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Deaf Dogs Hear with Their Hearts

BY CHERESE CORE, FREELANCE WRITER

n Nevember 20, 2010, Chris-

tina lee grabs her camera

and heads lo her local shel-

ter. She plans on captur-
ing a new liller of puppies tail-wag-
ging, tongue-hanging, drool-dripping
charms. Then Rebecca Custer, the Di-
rector of Lthe Salem Animal Shelter in
Salem, Virginia, takes her back info the
isolation wing of the shelter and shows
her an §-week-old, snow-while Boxer.
Odd-eyed, the puppy is “deaf in both
ears, and was dumped by the river on
Front Street. © She had been out to my
farm | Bluebird] and knew I had secure,
f-fool-tall dog fencing and a big yard
in the back of my house,” says Lee. “She
asks me if there was any way my hus-
hand Chris and I could adopt this dog”

However, Lee already has three dogs
and three horses, and she doesnlt
know anything about training a special
needs dog. “T wenl home thal evening
and told my husband Chris the story
of the skinny, white, deal Boxer,” ex-

plains Lee. As a huge dog lover, Chris
tells her to immediately call the shelter.
“All you could hear on the other end of
the phone was all the girls who work
al the shelter screaming with joy” Lee
laughs. Aflerwards, the couple goes Lo

“It was almost like | didn't
have a purpose before
Nitro came along”

PetSmart. "They buy a carl {ull of dog
supplics and a dog tag engraved with
the name Nitro, [Fiftcen vears earlier,
the couple decided if they ever had a
boy dog. theyd name him Nitro afier
Witro, West Virginia.|

When Christina brings Nitro home, she
doesnl know any sign language. So, she
walches a video on You'Tube by Ameri-
can hign Lanpuape interpreter Alisha
McGraw who demonstrated all the
ASL signs she uses with
her deafl Boston Terriers
and deaf Boxer. “With Ni-
tro, the biggest challenge
| faced was his delach-
ment, even as a 10-week-
old puppyv. He would nol
look at me and didn't seck
altention when we first
adopled him” says Lee
“My husband talked me
off the ledge and sugpest-
ed we find a good training
facility so we could take
him to puppy classes”

They enroll Nitro at the

cenler in Roanoke, Vir-
ginia. People think deal
dogs are harder to train or
are more appressive than
hearing dogs when they're
startled. “In reality, they
are 20 percent less likely
R o be ageressive,” Lee says.
 “They are nol distracted

Field of Dreams training |

by noises or barking [so] they are way
more focused on their handler in a dog
tralning class environment” As a resull,
Nitro skyrockets to the top of his dass.
The local news station WDE] covers
him, and he quickly becomes a nalional
ambassador lor deaf dogs.

“We starl hearing from people all over
the country thal have questions about
living with a deal dog and lraining
a deal dog” Lee says. After learning
breeders automatically put 3-to 4-week-
old puppies Lo sleep just becanse they're
deaf, she asks her husband, if, lor her
birthday present, they can launch Deaf
Dogs Rock, a nonprofit thal advocates
for deafl dogs in the U5, and Canada,
providing education, transportation,
medical care and sponsorships.

“Tt was almost like [ didn't have a pur-
pose before Nitro came along”



