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—Dava Guerin

For Emily Brennan Ferris and Kieran Mandela Ferris, who make me proud every day.

—Kevin Ferris
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FOREWORD

Former First Lady Barbara Bush

For many of us, coming home to or cuddling with a beloved pet is one of life’s great joys. No matter how your day has gone, the unbridled excitement of your pet when you walk in the door really can make your problems seem a little less grim.

Now, imagine for a moment the power of that same bond between our military veterans and their pets. For years we’ve all heard stories of how that relationship not only changes but saves lives. Their pets can make dark days brighter, the helpless feel helpful, the lonely feel loved.

It was a love story begging to be told.

Now, thanks to my good friend and author Dava Guerin and her coauthor Kevin Ferris, we no longer have to imagine a thing. Vets and Pets shares with all of us fourteen amazing love stories. And no, they aren’t all about dogs. There are horses, cats, birds, and even potbelly pigs. (Note: We Bushes have always been dog people, so I am not sure what it means to come home to a cat, or a parrot, or even a snake. But a pet is a pet, even if the rest of us may not get it. Don’t let anyone judge you!)

These stories will make you laugh and, of course, cry—and if you don’t have one, they will make you desperately wish for a pet. I especially love the stories where the vet and the pet actually rescued each other.

Reading this book filled my heart with gratitude: for all our veterans who sacrificed so much making our world a safer place; for all the organizations whose mission it is to connect veterans with a pet who will bring joy back into their lives; for animal rescue groups that try to find and take care of the animals who have been abandoned and abused; and of course for all our four-legged (and even two-legged) friends, without whom life would be a lot less interesting.

So enjoy this wonderful book, hopefully while hugging a pet. (Mini-Me and Bibi read every page with me.) And don’t forget to give thanks every single day for the men and women of our military—past, present, and future. We love and appreciate you.

—Barbara Bush

November 22, 2016


FOREWORD

Animal Planet Host Andrea Arden

I am one of those very fortunate people to have created a career that revolves around animals, and I have my father to thank for this. A veteran of World War II, he struggled with many illnesses and relied on a team of caregivers and our family for support—one of the most important being his constant canine companion, Chippy. Their leisurely walks and afternoon naps were part of my father’s daily routine. When he referred to his dog as his “number one son,” my brothers and I would feign jealousy in a successful effort to get a big bear hug and reassurance about how much he loved us as well. Even as children, we recognized how important Chippy, and all of our animals, were to our father. This was my introduction to the healing power of our relationships with animals, something I developed an even greater understanding of and appreciation for as I moved into adulthood. This has culminated in the honor of serving on the Board of Directors of Pets for Patriots.

There are few better examples of the benefits of our relationships with animals than their role in the lives of veterans. Our veterans have been generous in their service, and here you will find they are equally generous in the telling of their stories.

Vets and Pets offers insight into and raises awareness about some of the challenges veterans face, how animals help them heal, and how we can all do more to help all around. Veterans provide an invaluable service and sacrifice. We must move obstacles out of the way for them to experience the joyful journey of friendship and love companion animals provide, and in some cases the assistance of a service animal specially trained to perform tasks.

Modern science has taught us that animals don’t just fill our hearts, they also have the potential to make our hearts and minds healthier. An animal needn’t be a certified therapy or service animal to lower anxiety and blood pressure. Studies show a link between animal companions and improved cardiovascular health, lower blood pressure, and easing tension in stressful situations. Spending time with animals can also increase levels of serotonin and dopamine, neurochemicals that play a vital role in overall well-being.

Animals are known to benefit people in countless ways including increasing mobility, promoting independence, mitigating emotional distress, and preventing loneliness and isolation by encouraging positive social interactions. Who doesn’t love to talk about their animals? The strong inclination of animals to secure social bonds helps countless people experience greater joy in their lives and provides much-needed support to navigate through challenging life experiences.

One of the many ways we can support our troops is by supporting efforts to provide for their needs when they return home. In some cases, the companionship of an adopted animal or the support of a highly trained service animal can have a life-altering effect. Nonprofit organizations tasked with training and placing service animals, as well as those, like Pets for Patriots, that facilitate adoptions of companion animals, depend on validation of what most anyone that has shared their life with an animal can tell you: animals make a major difference.

Animals know so little of our worries and stresses, yet they offer so much of what we need in order to overcome emotional and physical challenges. They share in our joys, and when it hurts they make it better. Their friendship is truly priceless. When what you need and want is a friend to just sit with you or to go for a quiet walk, and when it might be hard to ask for help from a person, our animals are there and eager to assist. Sharing our lives with animals makes life better; they sprinkle joy into every day, and they offer an invitation for us to be needed in ways we are eager and able to fulfill.

Vets and Pets is a celebration of veterans, of the animals that are helping them heal, and of the people who have created nonprofit organizations to help assist veterans in the process of adoption.

Thank you to our veterans. Thank you to Dava Guerin and Kevin Ferris for this compilation of compelling stories created in an effort to raise awareness about the many benefits of encouraging and facilitating animal adoptions for members of the military community. Thank you to all of the people who work to make a difference for our veterans and for animals. And thank you to the animals for making all of our lives better.

—Andrea Arden


INTRODUCTION

“If there are no dogs in Heaven, then when I die I want to go where they went.”

—Will Rogers

Americans love their pets. Dogs, cats, guinea pigs, bunnies, birds, horses, hamsters, and so many others share our lives in the best and worst of times. They are our comfort and faithful companions. According to the ASPCA, there are more than seventy million dogs living in households across the United States and nearly thirty-seven million cats, not to mention millions of other animal species. And pet owners spend more than $60 billion annually on their furry companions. We love them that much!

Vets and Pets showcases the bonds between veterans and their dogs, cats, horses, pigs, and even birds of prey, and how these special relationships promote healing and emotional well-being. These are touching stories of love, loss, hope, humor, and connection between veterans of all ages, genders, and races and their beloved pets. The veterans in Vets and Pets face multiple physical and emotional challenges, and some of their companion animals have also suffered abuse and abandonment. Other pets have simply benefited from a loving relationship with their veterans, while certified service dogs have been specially trained to use their innate skills to help disabled veterans manage their daily lives. It is not an understatement to say that these loving relationships have saved countless veterans’ lives.

We hope that these inspiring, emotional, and entertaining stories not only showcase the bonds between veterans and their service and companion animals but also the unique relationships that have enabled them to heal and even thrive. These amazing animals are helping veterans return to the civilian world and live independently, and they are bringing joy back into vets’ lives.

As with all pets, service and companion animals, too, have their humorous side. When they are not on duty, they can transform from serious workers into playful pups. The book explores some of the lighthearted moments between veterans and their pets and some of the unexpected escapades they experience in their new lives together.

There is no end to the creativity, dedication, and passion generated by people striving to improve the lives of our veterans. When it comes to pairing pets and vets, these dedicated advocates have found a unique way to bring humans and animals together in an unbreakable bond.


ONE

ANIMALS AND VETERANS IN AMERICA: THEIR ENDURING BONDS AND HEALING POWERS

“I think dogs are the most amazing creatures; they give unconditional love. For me, they are the role model for being alive. For our nation’s disabled veterans, they are also their lifeline.”

—Gilda Radner

Animals have always been an important part of our lives. Dog breeds were portrayed in prehistoric paintings in caves throughout Rome and Greece. They were written about extensively by ancient authors, extolling their value as protectors and companions. Dogs have gone into battle, served as guards and companions, kept herds together, hunted game, and worked side by side with man as part of one of the most collaborative, enduring, and emotional relationships on the planet.

Virgil said of the power and influence of dogs: “Never with them on guard need you fear for your stalls a midnight thief, or onslaught of wolves, or Iberian brigands at your back.” His fellow Roman, Cato, (ca. 160 BC) was the first known to write extensively about dogs and agriculture. “Dogs must be kept as a matter of course, for no farm is safe without them,” he wrote in De Agri Cultura.

Centuries later, the father of a new nation, and the first president of the United States, George Washington, would adopt this sage advice.

George Washington had a very deep affection for dogs. He owned many throughout his lifetime, including spaniels, terriers, foxhounds, and a newfoundland. He understood the bond between master and pet, as illustrated by one wartime incident.

It happened during the Battle of Germantown, when American forces were trying to contain British General William Howe’s troops, which had occupied Philadelphia. The fight was “not going well for the Americans,” wrote Dr. Stanley Coren, professor emeritus in the Department of Psychology at the University of British Columbia and an expert on canine psychology, in a 2009 article in Psychology Today. “Washington was encamped at Pennibecker’s Mill,” Dr. Coren wrote. “On October, 9, 1777, a little terrier was seen wandering the area between the American and British lines. It turns out that General Howe’s little terrier had somehow gotten loose and had become lost on the battlefield. The dog was identified from its collar and brought to Washington. His officers suggested he might want to keep the dog as a sort of trophy, which might weaken the morale of the British general. Instead, he took the dog to his tent, fed him, and had him brushed and cleaned. Then, to the surprise of everyone, Washington ordered a cease fire. The shooting stopped and soldiers on both sides watched as one of Washington’s aides formally returned a little dog to the British commander under a flag of truce.”

Future presidents would share Washington’s understanding of the value of these faithful companions. “You want a friend in Washington? Get a dog,” Harry S. Truman once said.

The remarkable traits that everyone from ancient writers to modern-day presidents observed firsthand are witnessed in our lives today. Dogs are not only beloved pets and family members but are also involved in police work, military missions, farming, ranching, search and rescue, service, and therapy.

Service dogs in America were first used to aid the blind in the 1920s through the Seeing Eye, Inc. program. Since then they have evolved to tackle more complex tasks for people, including those suffering from diabetes, hearing loss, seizures, and many mobility issues. The training for service animals has also evolved, and organizations such as Canine Companions for Independence have helped set rigorous guidelines. Those efforts, coupled with federal legislation that prohibited housing discrimination against people with disabilities and gave them the right to have service dogs accompany them in public, as well as the Americans with Disabilities Act, signed into law by President George H. W. Bush in 1990, have secured the place of service dogs in the lives of anyone in need of their remarkable talents. Companion and therapy animals, too, have a tremendous impact on people. While not licensed service animals, these companion dogs, cats, horses, parrots, owls, hawks, eagles, and even potbelly pigs still play a vital role in the lives of disabled veterans, even giving some the motivation to wake up each and every day.

The US Department of Defense estimates that more than three hundred thousand veterans have been injured during the War of Terror in Iraq and Afghanistan, experiencing physical wounds as well as the devastating symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and traumatic brain injury (TBI). Add to those numbers the wounded and disabled from Vietnam, Korea, and World War II. For some of them, day-to-day living is still a challenge. No matter how many years go by, veterans can continue to relive the traumas of war and struggle to assimilate into civilian life. Some overcome these obstacles. Others, sadly, are not so fortunate.

Many veterans have caring professionals and dedicated family members to help in their recovery. And more and more, some very special nonhuman beings have barked, chirped, meowed, or whinnied their way into the hearts of these American patriots.

Service dogs have been specially selected and trained to help the wounded warrior adjust to civilian life and regain physical and emotional independence. Service dogs are trained to perform physical tasks a disabled veteran cannot do on his or her own and can assist with other chores. For instance, a Canine Companions for Independence assistance dog may pull a manual wheelchair, retrieve dropped items or prostheses, alert a hard-of-hearing handler to a sound in the environment, or turn on a light. Other assistance dogs can be trained to help people with psychological disabilities, including sensing or interrupting a panic attack or finding a safe egress for someone who needs to leave a stressful environment.

Companion and therapy dogs do not have legal service status but still play a vital role in veterans’ lives, relieving stress, combatting loneliness and isolation, and providing unconditional love and support. These animals have been around since World War II, when they visited wounded service members in hospitals. That tradition continues today in VA facilities across the country. Their mere presence can lighten up even a warfighter’s darkest days.

Quantifying the tremendous positive effect of animals on veterans with disabilities is no easy task, but the Department of Veterans Affairs and some nonprofit organizations are trying to do exactly that. The US Congress mandated that the VA study the efficacy of service dogs and veterans suffering from PTSD and other emotional issues in 2010. The initial VA study was curtailed after a year, but a new three-year study, with Canine Companions for Independence as a research partner, began in 2015. That effort enlisted 220 veterans with PTSD from Atlanta, Iowa City, and Portland, Oregon, in an attempt to answer the question, “Can service dogs and other animals improve the quality of life for veterans diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder?”

Many veterans with service dogs and companion animals can already answer the question for themselves. But research data could help make the animals more widely available, with the blessing of government agencies that care for veterans.

The VA currently does not pay for service dogs for veterans with PTSD, but they do for many with physical injuries. To obtain service dogs, the VA evaluates veterans’ needs, reviews their cases, and makes a determination if they qualify. If they do, the VA refers the veterans to accredited agencies where they can obtain a certified service dog. There is no cost for the dog or its training, but the veteran does have to pay for the dog’s food, grooming, board, and other costs associated with owning a service dog. Veterans who are not approved by the VA for service dogs still can secure them but often must rely on donations to purchase and train the animals, which can cost $20,000 or more. Fortunately, there are many nonprofit organizations and generous individuals willing to help or provide the dog free of charge.

For disabled veterans, service dogs must be specifically trained to mitigate the veterans’ disabilities, essentially performing tasks the veterans cannot do. For example, someone who uses a wheelchair might rely on his or her dog to open doors or pick up objects, while a person who uses prosthetic legs might need a dog’s physical assistance to steady him or her while walking. Once veterans and their service dogs are connected, owners can register their dogs and receive identification cards, vests, and other materials that help them understand what their dogs need in order to perform as a certified service dog, though this is not required by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). However, it may benefit veterans to have their dogs identified by wearing vests to alert a passerby that the animal is working and should not be petted when out in public. While the registration of service animals is not mandated by the ADA, they, like all dogs, are subject to the same state and local vaccination and licensing rules.

Individuals with a disability are entitled, thanks to the ADA, to a service dog that can help them live their lives normally. The ADA allows them to bring their service dogs with them to most places that the public is permitted, including restaurants, hotels, housing complexes, and even aboard airplanes. They can also accompany their owners if they are hospitalized or even riding in an ambulance. The important distinction is that the dogs are trained to be working animals; they are not pets.

While a certified service dog may take as much as two years to train, companion animals are more readily available. Though not trained to perform specific tasks, these animals come in all shapes and sizes and give veterans unconditional love and support. They also help relieve anxiety, as well as mitigate panic attacks, the symptoms of PTSD, and more. Since some companions come from the many animal shelters that pair vets and pets, the newly formed teams share one thing in common—a new lease on life. The veteran now has help overcoming emotional obstacles, and the animal is saved from loneliness or worse.

Beth Zimmerman, founder and executive director of the nonprofit organization Pets for Patriots, has seen firsthand the power of the animal-human bond. “I started Pets for Patriots because I felt a calling,” said Zimmerman. “I had the realization that there are two populations with complementary needs; I wanted to find ways to overcome the obstacles of bringing them together. Across our country are veterans who need a new pet friend in their lives, for any number of reasons, and there are millions of animals who are overlooked, undervalued, and facing death if not adopted. We officially launched Pets for Patriots in 2010, and we now have 260 shelter/rescue partners across the country, with more joining every week.”

Pets for Patriots has helped more than a thousand veterans adopt a loving best friend and has placed an equal number of the most overlooked shelter animals into good homes. The organization also maintains a small veterinary fund to help with unexpected medical costs and assists veterans experiencing temporary financial hardship so they aren’t forced into returning their pets to a shelter.

Zimmerman believes every American can contribute. “All of us have a commitment to provide the best possible care to the men and women who serve our nation,” she said. “While the slogan ‘Support Our Troops’ is a great bumper sticker, we need to ask ourselves, ‘What am I doing to make this a reality?’ This includes supporting innovative organizations with demonstrable success, like ours and others, that have found efficient, effective, and meaningful ways to make life for our veterans better. We owe our veterans more than they ask for and certainly more than they get.”

While dogs get a lion’s share of attention as companion and service animals, they are not the only species making a difference.

Cats, just like dogs and other domesticated animals, love us unconditionally, and that can be especially true of those that were abandoned and abused. Cats also have very distinct and endearing personalities. Some are intelligent and independent, while others are in need of companionship. Regardless of their individual characteristics, each deserves someone to love them and provide food, water, and shelter. Sadly, for many that is only a pipe dream.

Another way to contribute came from Buzz Miller, a retired Philadelphia attorney who wanted to help veterans find safe and loving foster homes for their pets while they were deployed. Most people don’t realize the strain on animals when their owners are overseas for long periods of time. So, in 2011, Buzz founded a nonprofit organization called PACT, which stands for People, Animals, Companions Together. PACT has more than two hundred volunteer families in Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware, with a network of foster services in twenty-three states. Hundreds of families take care of all kinds of animals, including, dogs, cats, horses, and others in need of a temporary home. PACT takes great pains to match pets with foster families, including an extensive prescreening process. Buzz also provides all foster families with the items needed to care for pets and facilitates communication between the veteran and foster family so that both are comfortable with the arrangement. Many dedicated professionals, including animal trainers and veterinarians, volunteer for PACT.

The nonprofit organization Canine Warrior Connection, founded by Rick Yount, a licensed social worker who lives in Boyds, Maryland, uses a novel approach to train dogs for veterans with disabilities: enlisting postdeployment wounded warriors who are facing their own emotional and physical challenges to train the dogs. By using what they refer to as a mission-based trauma recovery model, the warrior trainers work with the dogs from the time they are puppies through adulthood. Then, after the rigorous program is completed, they deliver certified service dogs to their fellow veterans with disabilities. Rick’s work was so impressive that he was asked to establish the Warrior Dog Training Program at Walter Reed’s Army Transition Brigade and was invited to be part of the PTSD and TBI program at the National Intrepid Center of Excellence in Bethesda, Maryland. In 2011, Warrior Canine Connection was formally created to provide services and research to the VA and the Department of Defense related to wounded warriors with PTSD and TBI and how training service dogs helps mitigate those symptoms.

Buzz, Beth, and Rick, and others, have dedicated their lives to finding innovative ways to make a difference. They steadfastly believe that no animal or wounded warrior should ever be left behind or underestimated.

Like dogs, parrots and other exotic pets are often abandoned by their owners. They become too large, too old, too expensive, or just too much trouble. One innovative exotic bird rescue is addressing that problem.

The West Los Angeles campus of the Department of Veterans Affairs has a program called Feathered Friends, in partnership with Serenity Park/Parrot CARE, a nonprofit founded by Dr. Lorin Lindner. The program is part of the long-range VA study of the efficacy of service and companion animals on veterans with PTSD.

At Serenity Park, wounded veterans care for abandoned parrots each and every day in large outdoor habitats as if they were their own pets. In addition to the regular interaction, the birds get fresh food daily, including their favorites—eucalyptus, fruits, vegetables, seeds, and nuts.

“Parrots have been popular companions throughout history because they are intelligent, charismatic, colorful and musical,” according to National Geographic. “The male African gray parrot is the most accomplished user of human speech in the animal world; this rain forest-dweller is an uncanny mimic.”

It is no surprise, then, that these bright, lovable birds offer support and companionship to those who need them.

Surprisingly, rescue and care for wounded birds of prey also provides veterans a haven to enjoy nature and relieve stress. At Avian Veteran Alliance in Largo, Florida, army veteran Patrick Bradley, an expert in raptors and many other animal species, started a program that pairs veterans with birds of prey, including red tail hawks, owls, and eagles. Over the past four years, more than two thousand veterans have been able to put a bird on their arm and go for a walk. The connections formed have resulted in qualitative examples of the healing power of these majestic birds and the positive impact they have had on wounded veterans.

Horses, too, have become emotional lifelines to many of our nation’s wounded heroes. In 2006, the Walter Reed National Military Medical Center worked with the US Army’s Caisson Platoon to pair wounded soldiers with horses from the Third US Infantry Regiment (the Old Guard) from Ft. Myer, Virginia. They found that the soldiers benefitted from relationships with horses, and that sparked similar programs around the country. For example, Horses Helping Heroes Project helps veterans suffering from PTSD and TBI regain social skills, confidence, and trust by caring for horses and interacting with them in a peaceful, nurturing setting. Veterans have programs tailored just for them and feel more connected to and excited about life by interacting with these majestic animals. Another innovative program, the Jinx McCain Horsemanship Program, has helped dozens of veterans regain confidence and social skills while working as cowboys.

As the VA accumulates data to confirm that animals can have a positive effect on veterans with PTSD and other disabilities, thousands right now are experiencing the healing powers of their canine, feline, equestrian, and avian companions firsthand. From helping open doors to calming frayed nerves and making them laugh, or by just being by their sides, these special animals and heroic veterans are redefining the animal-human bond.

Most of all, vets and their pets are helping each other heal from the horrors of war, loneliness, isolation, and abandonment. Together they are stronger. They are living their lives as they should, with love, hope, acceptance, and defiance!


PART I

AT YOUR SERVICE


TWO

THE ARMY SPECIALIST

“A reason to get out of bed in the morning.”

He’s known around town by just his first name. His piercing gold eyes penetrate everyone he meets like a dagger. With his head the size of a basketball and erect ears pointing toward the heavens, this 150-pound phenom knows how to make an entrance. Grown men shudder when he walks down the street, running to the other side for fear that their lives might be in danger. Unlike some of his furry cohorts, he’s a dog on a mission. He’s named for the Greek god of music, poetry, art, oracles, plague, medicine, sun, archery, and knowledge, and he takes his job seriously. After all, he’s responsible for helping a dashing young wounded warrior recover after having both of his legs blown off in a mucky field in Afghanistan.

Meet Apollo. The handsome and powerful red European Doberman pinscher that gave retired US Army Specialist Tyler Jeffries his life back.

Owners of European Dobermans will tell you that their dogs are very loyal, intelligent, and fiercely protective of their families. The Dobermans have elegant bodies that are a joy to behold. Their movements can be graceful and at the same time project a powerful determination that often belies their gentle souls. And like their fellow canine breeds—pit bull terriers and Rottweilers—they are not generally the type of dogs that are chosen as service dogs for people with disabilities. “That’s a damn shame,” according to Tyler. “I like Apollo just because he’s different. So many people think Dobermans are mean and aggressive, but it’s all in how you bring them up and train them. I like proving people wrong by telling them what these amazing dogs have done in battle over many years and what my Doberman has done for me.”

Dobermans, along with German shepherds, played a significant role in both World Wars. They protected soldiers in bunkers, alerted them to danger, found casualties, detected landmines, and more. “The Dobermans were the first dogs in battle to claim over three hundred confirmed kills,” Tyler added. “They would sit in the foxholes with the sleeping soldiers so they could hear any potential threat. The marines also had their own group of dogs who were specially trained in battle and they were called the ‘Devil Dogs.’ They were far from devils in my opinion.” In the South Pacific, twenty-five Devil Dogs were killed in the Battle of Guam in 1944. Today these remarkable dogs are remembered in a memorial devoted to their bravery, sacrifice, and heroism.

The truth is European Dobermans do make wonderful service dogs thanks to their rich history of service, intelligence, and obedience. They love to work and are happiest and at their best when they have a job and know what is expected of them. Stephen Parsons, the owner and trainer of Family Dobes in Salt Lake City, Utah, who has been breeding Doberman pinschers for more than twenty years, says, “Dobermans will not be dogs that just lay on the front porch and bark at strangers. Dobermans want a job. Dobermans want to please you. Dobermans have a deterrent look to them that keeps the bad guys at bay, but they are not the mean, vicious dogs that Hollywood has convinced people they are. Rather, they are smart enough to be good actors, and Hollywood chooses them over some of the harder-to-work-with breeds. Dobermans are everything I want in a dog for the lifestyle I lead.”

For Tyler, getting to know Apollo was his lifeline to recovery from catastrophic injuries that almost killed him on October 6, 2012. Tyler had been in the US Army for four years and was in Kandahar Province in Afghanistan. As an army infantryman, Specialist Jeffries was a jack of all trades, working as a vehicle gunner, minesweeper, or whatever else was required. The job requires smarts, flexibility, and quick thinking.

Tyler, like Apollo, has never met a challenge he didn’t embrace. On that clear Saturday morning, Tyler was about to leave on a mission when a soldier in his platoon who was supposed to sweep for landmines volunteered for another job. Tyler, the consummate team player, volunteered to take the man’s place. He grabbed the minesweeper and off he and his buddies went to complete the day’s tasks. After sweeping most of a village and clearing it of landmines, Tyler and his platoon took a quick break, sitting on the side of the road for a few minutes. It was a welcome relief from a grueling day. Suddenly, Tyler heard his lieutenant say, “Let’s get this done.” Tyler replied, “Sure, let’s go.”

Tyler grabbed his gear, stood up, and took only three small steps when he heard a loud boom! A remote-controlled improvised explosive device (IED) blew up without him having any idea it was there. “It was like it wasn’t even real,” said Tyler. “I was afraid to look down at my legs, and I remember thinking that I didn’t want to die in this god-forsaken place. There was blood everywhere, and it wasn’t long before I heard my buddies screaming and running toward me through the smoke from the blast.”

What they found wasn’t a pretty sight. The IED blew off Tyler’s legs—his right one below the knee and his left at the knee. He also sustained severe burns on his arms and nose; his prognosis was not good. “I was one of the few guys blown up by an IED who was awake and conscious through the whole thing,” said Tyler. “I was laughing and joking with my guys as they were applying the tourniquets and trying to keep me awake and talking. But deep down I was really scared and wasn’t sure if I would ever go home again.”

He did come home, but not before a harrowing emotional and physical experience. As he lay on the murky, cold dirt, still bleeding through the three tourniquets on what was left of his legs, Tyler pleaded for his life. “I kept telling my guys, ‘Hey, don’t leave me here; I don’t want to die like this.’” They reassured him that the medivac chopper was on its way. The closest it could land, though, was in a field on the other side of a small pond; the soldiers didn’t miss a beat. “These guys didn’t even stop to look for IEDs. All they cared about was just getting me to safety,” said Tyler. His buddies lifted Tyler up over their heads, keeping a close eye on the tourniquets, and carried him slowly across the water to the landing site. Almost as soon as they crossed the bank, the chopper arrived.

After being stabilized in Afghanistan, he was sent to the US military hospital in Germany and then to Walter Reed in Bethesda, Maryland. There, his mother, Pam, and other family members helped him during his long and painful recovery. Tyler was an inpatient for more than four months and then moved to Building 62—an apartment building on the hospital campus where wounded warriors and their families live during their outpatient rehabilitation. “I remember the doctors and nurses telling me to take it slow and get used to walking on my prosthetic legs. I would be lying if I said it was easy, but I’m kind of hardheaded and wanted to get out of the hospital as soon as I could,” he said. Within one and a half months, Tyler was up and walking on his new legs. All told, Tyler would spend nearly two years at Walter Reed.

He faced even more adjustments after returning home to North Carolina. “It was tough for me in the beginning,” Tyler explains. “I had just retired from the army and was having trouble adjusting to my new reality. Not only did I not have a job, but I also had no legs, and getting used to my prosthetics was rough. The legs are really heavy and I have to stop and sit down because of the pain. Plus, all of us wounded warriors experience what they call phantom pain in our legs, even though we don’t have any. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone.”

As with many wounded warriors, being away from their buddies and returning home to civilian life can be daunting. “I had a tough time even going out to the store or the gym because people would always stare at me and that was really annoying,” Tyler added. “It made me so self-conscious that I didn’t want to go out of my house many times. I remember signing up for a gym and walking in for the first time to stares and people looking away from me. That’s why I wanted to buy gym equipment and have it installed in my house, to avoid all of those kinds of people.”

Over time, though, Tyler fought through the emotional and physical pain like the tough soldier he is. But no amount of therapy or medication could ever measure up to the healing power of the very special relationship he was about to have with an intelligent and sometimes willfully disobedient Doberman, Apollo.

“I fell in love with European Dobermans when I went to a benefit held for me in North Carolina,” Tyler said. “That’s where I met Clay Burwell, who was a former army guy. We hit it off right away. He showed me some pictures of his dog, named Zulu, who was a European Doberman. I told him I wish I had a dog like that.” Clay responded, “Hey, man, I can make that happen for you. And since you need a service dog, I can ask my friend Brandon McMillan to see if he can help too.”

Clay made good on his promise. The next day he called Brandon, who by that time had popular television shows on both Animal Planet and CBS. Clay explained Tyler’s situation, and without hesitation, Brandon volunteered his time to train any dog that Tyler purchased. “I was hoping I could get a Doberman like Clay’s dog, but they were so expensive and I just didn’t have that kind of cash,” Tyler said. “As luck would have it, Clay knew a breeder, and that breeder actually had a puppy that turned out to be Zulu’s cousin. Clay showed me a picture of the only red Doberman in the litter. I said, ‘I want him.’” But the cost for that gorgeous puppy was a whopping $18,000! He came from a very good bloodline, Tyler was told, and was especially elegant, a model of the breed—hence the high price tag.

“I loved that dog, but I was afraid he would be out of my reach financially, so I was heartbroken. But before I knew it, Clay found a woman from New York City to pay for the dog. She donated all of the money and then sent a check to the breeder almost immediately. So between the cost of the dog and the cost of the six-month training, I figured Apollo was a $55,000 dog.”

Once everyone was on board, and all the details worked out, it was time for Brandon to create a training program that would ensure Apollo was ready to help Tyler with his physical and emotional needs. “Between Brandon and that woman who paid for Apollo, I can honestly say they both saved my life,” Tyler said. “I could not be more thankful, and it’s because of them that I have a reason to get out of bed in the morning.”
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