LOVING A DEAF DOG

By

Donna Merritt

Several years ago, I found the love of my life in a little Yorkie named Maggie.  Maggie was precious and she fit my personality perfectly. She was perfect and normal in every way.  We had a good life together, and when Maggie passed away, I thought my life would never be the same again.

My husband Bill knew how much I missed Maggie and he was determined to find me another Yorkie that I could love as much as I had loved Maggie. My heart told me that Bill’s task was impossible, but he set out to call every breeder he could find in the Atlanta, GA area.  Now, keep in mind, Atlanta is extremely large!! 

 Bill made several telephone calls until one day he talked to a breeder that kept him on the phone for an unusually long period of time.  I had only heard bits and pieces of Bill’s end of the conversation, but I was already shaking my head “No”.  Whatever this breeder was telling Bill about the little dog she had, I knew the dog was not the right one for me. I heard Bill end the conversation by telling the breeder he would call her back if we were interested in seeing the dog. 

I did not give my husband a chance to tell me about the dog once he hung up the telephone. I was already telling him no, I could not love another dog right now. Bill interrupted me to tell me the little baby girl that was available was a little over a year old and had already been through two homes and returned back to the breeder because she was a deaf yorkie  

My heart just stopped when he told me this little girl was deaf.  She could not find her special someone to love her only because she was deaf!!  All sorts of questions went through my mind; could I deal with a deaf dog?  I didn’t know, but the more I thought about it the more I thought “why not me”.

My heart was broken with the loss of Maggie, but here was a little baby girl who did not know about being loved because she was “flawed.”  I was able to relate to this little girl and the fact that her deafness was considered a flaw.  I have had my own battle with illness, so I too felt flawed. I told my husband to call the breeder back; we were on our way, to see this little girl!!!

The breeder lived about an hour away from us and during the drive to her home, all I could think about was “What was I getting myself into?”  When we arrived at our destination, we could hear the yorkies barking. There were approximately 12-15 yorkies, including a new litter of puppies that were already spoken for. All the yorkies were perfect and all could hear.  Except for one.  The little deaf female yorkie weighed about 4 pounds and we could tell she was doing her best to follow the lead of the other dogs.

The breeder picked up the little girl and handed her to me. I took her in my arms and I could tell by her trembling, that this little yorkie was scared to death. She was obviously not use to being handled. I continued to hold her and pet her to try to see if she would take to me. She didn’t warm up to me, but I decided she needed the special love that only I could give her! Bill and I spoke with the breeder for awhile and we made arrangements with her that if training a deaf yorkie proved to be too difficult for me, we could return her.  I already knew that would not happen because I knew from our conversation with the breeder, that if this little girl were to be returned for a third time, her future would be very uncertain.

We left the breeder’s home with a little deaf yorkie in tow.  She sat in my lap on the return trip home and trembled with the occasional whimper thrown in to let me know just how scared she was, and no way did she want me to actually hold her!!  It was then that I thought of her new name – Orphan Annie!!!  

When we arrived back home, it was soon very apparent that Annie did not have the ability to cope with yet another new place.  I then became her source of comfort and the bonding between the two of us began in earnest as she started a new life in a new home for the third time.  Once she was settled in, I knew we have some research in front of us. I began my search in front of the computer with Annie safely at my feet using my foot as a pillow!!  I searched for everything on the internet that I could find about deaf dogs.  What should have been my first step before acquiring a deaf dog became my second step as I learned how to deal with her loss of hearing.  Maybe it was better that I already had Annie because that fact gave me the motivation that I needed to make sure she stayed with me in her forever home.

Through my research, I learned to stomp on the floor or flick on a light switch when I wanted Annie to look at me. I learned that when she was sleeping, to put my hand in front of her nose so she could smell me first.  Deaf dogs that are touched may startle easily and can become snappy. I got where I put my hand in front of her nose more and more often & I would reward her with treats so that being awaken out of a deep sleep was fun.  Five years later if anyone wakes Annie by touching her, its always a happy dog they wake up.

I learn basic sign language to go with basic dog commands and starting training “Orphan Annie”. She turned out to be a very quick learner.  Annie is now potty trained for inside and outside, but she did have the normal little accidents during our potty training.  During one of the first and few accidents that she did have, I knew she was learning as I was shaking my finger back and forth in a “no” motion and I realized that her little head was going back and forth with my finger.  She “got it.” Annie learned quickly from there and most people don’t realize that Annie is deaf unless I tell them.

Annie now loves to be cuddled more than anything and she has a great ability to love. She has leaned to play which she did not know how to do when I first got her, Today; Annie is trained better than some hearing dogs that I know. 

Annie is a very smart little dog and I’m glad that I got the chance to have her in my life as I now realize how much she adds to my life.  I’m glad I took the chance on loving another dog.

Many vets and breeders believe it is best to put down a deaf dog, as these deaf dogs are a weak link. I believe that as long as they are not bred to continue the “weak link” and a person is willing to take the time to train a deaf dog, they make wonderful companions. There are special concessions that one must make for a deaf dog.  You have to be willing to always take them out in a well fenced in area or either on a lease so that they do not wander away from you. If you are willing to make a few other minor adjustments like this, you will soon forget that your dog is deaf.

I now realize how many dogs are put down simply because they are deaf.  This is just one reason out of hundreds of reasons that pet owners give for wanting to get rid of their pet. My experience with Annie made me want to help others, so I joined a rescue group.  The first rescue I fostered was an older deaf dog and my experience with deafness made us a good match.  Happy was a foster that lived out her last years with me and had a very profound effect on my view of how much a dog can still give love when other people throw them away because they are less than perfect.  Happy has passed on and will forever live in my heart, but if I had not had Annie first, I probably would not have had Happy.  

Annie and Happy, my two deaf dogs who no one else wanted, have probably taught me more about life than any human could have taught me. I so glad and thankful I took a chance to let one little deaf dog named Annie into my heart.  Through her, I am able to help other dogs who are also deaf.  My time with Happy was brief, but the love and experience will live with me forever.     


