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INTRODUCTION









For many of us, our dogs are our best friends, helping us through the hard times ('grief busters', as one bereaved woman described them), loving us unconditionally and willing to put their own lives on the line to protect us. Whether they are expensive pedigree dogs, they have been trained to carry out dangerous duties in a war zone, or they have been rescued from a miserable life on the streets, the bond that they have with their humans can be touchingly strong and characterised by a deep devotion and steadfast loyalty.




  The true stories in this book, drawn from a wide variety of different situations all around the world, all reflect these qualities in one way or another and clearly show the intelligence, compassion and selflessness inherent in dogs. The courageous canines featured here show their true colours through acts such as leaping into dangerous waters to rescue someone who is drowning, by knowing instinctively that there is a fellow creature in peril and getting help, by risking their life to lead firefighters through a burning building to their trapped loved ones – and through countless other heroic deeds done not for glory or gain, but simply because they are Wonder Dogs!













CHAPTER 1


 


TAKING THE PLUNGE










Some breeds of dog, such as Labradors and golden retrievers, are natural-born swimmers, while others – such as bulldogs, boxers, greyhounds and Dobermann pinschers – are distinctly not!




  As the selection of stories in this section on water rescues shows, however, it's not its degree of affinity for water that determines whether a dog will risk its life to save a drowning person – or even drowning animals – it's the instinctive drive that many dogs seem to possess to help other creatures in distress.




  Although many of the stories here feature Labradors, retrievers and other breeds that are comfortable in water, others are about loyal pets of indiscriminate breed who are determined, whatever the cost to themselves, to save their owners from danger.







WHIZZ


 


Measuring more than six feet tall when standing on his hind legs, Whizz the heroic Newfoundland left giant shoes to fill when he passed away in 2016 after a lifetime spent working in water rescue, as well as enriching the lives of sick children and adults…
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After a frantic but fruitless search of the area after one of her red setters, Topper, went missing on a walk, Charlotte Burroughs was lucky enough to bump into David Pugh and his Newfoundland, Whizz. When she asked David if he'd seen Topper along the way, Whizz took off without hesitation for the local water treatment plant, where Topper was floundering around in the water, unable to get out and in grave danger of drowning. Whizz dragged him out, to Charlotte's eternal gratitude.




  But this was by no means Whizz's first rescue. Over the course of a decade, the 12-stone hero – a true gentle giant – had rescued nine people from drowning as he patrolled the Bristol Channel and the River Severn with the Royal Navy Rescue, the Severn Area Rescue Association and Marine Volunteer Service. Among those he saved were two small girls who got into trouble in their inflatable dinghy on the Welsh coast and a woman who suffered an asthma attack whilst swimming in the Bristol Channel. He also worked as a therapy dog, visiting the sick and elderly as well as injured servicemen and women. 


  Whizz was awarded the PDSA Order of Merit – the animal equivalent of an OBE – for outstanding devotion to duty in March 2016. 




  Sadly he passed away at the age of 12 just before receiving the award, which was presented posthumously, and received on his behalf by Whizz's cousin Tizz and owner David Pugh, who said:




 



I am bursting with pride for Whizz. He was a dog in a million and I am truly heartbroken that he isn't here to receive his medal. Whizz loved working and had an extraordinary talent. Not only was he strong and gentle, he was also so emotionally intuitive. This made him the perfect rescue and therapy dog and a beloved companion to the hundreds of sick children and adults he met along the way.












HARLEY




 


A sharp-eyed, kind-hearted Goldendoodle came to the rescue after spotting a fawn struggling in deep water far from the shore…
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Harley had a heart of gold. As a certified therapy dog, the golden retriever–poodle mix visited elderly people in care homes and sat with children as they read at the local library. So Ralph Dorn, of Culpeper, Virginia, USA, wasn't completely surprised one June evening in 2021 when he saw his beloved Harley guiding a tiny fawn back to safety from the middle of a large lake behind his property, paddling side by side with it all the way to the shore.


  'Not sure how the fawn got out there, but Harley obviously didn't ask why, he just jumped into action,' said Ralph, who pulled the exhausted youngster up the steep bank to safety when the pair reached land. 




  The six-year-old Goldendoodle continued to show concern for the young animal once it was on the grass, gently licking its delicate little body. The fawn's mother was standing on the nearby lawn, but she waited until Ralph and his dog had gone into the house before walking over to her baby, and then disappeared with it in the gathering dusk.




  The next morning, strangely, the fawn and its mother reappeared while Ralph and his wife were having breakfast. 


  'Harley got restless running from window to window,' said Ralph. 'I opened the front door and we could hear the fawn bleating.'




  Harley immediately ran outside and headed towards a clump of trees where he found the fawn and its mother. 'The little one stopped bleating, tail wagging, they touched noses [and] sniffed each other, and Harley came calmly back to the house with me,' said Ralph.




  Then, perhaps with the contentment that comes from having given due thanks, the fawn settled down to rest. By the end of the day, the mother and her baby were gone again, this time for good.




  'He has always been like that with children and animals,' said Ralph, whose four grandchildren Harley adores. 'He loves them all.'











SWANSEA JACK


 


The black Labrador retriever dubbed 'Swansea Jack' made as many as 27 watery rescues during his short life in the 1930s…
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Jack lived with his owner William Thomas at Padley Yard, Wales, on the western bank of the River Tawe, an area that was made derelict after Swansea's shipping industry shifted to the eastern side of the river. 




  In 1931, aged just one, the Labrador retriever made his first heroic rescue when a 12-year-old boy who was playing on the wharf fell into the water. As a puppy Jack had always been frightened of deep water (perhaps that would explain why he was so watchful of humans in the river), but as soon as he saw that the boy was in trouble he jumped in and dragged him back to the shallows, where the boy struggled ashore. Despite his timely action, Jack's bravery was not reported at the time.




  Several weeks later, Jack performed a second successful rescue by saving a flagging swimmer from the nearby waters of North Dock. This time his actions attracted a small crowd, and his photo and an account of the rescue were printed in the local newspaper. He was awarded a silver collar by the city council for his efforts, and sprang to fame as a local hero.




  By the age of five, Jack had made so many rescues that he was featured in the national newspapers. He won numerous accolades for his service to humans, including two bronze stars from the National Canine Defence League, the 'Bravest Dog of the Year' award from both The Star newspaper and the Daily Mirror in 1936, and the 'Bravest Dog' category at Crufts. He was even presented with a silver cup by the Lord Mayor of London when he was taken on a nationwide tour. Later, Jack also helped to raise substantial amounts of money for charitable causes when his owner permitted the famous and wealthy to be photographed with him.




  Sadly, on 2 October 1937, aged just seven, Jack died after accidentally eating rat poison. A memorial to this charismatic and courageous canine was erected near to his favourite swimming spot on the promenade in Swansea, near St Helen's Rugby Ground. It can still be visited today.












MAGGIE




 


A dramatic river rescue was just one of the ways in which Maggie the golden retriever displayed the amazing bond she had with the little girl who had given her a loving new home…
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There was no question in two-year-old Taylor Morgan's mind as to which dog she and her family would rescue the day they went to the local animal shelter. The toddler went straight over to a golden retriever sitting quietly in her cage and said to her, 'Hello Maggie, we are taking you home.'




  In return, Maggie would go on to save Taylor's life twice in ways that showed the strength of the incredible bond that had developed between dog and child.




  On the first occasion, the usually calm and quiet dog burst into the house through the screen door barking frantically, and when Taylor's parents rushed out into the back garden to find out what had upset the dog, they discovered that Taylor had been stung on the neck by a bee and was having a severe allergic reaction, causing her to have difficulty breathing.




  The second rescue came two years later, in the form of a dramatic dive into the Lewis River in the family's home state of Washington, USA, after Taylor slipped and fell into the raging torrent that the river had become following heavy rain. As soon as Taylor, then six years old, fell in, Maggie had darted down the bank and leapt into the river ahead of Taylor, who was by now underwater. The next thing Taylor's frantic parents saw was Maggie emerging from under the water with Taylor gripped in her teeth by her jacket. The pair were swept another hundred yards downriver before Maggie was able to drag the child to the bank. Tom, Taylor's father, then grabbed her jacket, and between him and Maggie they dragged her onto the grass and safety.




  'Even though they went under a few times she didn't let go once. If it hadn't been for Maggie, we would have lost our daughter,' said a grateful Tom.




  Taylor explained the river rescue by simply saying, 'Maggie loves me.'




  Sergeant Michael Brodie, the policeman who dealt with the incident, said, 'I have never heard of a dog jumping into a river to save a child before. The family is very lucky to own a dog with this degree of devotion. When I took the report at the family's home, the dog sat there looking back and forth between me and Taylor and I could sense something extremely unusual between them.'




  Tom said, 'We have always known there was an unusual bond between them. When Taylor was younger and first walking, Maggie would move toys out of her path and always sleeps just outside her bedroom door as if on guard.' 


  Sadly, Maggie was diagnosed with an aggressive form of cancer that would take her life a few months after the second rescue – but not before she received a nomination by the police department for a Commendation of Bravery for her courageous and dramatic river rescue of the little girl who was the love of her life.











BILBO


 


Bilbo was a 14-stone chocolate brown Newfoundland who lived with his owner near Land's End in Cornwall, UK. What started out as a natural love for the water resulted in Bilbo becoming the world's first qualified surf lifeguard dog, credited with saving several lives…
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Bilbo's owner, Steve Jamieson (known as Jmo), was the head lifeguard at Sennen Cove, a beach near their home. When Bilbo first came to live with him, Jmo understood the famous Newfoundland reputation for an affinity with water. Bilbo absolutely loved the water, and when he went to the beach with Jmo he enjoyed playing in the waves and swimming with the lifeguards.




  After a while, Jmo realised that Bilbo could be a useful addition to the lifeguarding team at Sennen Cove and decided to train him to help out. Bilbo had to be put through the same swimming and fitness tests as the other lifeguards and learn how to swim in all types of sea conditions. He was soon swimming with skill and confidence and became a fully fledged member of the team – the world's first fully qualified surf lifeguard dog. But Jmo had also come up with a unique way of using Bilbo to help get the safety message across to beachgoers:




 



We [the lifeguards] were then employed by the local council who had spent thousands of pounds producing sea safety signs advising the public about beach safety, the flag system and so on. Hardly anyone took any notice of these signs. I had an idea to have a coat made for Bilbo in red and yellow – the same colour as the flags we want bathers to swim between. It would also have the message 'swim between the flags' on it. When Bilbo went on patrol he would wear his coat, becoming an instant success with the public.




 


As dogs are not allowed on the beach in the summer, Bilbo was driven around on the back of a quad bike across the beach, watching for bathers in trouble. The quad stopped at intervals so that everyone could meet Bilbo and read the message on his lifejacket. The lifeguards also patrolled on a motorised rescue ski; Bilbo rode on the sled at the back, from which he could leap off into the sea to assist struggling swimmers and tow them back to safety. Jmo organised regular demonstrations where Bilbo simulated rescues to illustrate the dangers of swimming in strong currents. 


 


We trained Bilbo to recognise when someone was in trouble in the sea, waving and shouting for help. Bilbo wears a harness under his coat onto which we would clip a buoyancy aid. He would, on locating the 'casualty', swim out through the surf, towing the tube behind him. He would then swim around the casualty, drawing the float close to them. When he felt their weight clutching the tube he would turn and tow them ashore.


 


Perhaps Bilbo's distinguishing skill, though, was his ability to warn people of imminent danger in the water. One woman had changed into her swimming things in a remote cove and was heading into the water. Jmo advised her against going in, explaining that the currents had recently shifted and were extremely dangerous, but she ignored him and headed towards the water anyway.




  Jmo described what happened next: 'Without any prompting whatsoever, Bilbo sensed that she was going to get into the sea, and he simply took off spontaneously and ran back down the cliff path towards the woman on the beach, placing himself between her and the sea, actually standing on her feet. She shouted to me to call the dog off, but Bilbo would not move. However, the woman pushed past Bilbo, whereupon he raced into the surf to block her way. Only then did she realise how strong the current was, as she saw what a difficult time Bilbo was having in the powerful waves, so she did not go in.'




  Bilbo's intuition and perseverance had prevented the woman from getting into trouble and being swept away by the strong currents surrounding the cove that day. His bravery did not go unrecognised and the local and national press ran coverage of the story – Bilbo even appeared on national television.




  Alongside his regular lifeguarding duties, Bilbo toured schools with Jmo, teaching children about beach safety and making sure they remembered to 'swim between the flags'. He became something of a celebrity and received fan mail and presents from people all over the world. With over 250,000 people visiting Sennen's mile-long beach every year, Bilbo certainly had an important task on his hands in educating the beachgoers – and he seemed to manage to put a smile on everyone's face while doing it! 


  Sadly, in May 2015 Bilbo passed away. Jmo posted on Facebook: 'Just to let you know that my lovely, lovely Bilbo/Best Friend/Saviour, slipped his moorings late this afternoon and has sailed off without me. R.I.P Bilbo, Gwynver supreme 2003–2015.'
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WHAT MADE BILBO A GOOD SURF LIVEGUARD DOG?


 


Bilbo was a Newfoundland, a dog breed originating in Newfoundland in Canada that is perfectly adapted to cope with the water. They have a double coat: oily and waterproof on top, and fine-haired underneath for warmth and insulation. Their long, powerful legs give them extra swimming strength and their large, webbed paws act like paddles. With a broad, strong tail that acts as a rudder, ears that stick flat to the head when in the water to prevent liquid getting in, and a large lung capacity that gives them increased endurance, these dogs are excellent candidates for lifeguard training and have been credited with many rescues.


















YARON


 


Guide dog Yaron astonished everyone one summer by acting above and beyond his guide dog duties to rescue a little girl from danger…
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Jon Hastie was on holiday with his brother, his brother's wife and their two young daughters on the Isles of Scilly, UK. Yaron, Jon's black Labrador–golden retriever cross, came along to fulfil his usual duties of safely guiding his blind owner.




  The family were spending the afternoon at the beach when Jon's niece Charlotte, aged seven, fell off her bodyboard into the sea. She quickly started to drift out of her depth and, despite the fact that she was wearing a life jacket, became increasingly distressed. She tried to grab hold of her bodyboard and get back on, but in her panic she splashed around, which pushed the board further away. Jon recounted what happened next:




 



Yaron saw that Charlotte was distressed and jumped into the sea. He swam out to Charlotte and began to circle around her, so that she could grab hold of his collar, before swimming back to shore. Charlotte's dad helped to bring them both safely back to the shore and neither were hurt, just a bit soggy!




 


Yaron's brave and intelligent reaction had prevented the situation from becoming far more serious; he had understood the situation quickly and taken it upon himself to help the distressed girl. After the terrifying ordeal, Charlotte realised the important role Yaron had played in her rescue. Jon described how the little girl expressed her gratitude:




 



Charlotte was over the moon with Yaron, telling anyone and everyone that he had saved her life. This isn't what a guide dog is trained to do but Yaron went beyond the call of duty and is certainly a winner to me and my family.




 


Yaron was named Beyond the Call of Duty Guide Dog of the Year 2008 as part of the prestigious Guide Dog of the Year Awards. The award was presented by television presenter Peter Purves. Vicky Bell, a spokesperson for the Guide Dogs for the Blind Association, commented, 'It is fantastic that Yaron's bravery has been recognised and we are able to celebrate his amazing achievement.'









ECHO


 


Echo proved to be an invaluable canoeing companion to her owner on a five-day trip that almost ended in disaster…
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As a keen but inexperienced adventurer, Tish Smith of Manitoulin Island, Canada, planned a canoe trip on Lake Huron, the second largest of the North American Great Lakes and the third largest freshwater lake in the world. Echo, her German shepherd–collie mix pet dog, had always seemed at home in the great outdoors and especially loved to swim, so Tish brought her along for company, thinking she would enjoy the trip. They were to spend five days crossing the water, taking in some astonishingly beautiful waterscapes, distant rugged shorelines and dramatic skies. But at 6 a.m. on the final day their lake adventure took a turn for the worse.




  Although it was summer, a huge storm suddenly engulfed the area, creating enormous waves that lashed their canoe. Tish tried to put a lifejacket on Echo, but Echo would not cooperate, instead nuzzling up to Tish. Tish spoke constantly to Echo while fighting for hours to keep the canoe upright, but it was eventually capsized by an enormous wave, catapulting them both into the freezing water. They thrashed helplessly in the raging waves as their canoe and everything on board disappeared into the storm. 




  The pair remained in the water for the next 12 hours, during which time Echo never left her owner's side, providing reassurance to Tish and also helping to keep her warm. 'It was shocking how cold it was for July,' Tish later said. 'We swam around for hours. I thought we'd be OK, but it was so cold.'




  Although Tish was a qualified nurse, she was so worried about Echo not wearing a lifejacket that she failed to notice the onset of severe hypothermia in her own body. Suddenly she felt a warm and happy sensation rush over her, as she slipped into unconsciousness.




  Luckily, Tish's canoe was discovered and the OPP Marine Search and Rescue Team and the Canadian Air Force Search and Rescue Team from Trenton were called out. Although an initial search found nothing, a crew on an aerial sweep over the area spotted Echo swimming in circles around Tish's floating body. 




  By the time the pair were found, they had drifted within striking distance of land. A dog's instinct in this situation would have been to swim to the safety of the shore but, in spite of this, Echo remained by Tish's side. Echo's dense coat stopped her own body temperature from dropping to dangerous levels, and the heat she had passed on to Tish slowed the progress of her hypothermia. They were pulled from the water by paramedics and taken to hospital, where Tish made a full recovery.




  By refusing to leave Tish, Echo had saved her life twice over – by keeping her core temperature above the survival point and by attracting the attention of rescuers who may not otherwise have spotted Tish in the water. 'Without Echo... there wouldn't have been a rescue,' said Tish, who learned a valuable lesson that day not to underestimate the potential dangers of the great outdoors.











TANG


 


A Newfoundland called Tang saved 92 people on board a sinking ship off the coast of the region in Canada after which his breed was named…
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When a ship crashed into rocks off the coast of Newfoundland, Canada, in the winter of 1919, it took the might of the ship's dog, Tang, to rescue the people on board the doomed ship. One of the crew of the Ethie had died trying to swim to shore with one of the ship's ropes, so the captain turned to Tang as his final hope for saving the day. 


  The dog was able to do what the sailor had died trying to do – swim to shore with the rope in his teeth while the powerful waves crashed around him and pulled him back out. When he eventually managed to reach land, people who had been watching from the shore took the rope from his mouth, tied it up and used it to bring everyone left on the sinking ship – all 92 of them – to safety.




  Tang was awarded a medal for his bravery by Lloyds of London, famous as an insurer of ships, and the heroic Newfoundland wore it for the rest of his life.
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THE FIRST WATER RESCUE DOG


 


One of the earliest references to water rescue dogs is an ancient seafaring tale about a spectacular rescue of a drowning sailor by a Newfoundland dog, who pulled the man back onto the boat after he had been swept off the deck during a storm. 


  The story was the inspiration behind the founding of the Italian School of Rescue Dogs (Scuola Italiana Cani Salvataggio, SICS) in 1989 by Ferruccio Pilenga, together with his Newfoundland dog called Mas. Today it is the largest national organisation dedicated to the training of dogs and their handlers for water rescue. Any breed of dog can undergo training here, though it must weigh more than 30 kilograms and be confident in the water. 
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