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Hazel, mother of 9-year old Isabelle, tells their story

Isabelle had been afraid of dogs for some time, and 
whenever we saw them in large open spaces, like 
our local park or at the beach, we simply avoided 
them. But on a sunny day, last April, whilst walking 
on Dun Laoghaire’s East Pier, I saw that Isabelle’s 
fear had worsened. At times, in order to avoid a dog, 
she unwittingly walked too close to the wall’s edge. 
Distracted and anxious, her own personal safety was 
now at risk. This was a nightmare for her. Witnessing 
her stress saddened and worried me. All these dogs 
were on leads, and still she was fearful! I knew we 
needed help.

Not knowing where to turn, I searched the internet 
and discovered Irish Therapy Dogs. I wondered if they 
could advise me. I explained our difficulties in an email, 
and Brenda soon called me, “Well of course we’ll help,” 
she said, “Let’s see what we can do for Isabelle.” I was 
humbled that such a busy charity would find time for 
one young girl. 

And so began my daughter’s journey back to freedom 
and peace of mind. Over several weeks, Brenda 
introduced Isabelle to a number of Irish Therapy Dogs 
and their owners, beginning with the smallest, Charlie. 

Isabelle shook from head to toe, but Brenda gently 
reassured her. By the end of the visit, Isabelle had 
rubbed Charlie’s fur and put her hand to his nose. On 
a later visit, Charlie sat on her lap – something I never 
thought I’d see.

Brenda talked to Isabelle and her twin sister, Serena, 
about the behaviour of dogs and how they react and 
interact as they do. It helped to erase many of the girls’ 
misunderstandings and focused them only on positives. 
During this time, Brenda also encouraged Isabelle to 
walk the dogs, to take the lead and gain confidence. 

The meetings continued and next came Trixie. Trixie 
was bigger and had more fur than Charlie, both of 
which unnerved Isabelle. Eventually, with patience and 
understanding from Brenda, Isabelle crouched down 
and gave Trixie a hug and a well deserved kiss on her 
head. 

Then came Millie. This was Isabelle’s worst fear - a 
Golden Labrador. Millie was a big, strong-built animal. 
But, by this stage, Isabelle had learned to trust Brenda 
and the volunteers, and soon she was walking and 
interacting with Millie, who, like all the other dogs, 
obliged beautifully. 
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Welcome to Our Latest Patron
Maureen Hennis, retired Chief Executive of the UK charity, Pets as Therapy, 
who spearheaded the charity for a number of years, leaves an organization with 
over 4,300 dogs and 108 cats who undertake therapy visits to over 126,000 people 
per week. Maureen has always been passionate about dogs and during her 
childhood, dogs were always part of her family. To quote Maureen, “Companion 
dogs of several breeds shared our lives. We had a Scottish Terrier, Corgi, Cocker 
Spaniel, Boxer, Labrador and a Toy Poodle.” She was a keen breeder of Afghan 
Hounds and a member of the Kennel Club for many years. As the public face of 
Pets as Therapy, she actively participated in the media, not only representing and 
promoting Pets as Therapy, but also talking about general canine matters, from 
health issues to judging dogs. She was a leader in organizing a national petition to 
amend the Dangerous Dogs Act in the United Kingdom. She is now enjoying her 
retirement in the Highlands of Scotland.

Irish Therapy Dogs gratefully acknowledges the help and support given to us by 
Maureen over the years, especially during the charity’s early days. 

A Tipperary Tail
For a good while now, Saturdays in Ashlawn Nursing 
Home have been declared ‘Lucy Days’. Over the 
course of four years, one particularly strong bond has 
been built between Lucy and a resident, Ann. Right 
from the start, Ann insisted that she didn’t like dogs, 
“Only cats”. So, Lucy always made a point of sitting 
right next to Ann and adopting her ‘special look’. After 
weeks, months and years of this routine, Lucy broke 
down the barriers. Ann decided she liked Lucy, after 
all. Now, Ann’s face lights-up whenever she sees us 
entering the room. “Ah, there you are, Lucy,” she 
exclaims with a beaming smile, “I was waiting for you. 
I’m glad you’re back”!

It can take years of quiet determination (and ‘special 
looks’!) to forge a connection like this. Thanks to Brigitte 
for sharing her story with us. 

At our last session, Isabelle met five Irish Therapy 
Dogs Visiting Teams. This was the ultimate challenge – 
to be surrounded by so many dogs. It was a wonderful 
feeling to stand and watch my girls excitedly talking 
and playing with those dogs. A final photo saw Isabelle 
crouched down amongst them all, smiling from ear to 
ear. Result! Brenda and her team had achieved what 
I’d only dared imagine. Isabelle, a little girl terrified of 
dogs, had learned to trust again.

A few weeks later, we took another walk on Dun 
Laoghaire East Pier, and what a different experience 
it was. This time, the dogs were avoiding Isabelle, as 
she purposely walked in their paths! She approached 
a pair of beautiful Golden Retrievers whose owners 
encouraged her to say “hello”. So twin sisters lovingly 
petted two canine sisters, and it was wonderful to 
witness the respect and trust between them all. 

Isabelle is now the proud owner of a medal which was 
presented by Brenda, at the ‘Annual Sponsored Walk’, 
in September. Its inscripiton reads, “Isabelle, you did 
it”. Well, Irish Therapy Dogs, YOU did it too!

My husband, Ken, and I, would like to express our deepest 
gratitude to all those at Irish Therapy Dogs who willingly 
gave their time to support Isabelle (left) on her journey, 

and a special thank-you to her twin sister, Serena (right), 
who was at her side, every step of the way.

(continued from page 1)

Maureen and her dog, Amber
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Since the inception of Irish Therapy Dogs in 2008, 
Milford Hospice in Limerick has had the good fortune 
to receive regular visits from little Jesse (a Shih Tzu) and 
Ralph (a Lhasa Apso), with their handler, Tom.

Milford Hospice provides a range of palliative care 
services to help improve the quality of life for those living 
with advanced, terminal illnesses. These services include 
rehabilitation (to enable patients to continue living 
independently), adjustment of medications (making it 
possible for patients to return home), respite care (to 
allow home-carers to have a break), and in-patient care 
as the end of life approaches. Complementary therapies 
are central to palliative care, and so the visits from the 
Irish Therapy Dogs are highly valued at the hospice.

Right from the start, Jesse responded to patients and 
visitors in a manner that best suited the individual. 
One of his great assets is to bring a sense of peace and 
relaxation. His calm presence on a bed is enough to 
induce relaxation in any patient. Highly intelligent and 
always alert, he can remain ‘on duty’ whilst also flopping 
deep down into the bed covers.

Ralph followed in Jesse’s footsteps, and soon learned 
from him the behaviours and attitudes that are 
appropriate for an Irish Therapy Dog. His trusting 
appearance and mild disposition have lifted the spirit of 
many a patient and visitor. Ralph’s confident approach 
reassures the men, while the ladies always admire his 
flowing, natural blonde tail.

Visitors and staff benefit too. Each dog enjoys sitting on a 
lap, but is equally happy to sit on the floor and be admired. 

Both dogs are particularly good with children, who are 
always delighted to see a friendly animal in the hospital. 
Children, family and patients often come together for a 

photograph with the dogs, and doubtless these images are 
treasured for many years to come.

It is important and reassuring for everyone at Milford 
Hospice to know that the dogs have been bathed the 
previous evening. Both dogs queue at the bathroom 
door, and after bathing and grooming, they always 
receive a special treat!

	  

Jesse and Ralph - 
Milford’s Therapy Dogs

Tom is “The Man with the Dogs”, and has been engaged in a range of voluntary activities since 
his retirement, in 2003. He began weekly visits to Milford Hospice as an Irish Therapy Dogs 
Volunteer, and completed their Bereavement Support Education Programme, in 2008.
He is pictured here with Jesse.

Ralph with Maeve and Sinead.

Jesse dressed as Santa, and Tara 
wearing her Christmas-tree earrings.
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Last May, the Irish Kennel Club, in association 
with Gain Pet Food, announced the results of their 
Inaugural Golden Paw Hero Dog Awards, 2014. Irish 
Therapy Dogs would like to extend congratulations to 
all Volunteer Visiting Teams who participated. 

The awards were open to any dog deemed to have 
performed an exemplary act or series of acts, which 
had significantly benefited a community or an 
individual. There were five categories into which dogs 
could be nominated, and these were:

• Exemplary Companion Dog/Life Changing Dog
• Therapy Dog/Guide Dog
• Bravery Dog
• Search and Rescue Dog
• Law Enforcement Dog

Five finalists were selected, one from each category, 
and inducted into the Irish Kennel Club 'Hall of Fame'. 

We are pleased to announce that Jen and her Hearing 
Dog, Harley, (featured in our Summer 2014 edition 
of Wagging Tails) won the Exemplary Companion 
Dog/Life Changing Dog category. Jen and Harley, 
a Volunteer Visiting Team, are regular visitors at St. 
Patrick’s Nursing Home, Baldoyle. You will recall how 
Harley enabled Jen to regain her independence after a 
brutal assault left her profoundly deaf. Jen is emphatic 
that working alongside Harley in Irish Therapy Dogs 
has helped to restore her confidence and self-esteem. 
There is no doubt that Harley deserves his new title: 
Exemplary Companion Dog/Life Changing Dog.

We are equally pleased that Michelle, and her dog Trixie, 
were Highly Commended in the Therapy Dog/Guide Dog 
category. On the day of the finals, Michelle explained to a 
panel of three judges exactly what qualities made Trixie a 
special candidate, and a Therapy Dog worthy of recogni-

tion. Her story follows.

Our Golden Heroes

Michelle and her dog, Trixie Jen and her dog, Harley
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Many thanks to Michelle for sharing Trixie’s story with 
us…

“I knew from the very start that there was something 
special about Trixie, although judging on appearance 
alone, it could have easily been missed. She was 
recovering from delivering a litter of five puppies, in 
the DSPCA, and looked a sorry sight. 

They say that you don’t get the dog you want, you get 
the one you need, and that was very true of Trixie. I 
had decided to get a second dog as a companion for 
Bracken, my then five year old, fearful and aggressive 
Golden Retriever. Bracken had been badly bitten as a 
pup and was very unpredictable around people and 
other dogs. He needed a calm female companion who 
would not be competitive. 

Trixie’s bright, happy disposition had won the hearts 
of everyone at the DSPCA, and consequently she 
was allowed the run of the complex. She was often 
seen greeting visitors in the reception area. She has a 
unique submissive smile, and a propensity to wag her 
whole body and then throw herself down for tummy 
tickles, all of which raised a smile. 

Time went on and we joined Irish Therapy Dogs... I 
just wanted to share her affection for people and the 
smiles she brings. I wanted her to have something 
special that was hers, and therapy work was what 
she was made for. I read about what was involved 
and thought very carefully before applying. After our 
assessment, I knew that if we were not accepted it was 
because of me - Trixie was at her most charming and 
interested that evening!! 

I’m delighted to say we were accepted and assigned 
to Carysfort Nursing Home in Glenageary. From the 
very beginning, like all our Irish Therapy Dogs, Trixie 
loved her work and the people she visited. She had 
an intuition for whom she should flirt with, and who 
simply needed to hold her paw, or stroke her ears. 

Around six months later, she had an accident and tore 
her cruciate ligament. She needed surgery, followed 
by six weeks of rest. By this time I had a third rescue 
dog, Shade, who then stepped-in and took Trixie’s 
place in Carysfort. Twelve weeks after surgery the 
repair failed, and Trixie had to go through a repeat 
operation and recovery. 

The reason I nominated Trixie for the Golden Paw 
Hero Award, is that during those long painful days 
of her recovery, the only time she was unhappy was 
when she saw Shade wearing ‘her’ Irish Therapy Dogs 
uniform. There wasn’t a problem when I took the other 
two dogs out, anywhere else, just when she knew 
Shade was going on an Irish Therapy Dogs’ visit. She 
became so distressed by it, that I decided to take her 
visiting in my arms. She demonstrated such stoicism 
in the face of pain and showed nothing but incredible 
love and dedication to the people she visited. It was 
hard not to be moved.

During the judging for the award, we faced a panel 
of three judges; Sharon Shannon, musician, dog lover 
and rescuer; Sean Delmar, President of the Irish 
Kennel Club and Sean Martin, a representative from 
Gain Pet Food. The judges were extremely warm and 
welcoming. They asked about Trixie’s background, 
why I felt she made a good Irish Therapy Dog and 
why I felt she deserved to win an award for her work. I 
explained that, over the years, I had learned a lot from 
dogs, but above all of them, Trixie had taught me how 
we should live. She has so much unconditional love, 
for everyone, and despite what life has thrown at her, 
continues to trust. I can only admire her. Watching 
her interact with vulnerable people, who might be sad 
or in pain, I have learned that you don’t need words: 
kindness, soft eyes and a smile communicate more 
than anything, even to those with limited capacity. 

Trixie was not the winner in her category, but was 
awarded Highly Commended. I couldn’t be more 
proud of her! I simply adore her!!! And for me, Trixie IS 
a winner, and always will be.”

Trixie

On 15th November, Irish Therapy Dogs received 
the sad news that Trixie had died, suddenly, 

without warning. 

All of us share a special bond with our furry 
friends, and therefore, it is with true empathy that 
we extend our sincere condolences to Michelle and 

her family at this difficult time. 
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To Hell and Back

To Hell and Back

Bray Awareness Day Service Dogs of Ireland 
Seminar, Fermoy

National Sponsored Walk 

National Sponsored Walk 
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Congratulations to Junior Members – Ellen (Level 2), 
Brinda, Brian, Emer, Tegan, Kim, Cynthia and Grace 
(Level 1) who received their Paw Points Awards. 

As Irish Therapy Dogs’ young ambassadors, Junior 
Members are awarded Paw Points in recognition of 
the promotional work they undertake on behalf of 
Irish Therapy Dogs. 

We also welcome Jasmine, Sophie and Kellie to the 
Irish Therapy Dogs Juniors team. They are already 
active and enthusiastic young representatives for our 
charity.

Juniors

National Sponsored Walk
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Irish Therapy Dogs  
c/o St. Mary’s Centre (Telford) Ltd., 185 – 201 Merrion Rd., Dublin 4  

Company Registration No: 464658, Charity No: CHY18715
Telephone: (01) 218 9302  Email: info@irishtherapydogs.ie  Website: www.irishtherapydogs.ie

Like us on Facebook ! Follow us on Twitter ! 
Keep tuned-in for all Upcoming Events in 2015. 

www.irishtherapydogs.ie

Benji and his Wagging 
Tail visit Sunset Club
HSE Cregg Services, Sligo

Benji is our Therapy Dog and has been visiting us, with 
his owner Rosemary, every Wednesday for more than 
a year.

Our group consists of 21 Attendees who have varying 
degrees of Intellectual and physical disabilities.  All 
Attendees look forward to Benji dropping in.  His 
previous visit is spoken about all week and his pending 
visit is awaited eagerly.

Benji’s arrival lifts the mood completely – it encourages 
chatting, smiling and laughter.  One of the Attendees 
loves the song, “How much is that doggie in the window,” 
and as Benji has a beautiful wagging tail, everyone there 
sings along with great gusto.

All those attending the Sunset Club benefit from the 
tactile experience of Benji – stroking his soft, silky coat; 
using a brush to brush him and laughing when Benji 
licks their hands.

Benji encourages communication and movement, too, 
for example, calling his name, interacting with Benji and 
Rosemary, initiating conversation within peer groups 
and staff, and moving when singing his song.

Some of our Attendees are unable to communicate 
verbally.  Their eyes follow Benji wherever he goes. The 
fact that Benji is calm and sits or lies beside them means 
that the atmosphere is relaxed.  Even those who might 
be nervous in the presence of other dogs, feel his calm, 
gentle nature.

As Benji moves through the building, Service Users, Staff 
and Visitors all stop to greet him, and everyone in Cregg 
House knows his name. Benji is non-judgmental and 
is accepting of everyone, so all benefit from his happy 
visits. 

Thanks to Geraldine Feerick, Manager, Sunset Club, HSE 
Cregg Services, Sligo

One survey reports that 33% of dog 
owners admit that when they are away 
from home, they talk to their dogs on the 
phone or leave messages on answering 
machines. 

A dog can smell about 1,000 times more 
efficiently than a human. The part of the 
brain that interprets smell is four times 
larger in dogs than in humans.

There are 703 breeds of purebred dogs.

Dogs have lived with humans for over 
14,000 years. 

There are an estimated 400 million dogs 
in the world.

A dog’s sense of hearing is ten times more 
acute than a human’s.

80% of dog owners give their pets gifts on 
special occasions, such as birthdays or at 
Christmas. 

The earliest European images of dogs are 
found in cave paintings dating back 12,000 
years ago, in Spain.

At the end of the song “A Day in the Life,” 
Paul McCartney recorded a high-pitched 
whistle that only dogs can hear. This was 
done especially for his puppy, Martha.

It’s a Fact

Irish Therapy Volunteer, Rosemary, and her dog, Benji, visiting Mary, 
Eileen and Bridie
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