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For Tippy, who will always be remembered
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FOREWORD





DOGS ARE OUR FRIENDS and companions. They work hard to please us and give us boundless, unconditional love. They are also, as you will discover in reading this book, capable of acts of quiet heroism. I hope that these stories of heroic dogs will uplift you and move you, as they have me, and that you will find their deeds inspiring.


I have been a friend and supporter of Hearing Dogs for Deaf People for many years and the dogs trained by the charity give people with profound hearing problems invaluable independence, confidence and companionship. The money raised through the sale of this book will help train more dogs to undertake this important life-changing work so I would like to thank you for joining me in supporting these heroic hearing dogs and the people who train them.




 





BEN FOGLE


Supporter of Hearing Dogs for Deaf People
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INTRODUCTION





BEATRICE FREDERIKA CLOUGH (always known as Babs) was born on 17 June 1910 in Connecticut USA. Her mother had been profoundly deaf for some years before Babs was born, having lost her hearing after a severe bout of malaria for which she was given huge doses of quinine.


Babs spent her early years living and travelling in Russia, China and Japan where her father was working. These days, travelling to remote corners of the globe would present very few problems and raise no eyebrows. But this profoundly deaf woman and her child would set out on their travels on whatever transport was available, rickshaws, buses, trains and tramp steamers without much idea of where they would end up, passing through places that rarely, if ever, saw foreigners. All through her childhood, Babs was her mother’s sole ‘carer’ – acting as go-between in all interaction with the ‘hearing’ world and as her interpreter for all languages, including their own. Just as well that, by the time she was ten she could speak Russian, Japanese, Chinese and French. She never talked about the profound effect this must have had on her childhood but it is not hard to see where her determination to help deaf people found it’s early inspiration.


 Babs came to England to study at Oxford, married John Rathbone, a young Member of Parliament and they had two children. The war came, and after John Rathbone was killed while serving as a pilot in the RAF, she served as MP in his place (becoming the second American-born woman MP). In 1942 Babs married Paul Wright and gave birth to her daughter Faith, (the present Chairman of Hearing Dogs for Deaf People). After the retirement of her diplomat husband, Beatrice Wright finally had the opportunity to combine her determination to help deaf people and her love of dogs. She was also fascinated by the role that dogs could play in the lives of people with disabilities and realised that little, if anything, was being done to train dogs to help deaf people.
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Faith Clark








In 1980 Babs met Bruce Fogle, a Canadian veterinarian practising in London, at a scientific symposium (called The Human Companion Animal Bond) that Bruce had organised. Babs’ Miniature Rough-haired Dachshund, Julia, gave her approval of Bruce and over the next two years, the seeds of Hearing Dogs for Deaf People were sown. The Charity was launched at the world-famous Cruft s dog show in 1982. Babs and Bruce separately visited two existing training centres in the United States and recruited an American trainer to visit the UK and share her experience with Hearing Dogs’ first dog trainer, Tony Blunt (who went on to become the Charity’s first Chief Executive). A veterinary colleague of Bruce’s, Trevor Turner, provided grounds near Chinnor for a Portacabin that was used for training, and vital funding was provided by Pedigree Masterfoods, sufficient to cover half of the Charity’s anticipated costs for the first three years.
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Dr Bruce Fogle MBE








Today, Hearing Dogs for Deaf People is a large national charity operating from two training centres; The Grange (the headquarters) in Buckinghamshire and the Beatrice Wright Centre in Yorkshire. Over the past thirty years, more than 1,600 life-changing partnerships between deaf people and hearing dogs have been created and there are around 750 working partnerships all over the UK being supported by the Charity. The Charity receives no government funding and is entirely dependent on public donations and legacies for income. It costs around £47,000 to train a hearing dog and support the resulting partnership for the working life of the hearing dog (approximately eight to ten years). The Charity’s research has identified that the most suitable breeds to train to become successful hearing dogs are typically Labradors, Golden Retrievers, Cocker Spaniels and Miniature Poodles (and crosses thereof). Some smaller breeds such as Cavalier King Charles Spaniels are also trained.


The Charity has its own Kennel Club Assured breeding scheme and works closely with a network of trusted breeders across the UK who generously donate suitable puppies for training. Very occasionally, puppies are also adopted from rescue centres as and when suitable recruits are identified.


The training of a hearing dog takes around eighteen to twenty-four months, consisting of initial puppy socialisation training with volunteers (eight weeks to twelve to fourteen months) before moving onto sound work training at one of our two training centres. Each applicant is individually matched with a dog and the training reflects their specific individual needs. The deaf person and hearing dog then spend a period of time training together at home before qualifying as an official partnership. Hearing dogs are registered assistance dogs and wear a distinctive burgundy coat to identify them and permit them access when out and about.


Hearing dogs alert their deaf partners to household sounds and danger alerts in the home, at work and in public places by touching them with a paw or nudging with a nose to gain attention. But the sound work is only part of the role a hearing dog plays in the life of its deaf partner. Deafness can be a devastating, invisible disability and oft en leaves people feeling desperately lonely and isolated. A hearing dog not only provides a deaf person with the confidence to lead an independent life, but is a loving companion giving unconditional love and acceptance.




 





FAITH CLARK, Chairman of Trustees, and


DR BRUCE FOGLE MBE, Co-founder of Hearing Dogs for Deaf People



















PUPPIES, FRIENDS AND SUPPORTERS
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A litter ready to start basic training
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All this training can be tiring!











[image: ]

Although parents take charge of the training, it’s fun for all the family
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Tim Vincent has been a long-term supporter of Hearing Dogs
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EastEnders actress Rita Simons with hearing dog puppy Jasper
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Puppies specially bred for Hearing Dogs
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Even snow won’t deter a hearing dog!











[image: ]

Hearing Dogs for Deaf People’s ‘poster pup’ for puppy sponsorship
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CHAPTER ONE
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BEST FRIENDS IN


BURGUNDY COATS


Hearing Dogs for Deaf People at Work





A SURPRISING THING happened not long after Jason Bell’s new hearing dog, Violet, arrived at the family home in East Yorkshire. Jason’s mother, Michelle, started hearing laughter. Jason was nine when he received her, and Violet, a black Labrador cross Retriever, was only eighteen months old herself. The Bell family had been selected as one of the first to pilot a ground-breaking programme by Hearing Dogs for Deaf People to place ‘team’ dogs with profoundly deaf children, normally considered too young for the responsibility of looking after a dog – hence the phrase ‘team’ as the whole family would be involved. Jason’s mother, Michelle, takes up the story: ‘It was shortly after we’d got Violet, I could hear laughter and giggling coming from upstairs. So I went up to Jason’s room, and he and Violet were there playing together, and she was jumping around, and they were having a lovely time. It was strange because it was so different. I realised then that we had been missing that.’


Jason told his Mum: ‘I’m happy now, I was very sad and lonely before, but now I’ve got Violet, she’s my best friend.’ And Violet’s arrival transformed family life at the Bells’ home from then onwards. Michelle says: ‘The laughter we have now. I can’t remember a time when we didn’t have her. It is like we’ve always had her. To see Jason with her is wonderful, there is a bond and a friendship between them. She is there all the time for him – it is an unconditional love.’
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Hearing dog Violet with Jason Bell








But it was also hard for the family to realise just how lonely Jason’s profound deafness had made him feel, because Jason had been making the best of things. Michelle remembers: ‘He’d never said he was lonely. He was always a happy boy on the outside – but a bit shy and found it hard to get involved with what was going on around him.’ So the family knew they needed to do something to give Jason ways of finding companionship. ‘Jason was lonely outside of school,’ explains his mum: ‘He has friends at his school for deaf children, but all the children live so far away from the school. We tried sleep-overs and so on, but there is only so much you can do as a parent. Jason never complained or said he was lonely, but I knew he must be. We’d reached the point of looking for a rescue dog for him to have. Then the head of Jason’s unit showed us a flyer from Hearing Dogs for Deaf People about a pilot scheme they were launching to place hearing dogs with very young deaf children. I was straight on the phone about it, and we were accepted for a place on the scheme.’


Little did Michelle know just how much life was going to change! First of all, a suitable young dog had to be found for the family. Violet was perfect – especially as she has her own slight disability. She is partially blind in one eye, which meant that although she had been bred as a Guide Dog for the Blind, that career path was no longer open. The partially-sighted leading the blind isn’t recommended! But Violet had literally been born to serve, with a wonderful temperament and the ability to learn and communicate. So Jan Smith and her colleagues at the Hearing Dogs ‘team’ dog project knew that she would be an ideal candidate for training.


Violet moved into a smart kennels at Hearing Dogs’ headquarters at The Grange, Saunderton, near Princes Risborough in Buckinghamshire. Using rewards like her favourite toys and occasional food treats (very welcome for a Labrador cross!) Violet’s natural behaviours were educated so that she could use them to communicate with a deaf child. As a retriever breed it was instinctive for Violet to want to carry objects in her mouth and bring them back to people when asked. So a small purse was made in which Violet could carry notes to and from people. The mother of a deaf child can’t simply shout down the garden path when she wants her little boy to come in for tea – but Violet would be able to carry a note from her, saying: ‘Stop playing and come in … or else!’


Even more necessary would be teaching Violet to alert a deaf person to important sounds: smoke or fire alarms, the door bell or telephone, wake-up calls – all the many sounds we all rely on every day without noticing it until we can’t hear them. Violet was trained that when she heard the alarm clock go off in the morning, she would go to Jason and nudge him with her nose to wake him up. Like all hearing dogs, Violet does, of course, come with a snooze facility! If Jason doesn’t feel like getting up immediately, she will let him have a few more minutes before using both paws to deliver a rather firmer push on the sleepyhead’s arm. It can be very amusing for families to watch the thorough blitzing that follows for a real lazy-bones. Michelle Bell says: ‘That alone makes life easier. Before, I would have to go in to Jason about ten times in the morning. But now Violet wakes him up for school, and he gets up straight away to go down and feed her.’


That’s convenient enough, but the potentially life-saving skill that Violet has learnt is to alert Jason to the sound of other, more serious, alarms. This is especially important at night. Many parents of deaf children report that their child is understandably scared of being alone in bed unable to hear anything that may be happening. Their children don’t sleep well, or have nightmares, and usually have to sleep with the door open and a light on, or very often end up back in the parents’ bedroom even as they are growing up. But once Violet started sleeping in Jason’s room he no longer felt the need to have a light on or leave the door open. Violet’s training showed her how to alert Jason to sounds by nudging him gently with her nose, then leading him to the source of the sound. For danger signals she will nudge and then drop to the floor to indicate that there is a risk.


With Violet’s basic training complete, it was time for her to meet the Bells so that she and the family could learn to work together. This bonding and mutual training process is very important if a partnership is to work long-term, so Hearing Dogs for Deaf People has specialist facilities, both at the Saunderton headquarters, and at the northern centre at Bielby in North Yorkshire. There are charming little cottages where the family or individual hearing dog recipient will live for a week alongside their new dog. The cottages can be adapted so that they are as similar to the recipients’ homes as possible. If the recipient’s home has a particular lay-out they need their dog to become accustomed to, then this can be replicated, along with front doorbells, oven timers etc.


Michelle remembers: ‘We went to meet Violet and it went really well straight away. And then the time came when we all went to stay at the centre to get trained with her and from day one Jason and Violet worked really well together.’


The trainers at Hearing Dogs had certain goals that they wanted to achieve in the pilot project. Jan explains: ‘Like all hearing dogs we taught Violet to alert to sounds whether alarm clocks or fire alarms or general dangers. And we also taught her to go to Jason either to bring him back to his mother or deliver a message Violet carries in a small purse carried in her mouth. This is similar to the things a hearing dog does for an adult recipient. But in addition we had the idea that the dog would walk on a “join-up” lead. This means that the “team” leader – Jason’s mum Michelle in this case – has Violet walking in a harness with two leads. She holds one and Jason holds the other lead attached to Violet’s collar. We hoped that this would give Jason pride in walking his dog but also “anchor” him, to avoid him running off into possible danger where Michelle wouldn’t be able to call him.’


This objective succeeded even more than the trainers had hoped. Michelle confesses: ‘When he was about five, before we got Violet, Jason was a wanderer! One minute he was there and the next he was gone, and you couldn’t see him. I have been frantic in Morrisons before now looking for him – because they can’t put anything over the tannoy, both for child protection and because he wouldn’t be able to hear it. Once we were searching everywhere, even the toilets, and we couldn’t find him.’


When Jason reappeared it turned out he’d been using the disabled toilet – logical to him, but the one place his frantic mum hadn’t searched! ‘Now Violet is there,’ says Michelle, ‘and when we first got her, that dual lead was a godsend. But as Jason has got older he now has the dog on his own. Jason is growing up, and they are growing up together. We do a lot of camping and we have a caravan with an awning for the children. Jason had always wanted to sleep under the awning, and now he’s old enough, with Violet there we feel safe to let him. Violet is part of the family. It has just become an everyday thing for us all. We use “the call” all the time to go and get him for things, but you just don’t think about it.


‘For example, if he’s out in the garden on the trampoline, we’ll send Violet down with a note for him. She has taught herself to jump onto the trampoline and lie flat, which deadens the bounce and brings Jason to a halt! Then he can read the note and usually sends me one back via Violet-mail. She can even swim into the sea to fetch him back. We used to have to be with Jason all the time, but Violet’s taken over that role – she even keeps the whole family all rounded up together, which is really handy for me!’
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Having Violet has given Jason confidence and independence








So Violet has certainly met every expectation set for her by her trainers – but she’s done more than that, and helped Jason in ways that they and the family never expected. Michelle tries to put her finger on that indefinable extra something: ‘Having Violet has given Jason confidence and independence. He’s thirteen now and Violet has been the one there for him, to help him grow up. Before we had Violet, people didn’t know how to react to Jason – and I have been surprised at the amount of people who have been really rude to him. They never saw his deafness before, it was invisible. But now Violet’s alongside him in her burgundy Hearing Dogs jacket – and she wears her Blue Peter badge, which has become a great conversation starter.


‘The other day we were in Caffè Nero and I sent Jason to bag us a table upstairs while I was queuing. As I went up the stairs, I could see there was a lady and she and Jason were having a chat. So I went to explain, and she stopped me and said, “It’s OK, we know all about it, and your boy’s dog is three and half years old and he’s told us she’s called Violet …” And I was thinking, “oh, OK” because that hadn’t happened before, and it was strange, but really nice.’
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