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Surf’s Up: Super sporty Abbie Girl
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At the start of 2006, Michael Uy from South California in the United States was living a happy life. He had a great job in Information Technology (IT) and had just bought a house. He was also engaged to be married. Then everything fell apart. 


There was trouble with the economy in the United States and Michael was one of many people who lost his job. With no work, he couldn’t afford the mortgage repayments on his house and lost that as well. To make matters worse, he and his fiancée split up. 


Michael was very depressed and not sure what to do next. The only thing that gave him enjoyment was walking, especially across the local hills and beaches in San Diego. Staring out at the Pacific Ocean with the waves pounding the shore, Michael felt lost and very alone. “I thought maybe if I adopted a dog, it would give me, like, a purpose,” he said later in an interview. 


Not far away from where Michael lived, a young Australian kelpie puppy was battling for its life. Abbie Girl was only six months old when her cruel owners abandoned her, not out in a field but in the middle of a busy road. The poor terrified pup had to dodge cars and trucks that thundered by. 


[image: Abbie Girl as a puppy sitting in the road looking sad with one ear up. There is a road and a road sign in the background.]


Help was at hand when one driver pulled over to save her. The woman spent an hour gaining Abbie’s trust before she was able to coax her into her car. When she was finally successful, she drove the traumatised dog to a local pet rescue shelter, the Humane Society Silicon Valley. At the shelter, staff examined the dog. She was well but very scared. For days she sat alone and apart from the other dogs as they played. 


A few weeks later, Michael visited the centre, intent on adopting a rescue dog. There were all sorts of breeds present, from tiny terriers to boisterous labradors and German shepherds. Many of the rescue dogs barked, yapped and jumped as they tried to grab Michael’s attention. But his eye was drawn to one dog who was sitting in the corner, alone, looking at him. It was Abbie Girl. 


Michael took Abbie home. “It proved to be the most extraordinary decision of my life,” he said later. 


[image: Abbie Girl standing on top of a sheep as the sheep eats the grass. There is a fence in front of them and flowers in the background.]


Kelpies are intelligent and energetic dogs. They were bred to round up sheep and sometimes will jump up and run across the backs of sheep! They have excellent balance and are speedy and fearless. But the young kelpie now in Michael’s care was anything but brave. 


The poor puppy had suffered trauma and lacked confidence. Loud noises, flashing lights and squirrels all frightened her. So did shadows. She’d refuse to walk in front of an open doorway if the room inside was dark.


[image: Abbie Girl facing away from a doorway leading to a dark room with a ball in front of her.]


Michael took things gently and slowly, trying to rebuild her trust in humans. He took her out in the car a few times and then on short walks. Abbie was nervous at first then started to pay attention to the squirrels. She slowly became more curious than nervous about her surroundings. 


Michael and Abbie really bonded and started going everywhere together, including walks in the hills and along California’s many beaches. Abbie would follow Michael everywhere, even into the water. Michael was a keen swimmer and so, it turned out, was Abbie. She would think nothing of bounding into waves much taller than herself. 


One day whilst out in the ocean, Michael asked a nearby surfer if Abbie could take a rest on his surfboard. Instead of crouching or lying on the floating board, Abbie stood upright and alert, eager for action. “Well, she looks ready to go,” said the surfer. “Why don’t we see if she’ll ride it?” The men gently guided Abbie and the board into a small, gentle wave. She rode it all the way into the shore. Michael was astonished.


[image: The surfer standing on a surf board in the ocean with a wave behind him.; Abbie Girl standing on the front of the surfboard.]


Abbie was really eager to surf and Michael took her out whenever he had time. In the end, he had to go and learn to surf himself so he could keep up with her! Abbie would bark and thump her tail hard whenever Michael reached for the surfboard. Whenever she fell off the board, she would swim back over to it and leap back on. Michael had a special surfboard made for her, shorter than a human board and with four grippy pads on the top surface where Abbie could place her paws.


The pair quickly found that he and Abbie Girl were not alone. They met other dogs and owners who loved to surf and learned of local dog surfing competitions in southern California. There, animals were judged by how long they rode a surfboard and their surfing style. 


To his surprise, Abbie started winning these local contests, again and again. “She had such a unique style that everyone started to pick up on it. She really became a crowd favourite,” recalled Michael. At one competition in 2010, Abbie wowed spectators when she and another dog collided whilst surfing. The other dog bailed, jumping off his surfboard only for Abbie to leap aboard and use her rival’s board to continue riding the wave. Awesome!


In September 2011, Michael entered Abbie in the Surf City Surf Dog Contest at Huntingdon Beach. A large crowd had gathered to watch the surfing dogs in action and Abbie didn’t disappoint. The contest organisers were stunned when she rode a single wave a distance of 60 metres and 0.3 centimetres – it was a new world record!


[image: A close-up of Abbie Girl surfing with a wave behind her.]


The following month, Michael and Abbie were out surfing at a dedicated beach for dogs in Delmar, San Diego. Abby smashed her own world record by keeping her balance and shifting her body weight to surf an incredible 107.2 metres in one go. 


Abbie Girl was suddenly a celebrity. She featured in Guinness World Record videos, was pictured in newspapers and appeared on TV channels in the US, UK, Australia and China. In 2014, she became the first dog to enter the International Surfing Hall of Fame. The interest in the cheerful surfing superstar was extraordinary. 
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