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Built to race, greyhounds trained to serve as friends

Greyhounds might not be the
first dog you'd think of if you
were looking for candidates for
service dogs for ULS. war veler-

ans.

They're bred for explosive
bursts of speed. Mo other breed
is better equipped for sprinting
than the grevhound. They have
chests, lungs and hearts larger
than other breeds and even

their blood is different — grey- -

kounds have more red blood
cells wo deliver more oxygen o
muscles for running. They have
a higher percentage of “fast
twitch” muscles than any other
breed. -

S0 how well do they do with
veterans who need a compan-
ion to sieady them when they
“stand, help them pick up
dropped keys, go with them in
crowded places and help them
make it up and down stairs?
Very well, says a West Palm
Beach, Florida organization
that places greyhounds retined
from racetracks mnto privats
homes as pets. Barbara Masi,
the founder and president of
Mwesome Greyhound Adop-
tions, was approached in 2011
with the idea of an even higher
calling for a sebect few of the
majestic dogs — could they be
trained as service dogs for US,
War velerans?

She helped found the Hounds
and Heroes program to find
out. It works to forge that ran
bond berween a dedicated ca-
nine el & disabled vel, restor-
ing dignity and purpose and
honoring both for their service.,

With Amenca's wars in Irag
and Afghanistan winding
down, soldiers are coming
bz, some with wounds that
don't show. They suffer from
anxiety, a fear of crowded
places and other effects of post
Eraarmatic
slress.
[Hder vels
also need
help with
physical
disabilitics,
saddd Masi,
who helped
create
Hounds and
Heroes 1o

Bob
mMcMillan

=
hounds with select veterans.

place grey-

Training an assistance dog can
cost between $15,000 and
$20,000, Because it uses volun-
teers, the expense for Hounds
and Heroes is 34,000 per dog
and it covers thit through do-
nations. Hounds and Heroes
provides a highly-skilled com-
panion at no cost i the vet,

Grolden retricvers and
Labradors are the more typical
choices for service dog train-
ing. Greyhounds are bred for
speed. But it's a misconception
i think that grevhounds are
hyper. Like most sighthounds,
they"re happy to slesp and lis
ol thie couch most of the day,
with beief breaks of high activ-
ity to stretch their muscles.

Furthermaore, greyhounds are
keenly intelligent and sensitive
dogs. People who open their
home to greyhounds sy the
breed is addictive. They ne
sweel-natured, loyal and highly
attuned 1o their owners.

“They"re wonderful for help-
ing someons afraid to do sim-
ple things, such as leaving the
bouse alone of being in large
crowds. They are gentle, They
are sweet, They are clean and
do not bark,” said Masi, who
for 14 years has helped home
greyhounds when their de-
manding carcers in profas-
sional dog racing come to an
end.

Awesome Greyhound Adop-
tions, which works with the
Palm Beach Kennel Club to
find homes for retinng racers,
15 one of several such groups
arcund the country working to
match grevhounds with fami-
liex, But life as a service dog is
something few dogs in any
breed are suited for. And grey-
hounds have special character-
istics that miast be addressed in
service dog tmining.

For one thing, greyhounds
have exceptionally high prey
drives, After a lifetime of giv-
ing it their all chasing a “rab-
bit™ at the racetrack, they have
to be trained not to react o
squirrels, cats, other dogs and
distractions. Their irack careers
algo didn"t prepare the dogs for
life im the human world, o
they have 1o be thoroughly so-
cialized to be comfortable in a
varety af settings. Stairs are a
novelty to greyhounds. They re
trained not only to navigate
them, but in some cases, o
pause to help a veteran keep his
halance.

Masi said that they re paired
with a trainer for four o six
months, living in their bome
and undergoing intensive
coaching, :

“They are specifically trained
1o do what the veteran
needs. Some are for FTSD, in
addition to other medical is-
sues, Some ane trained 10 fec-
ognize when the veleran 15 in
times of stress. They need to
block people from coming near
the veteran when he or she is
out shopping or in & group.
They protect the back or side or
front so that people don't come
right up to the veteran,

“They are used for mobility
assistance — bracing so the
weteran can get up from a
kneeling position — or 0 eome
to the veteran if he or she has
fall=n. We have ones out therne
with a veteran who has MS and
are currently genting ready to
tradn another for a wheelchair-
bound veteran.”

The training is strictly force-
free and reward-based. Grey-
hounds are 0 sensitive that
raising your voice of harsh
leash snaps could cause them
to simply shut down. Positive
traiming encourages the dog to
think in order to offer the cor-
rect response to get a reward. It
helps create confident partners,
nok fearful subordinates,

Trainer Caroles Ellison is one
wha volunteers her skills and
home to Hounds and Heroes
candidates. “Greyhounds are
unlike other breeds I've
trained, They are very unigue
in b they process things and
what they need 1o be taught.”

Masi eand, “Trainers commit
to taking the dogs in their home
for six moaths. They train with
the traimer for the first four of
the six monthe — live with the
family and their other pets —
and go everywhere ag a service
dog i training. 5o the irainer
i& making quite i commiiment
with this program.

“The final two months the
grey is paired up with a veleran
and we train for the specific
meeds of that person. We work
with trainer, dog and veteran 50
the transition will be smooth
when it comes time for the vet-
cran to take ownership of the
dog.”

Ellizon zaid szeing veterans
wilh their new greyhounds
makes the effort worthwhile.
“Ti» see them with these dogs,

it gives them new life and
brings new life to the velerans,
And these dogs are 50 happy to
be able to have a job o do.
love that we can partner this to-
gether. These wonderful, loyal
dogs partner with these veter-
ans for a better life.”

She described what a Vietnam
veleran with mobility problems
did when he first met his grey-
hound. “He became like a
child. His mouth dropped open
aned he (carefully and slowly)
lovwvered himself 1o the floor to
be able 10 connect with his dog.
“After a few moment of happy
introduction, be got very still,
laid his hands on the dog and
Just absorbed the peace from
him. This was the first of many
momenis that [ zaid, “This is
why."™

For maore information or to
help the Hounds and Heroes
program, visil its website al
awsomegre youndsdoptions. org
or call (561) T37-1941.

Bob MckMillan is a colum-
nist, section editor and lead
paginator for the Herald-
Citizen.



