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			For all those good souls out there giving neglected animals second chances. 


			You, too, are heroes.


	

				“A hero is someone who has given his or her life to something bigger than oneself.”


			—Joseph Campbell
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			Jasmine, “The Giving Greyhound,” with a new friend.


			


	

			
Introduction



			After dark, when my big dog, a Korean Jindo, barks suddenly from his post at the top of the stairs, I thank him with a bear hug (which is apt: I swear he’s part polar bear). He’s watching out for me. Yes, it’s his instinct to guard the home whether I’m in it or not. And, yes, sometimes he barks at the wind. But that doesn’t make me less appreciative of his low, menacing woof. My Jindo is my hero and all he’s had to do to earn that title is to make a little noise on my behalf.


			There are certainly bloodier heroics. If you have read Unlikely Loves, you may recall the story of Dotty and Stanley, in which a donkey rushed to assist her sheep pal when an out-of-control dog attacked him. There’s no question that she put herself at great risk by grabbing the dog in her own jaws and whipping him around—he easily could have turned and laid into her. In the end, Stanley was seriously injured, but Dotty had saved his life.


			What’s a hero, then? In the human world, that’s an easy question to answer. It’s the pilot who dies flying the dangerous mission, the guard who takes a bullet for the president, the woman who races into a burning building to rescue a child. Maybe, too, it’s the grandma who raises her grandkids for her sick daughter, the man who says no to a promotion to care for his dying dad, the farmer who takes in injured animals and makes them whole again.


			And then come heroes that are a bit . . . furrier. My research led me to a wallaby who bounded for help—and pounded its big feet on a door to get it—when a farmer was hit by a falling branch, a pit bull who dragged its injured owner off the train tracks, and an Afghan hound who stubbornly stretched out in front of his owner’s riding lawn mower to protect a litter of rabbits in the grass ahead.


			In the animal world, I see heroism through a very wide lens. Just as friendship and love can mean this or that, animal heroism can span from here to there. Certainly, those who rush into a dangerous situation to rescue others are heroic. But also, animals who give special care and affection to lonely or injured creatures are heroic. Animals who act as surrogates for nonrelated animals, and thereby work toward the conservation of other species, have a heroic streak (even if they don’t realize their own generosity). Animals like service dogs who spend their lives supporting people in need—these are amazingly valiant creatures. Even if they are trained to do so, I still give them “hero” credit for all the giving.


			Not all would agree. A writer I know, Cat Warren, author of the wonderfully interesting What the Dog Knows, works with cadaver dogs—dogs that help find human remains. In her book, she mentions that she once sighed aloud that her dog was her hero and immediately regretted it. “I was tired, and I shouldn’t have said it, even though at that moment, I meant it,” she wrote. She said handlers who see true heroism in working animals have been “made mindless by the fantasy that their dogs are infallible—and could solve complex puzzles by themselves. . . . Humans need to set dogs up for success.”


			She’s right, of course. In the case of working animals, trainers and owners play a vital role, and at least for those folks, that’s important to remember. Still, her instinct to call her dog heroic reveals something about people: We like to see bravery and generosity in nonpeople. It’s comforting. It gives us a warm, fuzzy feeling in an often gloomy world.


			Helpful behavior is seen throughout the animal kingdom, and the rewards to the giver aren’t always clear. Consider that common chimpanzees, once thought to be only “reluctant altruists” (giving only under pressure), have now been shown to prefer what’s called prosocial behavior to selfish behavior. That’s a fancy way of saying they may choose to do nice things for others when they stand to gain nothing obvious. In one study, adult female chimps decided to share food with “friends” who weren’t dominant over or related to them. Rats will do the same thing for their buddies, as will numerous other mammals.
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					Lon Hodge and Gander.


				


			Bonobo chimpanzees are especially generous to others of their group. I’ ll skip the explicit details—this is a family book, after all—but let’s just say everyone “gives affection” to everyone else—often and out in the open. In bonobo society, loving one another is a way to keep the peace. Certainly, an individual enjoys the affection, but the benefits go in all directions.


			Here’s an unlikely giver: the vampire bat. I observed these strange little mammals recently, along with Gerry Carter, a student at the University of Maryland who is trying to understand the bats’ motives for sharing food outside the family. He’s studying a hormone, oxytocin, that may be partly responsible for the generosity. In a darkened lab, peering through video cameras that zoom in nice and close, we watched as one bat gave a mouthful of blood (yes, they really do eat blood) not just to a hungry relative, but also to an unrelated bat who came begging. (They beg by licking each other’s mouths—very intimate.)


			As with the chimps, this is one of those “helping” behaviors that doesn’t at first glance make evolutionary sense—why waste energy and food on an animal that doesn’t share your DNA? Isn’t the need to spread genes what it’s all about? But Gerry points out that a social bond among bats has value beyond merely helping relatives survive.


			To make this easier to understand, “Think of human friendship,” he says. “We make many small sacrifices to help friends in need, but maintaining such friendships is important for our own well-being.” If we limited our friendships to family, he says, we would be limiting our own social support network—those who may be companions now and can help us down the line.


			The same is likely true of the bats. And just like when you help a human friend, a bat’s generosity isn’t a strategic act with the expectation of repayment. Some bats are givers, just as some people are. There can be a real desire to be nice.


			Here’s another way to think about it. “A mother’s love is real. But also, loving moms have more surviving children,” says Gerry. That love, then, is in the DNA; the genetic and emotional ties are intertwined. The same goes for bats: Over evolutionary time, Gerry says, those that freely fed others were better able to survive and make babies. So, feeding nonkin actually does make sense, on all levels.


			Even honeybees make what seem to be sacrifices for others. A recent study showed that worker bees continue to defend and bring food to the colony even when the hive is collapsing and soon to be defunct. Instead of becoming selfish, looking out for number one, the bees—who are all related—work toward the greater good. Each gives to the family—to keep the family genes going—even if it means that bee dies in the process.


			If you want some fancy terms for all this, biologists call the behavior in bees evolutionary altruism—the bees as a whole will do better than the individual “generous” bee. In the case of a chimp sharing food, that’s behavioral altruism, meaning in the short term the giver loses out (gives up food) but there might be benefits later (the friend might share her food). The chimp isn’t necessarily thinking ahead to that day. Still, she wins in the end.


			And finally, there’s psychological altruism, when there aren’t selfish interests involved at all—just the drive to help another out of empathy. Just recently scientists showed that Asian elephants (like great apes, dogs, and ravens) will console a distressed herd mate with caresses and soothing chirping sounds. I believe most mammals have such capacity. Isn’t it lovely to think that creatures besides humans do nice things simply out of the goodness of their hearts?


			Here’s an unsurprising outcome: There are lots of dogs in this volume! In fact, I had to squeeze out some great dog stories—rescues from the rubble, heroics on the battlefield, lifesaving leaps from helicopters to pluck people from the ocean—to make room for nondogs. Happily, though, my research uncovered a whole host of creatures saving the lives of others or working hard to enrich those lives. Llamas. A camel. Sheep. Rabbits. Gorillas. Horses. An elk. An elephant seal! They’re all here.


			One thing I love about animal heroes is their modesty (for lack of a better word). Animals who act generously don’t care about recognition, about TV coverage or awards. The good-deed doer, his good deed done, goes back to whatever he was doing before the incident. Eating. Sleeping. Pooping. Rolling in the mud. Not thinking about his valor. Not bragging to others about his brave deed. Just being.


			And that’s a true hero in my book.


			

			Section One


			
Superheroes


			
Spontaneous Acts of Bravery



			

			“Do what you can, with what you have, where you are.”


			—Theodore Roosevelt


			


			Here are the true champions of the animal world, the creatures who have swooped in, set aside fear, and faced danger in service of another. Whether they know it or not, they are courageous. Their quick acts have saved lives.
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			Connecticut, U.S.A., 2009
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	Lincoln the Lionhearted Leonberger


		

			Lincoln was a lion. Or might as well have been. The Leonberger, Lincoln’s breed, is a proud giant among dogs, a king among canines. Leos can fill out to as much as 200 pounds. But their furry faces, grace, and gentle nature belie their immense power—and this was especially true of Lincoln. Though he reached 157 pounds, his sweet demeanor was even larger, as was his devotion to his owner, Vic Neumann. “My wife called him my Velcro dog because he was always with me, stuck to my side,” Vic says.


			Vic and his wife, Joan, of Avon, Connecticut, had two Leos before Lincoln arrived, but one had recently died. After eleven years as part of a pair, Mia, the other, was heartbroken over the loss. She seemed to shrink in her sadness, her boisterousness crushed, and nothing the couple did eased her pain. They rescued Lincoln in part to give Mia a friend. It took a few encounters, but once the dogs started playing, “Mia sparked right up; we could see her change in attitude,” Vic says. “With him around, Mia’s personality came back. He was her big little brother, and they truly fell in love.”


			And when age began to slow Mia down, Vic and Joan rescued yet another Leo, this one from a puppy mill. Despite starting out in a rough place, Cassie fit right in with the others, making it a family of five—three furry giants and two loving owners.


			One Saturday in the summer of 2009, after two weeks of heavy rain, Vic, Lincoln, and Cassie were all eager to stretch their legs, so the threesome headed for the Farmington River. Their favorite spot was nearby and Vic had been visiting it for some eighteen years, dogs always in tow. The river was running 13 feet above normal and lapping over the bank, but Leonbergers are strong swimmers; they even have webbed feet. In Italy, they are used to rescue people at sea, lowered from helicopters into the water. So Vic wasn’t worried about them going for a swim. “I stood at the edge of the water and threw a stick, and they raced to get it, play-fighting over it, as people there cheered them on,” he recalls.


			Cassie had always been an eager water dog, sometimes paddling the 50 yards across to the river’s far bank. But on this day, as she reached the middle of the river, she seemed to struggle. The water was moving fast, and “she was working hard but not making any progress,” Vic says. “My friend Roger was there, too, and I told him I was worried. Then it occurred to me, when I saw uprooted trees floating fast, that one of her legs might be stuck in some debris beneath the water.”


			“I have to go in after her,” Vic told Roger, giving the man his cell phone. Then Vic slogged into the river, still wearing his work boots and jeans.


			He didn’t get far before the river took control. “The water just picked me up and carried me away. I was being moved at a very rapid pace north, downstream, toward where the Farmington empties into the Connecticut River, and away from Cassie.” Vic was still recovering from a recent shoulder surgery, and had done some serious brush cutting that morning, so pain and weakness set in quickly. Still, “at first I wasn’t worried for me as much as for the dog. How was I going to get to her now? But then I felt that helpless fear, realizing I couldn’t keep myself afloat.” Vic was dog-paddling but couldn’t stop himself from being pulled under. “When I took my first gulp of water, I really thought, this is it.”


			Vic began to panic as the current carried him around a bend, out of sight of the people on shore. Now it was just man and river, and the river was poised to win.


			“That’s when I heard a huffing behind me, a blowing sound, and at first I wasn’t sure what it was,” says Vic. “Then I realized it was Lincoln. He appeared as if out of nowhere, and like a missile he shot up under my arm, literally lifting my whole torso out of the water.” Vic wrapped his arms around the animal’s massive neck, his life preserver, and held on. “I was worried I’d drag him under, but he was strong. I looked for something to aim for and said, ‘Swim, Lincoln!’ He did. I steered us toward a tree that had washed off the bank, and when he got me there I grabbed onto a branch.”


			Vic was holding Lincoln’s collar in one hand and the branch in the other, when he heard his friend Roger, who had leaped in after Vic, nearly fly by. Vic grabbed his friend’s T-shirt before the stream could ferry him away. “Pretty soon we’re all clinging to the tree a half mile away from where the people were. We were there for about forty-five minutes, yelling for help.”


			Finally, a couple kayaking nearby heard the cries and came to assist. They had ropes in their boat and were able to pull the two men and the dog back to the riverbank. “When we got to where we’d started, there was Cassie,” says Vic. “I cried for joy when I saw her.” She had been rescued, too—by a high school kid, a swimmer, who happened to be at the river that day. He’d dived down and released the dog’s legs, which were indeed caught on some twisted limbs and rocks under the water. “She was standing there looking at me as if to say, Why did you go off swimming without me?” Vic recalls.


			Vic nearly collapsed in relief, seeing Cassie’s rapidly wagging tail. “My emotions poured out of me. I offered the boy a reward for his selfless act of heroism and the next school day called his school, in a neighboring town, to let them know what a fine thing he had done.”


			Witnesses told Vic that as soon as he’d been swept off his feet, Lincoln jumped in to chase him. “He may have been swimming behind me all along, then when he saw things got really bad, he lifted me up.” Vic wonders whether Lincoln was torn between whether to follow Vic or try to help his pal Cassie. “But he came after me. He saved my life.”
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					Lincoln the lifeguard, on the riverbank.


				


			The hero dog got plenty of attention once Vic’s story got out; a media frenzy followed, including special awards and a segment in an Animal Planet film reenacting the event. And in 2011, after Lincoln passed away, letters and emails flooded in to honor him, with words that Vic continues to cherish. From those notes: “Lincoln was a beautiful soul, a beautiful boy. In celebrating his life, we can all silently thank him for yours, too. He was a force of nature, and his strong and gentle spirit will endure.”


				

					Awards & Honors


					In 2010, Lincoln was elected to the Leonberger Club of America Hall of Fame as an “Outstanding Canine Good Citizen.”
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							A youthful Gimpy.


			


			California, U.S.A., 1995
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The Elephant Seal Who Battled Bullies


			The first thing I noticed was the smell. I had been scaling the rocks bordering a California beach in hopes of getting a good view, but here my eyes were secondary. The musky wet-dog-meets-fish-breath odor hit me like a wall. Elephant seals. I crouched down a respectful distance away, ignoring the stink and loving the scene: dozens of massive lumps of brownish-gray flesh strewn about in the sand like . . . well . . . beached whales.


			These loud, smelly pinnipeds—the marine mammal group that includes seals, sea lions, and walruses—must be some of the most gregarious and animated of sea creatures. During mating season, they form a colony that recalls a fraternity party. With females seeming to ignore them entirely, the males wave their large, floppy, trunklike snouts proudly in the air as they trumpet their dominance over the rest of the raucous herd. The biggest can weigh as much as 4,000 pounds and stretch to 14 feet, and they’ll attack or at least charge any competitors or interlopers in their midst. Females with young are also particularly ornery when strangers tread too near. (I was directed by a park ranger to stay well back.)
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						At the time of the attack, Gimpy outweighed each pup by 200 pounds.


					


				

			Fortunately for Hugh Ryono, the elephant seals that came after him one sunny day in 1995 were just a year old, nowhere near their adult size and attitude. Still, “they were teething and in the stage in which they fight to establish hierarchy,” Hugh recalls. “They had very effective canine teeth that, on unprotected human flesh, would cause serious puncture and rake wounds.” Hugh might have ended up torn and bloody that day. But he escaped unscathed because of an unlikely protector named Gimpy.


			Gimpy (hardly a hero’s name, but don’t let that fool you) was a young elephant seal who had come to the Marine Mammal Care Center at Fort MacArthur, in San Pedro, California, the year before with a head trauma that paralyzed her left side and caused partial blindness. The poor thing seemed unlikely to recover. She managed to heal somewhat, but the staff knew she’d never be able to survive in the wild again. As a volunteer at the center, Hugh spent a lot of time feeding the young seal and cleaning her pen, and he was pleasantly surprised that she showed him no aggression. In fact, he guessed she might even like having him around.


			Gimpy’s roommates were less cordial. On that potentially bloody day, Hugh had entered the seal pen alone to clean up after the half-dozen smaller but very rambunctious pups. He held a crowding board between himself and the seals in case they turned aggressive. But while moving around the wet, slick space, he slipped on a sardine and flopped to the ground, dropping his shield.


			He landed hard enough to see stars, and what happened next seemed to be in slow motion, he says. “Dazed, I looked up to see three angry seals approaching,” he wrote in his blog after the event. “Each seemed to be intent on trying out their new canines on me!” The yelping seals cruised right over his board, keeping him from grabbing it, and headed straight for him.
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						Elephant seal pups, though cute, can be very aggressive.


				


			Out of the corner of his eye, Hugh glimpsed another mass of blubber, a particularly big one, moving in. He assumed his attackers had fanned out and he’d be jumped from all sides. He knew he was in for a rough afternoon.


			But that 300 pounds of flesh to his right wasn’t in on the attack. It . . . she . . . was coming to Hugh’s rescue. It was Gimpy.


			Perhaps his head was still spinning from the fall, but, he says, “She looked almost angelic coming toward me.” Once she was beside him, he managed to get on hands and knees and crawl over her body, putting her between him and his attackers. The seal was unfazed by the physical contact. And when the feisty adolescents continued to bear down on them, she gave them a silent, openmouthed warning, head bobbing up and down, teeth prominently displayed, that ended the seals’ charge. Threatened by the bigger animal (she outweighed each by some 200 pounds), they began to back off, and Hugh was able to scramble for his board, ending his immediate danger.


			Hugh still had work to do, so rather than dwell on what had just happened, he brushed himself off, patted his rescuer on the back, and said, simply, “Thanks, Gimpy.” Later, he gave the seal an extra fish as a thank-you treat, thinking how it was hardly enough of a reward for such a great deed. Because of Gimpy, Hugh knew, he’d avoided a real mauling.
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						Gimpy gets a bath.


					


			

			Hugh’s experience, he says, made him look at the animals he worked with as true individuals. “They’re not just components of a herd or flock or pod. Each has its own personality and spirit.” 


			So why did Gimpy lumber to Hugh’s rescue that day, putting herself in front of an angry mob? “She wasn’t a fighter. She was essentially blind and had a distinct disadvantage in a fight.” So it wasn’t her nature to intervene. Her openmouthed threat “was all a facade,” says Hugh. “She’s a gentle giant!


			“But during her early struggles to survive,” Hugh says, “I used to be her lifeguard, helping her out of the pool.” (The seal’s early injuries had affected her coordination.) “She’d then lie there blowing bubbles and I’d have one-way conversations with her, talking about this and that, about things I couldn’t really discuss with anyone else.” Gimpy was a good listener; she never interrupted!


			“I think she got used to my voice,” he says. “So when she heard me yell as I slipped in the pen, she came to see if I was okay. To me, she became a real hero that day.”
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					Elephant Seal Milk


					Northern elephant seal pups grow extremely fast because moms’ milk is thick with pound-packing butterfat, sometimes as high as 55 percent. In comparison, cow milk and human milk contain about 4 percent butterfat.
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