Portrait at two months
- already posing for the camera like a pro -
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Lockdown Puppy
Training a Hearing Dog puppy called Elton
during the Covid-19 epidemic
When Elton came to our family we had already socialised and helped in the training of several dogs, and also been
Puppy Nannies. We were originally going to ‘nanny’ Elton, that is train and take care of him until a full-time Volunteer
Puppy Trainer was available. But the onset of the Covid-19 epidemic meant that new volunteers couldn’t be taken on
at that time and we learned that several pups didn’t yet have people to look after them. It didn’t take us long to decide
to offer to take Elton full-time ourselves, and we’re very glad we did.
Elton was born in March, 2020 along with two brothers and five sisters. While still in the litter Elton was marked out
as a possible stud dog for the Hearing Dogs’ breeding programme. This meant that his progress and more importantly
his health and character would be continually monitored. He was also chosen as a puppy that people could sponsor,
in order to raise funds for the charity – so lots of photographs and video clips were needed as he progressed.
It was unfortunate that the litter were born into the social upheaval caused by the epidemic. As a result, the siblings
would be denied many experiences they should have had during the weeks and months after leaving the litter. In
normal times they would have started regular group puppy classes almost immediately, they would have socialised
with a host of other dogs and also with a wide variety of people of different ages and appearances. Virus restrictions
meant that this wouldn’t be allowed for some time and so we socialisers had additional challenges to give our puppies
a well-balanced start in life, as part of their preparations for careers as a fully accredited Hearing Dogs.
Hearing Dogs ‘Ambassador’ Polly also lives with us. She has been with us for most of the time we have been involved
with the Charity and is an exceptionally calm dog. Admittedly, she‘s become a bit more grumpy as she’s got older, but
the gentle nature of this special dog has undoubtedly helped all the pups that have come to stay with us – even though
they usually pester her relentlessly.
This book tries to give a taste of what it’s like to bring up a Hearing Dogs puppy, by following Elton’s progress over the
first year or so of his life. It has been written as we went along and is a warts-and-all example of how Hearing Dog
volunteers work and play with their allocated puppies. There have been ups and downs, but it has been hard to mask
our pride in the little chap’s achievements and our joy at watching him grow up.
Cover photo: Elton on his first birthday alongside his two month old self

Introducing the 2020 E litter
Elton was the sixth pup in a litter of eight. Unfortunately he was a
breeched delivery and there was a concern that he might not
survive the birth. Although he was the heaviest pup born, he was
the last to double his weight and the last to open his eyes. In
these photographs (courtesy of Sue & Craig Barlow) the pups were
about four, five and six weeks old.
Elton was a quiet, gentle pup and the hurly burly of the puppy
pen was often a bit too much for him - his carers needed to
rescue him more frequently than they did other pups! Unusually,
at six weeks, when their food was changed, Elton was one of
several who refused some meals for a few days, and at eight
weeks he was in the middle of the group in terms of size.
His carers told us that that he really liked his one-to-one time
with them but that his big dislike was travelling in the car.
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Arrival
Hearing Dogs headquarters at The Grange is closed to
volunteers at the moment, as a Covid virus precaution.
So instead of us driving over to pick Elton up, he was
going to be brought to our house by our trainer. This had
the upside that we were spared the usual ordeal of
having to listen to a tiny puppy howling for his mum
during the drive home.
Social distancing requirements meant that Elton had to
be dropped off at our garden gate. Our trainer stood
back while we got him and his crate out of her car, along
with his box of kit. We managed a brief chat about his
current health and one or two other things, but all the
other mundane but important details were going to have
to be done via phone and email instead of over a cup of
tea around the kitchen table.
We wanted to keep things calm for the pup and to get
him inside, give him a good cuddle and help him have a
quiet start to his new life. However, we were advised
that the very first thing we should do was to give Elton a
shampoo bath, to mitigate the slight possibility that he
could transfer an infection of the virus.
So, just before he arrived, we had water ready in the
utility room sink and were able to take him straight there
to get it over and done with. To his credit he didn’t get
too upset and only struggled a little bit. He even seemed
to really enjoy being towelled dry.
His tail didn’t stop wagging and, even though we thought
that this was a pretty harsh introduction to the next part
of his life with his new family, we are optimistic that he
isn’t going to bear a grudge!
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Now it was time for Aunty Polly to check out her new
charge – a good sniff was first on the agenda followed by
systematically taking away from him any toy he showed
even the slightest interest in.
Polly has seen many puppies come to stay. Some have
come to be trained and might stay for a year or so, but
others have come for much shorter periods. She treats
them all with the same tough love – a curl of the lip for a
minor infringement, with added growl if they don’t take
the hint and then a bark if they really push their luck.
When she was younger, a visiting pup would only take a
few hours to get past these warnings and worm its way
into her affections, but these days it can take a fair bit
longer. Elton isn’t put off by her manner and looks the
persistent type, so the signs are good that he won’t take
too long to get on her good side.
During the afternoon and evening we spent a lot of time
with the pup - a lot of quiet time, to help cushion the
disorientation he would have felt at leaving the litter and
coming to very unfamiliar surroundings. He did a little
bit of exploring but mostly he just wanted to stay close
to us.
We’d been told that several of the litter had been off
their food at times over the previous fortnight but Elton
seemed fine and ate his meals happily on the day he
arrived, and his poos were quite normal too - which is
always a very good sign.
He didn’t seem too keen to eat his breakfast on the
following morning, but he managed some and then ate
everything he was given during the rest of the day. He
seems to be a very calm, affectionate pup but it’s really
too early for us to tell much about his character yet.
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The first nights
The first night away from the litter is often a testing time for pups. You expect to get up in the night to comfort them
and probably take them outside for a pee. Sure enough, Elton started barking at around 1am, but he settled down
quickly after he’d been outside and we didn’t hear from him again until 6 o’clock. There’d been no accidents overnight
either. He was more difficult on the second night, howling again at 1am and not wanting to go back in his crate. He
wanted company and wanted to play. That lasted 45 minutes but then he slept until 5:30am. The next night he was
really good and slept all through the night, until 6:30. Unfortunately, we weren’t so lucky on following nights.

The first week
Elton is very excited by his food. We normally would moisten a pup’s dried food with water for the first week or so
but he clearly preferred to dispense with that and to have his food dry. He made one foolhardy attempt to get a share
of Polly’s meal – but he won’t do that again! He hasn’t come to the table to beg for food when we are eating though –
he plays quietly by himself or finds somewhere nearby to snooze.
Young pups take naps regularly during the day, some long, some short – so you have to develop a sixth sense about
when they are about to wake up, so you can whisk them outside quickly before they pee on the floor. Elton drinks a
lot and it seems like we are continually taking him outside for some ‘Hurry up’ training. We haven’t been quite quick
enough on several occasions to prevent him having “little accidents”.
The only socialisation we can do with him at this time revolves around letting him get used to us and building up his
trust and confidence. He’s also taking the first steps to building a good relationship with Polly, and is spending more
time exploring both the house and garden. We carried him out to watch the noisy refuse collection lorry on bin
collection day and were pleased to see him show no particular reaction.
The virus lockdown period means that we go out of the house less and so there will be very few times when Elton
needs to be left alone. We dont want him to suffer from separation anxiety further down the line so, most days, we
purposely leave him by himself for just a few minutes at first, either in his crate or just wandering around the kitchen.
He howled a bit on one occasion but he’s been chilled for the most part and we usually find him snoozing when we
come back into the room. He’s very happy in his crate but has other favourite places to curl up during the day. Polly’s
basket is high on the list, as is an old cushion near my desk, but anywhere will do really. Polly tolerates him using her
basket but she usually vacates it rather than share it with him – so far she’s only once stayed put when he sneaked his
way into her basket while she herself was snoozing.
Elton has made a good start to his general obedience training. He’s got a very good recall, both to his name and to
hand claps, and he did OK with when we started teaching ‘sit’ and ‘wait’, etc. However, it didn’t go too well the first
time we tried putting a lead on him. He is getting more used to it however, and there has been less lead chewing. He
gets pretty impatient when his meals are being sorted out, so we fully expected him to be rubbish at the ‘Pot Game’,
where he needs to show self restraint to get a reward, but he did pretty well at it, even in his first few goes.
7

The second week
Lockdown has prevented us from attending weekly
puppy classes or having home visits from our trainer.
Instead we’ve started having a video puppy class, jointly
with one of Elton’s siblings. There was a lot of fiddling
around with phones and laptops but it worked out OK
and both pups gave a good account of themselves when
we practised walking on-lead, sits, downs and waits.
As far as socialisation goes, we’ve been taking
opportunities to show him off to passing neighbours, so
at least he sees other human beings even though he can’t
go over to them. He’s also taken part in two “Clap for
Carers” sessions. The first from a bit of a distance, but
then he was happy to be right in the thick of it this week with the clapping, the whooping and the noisy
pan-bashing from two doors away.
He’s being gradually introduced to household appliances.
Some dogs can have a real problem with vacuum
cleaners, so we first started giving him treats next to it,
later showing him how it moved, next hearing it switched
on in another room, and then carrying him along while
we used it. He now seems happy with it, although it will
take some time before he will want to come up to us
while we’re using it - something he’ll eventually have to
learn to do as part of his training to be able to alert his
deaf partner to events. He also came outside to watch the
lawn mower in use, but from a distance for this first time.
During one of his daily ‘vet checks’ we noticed a brown
deposit inside one of his ears - something we often see
from time to time in most dogs’ ears. We gave them a
good clean with some wet cotton wool pads. Elton was
surprisingly good about having it done and we were able
to get both ears cleaned without too much fuss.
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A lot of pups go through a phase of having a dicky
tummy, after they start to chew whatever they find in
the garden – plants, grass, twigs, pigeon poo or just plain
old soil. Elton hasn’t had any tummy problems yet, but
he has had a small amount of yellowish discharge from
his willy - After speaking with our trainer, we’re advised
that we just need to keep an eye on it for now.
We’ve been taking lots of photographs for inclusion in
Elton’s upcoming ‘Sponsor pup’ launch on social media like this one, where he’d gone to sleep in his play tunnel.
But we‘ve also videoed some things: Playing the Pot
Game was the first, and then one of an energetic game of
tug he had with Polly. Sometimes we think Polly is so
rough that she will throw a pup for miles playing tug, but
they never come to any harm and in the end she
rewarded Elton’s persistence by letting him have the bit
of rope all to himself.
In the next video we caught him walking over towards
the lawn water sprinkler. Unfortunately he didn’t show
any enthusiasm for having a bit of a shower or playing
with the water - he just stayed at a safe distance and
then walked away from it. So we didn’t get any amusing
reaction or excited play that might have entertained his
future sponsors.
Polly’s attitude to the youngster is noticeably softening.
She’d still rather he was somewhere else but she is
definitely letting him get closer, even allowing him to
lick in her ears occasionally – yuck!
Elton’s house training has also improved a bit and by the
end of the week he managed a full 24 hours without
having any of his ‘little accidents’ indoors. It won’t last of
course.
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Week three
Elton’s training has been coming along really well. He
seems quite good for his age at a lot of things. At the
start of the week we videoed his impressive levels of self
restraint. He was asked to ‘wait’ while several treats
were dropped on the floor near him and, as you see in
the photos, except for his head and eyes, he hardly
moved a muscle. A pretty good achievement when you
consider that he’s very keen on his food - he is a
Labrador after all.
His other training is continuing to go well too and his
walks on the lead are now practised outside in the street,
as it’s a pretty quiet cul de sac. He isn’t that keen on
walking outside the garden though. He wants to keep
stopping, to sit down and just watch the world go by.
Elton has continued to wake up too early – between 5
and 6am. He gets to go outside to the toilet and then is
plonked back in his bed while we try to get a bit more
sleep. He does kick up a bit of a fuss when we do this –
and you can probably hear his bark for miles. Normally
he only keeps it up for a minute or two, but sometimes
he persists and we usually give in and go downstairs for
an early breakfast. We’ve now moved his crate to where
we can close the curtains to keep the room dark, and it
has helped a bit.
Having said last week that he hasn’t had any tummy
problems, he managed to throw up just before we all sat
down for Sunday dinner. It was probably just caused by
eating too much grass and dirt - we halved his evening
meal and hoped he’d have no more problems overnight.
Sure enough, he was fine and seemed no worse for wear
in the morning.
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We couldn’t get Elton to be at all enthusiastic about the
landmark SpaceX rocket launch from Cape Canaveral
this week. He was just happy to curl up on his favourite
old cushion - and keep a watchful eye on what I might
be getting up to.
His toilet training is definitely getting better, gradually.
We have a lot fewer ‘accidents’ and he is definitely
showing signs that he now understands what he’s
supposed to do when we take him outside and tell him
to “Hurry Up”. We don’t completely trust him yet though
– the current very warm weather means that the back
doors are often open and he can wander in and out as
he pleases.
The next stage will be for him to ‘ask’ to go out, but
situations where he needs to ask to have a door opened
haven’t arisen very often yet.
Because we were told Elton didn’t like car journeys even
when he was in the litter with his siblings, we try to take
him for a very short ride most days. He’s not scared of
being in the car or the boot shutting, but he still whines
or even barks occasionally while the car is moving.
At the end of the week he had to go for his jabs, and he
was quiet in the car, for once. The vet gave him a clean
bill of health, awarded him an excellent ‘body condition’
score and also told us not to worry about his discharge
issue, as it’s quite a common thing. We were also told it
was time to increase the amount of food he‘s given.
He’s becoming more adventurous and getting into more
mischief, so maybe he’s burning more calories! He
capped off today by throwing up his lunch - probably
the vet visit was a bit stressful for him, or he could have
had a reaction to the injection. Poor lad.
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Week 4
Here’s Elton shortly after the online Puppy Class finished and zonked!
He’s still waking us around 5am every morning. This has
become a pain and we’ve been trying different strategies
to get him to wake up later. We’re pretty sure that Polly
and he disturb each other, even though they are in
seperate rooms, so we’ve moved Polly upstairs to spend
the night with us. Elton slept until a very reasonable 6:45
on the first morning, and was waiting calmly when we
went down to him at 7am the day after. Thankfully, this
has now become his daily routine.
He now stands by the door when he wants to go out, and
seems to understand what “Hurry up” means when he
gets to the lawn.
On Sunday we had visitors - our very first since the virus
lockdown started. Our grandson, along with his mum
and dad, came to play in our back garden. We had to
keep our distances of course, and that applied to the dogs
too. For Elton this was something very new - he’s not
been around other people before, let alone a toddler.
We decided it would be best to keep Elton on a lead and
for most of the time he was asked to practise his ‘cafe
settle’ - and he did remarkably well, especially as our
grandson likes his play to be fast and noisy.
His behaviour in the car doesn‘t seem to improve - it
oscillates between being chilled one day and whining or
even barking on the next. He’s not frightened by the car
itself - he even tries to jump in (but that’s not allowed yet,
to protect his joints) - so it’s difficult to work out exactly
what he doesn’t like about driving.
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Elton has had a good range of new things to experience
this week. We’ve had the window cleaners come and
provide some entertainment. He was initially a little
frightened by the noise at the window, but was happy to go
outside and sit in the garden to watch. We also spent time
watching a couple of guys who had come to fix a problem
on the roof. So he now knows that ladders can be quite
noisy.
A few days ago we had some thunder and lightening
accompanied by a lot of hail. Elton seemed to take it all in
his stride - we watched and listened from the middle of
the room first, but then went over to the window, together.
We have played him recordings of various loud noises
from time to time, including thunder, in the hope that it
prepares him for the big wide world, but there’s a huge
difference between a recording and experiencing things
for real.
It’s the last day of the week and Elton is now fully
protected by his jabs and allowed access to the great
outdoors. This is our favourite day for all the pups that we
have looked after - it’s a joy to see them run around
off-lead in new places and we always look forward to it.
We decided to drive over to the Common, so he could
have a good wander around. He is unfortunate in that
Hearing Dogs’ Covid guidance means his new experience
can‘t extend to meeting other people or dogs, as it would
have during more normal times.
He wanted to have a good sniff around before doing
anything else, but then we tested the reliability of his recall
before wandering over to the pond to have a look at the
ducks and geese. Unfortunately, they weren’t as keen to
see him as he was to see them - and they quickly got into
the water and swam way.
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Week 5
Polly accompanied Elton on his second off-lead walk.
You always hope that some of the experience of the older
dog rubs off on the puppy, but we’re never able to tell if it
does or it doesn’t This photo was taken just after Elton
finished running around in circles like a madman, just for
the fun of it.
Now he’s free to go anywhere outdoors we mix up going
off-lead on the local common with lead walks along the
street, so he can start to get used to all the new things that
might be encountered there.
Traffic is something that we approach gradually - the
streets around where we live are quiet and so it’s easy to
give the lad a gentle introduction. His initial reactions to
it have been good, just showing mild interest.
Elton has now completed his One Star training and has
been awarded his certificate. In normal times this and his
rosette would be handed to us at Puppy Class, but The
Grange is still closed to volunteers. So, instead, we
received his certificate as a PDF sent by email! Never fear,
after a quick dig around at the back of the cupboard we
found a One Star rosette from a previous pup.
We’re part-way through a new training method to avoid
situations where some puppies might react badly to
putting on a harness. Elton’s doing well with it (he likes
all the treats he gets) but we’re not yet at the stage where
we are allowed to actually put the harness on him.
Although he has been doing well with his general training,
he’s still not completely happy travelling in the car. He’s
definitely more relaxed when Polly goes with him so
we’re trying to take her along whenever we can.
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Here he is being groomed, in the shade on a very warm
and sunny day. He still needs to be given treats to
distract him from wanting to play, but he doesn’t object
to being brushed.
Since the day he arrived, Elton has had a bare patch on
the inside of his back left leg. We assumed it was a ‘war
wound’ from tussles with his siblings and expected it to
repair itself, but it hasn‘t. It’s got bigger as he has grown,
but it’s not inflamed or irritating him, so it’s just
something else to keep an eye on for now.
Minutes after grooming was over I grabbed him as he
was investigating a wasp buzzing in the window! I was a
second too late and I think he got a sting on his lip. He
licked it a bit but then went back to playing with a toy
and seemed fine. Whether it will teach him to leave
those things alone in future we’ll have to wait and see.
A strange looking toy that’s supposed to be a cartoon
cow is one of Elton’s favourite soft toys at the moment he often sleeps with his head on it. It’s also proved
reasonably robust for playing tug with, which is one of
his favourite games.
However, one of the new themes we’ve been given by
our trainer is to get our pups to bring toys over to us and
readily give them up. So playing tug might cause a bit of
confusion - perhaps we’d better not do it for a while.
I don’t want to jinx things, but we’re very happy that
Elton’s not shown much interest in digging in the garden.
Where he is a little bit destructive is by chewing bits off
some of the plants and bushes - and he is making a
mess of small patches of the lawn by eating grass, and
also pulling it up by the roots. Nothing too drastic
though, thank goodness.
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Portrait at three months
So what do we think of this pup now
we’ve had a month in his company?
Well, Elton’s a very affectionate little
chap and very happy to have human
company. He likes to bring his toys
over to us to have us play with him
but he also seems equally content to
play with them by himself.
He has a very pleasant nature and is
quite laid-back. He’s also grown in
confidence and shows a keen interest
in other dogs and the people he’s seen.
He gets on pretty well with Aunty
Polly but he gets frustrated when she
won’t play with him - it’s one of the
few times he barks.
He’s adjusted to his new home very
well. He’s now sleeping well overnight
and is fully toilet trained. He enjoys
his obedience training and learns
quickly - his self restraint is one of his
strengths. We’re hopeful that current
restrictions on his socialisation with
other people and other dogs won’t
hold him back as he continues to
develop.
All in all we think Elton is a really good
and very sociable puppy, and we have
every hope that he’ll grow up to be a
Hearing Dog that everyone will be
very proud of one day.
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His fourth month
At the moment we are alternating Elton’s daily morning
walks between on-lead ones around the streets near
where we live and off-lead walks on the Common and
the woods.
The covid guidance given to us by Hearing Dogs is still
that he shouldn’t be allowed contact with other dogs, so
he has to go back on-lead or be picked up when other
dog walkers appear. Picking him up is getting a bit more
of a chore as he’s getting quite heavy now.
His on-lead walks are not as successful as off-lead. He
still stops a lot and just seems to want to stare in all
directions. It’s not because he’s tired so it must be either
he wants to take time to take things in, or he wants to be
bribed with treats to move further!
He seems to have had a growth spurt during his 14th
week, and is starting to lose some of his puppy features.
His extra leg length is also allowing him to get up to more
mischief than before, being able to reach more things
we’d not like him to chew on.
Elton’s signal for wanting to go out to the toilet is merely
to go and stand by the door - you could easily miss it. If
he becomes desperate he does make a sound like a sort
of muffled yelp but it’s also accompanied by a leap up at
the door handle - he seems to know something has to be
done with it to get out.
His general obedience training continues to improve and
impress us. His recalls are very good and so are his ‘waits’
and self-control. He still wants to play a little during
grooming and vet checking, but he’ll grow out of that in
time.
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Elton is waiting patiently for some of his soft toys, tug
ropes and his soft blanket to get dry after their wash just so he can get them properly mucky again.
Monkey is actually Polly’s favourite soft toy, but all the
pups that we’ve looked after seem to like it. and Elton is
no different. It’s amazing how long it’s lasted really, as it
has sometimes been used for multi-pup tugs of war.
Little rabbit and big rabbit head were donated by a local
charity shop - Big rabbit used to be what Elton slept with
until the cartoon cow took over that duty.
Like most other puppies, he has always had a fascination
with our shoes and socks. If we hear a dull clunk from
the utility room it usually means Elton is bored and has
gone to look for a shoe to pull off the rack, and is
probably trotting off with his prize.

Today we have the first home visit from our trainer since
the lockdown. She will have to keep her distance from
us and the puppy but at least we can go for a short walk
together, so she can see how he’s behaving and assess
how his training is coming along.
Good news! Elton put on a good show and was assessed
to be ahead of schedule in his training - having made a
good start towards his Two Star award. He was also on
his best behaviour on a short trot along the road - our
trainer wanted to see how he walked both on and
off-lead, and how attentive he was to his handler.
Before next week, we will work on the final stage of
being comfortable wearing his harness, practise his
‘settles’ in different locations, keep up regular car rides
and also start to introduce him to putting a Hearing Dog
jacket over his head.
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The cartoon cow is still a favourite toy.
One of the games we’re teaching Elton is
“Find It” and we often hide the cow for
him to go and search out.
He really enjoys his time outside, either
on off-lead walks or just playing in the
garden, but he seems obsessed with
finding sticks to chew or just carry
around. He might be a Labrador but he
surely can’t be that hungry.
As far as his obedience training goes, our
current priorities are getting him to sit
and wait for us to go through doorways
or gates before he does, increasing the
time he can “Wait” and continuing to
work on his different recalls. His recall to
the whistle is exceptionally good and he’s
pretty good when we call his name or
hand-clap too. He hasn’t yet worked out
the recall with only a hand signal though.
We now use “Watch me”, rather than
“Leave it”, which is supposed to be better
for keeping the pup out of mischief and
its attention focused on you. Our
problem is that Polly has been trained to
“Leave it” so we often get mixed up and I
have a feeling Elton will learn both.
We usually introduce pups to ‘Clicker’
training early on in their time with us. It’s
great for letting them know exactly what
they are being rewarded for - and
particularly useful for training commands
like “Give”, “Drop” or “Watch me.”
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Socialisation continues to be very restricted for Elton,
compared with what our previous pups were allowed to
experience. We see neighbours and meet people and
dogs whilst out walking, but actual contact isn’t allowed.
He’s usually happy to see people but occasionally he
backs off, even though they don’t come close to us.
This week the window cleaners startled him when they
arrived and started work on the door near where he was
lying. He jumped up and barked excitedly - but he was
gradually reassured by our presence and eventually
went over to the glass, tail wagging.
We’re also gradually introducing him to more traffic,
cyclists, joggers, etc. None have worried him. In the
photo he’s on a relatively quiet main road, just for a few
minutes. He took it all in his stride and was much more
interested in chasing a leaf that blew past him.
Here he is on the Common, chewing on a prized stick that I’m just about to ask him to “Give” to me.
He seems very happy off lead in the woods but also a
little nervous when we step away from him, to set up a
practise Recall. It seems that he’s a little concerned to be
on his own, at least when we are away from home.
Also, today, he didn’t react very confidently when a lady
stopped to say a few gentle words to him - he backed
away and barked. Possibly a sign of the lack of regular
close contact with people other than ourselves.
We talked about these things when we next spoke with
our trainer and she confirmed that things like this had
been noticed in other pups. She hoped that restrictions
may be able to be relaxed a little in the near future and
we should continue to keep an eye on how Elton reacts
with other people we bump into.
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Even though Elton still likes doing puppy
things - such as messing around popping
bubbles, he is growing up fast and has
just moved on to having three meals a
day instead of four.
We’re very confident that he’ll ask to go
out to the toilet if he needs to, and he
even sleeps through the night much
better now. He’s stopped waking us up at
the crack of dawn as his crate door is left
open at bedtime - which means he
doesn’t get frustrated about being stuck in
when Polly gets up early and wanders
about. They often swap beds too!
He’s also much better travelling in the car.
The trick was to give him a much better
cushion inside his travel crate - one that
doesn’t slide around much, making him
feel more secure. He’s gone from
whining after a few minutes in the car to
sleeping through a 90 minute drive.
Even though we shouldn’t allow Elton to
interact with other people it was
impossible to keep him completely apart
from our toddler grandson on our first
visit to the family in almost four months.
The little lad kept coming over to him,
wanting to play.
The good thing about their run-around
together is that we now feel confident
that Elton is generally OK with the often
erratic behaviour of small children, which
we know can panic some puppies.
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I’m afraid I spoke too soon when I said he didn’t seem to
be interested in digging in the garden. This is the second
excavation of the day. The next morning he was at it
again, but this time chewing on some plant roots - after
which he was sick all over the lounge carpet. We’ll need
to keep a closer eye on him in the garden from now on.
Elton is now happy wearing his harness on his walks and
has been well prepared for putting on his Hearing Dog
“I’m Learning” jacket, which has just arrived (for practise
wearing only, at the moment - he’ll need to pass his Two
Star and also get our trainer’s OK to wear it for real).
He gets some socialisation during his morning walks. He
shows no concern when joggers, cyclists and kids on
scooters come trundling by, and he’s easily called away if
he’s approached by anyone and he happens to be
off-lead at the time.
Here he is rushing back to us when he was recalled
during his morning walk in the woods. If his ears were a
bit bigger I’m sure he could take off!
He still likes to chew or carry a stick when he’s off-lead,
sometimes eating bits of it. At home he also likes to eat
vegetables and fruit - and he often searches out apples
fallen from our tree.
As fruit-picking season approaches we’ve no doubts that
he’ll pick up Polly’s love of berries and plums she finds in
hedges and even on pavements. Blackberries are a
favourite too - she is somehow able to easily pick out
the ripe ones whilst also avoiding the prickles.
Thankfully, in spite of all his al fresco dining habits, the
little lad continues to be in robust health and is always
ready for his regular meals.
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Portrait at four months
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His fifth month
Elton is working towards achieving his 2-Star training
award, which includes his ability to ‘settle’ and remain
relaxed in various situations. In the photo he’s practising
waiting on his mat while we answer the front door.
We’ve found this harder to do during the pandemic
because we get very few people coming to the door.
In other related training he’s learning to react to sounds
like the door bell and to ‘touch’ our hands, legs or a
marker when asked. These are all working towards his
eventual task-specific training, where he’ll need to alert
deaf people to different sounds in the home. At the
moment he’s touching our hands on command, and he’ll
sometimes touch our legs but he’s not made the mental
leap yet that he should touch the paper marker
wherever we put it.
The two dogs get along very well now. Elton still can’t
understand why Polly doesn’t want to play as much as
he would like, but he dotes on her nevertheless. He
follows her around and lies down next to her when she
stretches out on the floor or on the lawn, and will try to
sneak into her basket with her when she’s snoozing.
Whenever we have had a labrador puppy growing up
alongside Polly, they all have the annoying habit of
wanting to bite on Polly’s neck or her collar as she runs
in the garden - We can throw a ball for the dogs to chase
after, but while Polly is focused on the ball, the puppy
only wants to grab hold of poor Polly’s neck! Mind you,
Elton couldn’t catch a ball even if his life depended on it.
You can throw a treat or a toy in his direction and the
best he’ll do is duck out of the way of it - he doesn’t yet
think about opening his mouth to catch it.
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He’s still a very cuddly puppy, even
though he seems to be growing
noticeably by the day. We’ve had to
increase his food allowance twice in the
space of only a few weeks to keep pace
with him.
He’s also getting naughtier - jumping up
to nip our hands, however softly, is not
allowed. It only happens when he gets
very excited but we are obviously doing
our best to discourage it.
Another worsening issue is his urge to
chew things. We have had to take an
increasing number of items away from
him recently - he chewed a pair of specs
this week, when we weren’t looking
(luckily they were an old pair). He is
teething at the moment and so we’re
hoping that this is the reason, and that
there will be a lot fewer such incidents as
he gradually gets all his new gnashers
installed.
Our grandson visited us again this
weekend and was keen to play with the
dogs, but particularly “Eh’ton”, as he calls
him. The little boy is very young and his
idea of ‘play’ is mainly to run around
laughing followed by some shouting - so
Elton did exactly the same. He’s not
normally a pup that barks much and we
don’t want him to become one, so we had
to bring things to a halt before it got too
hectic. Neither of them were happy
about stopping though.
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Today our trainer wanted to see how Elton got on
walking off-lead, so we went to the Common. She
followed us during the short drive there and then, as you
can see, kept a ‘social distance’ away as we walked.
The little lad showed off how well he can walk by our
side, how he can stay focused on his handler (at least
when he’s asked to) and how he responded to his recalls
and ‘wait’ commands. We also managed a short, but
calm ‘settle’ while we sat on a bench. And then he
showed our trainer how much he likes to chew sticks!
We did bump into other dog walkers and young families
out walking in the sunshine, and we didn’t always
manage to put his lead on in time to ensure that we
stayed away from them. But it did help our trainer to
see how calm and respectful Elton is in such meetings,
and how good he is at coming away when called.
At the end of the visit we agreed the next training and
socialising items to focus on. It’s pretty difficult to
socialise with anybody, or go anywhere much within the
current restrictions, but we do what we can. He’s now
very content to wear the Hearing Dogs training jacket, in
preparation for future trips to new places, such as shops,
supermarkets, pubs and cafes. We can’t yet take him
near those environments, so instead, we practise his
‘settles’ at a table in the garden - where we even played
loud cafe noises from YouTube! He didn’t care. He just
plonked down on his mat and watched a pigeon plod
across the lawn.
It’s a different story on the training front though, as we
have even made a start towards some Three-Star goals
in parallel with the Two-Star work - longer waits, recalls
with distractions and advanced obedience. This will
help him keep on-track for the longer term.
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Another Labrador has come to stay with us! We are
taking care of the lovely Kiki for a while, before she heads
off to start her career as a working Hearing Dog. We’re
very proud of her as we were her socialisers for most of
the time before going up to “Big School” for final training.
It was unlucky that lockdown occurred just days before
she won full accreditation as an assistance dog. So
instead of going to her deaf recipient in March, here we
are in August. Kiki is a very gregarious and affectionate
dog. She’s particularly good with children, so she will be
very happy that she’s going to a lady with a young family.
Elton doesn’t care about any of that. He’s just really glad
to have another dog around to play with - So at least
some small good has come of Kiki being held back in the
Spring. The photo shows 30 Kg Kiki letting 13 Kg Elton
‘win’ during a bit of a rough-and-tumble.
Elton is getting taller. He’s already found it too difficult to
walk under Polly’s legs and it won’t be long before he
can’t get under Kiki’s either.
Having the extra adult dog around has actually helped
him improve his lead walking - we’ve often walked all the
dogs together and the little lad is happy to trot along to
keep up with his role models, wanting to do whatever
they’re doing and not miss out. So when we take him out
on his own he sometimes forgets his old habit of sitting
down every few minutes.
Elton and Kiki have become great friends and playmates.
They’ll miss each other when Kiki leaves us. However,
she is going to have a few extra days with us, as it’s been
decided that she is to have some minor surgery to
remove a small growth on her side before her transfer
goes ahead.
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At last Elton has been able to go to a proper Puppy Class!
I stayed at home to look after Kiki, who is convalescing
after her operation. Nevertheless, both she and Polly
rushed out to greet Elton when he came back home.
The class was held outdoors, in the grounds of
Hughenden Manor, rather than the puppy hall at The
Grange. It was a first chance for five Hearing Dogs pups
to mingle - they had some training and a fair bit of play.
Unfortunately Elton showed rather too much interest in
some cow poo he found! There was a nice stream there,
but he couldn’t be persuaded to have a swim or even a
splash about - we’ll have to get him along to the lake at
Black Park and let Polly show him how it’s done.
He would normally have been to puppy class about eight
or nine times by now. So, although his training has kept
pace, he has missed out on a lot of puppy socialising.
Hooray! Elton is learning about catching things, at last.
He’s been watching the two big dogs catch their bits of
broccoli stalk when dinner is being prepared and has
obviously decided to have a go himself. He even
succeeds sometimes.
In the photo, you might be able to see that the fur has
still not returned to the bare patch on his back left leg.
There doesn’t appear to be anything wrong with it but
we would have hoped that the fur would have grown
back by now.
As expected, he now copies the older dogs and
enthusiastically scavenges apples, plums and
blackberries from hedgerows and the woods. We can
get him to ‘’Drop” the apples but the smaller stuff goes
down too quickly. Parts of our walks can become
nothing more than an al fresco dining experience.
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Portrait at five months
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His sixth month
For the past few days Elton has woken up with mucus
coming from his eyes. It doesn’t seem to bother him but
there must be some particular pollen in the air that is
causing it at the moment.
For a few days he did seem to miss not having his friend
Kiki to play with but we’ve been able to spend more time
with him, now we have one fewer dog to look after. We
understand that all went well with Kiki’s introduction to
the deaf lady she will partner with - and with her young
family. This is such a great relief to us.
Elton continues to have a very happy nature. His tail
wags at the slightest bit of attention from anybody, often
wagging so much that his whole body wiggles as well.
But he does seem to be a bit more clingy than before,
In addition to Elton’s general obedience training, he has
progressed to learning how to alert a deaf partner to
events in the home. The first stage is to learn to ‘nudge’ a
marker on the command “Touch”.
He still wants to eat, or at least chew, most things he
finds on the ground outside. On one walk this week he
started to foam at the mouth and retch - There was
initial panic as we’ve seen this before with another lab
puppy when a rush to the emergency vet’s was
necessary after she’d eaten a toxic fungus. But, a few
seconds later, he coughed up one of his own baby teeth,
which must have just come loose and caused him to
choke. To our great relief he was back to his normal
happy self again a few minutes later. Then, the very next
day, while he was in his basket, we heard him happily
chomping on something hard and noisy - it was another
of his own teeth! He really will eat anything.
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This week’s Puppy Class at a garden centre (Photo courtesy
of Alan Sturges). The number of attendees was restricted
to minimise issues around social distancing, and this was
Elton’s first experience of a shop environment.
Our trainer was looking to see if the pups walked around
calmly and didn’t pull on the lead too much, and if we
socialisers could ensure that the pups left the
merchandise alone! Going up and down to the second
floor also allowed her to see how they handled stairs.
Everyone wore masks when indoors and even though we
had occasionally worn masks at home to get him used to
them, all in all, it could have seemed a pretty strange half
hour to him. However, all the puppies appeared to take
everything in their stride, and Elton thought it was all
great - and didn’t pass up the chance to chew on at least
one plant that took his fancy!
He has to practise his ‘cafe settle’ before he can reach the
next level in his training. We’ve done pretend cafes at
home and he has also sat quietly alongside us at various
benches on the common and near the high street, but
Covid restrictions have kept us away from actual cafes
until now.
Hearing Dogs’ own “Little Grange” cafe is a good place to
go for both us and him, as it’s outdoors. We met up with
friends there and took his favourite mat along to
encourage him to lie down quietly.
Polly looks very small in the background of this picture!
She knows this field very well, as we would often have a
walk in it before attending training classes. Elton has not
been able to come to The Grange for his Puppy Classes
and, in fact, this is his first visit back here since the day
he left his litter - so everything is very new to him.
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Our friends’ black lab, Vicky is a
Hearing Dog Brood, and is actually
Elton’s Grandma. He had no idea
who she was of course but he had
made friends on the walk we had in
the valley, before coming along to
The Grange. They had been happily
playing together - so posing for a
family snapshot wasn’t a problem.
The rain started to come down quite
heavily as we ate our brownies and
drank coffee. The the photo
opposite was taken when there was
a bit of a lull. The ladies waving to
us will have been glad to have the
shelter of their cabin but Elton
dosen’t mind a bit of rain.
33

It’s a quiet Sunday so we decided to visit our local train
station to see if Elton was happy to walk across the bridge
between platforms and also to have a look at the lift.
We stood back from the lift doors and called it up to our
floor. The voice recording announced its arrival and the
doors slid open - and then closed again. Elton had just
sat and watched this with no sign of being disturbed, so
we did it again and this time we walked into the lift and
pressed the down button. At first the doors wouldn’t
close behind us - it seemed as though his wagging tail
was being picked up by the door sensors!
He was happy enough travelling down to platform level
and confidently walked out of the opened doors at my
side. After watching a train arrive at the opposite
platform we went back up in the lift and headed home that’s enough for one day.
Later in the week we went back to the station and gave
him a go at walking down the steps there. He’s only been
allowed to walk up and down stairs at home a few times,
so these steps were a bit of a challenge for him - We just
did one flight, as he wasn’t completely sure of himself.
His habit of scanning at the floor for any scrap of
something to eat can be a real pain at times - making a
short walk very long. First he ate grass and brambles on
the way down to the station, and then there were all the
discarded bits of chewing gum on the pavement and
walkways. Keeping him focused on us instead of these
dubious wayside ‘treats’ is a constant battle.
Labradors have a reputation for being “stomachs on legs”
but Elton’s snacking is a complete preoccupation. We’ll
have to work on getting him much more focused on us
rather than everything else.
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Today was the day we went to Black Park lake for the
first time since lockdown. So it was Elton’s first chance
to have a go at swimming. It took a while for him to
decide to get properly wet though. At first he was
happy to stay on the bank and for Polly to swim without
him but then he tested the water, just with his front
paws - stretching out as far as he could, so he could
reach a floating stick. A little while later all four paws
were in the water and then, before he knew it, he was
ten yards away, paddling after Polly like a good ‘un.
Elton is well on his way to completing everything he
needs to do to get his Two-Star award. Standards have
had to be modified a little bit because of the virus - for
instance, he would normally have to show he could be
calm in the vet’s waiting room, but they are not yet
allowing us to take dogs in unless they have a
health-related appointment.
Elton is now allowed to go to local cafes with us, to practise settling
quietly on the floor next to where we sit. So we did that today. He was a
bit fidgety at first, watching all the comings and goings, but then he
settled down nicely. I’m sure he would have jumped to his feet to greet
anyone if they came over to him, but luckily that didn’t happen today.
We’ve also been given the green light to take him into a small shop, as
long as the manager agrees to let him come in - just for a few minutes.
He will not go into the High Street shopping area until he’s earned the
right to wear his Hearing Dogs “I’m Learning” jacket, and even then he’ll be
limited in what he can do at first.
So this is just a step on the way to gradually prepare him for that. We
chose W.H. Smiths as it’s a small shop that we can get into from a side
street - and they are happy to have us. We walked around the shop quite
calmly - and without him investigating the merchandise. He seemed OK
with the new experience and all the different smells. Here he is ‘socially
distancing’ and waiting his turn to pass the till on our way out.
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This is what Labradors often consider to be the best
position to have a really comfy snooze. It also helps to be
in another dog’s bed and with your favourite soft toy.
In his defence he’d had a tiring morning walk. We
bumped into a lady walking several dogs, including a Lab
puppy of a similar age to Elton. So they had a mad few
minutes chasing each other across the field. When it was
starting to get a bit too hectic, normal calls for him to
break off and come back to us didn’t work, of course - he
was having too much fun. But three pips on the whistle
did the trick right away - What a good boy!
Elton continues in his never-ending quest to find things
to eat. Earlier today, having just had his own teeth
cleaned, he kept trying to eat toothpaste out of Polly’s
mouth, while she was having hers done.

Today’s Puppy Class was held outdoors, starting at
Hughenden Park. Where, among others, Elton was
joined by two of his sisters, Erica and Eileen. This is the
first time they’ve met up, even though we live near each
other - and it’s a good day to do it, as it’s a lovely morning
and the pups are exactly six months old today.
They didn’t seem to recognise each other but that didn’t
stop them from getting over-excited. However, this is
school, and that sort of messing around is frowned upon!
After having a few minutes to settle down they had some
practice at walking ‘calmly’ on loose leads. After that they
trouped off to do try the same thing along some quiet
streets nearby. These shouldn’t be very difficult tasks for
pups of this age but the unusually large class, due to
current circumstances, caused more distractions than
usual - as did the unfamiliar surroundings.
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Portrait at six months
- he’s just heard his food bowl being moved! -
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Beginning of month seven
It’s a good time to take stock again - How
is the young lad getting on? The short
answer is, very well. He has a lovely
warm nature and seems very happy with
life - his tail starts wagging the moment
you so much as look in his direction.
He wants to be close to us at all times.
This doesn’t just make him a serious trip
hazard, it can also mean simple tasks
become much more complicated. Just
this morning he was plonked between
my feet ‘helping me’ tie my shoe laces
when he also decided to chase his tail,
round and round one of my legs!
He’s getting on pretty well in his training
and he’s very well behaved for his age.
He still likes to chew things but not with
the intention of destroying them (unless
its a cardboard box).
He does need to continue to expand his
horizons. In the coming weeks and
months it’s important that he can get
more experience of shops, cafes and
other public places.
Restrictions imposed on his
socialisation, because of the virus, have
recently been eased and outdoor puppy
classes resumed. The fear is that this
could easily be reversed if infection rates
continue to rise sharply.
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This morning’s off-lead walk took us to the lake again but
today Elton didn’t want to swim. He was content just to
paddle out so far - Never mind, there’s no rush.
There are cattle grids in the park and we like to teach our
pups to walk along the concrete edge to them. It means
we have more confidence that they won’t run across the
bars and possibly hurt themselves if they come across
one in the future . Elton seems to have remembered
what to do, even after only one previous visit.
On the walk back to the car we put both dogs on the lead
as some cattle were on the path ahead. A ranger told us
they were quite placid and so we didn’t stop Elton when
he bravely went over to touch noses with one.
Today’s training was all about encouraging him to walk
on-lead without looking for things on the pavement!
Hooray! Elton has won his 2-Star training award. This
doesn’t just mean that he has reached the intermediate
stage in his obedience training and socialisation, but also
that he may shortly be allowed to wear his burgundy
Hearing Dogs ‘I’m Learning’ jacket in public.
He‘s been quite well behaved on our visits to the one
shop he’s currently allowed to go into. So, fingers
crossed, he should give a good account of himself when
he goes back there next week when our trainer will be
there to watch him.
As he has now reached six months of age he would
normally be allowed short introductory stints at various
fund-raising events, or events to raise awareness of our
Charity. These are of course all currently on hold so,
again, he’s missing out on some potentially valuable
socialisation opportunities.
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The telecoms people who came to dig up bits of our road
were a good opportunity to check on how Elton would
react to strangers wearing hi-viz jackets - and to the
bright obstructions to his familiar pavement walk. As you
can see, he wasn’t fussed and was happy to say hello.
The noise of the workmen’s pneumatic drill was another
test for him. We watched from a long way off at first, but
gradually wandered over. He was happy to mooch along
past them, about five metres away. He wasn’t startled but
he gave them a good stare when the noise was loudest.
At home, in the kitchen, he’s realised he’s now tall enough
to reach the counter tops! There have been a few
instances of him getting hold of something he shouldn’t.
So now we’re being vigilant in keeping things pushed back
out of his reach - hopefully he’ll learn after a while that it’s
not worth his effort.
This morning Elton woke up with mischief written all
over his face! He started by running circles in the garden,
even before he’d taken the time to have his early morning
pee. Then he pestered Polly while she was trying to have
hers. It only stopped after they both came back indoors
and heard their breakfast being sorted out.
After breakfast he wandered around the house looking
for anything he shouldn’t have - he found a floor cleaning
rag, a sock from a walking boot and then a walking boot each being taken away from him in their turn.
He redeemed himself a little bit on his morning walk on
the Common, by completing a one minute ‘Wait” even
though there were other dogs around - A tick for his
3-Star training diary. But then, in the afternoon, he
managed to completely mangle a pair of reading specs his worst bit of naughiness ever.
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In the photo he’s practising his wait again. On this occasion he’d watched as
a handful of treats were dropped onto the grass by my feet. He did very
well and managed the full minute, but what you can’t see is that he’s
drooling - just thinking about all those nice treats!
Elton is well-mannered when he meets other dogs off-lead and he also
plays with them very nicely - there’s lots of energy but no aggression. Also,
when we want him to come away he usually does, when called or whistled.
Where he’s not so good is when he meets other dogs on a lead. He doesn’t
yet understand that he shouldn’t run around when he’s on a lead. To try and
get him out of the habit we are asking him to focus more on us, whenever
we see another dog coming - but it’s probably going to take some time.
Having just the other day confirmed to our trainer that Elton has shown no
indications of being coprophagic, he’s now had a ‘taste’ on two occasions.
Labs are unfortunately prone to this. Luckily it seems to be only Polly’s poo
he’s been interested in, so far. So now we’re watching him like hawks and
doing all we can to deny him any opportunity, hoping the phase will pass.
Our normal Hearing Dogs trainer is sick at the moment
and another trainer, from another area, has been assigned
to help us for a while. We had a good conversation over
the internet a couple of days ago and got the go-ahead to
have an introductory walk on the quiet part of our high
street without her being present.
She would normally have wanted to be present herself
when a pup is exposed to heavier traffic and a more
crowded environment, to see how he coped, but she lives
some distance away and compromises have to be made
in the current situation.
We did that today and videod everything so that she
would be able to have a good look at how he got on
before coming to see Elton next week. We also had time
for a walk around “his” shop again and, as on his previous
visits, he behaved very well.
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Portrait at seven months
42

- Amongst the Autumn bracken -

Month eight
Poor Elton. He has started this month on the wrong foot - quite literally. It’s
Sunday afternoon and his back left paw looks to be swollen. We can’t see
any obvious injury and it doesn’t seem to be hurting him at all, but it is
bothering him as he is licking it a lot.
We’ve been bathing it in salt water and have prevented him continually
licking it by putting on a “Cone of Shame”, as they are affectionately known.
We’ll review the paw in the morning and then call up our Hearing Dogs’
Welfare contact, to see if a visit to the vet is going to be needed.
In the evening, we had to replace the cone with a bigger one, as he’d worked
out that he could get at his paw if he tried hard. He really didn’t like the new
one - bucking around, shaking his head and even trying to bite his way out
of it. Aunty Polly came to the rescue temporarily, taking his mind off it by
offering a game of tug with the cartoon cow. Later on he was persuaded to
lie down quietly next to us while we watched TV.
Elton did wake up barking once in the the night, but it turned out to be in
frustration at the cone rather than distress with his paw, and he was
persuaded to go back to bed. In the morning the paw was still swollen and
it was decided he should see the vet. Luckily we got the very last
appointment available for the next several days, provided we could get over
there right away! It seems that so many people have bought pets to keep
them company in Lockdown that the vets are swamped with customers.
He was very excited to visit the surgery but didn’t understand why he
couldn’t play with the other dogs he saw. He soon settled well while we
waited our turn, and the vet was exceptionally pleased at how calm he was,
especially while she shaved his paw. Unfortunately she couldn’t pinpoint
the exact cause of the swelling or find a puncture wound - The area around
one of his claws was more swollen than further up the toe, but the claw
seemed OK and she found no indication that the toe was fractured.
Antibiotics were prescribed and we were asked to continue bathing the
paw, to keep the cone on him and to bring him back if there was no
improvement. Unfortunately that might have to be a more invasive
investigation - let’s cross fingers that it’s not needed.
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Elton’s paw doesn’t cause him any concern when he’s
walking but the vet said not to let him off-lead for a while.
So when we had a visit from our new trainer we were
able to go for an amble around some nearby streets, for
her to see first-hand how he behaves in general, and also
see how he is far too interested in things he can find lying
on the ground.
He’s not a dog that pulls on the lead that much while
walking and his reaction towards people, dogs, noises,
etc. is very good. But his wish to pick up and chew, or eat,
things is annoying and potentially harmful.
Our trainer was able to offer some advice for handling the
problem. She also gave us advice and a strategy for
managing the possible early indications of coprophagia to try and ensure that his “experiment” with it won’t
develop into a long-term habit.
We now have approval for Elton to go out in public
wearing his official Hearing Dogs “I’m learning” jacket,
along with an Easy Walk harness. This is his “on duty” kit
that he needs to learn means he shouldn’t mess around
when wearing it - or go to the toilet! This means we have
to try and predict when he might ‘pull over for a pit stop’
and quickly remove both jacket and harness - not easy.
His course of antibiotics has been completed and some
fur has already grown back on his shaved paw. One toe is
still swollen close to the claw and so we went on a
follow-up visit to the vet. The paw is still not bothering
Elton at all and so the vet advised no further action unless
we see it getting worse.
A week later and whilst there still seems to be some
swelling, he pays it no attention and runs around in his
usual, mad way without any problems.
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Today is the day we did our “Virtual Great British Dog Walk” to raise a few
quid for Hearing Dogs - Organised outings are of course not possible this
year, so the walk is something everyone does in their own way.
Elton had on his special GBDW neckerchief and we went to walk in a
nearby village where residents had put scarecrows in their gardens. Some
of them are quite creative! The event is to raise funds for the local school
and it was scheduled for half term so lots of parents had taken their
children along. This meant that, not only was Elton taking part in fund
raising for two events on the same walk, he was also helping educate some
of the children about what Hearing Dogs do.
In fact, just a couple of days ago we received a wonderful email from the
deaf lady that Kiki left us to go and partner with some weeks ago. The
recipients of working Hearing Dogs don’t always get in touch with the
volunteers that have socialised and helped train the dogs, so we were very
happy to hear from her. She tells us that Kiki has made friends with her
and the children and is already making a big difference to their lives.
Here is Elton on another visit to the high street, sporting
his new jacket. We’re in the clothes section of a charity
shop and he’s decided to have a bit of a lie down. His
walks into the village are not all plain sailing though. He
frequently decides just to stop - and we don’t really
understand why. Is it because he wants to be given a
treat or is it something else? He doesn’t do it much when
he and Polly walk together, although he insists that Polly
mustn’t walk behind, where he can’t keep his eye on her.
There’s some good news to report about the coprophagia
concern. There have been many times recently when he
has come across dog poo on walks, both on the street and
in the woods, and he has not touched any of it. We have
also been successful in keeping him away from Polly’s
poo every day and so he’s having no opportunity to show
an interest in that either. So we’re pretty hopeful that
we’ve caught it early enough and he’s not developing an
unfortunate habit.
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The window cleaners have arrived. They like the dogs but we keep them
inside, as we can’t yet trust Elton not to get in the way of their ladders - or
to not lick the water off the glass!
On their previous visits Elton has barked at the men through the doors, as
he does with anything unusual he sees outside. So, this time, as we heard
them approaching, we got some treats to distract him and then we walked
towards the doors together - handing out more treats en route. All went
well and the dogs watched the men get on with their work.
It’s the last day before the second Lockdown in England and it sounds like
some people in the neighbourhood have decided to have their fireworks
early, to beat the household mixing limits that come into force tomorrow,
the 5th of November. We have heard fireworks on several nights this week
and Elton, following Polly’s example, had largely ignored them. So we
decided we would go for our normal evening walk with the dogs - as it
turned out we heard few fireworks while out, but Elton had no problems
with those we did hear.
It’s the first day of the new lockdown
and everyone is fine. Elton is happy to
stay indoors if it means more games of
catch with the pink octopus.
It’s also Bonfire Night and there are
noisy fireworks going off just two
doors away. Polly and Elton are both
ignoring them, including the very loud
bangs. This is a great thing - many
poor dogs suffer enormously around
this time of year.
However, even though firework
explosions and traffic don’t bother him,
he will sometimes bark if he sees
someone just walking past the garden
fence - even if he’s nowhere near the
fence himself.
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Today I had to go to the pharmacy, so Elton got another walk in the
village. In the photo he has plonked down in the cosmetics section
while I sorted out my phone for the photo. His gaze over my shoulder
told me that somebody else had come in and I was going to be in the
way if I didn’t move quickly!
The high street was predictably pretty quiet, as people are only
supposed to come out for essential things. It might have been a good
oppportunity to explore a bit further with him, but he was walking so
nicely, without insisting on stopping every few paces, like he often
does, that I decided to quit while we were ahead.
The towns and villages might be quiet during Lockdown but the parks
and woodland areas are far more busy than usual - by the time we had
finished a morning walk in Burnham Beeches yesterday the car park
was completely full. It appears that everyone in the area wants to
come out and experience this year’s autumn colours - the particularly
vivid display a stark contrast to the generally miserable year.
Labradors are susceptible to arthritis, so
we protect their joints as much as
possible whilst they are still growing.
We don’t allow them free access to
stairs and we don’t ask them to jump in
and out of cars. But Elton is now almost
eight months old and it’s time for him to
at least learn to jump into the car boot.
For the last few days he’s been assisted
during his run up and jump, but today
he managed it all by himself - with just
a little bit of encouragement.
He’s coming along well in lots of ways at
the moment - even politely waiting his
turn going through doors and gates,
without being asked.
47

Portrait at eight months
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- alongside his best friend and mentor -

Month nine
We went to the bank today. It was a necessary visit and
a good opportunity for Elton to come along too. He
hadn’t been in the bank before but did pretty well; he
was reasonably attentive on the walk from the car and
well-behaved in the bank. The staff on duty were happy
to see us and wanted to know a bit about Elton - It often
depends on the individual whether we are welcomed,
tolerated or discouraged when entering a shop or office.
He was naturally curious about all the new smells and
noises - his ears pricked up when some notes were
being counted by the machine, but he soon settled
down and waited patiently until it was time to leave.
The trip was videoed so that our trainer can see how he
coped, as she can’t visit him during lockdown.
Elton is not getting much outdoor training or socialising
at the moment, as we’ve been a bit below par for a week
or two and haven’t wanted to spend long outdoors.
He’s had a decent exercise walk every morning but it’s
always been together with Polly with only one of us
walking both dogs There are pros and cons with that.
On one hand he’s been keeping fit and learning from
Polly, but on the other he hasn’t been getting the usual
level of one-to-one attention. The photo was taken
when he was tearing around on a very crisp morning,
kicking up the frost from the grass.
Our current objectives for his indoor training are to
improve his “On your bed” command and also get his
sits, downs and stands perfect - each by voice or by
signal only. Going from a down to a sit or stand are
always the most challenging to get consistent.
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Here he is, looking a little sorry for himself, in the Emergency Vet’s surgery
on a Sunday afternoon. His habit of eating bits of things he finds on his
walks must have finally caught up with him. Earlier today, just half an hour
after getting home from our walk, he was salivating profusely. Then he
threw up a couple of times and had diarrhea too. The advice from Hearing
Dogs’ weekend duty Welfare person was to call and speak to the vet, who
then, as he’s still quite young, asked us to bring him in for a checkup.
Now this is where all that ‘vet check’ practice we‘ve worked on at home
should have paid off. No chance! In Elton’s eyes anybody kneeling down
to him in full PPE (Plastic Play Equipment) was here for a game! When he’d
calmed down a bit, she gave him a good checkup, including the use of a
rectal thermometer (which the little lad put up without much complaint).
She was happy enough with what she found but gave him an injection to
stop him vomiting again. We came away with some probiotic paste and
instructions to keep his diet very bland for a few days, and to call back if
anything got worse.
Luckily, although the drooling continued
into the evening, he had a good night’s
sleep and seemed fine by morning. Just a
few days later he was back on normal food
and as bright and playful as ever.
Today Elton was left on his own while we
went to buy a Christmas tree. He was
happy to see us come home and very
interested in what we were carrying.
After getting the tree safely in its stand we
introduced him to it properly. Our way of
training him not to mess with the tree is to
‘click’ and then give him a little reward
every time he looked away from the tree of
his own accord. It seems to be working, so
far, but we’ll have to repeat it all when the
tree is decorated.
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A couple of weeks of illness in our family had stopped us from going out
much. But now that’s over we’re back to a more normal exercise and
training routine, with Elton’s longer off-lead sessions in the morning and his
afternoon lead training walks having been reinstated.
Here, he’s fast asleep after his morning walk -plonked down in the middle
of the floor, next to his friend the Monkey. This particular toy has survived
five years and numerous visiting puppies. It’s always been Polly’s favourite
since she was tiny and so we’ve prevented it from being used for rough
games, like tug of war! Even so, it’s needed many repairs over that time.
As he hasn’t been putting very much weight on over the last few weeks, we
had a discussion with Elton’s Hearing Dogs Welfare contact. However, as
she hasn’t been able to see Elton for herself during Lockdown, we’ve had to
send her some photographs of him; one from the side and one from above.
He doesn’t really look thin, and the flesh around his ribs seems to us to be
about right, but as he’s still growing it’s been decided to increase his food
allowance a little.
Elton can behave reasonably well when
we’re out and about. Admittedly he is
always a little over-eager to meet other
dogs, and people, but once he’s got over his
initial excitement he settles down a lot.
And he‘s never really tried picking up items
from shop shelves. Today we visited the
gift shop at Hearing Dogs’ headquarters, The
Grange, and he’s even settled exactly on the
designated 2m space marker in this photo!
We were there for an official Hearing Dogs
photoshoot that had been arranged for him
with award winning photographer Paul
Wilkinson. It had taken place both
outdoors and in a temporary studio set up
in the Puppy Hall building. The next two
pages show a selection of our ‘Behind the
Scenes’ photos from these shoots.....
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Portrait at nine months
54

- guarding the Christmas tree and the presents -

Month Ten
There’s about a week to go until Christmas and so a new,
more festive soft toy has been found at the back of the
cupboard. The other reason for needing to dig the
snowman out is that a couple of other toys are now
beyond repair and have had to be binned! We’re lucky
that one of our local charity shops saves donated toys
that are not good enough to sell and is happy to benefit
Hearing Dogs by passing a few on to us.
Today, the very day he reached nine months of age, he
managed to throw up several times in the kitchen during
the afternoon. He must have eaten something he
shouldn’t have whilst out walking on the Common this
morning. Luckily we have a bit of chicken we can boil,
mixed with some rice, for his evening meal - that’s his
usual ‘bland diet’ for an upset tummy.
At this age, Hearing Dogs Breeding Scheme are taking a
more active interest in Elton. At six months our trainer
gave them a positive assessment of his character, so now
it’s moved on to the next stage. The first thing we were
asked to do was to take three swab samples from inside
his cheeks to send off for DNA analysis. The test looks
for two particular conditions that male Labradors can
have, and would make him ineligible for breeding.
The photo makes it look like he was standing calmly and
cooperating, but that doesn’t tell the whole story - just
prior to this he was lying on his back trying desperately
to eat the swab, or at least make a decent game out of
the procedure.
Next, would be visits from senior Hearing Dog staff to
review Elton’s behaviour and character. Assuming those
go well, further medical tests will follow.
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Today is the start of Tier 4 restrictions in our area - a
response to the rapid spread of a new variant of the virus.
It’s a worrying time for everyone but it’s also going to put
back Elton’s socialising even further. He should have
been accompanying us for supermarket shopping by now,
but that just isn’t realistic when everyone is trying hard to
keep away from everyone else.
Other things we would have been doing include taking
him to pubs and restaurants, all of which are currently
closed, except for takeaway service - which wouldn’t help
him, as it’s gaining a familiarity with different indoor
environments that he needs.
Not that Elton knows or cares about these things. He’s as
happy as Larry, as long as he can run around the garden,
especially if he’s got hold of something he knows he
shouldn’t really have.
Well, the big day has arrived. It’s Christmas morning! The dogs have
had their breakfasts, been out on the Common for an early walk and
been given a good wipe down ready for the rest of the day.
Normally by this time somebody would have started opening presents
and the dogs would be helping tear up wrapping paper. But today is
going to be different - our younger son is working a shift at the
hospital whilst our elder boy, his wife and child are staying in their
own home. We’re not getting together this year, both to avoid possible
transfer of infection and to comply with Tier 4 restrictions.
So, for now, it’s just us and the dogs. But we have the laptop fired up
and ready for a Zoom call to start any minute, when we will at least be
able to watch our grandson open his Christmas presents - and we can
remind him what we and the dogs look like too!
Page opposite: Photos taken later during Christmas Day and then
playing outside when the sun came out a couple of days later.
56

57

It was pretty grey and damp day today, brightened only a
little bit by the sparse yellow blossom on the Gorse
behind Elton. We’d come out for a bit of off-lead walking
to heel, some Recalls, some Waits and also a game of
‘Find It’ - which he realy enjoys because it usually involves
something to eat at the end.
His training continues towards the Three Star targets,
which are a higher level of difficulty to those at Two Star
level but also include a few new things. Work towards
some socialisation targets will have to wait though.
Well. Elton surpassed himself on this evening’s walk. In
the dark, about 100 yards from home, we thought he
might have picked up a little stick or something - but we
were wrong. Out of his mouth and onto the kitchen floor
came a little field mouse - tail first! It was just about alive,
albeit pretty bewildered and very, very soggy.
It’s New Year’s Day already and although it started to
snow mid morning, it quickly turned to drizzle. So Elton
will have to wait a while longer for his first experience of
snow. There were quite a lot of fireworks going off in the
neighbourhood last night but, as on Bonfire Night, he
wasn’t at all worried by them.
What he does get preturbed by, every day, is the new
Cockapoo puppy next door when she comes out into
their back garden. It all the same if she comes out in the
day for exercise, or in the middle of the night for a toilet
break - he barks repeatedly, and quite loudly. It’s not
really fair to blame Elton - at any normal time the
puppies would all have had the opportunity to get to
know each other and play together. Lockdown has got in
the way and so he gets unnerved when he’s excited by
what he hears but can’t quite get through the bushes to
meet the pup.
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On the way back from the morning walk today we came
across a minature poodle wandering aimlessly in the road
just outside our house. We took it in, called the number
on its collar and it was collected shortly afterwards. But
not before Elton got himself very excited because we had
another dog in the house. He was not quite sure whether
he should get his toys out or run around like a mad thing
for a minute or two. Of course, he chose the latter, and
was very disappointed when the poodle didn’t join in.
Entertaining visitors can take it out of a pup and Elton
believes that it’s important for him to get as comfortable
as possible for his late morning nap.
In the afternoon we had a Zoom call with our trainer. She
was pleased with the young lad’s progress and advised us
on the next things to focus on: Off-lead heel walking and
“In your bed”, which he hasn’t quite mastered yet.
The weather has been pretty poor this week - persistent
rain and grey clouds on most days. We had some snow
too - not a thick blanket, but enough that Elton needed to
go out and investigate it. He padded around for a little
while and then, in true Elton style, he decided the best
thing to do was to have a go at eating it.
So there has been more playing indoors than usual. We
tried, very unsuccessfully, to teach Elton to pick up toys
and put them back in the basket. He is however pretty
good at picking out and bringing you the one you have
just put in there, if you ask him to “Find it”.
He’s now had a couple of meetings with the pup next
door, whilst out on lead walks, and they’ve decided they
like each other. So he doesn’t bark any more when the
pup comes out and they’ve even found a small place
where they can see each other through the fence.
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Portrait at ten months
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- dreaming of the beach, even though he’s never seen one yet -
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