinger, an expert in oral and maxillofacial surgery, reassured me that I would feel no pain and everything was going to be fine. But, she said, I was welcome to have their “comfort dog” sit on my lap during the surgery.

I’d never heard of such a thing, but I am a dog person and I thought, “What the heck, why not?” At the appointed time, Dr. Eidinger called to her staff, and in came Moishie. She gave him to me, and he settled himself in my lap, where he remained for the duration of the procedure. Almost instantly I could feel myself relaxing. When Dr. Eidinger had completed her work and the staff began to put away the surgical tools, Moishie roused himself and jumped to the floor. Afterwards I asked her about this. “When the procedure is over, he knows. I don’t know if it’s that I say to the patient, ‘It’s all finished,’ and he understands those words in his own dog way, but even if he’s in a deep sleep, his head goes up, he looks at me and he’s ready to jump down off the chair.” I didn’t know it then, but I’d had my first encounter with a support animal. While Moishie may not have been officially trained for the job, he is certainly attuned to the role of putting an apprehensive patient at ease. In my case, perhaps it was stroking his silky coat or that I tuned in to his gentle demeanour—whatever it was that day, it had a calming effect.

I was a radio producer at the time, and I became interested in making a documentary about how Moishie had helped other adults and children who were also nervous about getting into the chair. Dr. Eidinger told me that she’d started to bring Moishie into the office out of necessity when her dog walker quit. “It just evolved from there,” she explained. “I have some very, very nervous patients with significant anxiety. It’s difficult, what we do. Patients come in and we’re causing pain.” I was one of her easier patients, but some people find it almost impossible to settle themselves and are really antsy about opening their mouths for whatever procedure they need. “Moishie’s response to them is to tuck into the patient’s lap more deeply,” Dr. Eidinger said. “He’ll try and put his head on the patient’s arm or hand to reassure them. He’ll sometimes make a sighing noise. It’s almost like he says to the patient, ‘I understand. It’s terrible, but I’m with you. I’ll take you through this process. You’re going to be okay!’ ”

When I did make that documentary for CBC Radio’s The Sunday Edition in 2019, I was floored to hear the stories of how a little dog weighing all of fifteen pounds had been so helpful to nervous and sometimes frantically worried patients facing multiple invasive and unsettling procedures. One patient, for example, whose childhood dental experiences had been so negative they left her with a form of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), had lingering and significant problems with her teeth and needed many treatments. She had been seeing Dr. Eidinger for a long time, and every session completely freaked her out. But when Moishie came on the scene and she had him on her lap, the procedure became manageable. As Dr. Eidinger so aptly put it, “Moishie was a pivotal part of her emotional rehabilitation, if you will.” In that sense, Moishie has probably saved numerous lives over the years. At the very least, he has helped many people to negotiate their emotions long enough to have the necessary dental work done.

Moishie is just one example of how dogs key in to people’s distress. Dogs are deeply empathetic and able to understand humans in ways that surpass language. Any dog owner knows how comforting it is to have their dog nuzzle them at just the right moment. And dogs act in ways that are, at times, astonishing—not only sensing danger, but actively finding ways to help in an emergency. They are now being trained to be highly sophisticated support and service dogs working with people who are blind, or deaf, or coping with grief, or living with autism, or surviving PTSD, or overcoming anger issues, or enduring life-threatening illnesses, or coping with anxiety and depression—the list goes on. What is almost breathtaking is the way that when a dog and a person are paired up together, whether the dog is highly trained or just a plain mutt with a gift, the coupling expands the possibilities for individuals to live their lives independently.

The earliest known evidence of a support dog is seen on a mural in the ruins of the ancient Roman city Herculaneum, dating back to the first century AD. The mural depicts a man walking with a dog at the end of a leash. There’s speculation that the man might be blind and is possibly being guided by the dog. While perhaps not a trained support dog, we can infer it was a dog loyal to the needs of its owner. The first formal program to train dogs to help blind people was at “Les Quinze-Vingts” hospital for the blind in Paris in 1780. Subsequently, guide dogs were trained to assist World War I vets who came home from the battlefields blinded, often by mustard gas. The first guide dog school in the world, The Seeing Eye, opened in New York in 1928. The term “service dog” came into common parlance when an American canine researcher, Bonnie Bergin, invented the term in the 1970s. Wanting to find a way to keep people out of institutions, she founded the first organization that trained dogs for people with disabilities in 1975. Since then, schools for support dogs have popped up all over the world. You’ll meet some of these dogs in this book, and you’ll also meet a trainer who has dealt with profound trauma himself and is training service dogs with virtuosic support skills. His dogs are so highly trained they are able to work with people with multiple complex needs.

Much ink has been spilled over the years about the enduring relationship between dogs and their owners, and why we are endlessly fascinated by them. This book, How My Dog Saved My Life, is a collection of real-life (and sometimes stranger than fiction) accounts of dogs that have rescued their owners from grave injury or almost certain death—service dogs and guide dogs that protect their owners and keep them safe from peril in an ongoing way, and companion dogs that shore up those who deal with mental, emotional and/or physical disabilities.

In my professional life I have done many interviews, and I respect what a gift it is for people to share their stories. Each of the people in this book agreed to speak to me at length about intimate details of their own lives, in some cases sharing their story for the first time. I am grateful to each person for that. As I spoke to them, I kept feeling a sense of wonder about how they handle the challenges that have been thrown at them, often in catastrophic situations. The people you’ll meet have, with the help of their canine friends, risen above myriad difficulties with grace, humility, and humour, and their resilience amazes me still. And as for the dogs, well, as people in the support and service world say, “They’re not just pets, they’re partners.”
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Buddy

Leading the Way

Some months ago, Alex (whose story is in this book) told me she was finally going to get her new Seeing Eye guide dog. She had waited a long, long time for this moment. It’s not easy to get a guide dog, and over the last many years, she’s been through several disastrous undertakings with some schools. When she mentioned she was going to New Jersey to get her dog, I was curious about this school I knew nothing about. As I started to do a little research, I realized it is the oldest school of its kind.

As it turns out, Alex was paired with Brody, an especially serene animal who is highly skilled at guiding Alex hither and yon. He accompanies her when she travels. Brody, who is a mid-size Black Lab, makes himself small enough to wiggle under her seat on the plane. He’s already guided her on numerous other adventures, and together they make their way around the urban chaos in her city’s downtown core.



I became curious about this school, The Seeing Eye. I began to do some research about it, and then I stumbled on this quote: “As I put my hand down on Buddy, I knew that she was going to be my Declaration of Independence and give me back the freedom that I so long desired to go and come as I please. And that she also would be the pioneer of the guide dog movement in the United States for the blind men and women who neither wanted charity nor pity but wanted to live a normal life with normal people.”

Those are the words of Morris Frank, the first North American recipient of a guide dog. He was a New Yorker whose German Shepherd guide dog, Buddy, was trained by Dorothy Harrison Eustis, an American dog trainer living in Switzerland. Frank had written to Eustis when he was nineteen, after his father read him an article she had written for the Saturday Evening Post in 1927. The article, entitled “The Seeing Eye,” resulted from a visit she had made to a school in Potsdam, Germany, that was training guide dogs for blind World War I veterans. In the article she noted, “It is little short of marvelous how a raw dog can be taken into the school and in four months be turned out a blind leader, and the miracle is that the dog so perfectly assimilates his instruction. From the very small beginnings of becoming housebroken, he is taken step by step upward to his life work of leading a blind man, of being that man’s eyes and his sword and buckler.”

Frank had his own remarkable story. His mother had become blind in two separate accidents, and he subsequently became blind in two accidents—one when he was horseback riding at the age of six and the second, a boxing accident when he was sixteen. Frank’s father read Eustis’s article to him, after which Frank sent her the letter. It said, in part, “Is what you say really true? If so, I want one of those dogs! And I am not alone. Thousands of blind like me abhor being dependent on others.”

After his overture, Eustis agreed to give him a dog, Buddy, and train him to work with the dog; in 1928 Frank flew over to work with Eustis for a few months at her dog school in Switzerland. There is newsreel footage of him taking his first somewhat tentative steps. Recalling them, he later said, “As they showed me how to put the harness on the dog and we started down the road, as my legs stretched out, my shoulders went back, and my head went up and the wind blew in my face. I knew I had my independence.”

Frank had promised Eustis that he would sing the praises of guide dogs, and he did. He and Buddy became a canine cause célèbre in the US when he flew home to New York in June of 1928. He spoke to a phalanx of reporters about the wonder of having a guide dog, demonstrating the point by navigating busy streets and crossings. Afterward Frank sent Eustis a one-word telegram about how his public relations efforts had paid off: “Success.”

When Eustis moved back to the US the following year, she and Frank set up the first guide dog school in North America, calling it The Seeing Eye; it is now the oldest existing guide dog school in the world. Their mission was to train service dogs that would help make an inaccessible world accessible to visually impaired people and eventually to people with other disabilities.

In 1931, Eustis trained four guide dogs for a British undertaking by two British women, which led to the founding of a guide dog association in the UK. There are dozens of schools around the world now, many of which have branched out into training dogs for differing access and support needs.



The first Canadian school for guide dogs opened in Quebec in 1981. Today the need for dogs far outstrips their availability. According to the Canadian National Institute for the Blind, “In order to obtain a guide dog in a reasonable timeframe, many Canadians end up getting their dogs from US-based schools.”

Wait times are frustrating, and it is expensive and time-consuming to train skilled guide dogs. Matching a person with the right dog is not an exact science, but when it works, these impressive animals open the world to their owners, helping them live more fully realized lives.
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The Nose Knows

I have two dogs who love nothing more than taking a leisurely walk through our neighbourhood. Before I started working on this book, there were times when I found their meanderings frustrating. The dogs would dilly-dally, seemingly wasting time by sniffing at who knows what; I knew next to nothing about what they were doing when they stopped to smell the base of a lamppost or to take a whiff of some secret ambrosia in a neighbour’s garden. What I have since learned is that my dogs are up to something tremendously sophisticated. Their sense of smell is thousands of times better than mine, and as they nose around, they are gleaning vast amounts of information about the world around them.

A canine nose has about 300 million receptors, compared with the human nose, which has five or six million. Their noses send signals to the part of the brain that analyzes odours, which is forty times larger than in a human brain. Dogs also have a second sniffing tool called Jacobson’s organ, located inside the nasal cavity just above the roof of the mouth, which allows them to detect trace quantities of chemicals around them.

This allows dogs to learn about their environments in exquisite detail. According to a study featured in the journal Animals, “Dogs have an extraordinary olfactory capability, which far exceeds that of humans.” According to the study, this allows them to “gather both current and historical information about their surrounding environment, but also to find the source of the smell, which is crucial for locating food, danger, or partners for reproduction.”

Smelling is their superpower! A dog’s sense of smell is so acute that a dog can sniff out odour molecules in the parts per trillion. To put that in perspective, according to one veterinary medicine researcher, dogs can detect the equivalent of a half a teaspoon of sugar in an Olympic-sized swimming pool.

When our body is under stress, it produces odours in our breath and our sweat that is not detectable by humans, but that dogs can smell. If, for instance, we are anxious or frightened, we secrete adrenalin, which is known as the fight-or-flight hormone. Dogs can smell this. A 2022 study from Queen’s University Belfast found that, according to lead researcher Clara Wilson, “we, as humans, produce different smells through our sweat and breath when we are stressed, and dogs can tell this apart from our smell when relaxed—even if it is someone they do not know.” She also says, “We have lots of evidence that dogs can pick up smells from humans that are associated with certain medical conditions or disease.”

While there are other animals that have an equally acute sense of smell, dogs are different because they are temperamentally well suited to human companionship, and they are highly trainable—as you will see in the stories in this book, they are being schooled as service animals that can do remarkable things thanks to their noses. Some breeds are better suited than others for this kind of training. German Shepherds and Golden Retrievers and Labradors are extremely well adapted to become scent detectors—to locate cadavers and sniff out drugs, toxic waste, explosives and illnesses such as cancer, diabetes or infectious disease—in part because their longer snouts have more smell receptors.

Some service dogs are also being trained to detect seizures before they happen, up to forty-five minutes ahead of time in the case of epilepsy, giving the dog time to warn their human to get somewhere safe and avoid serious injury. If a person does seize, the dogs are trained to get their human into a safe position and to get help.

Other service dogs are trained to recognize the scent caused by low blood sugar on a person’s breath or through their pores, so they can alert them that they are heading toward hypoglycemia, giving the person time to take the right meds or foods to avoid going into shock. These dogs are so good at their jobs that they can warn of the onset of an episode up to thirty minutes before a blood glucose meter would even register it. A person in a diabetic crisis can present some complicated and confusing behaviours, so these dogs require training to fetch testing materials, glucose tablets, a phone and, if the diabetic person is heading toward shock, another human.

There is another frontier where service dogs are proving useful. Our bodies produce certain chemicals when we are not well, and these are released on our skin and in our sweat, breath and urine. While it is early days yet, there is evidence that some dogs can detect the “odour signatures” of cancers.



The first documented case of a dog detecting cancer was reported in 1989. A two-year-old rescue dog fussed over a mole on his forty-three-year-old owner’s back so insistently that she went to her dermatologist, and the mole was subsequently diagnosed as malignant melanoma. Because that dog alerted his owner, she was able to get early treatment for a particularly malicious kind of cancer, and she survived.

Ongoing research is being done into a dog’s ability to sniff out breast, colorectal, lung, ovarian and prostate cancer, melanoma, and other types of malignancies. Dogs are also able to detect Parkinson’s disease and narcolepsy as well as imminent migraines.

According to work done at the University of California Santa Barbara during the COVID-19 pandemic, professionally trained scent dogs were found to be “as effective and often more effective” at detecting the virus than the rapid antigen tests and PCR tests used in hospitals and testing clinics, even when the patient was asymptomatic.

I used to be woefully ignorant about my dogs’ cosmopolitan knowledge of the world, a knowledge informed by each breath they take. But not anymore. Now, every walk we take, I am much more patient about the zig-zaggy route and the sensory feast they are enjoying as we amble around the block. Even when I am in a hurry to get somewhere, I am respectful of the information they are hoovering out of the air, and I’m learning to slow down and pay attention to my own nose, in the hopes of appreciating even a fraction of what my dogs, Calvin and Bowie, are learning about the world.

The canine sense of smell has been studied extensively and is understood quite well, while other behaviours are more of a mystery and something we can only marvel at. In this book you will meet dogs with diverse and impressive abilities: dogs who have an uncanny intelligence that equips them to do heroic things, seemingly out of nowhere; dogs with natural gifts who create unusual roles for themselves; highly trained dogs capable of complex and often life-saving tasks; and dogs who have such huge hearts that they and their owners develop life-giving bonds. And whether an account is of a one-time experience or an ongoing occurrence, each dog in each story in How My Dog Saved My Life is a canine guardian angel.









[image: ]
Hero

Ditching Disaster

When Alan chose a name for his Akita puppy, it was as if he were prescient. Six years later, in a remarkable canine rescue, the aptly named “Hero” would save his life.

On the outskirts of small Prairie town, a massive sugar plant sits at the end of a long dirt road. Surrounding it is a scrubby-looking landscape with fields of tall grass. In late March of 2024, Alan and his two dogs, Tora and Hero, went out for a walk in the area; nothing special, just a normal evening wander. While they were walking in the fields, Alan’s left leg got hooked on something and he fell forward into a low-lying muddy ditch. The mud went halfway up his shin, and it was like quicksand or wet cement. As Alan tried to pull himself out, the more he struggled, the more his leg became stuck. To make matters worse, he had an injured shoulder from a previous dramatic fall three months earlier, when he had dislocated his shoulder so badly that it took doctors five hours to get it back into place, and he was still recovering from that accident. With only one arm that was useful, he couldn’t get enough purchase to pull himself out of the muck.

He was just a few feet from the road when he tripped and fell, but his body was completely obscured from sight by the tall grasses. Temperatures were low enough that patches of snow still dotted the fields, and there was little evening traffic on the dirt road.

Alan is an experienced outdoors person. He grew up on a thousand-acre farm in Manitoba and at age sixty-one is a journeyman structural welder and ironworker, a trade that has taken him to jobs in Alberta and up to the Yukon for six years. He is used to managing the elements. Normally, when Alan ventures out with his dogs, he carries a backpack that’s fully kitted out with anything he might need: a knife, water, flashlight, shredded newspaper, lighter and some matches.

That night he anticipated taking just a short walk and he left the pack behind. But fatefully, he forgot his phone. “I’m not one of those people that needs my phone with me 24/7, so I didn’t think of it. But when you’re stuck there, you think of it. That’s a mistake I won’t make again!”

Alan’s older Akita, Tora, had disappeared into the darkness, but Hero stayed by his side. Alan spent most of that night trying to wrest himself free of the mud, which was like glue around his leg, until he became exhausted with the efforts. Temperatures were heading to below zero, and Alan, fearing he would get chilled, asked his dog for some help. Hero is a big dog, almost one hundred pounds, and has a thick coat, which was useful in this situation. “I got Hero to lie on top of me. He was keeping me warm, and he was licking the mud off my face because at one point I tried—with my forehead and my leg and my arm—to push myself up.” Alan had seen a small poplar nearby that might have helped him get some leverage, but the tree was tantalizingly out of reach.

Throughout the rest of that first night, Alan consoled himself by hoping that someone would drive up to the sugar plant in the morning and hear him calling. That was unlikely, though, because it was cold and anyone who drove up the road would have had their car windows closed. When morning broke, no matter how much he yelled, nobody responded. He spent the day lying on his back on the cold ground, with no water and no food. Hero stood sentry, and when the sun began to go down on the second day, Alan knew his situation was progressing from bad to worse. He wasn’t so much frightened as he was frustrated. He remembers thinking, “I just don’t want to go out this way, I don’t want someone to find me dead in a ditch.” He pauses, gets a bit choked up and then continues, “And you start thinking about your family, my dogs . . . what’s going to happen to them?” Because Alan is such a self-sufficient person—he is single and lives alone—there was no one at home wondering why he had gone missing.

As the sun set that evening, he again began shouting for help. Whenever he raised his voice, the coyotes would howl, and that had an impact on him. “Probably the only time I was really, I wouldn’t use the word frightened, but worried, is when the coyotes would howl. Every time I hollered, they were thinking, ‘Oh, an easy meal.’ I’m used to hearing coyotes howl, but what made it worse is that I knew they were close,” he says. He heard rustling in the bushes nearby, and assumed it was the coyotes. That was confirmed when, around midnight, Hero took off. “Five minutes or so later, I heard the coyotes yelping. Ten minutes after that Hero was back,” he says, with pride. “They were close enough that when Hero got after them, I could hear them yelp.”

Alan didn’t hear another sound from the coyotes that night, but he was far from safe. It was frigidly cold (−7°C) and his body temperature was falling precipitously. “I knew my time was short. I was shaking so bad I was vibrating,” he says. Alan was more and more at risk of succumbing to hypothermia, but over and above that, he was frustrated. “I’ve never been in a situation I can’t control, but this was a situation I couldn’t control or get myself out of. I needed to rely on Hero to do that for me. I called him over and said to him, ‘Hero, you have to go and get Daddy help. If you don’t, Daddy is going to be dead in the morning.’ And he was gone.”

It is impressive that Hero was so attuned to Alan’s perilous situation. In part it was because Akitas were bred to be fierce and courageous protectors. The breed originates from the mountains of northern Japan, where they were used for hunting and as guard dogs, and they develop an intensely strong bond with their owners.

In Japan, when a child is born, the parents are given a small statue of an Akita—as a symbol of protection and health, happiness and long life. For all their admirable qualities, Akitas are strong and territorial; this makes them the right dog for only certain situations and owners.

Alan’s dogs are well trained, but they are house pets, not support animals. Still, Hero somehow understood that his owner needed him to go and get assistance, and he ran toward town, about 2.5 kilometres away. Hero showing up in town unattended was something people noted. He is a large dog who has an imperial look to him, with a luxuriant double coat of white hair, a brown and black face, and very dark ears that stand straight up on his head. “I walk a lot with the dogs and people noticed that he was by himself, so somebody mentioned that there was something wrong,” Alan says.

Very early that morning local police had received a call about Hero running loose, but they were unable to track him down. Later, Hero got into a scuffle with another dog that was walking off leash. The owner of that dog managed to separate them, but he and the dogs were injured in the process. He contacted the police, who went looking for Hero again. Hero had returned to be with Alan. “He knew I was in trouble,” says Alan, whose first thought when he saw the dog again was, “I’m not going to die.”

The police finally spotted Hero lying on a berm beside the road, just a few feet from where Alan lay hidden in the grasses. When the police car pulled up toward the dog, Alan’s calls for help caught the attention of the officer, who had his window rolled down. The officer whistled, heard another loud shriek for help, and Alan remembers the moment he heard the officer say, “I can hear you. Where are you?” Alan replied, “Just keep following my voice.”

When he heard the officer say that he could see him, Alan remembers thinking, “I was finally found.” The relief still palpable in his voice, Alan says, “My dog saved my life. He did what I asked him to.”

The police got to work quickly. They called an ambulance, which arrived not long after, as did an animal bylaw enforcement officer. There was one inadvertently amusing exchange when the officer asked Alan what his dog’s name was. “I said, ‘Hero.’” Alan laughs, remembering that the officer replied, “Yes, I know he’s a hero. What’s his name?” This banter went back and forth until Alan clarified, “His name is H-E-R-O. His name really is Hero.”



It took a great deal of effort to pull Alan out of the mud. He had to be immobilized on a backboard to get him out of the ditch without hurting him further. “They rolled me over to get the backboard underneath me, and because the mud was so thick, it sucked the backboard in, and it took four of them to actually break the backboard loose with me on it to get me into the ambulance.”

Alan’s core temperature was at a dangerously low 30 degrees Celsius. If a person’s core temperature falls below 35 degrees Celsius, it is considered a medical emergency, and heart and respiratory systems can fail. Paramedics wrapped Alan in blankets and gave him a shot of dextrose to get his blood sugar levels back up quickly, since he’d had nothing to eat or drink for two days. While they were stabilizing Alan, Hero sat nearby, vigilant. The Akita became quite agitated about the people milling about Alan and began growling at them, but the familiar, soothing voice of his owner calmed him, and once Alan was safely in the ambulance, Hero settled down. “The officer told me later, ‘That dog was going to protect you right to the bitter end. If you weren’t conscious, we never would have got close to you, if you didn’t calm him down,’ ” Alan says.

Alan and Hero’s concern for each other was mutual. Alan had reason to worry. Hero also needed some medical attention—the dog had sustained injuries in his encounter with the coyotes, and being out in the cold for two days, without food or water, wasn’t good for a dog any more than it was for a human. “They took him to the vet to get him patched up because he was a little cut up from fighting with the coyotes,” Alan says. “One of the bylaw officers said, ‘He’s bleeding. He’s going to need some stitches.’ ” Fortunately, the vet was able to glue Hero’s cuts together instead of having to use stitches, and Hero was then taken into care by Lost Paws, a local rescue organization, until he could be reunited with Alan. Meanwhile, Alan’s second dog, fifteen-year-old Tora, was found hiding in the backyard of Alan’s home, hungry and cold but otherwise all right, and Lost Paws took her into their shelter too.

Alan was admitted to a local hospital for nine days. His doctors were worried he might need to go on dialysis because he had become dehydrated. Lying on his back in the cold could also have done some serious damage to his kidneys. Luckily, once they had flushed him with fluids and got some antibiotics into him, he recovered. “I’m fully healed again, back to where I was before the accident,” Alan says.

When Alan was released from hospital, he had an emotional reunion with his dogs. “It was probably the happiest day of my life,” Alan says. He took the dogs to the police station to meet everyone and thank them for what they had done for him. Lost Paws had set up a GoFundMe campaign, which raised close to $3,000 in forty-eight hours to cover all his vet bills. He still gets choked up when he talks about how members of the Tabor community stepped up to help. Alan is a loner and has spent most of his adult life in the company of his dogs, and when he learned about how the community responded to his accident, Alan says, “I felt a surge of gratefulness for everything people around me did: the medical staff in the hospital, the people of Tabor, Lost Paws. How do you say thank you and repay everything everybody did?” His way of paying forward his gratitude is to buy food for dogs with special dietary needs and donate it to the shelter.

Alan will probably be reflecting on his two dark nights in the cold for a long time. And he’ll most likely mull over some fundamental questions he came face-to-face with while lying in that ditch, wondering if he’d get out of there alive. “I’m not hugely religious, but it makes you think, ‘Why am I still here?’ ” And, he says, it has also led him to wonder, “Where do I go from here?”

Not many of us have stood so close to the brink of death, but in the wake of his harrowing experience, Alan is very mindful about how fortunate he was to have his fierce protector by his side. And fortunately, he will have many more chances to muse on these big life questions, every time he and Hero hit the trails.
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Stinky

Rescuer Rescued

George is one of the most sophisticated and innovative canine trainers in Canada. There have been many remarkable dogs in his life, and more than a few have rescued him from precarious situations. But there is one above all the others that saved his life—a Rottweiler named Stinky.

When George first adopted her as a puppy, she was just Nikki. She was given the nickname Stinky after a run-in with two skunks. She was a big dog, with a black and tan coat. She had a broad head and the tan markings around her muzzle made it look like she was smiling.

George was born in Winnipeg in 1958, into a large and very close family. George’s mother is German, his father is Cree. As a youngster, he didn’t really know he was Indigenous. “When we were growing up, we didn’t talk about it a lot because it really wasn’t a good thing to be an Indian,” he says. It wasn’t something the family hid; they just didn’t discuss it. Looking back, though, he remembers that his father, in fact all of his family, were hassled because they were Indigenous.

George is a plain-spoken, boisterous man with a big laugh, broad smile and warm eyes. He is a true innovator, generous beyond the call of duty, and has invited strangers in need to crash at his house—sometimes for months.

A social justice maverick, George has been working with organizations in the Aboriginal community
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