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used ln a te St l ab My Hammy spent his first 4 years in a research facility. This still
fearful and loving creature has unleashed superpowers in me.
d h t y partner, James, recently surprised me with an illustration from a
Op ene my ear local artist titled “Hammy the Superdog.” The picture shows my

beagle, Hamilton, standing on his hind legs, arms akimbo, sporting
little red shorts, whatlooks like a blue rash guard, matching blue boots
and a red cape. At any moment, it seems, he could take off and soar over a cartoon

city. T In real life, Alexander Hamilton is an 11-year-old beagle who spent his first
four years in a testing laboratory. Not to ruin your day, but you should know that

BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN

Melanie Kaplan Kisses . . . . .
Alexander Hamilton, university and private labs still experiment on tens of thousands of dogs. Many of
a.k.a. Hammy, an 11- . . o .
year-old beagle. He was them are beagles, and mrfmy of the beagle§ arrlve.: as puppies. :I‘he majority come
rescued from a research from breeders who sell directly to the testing facilities, according to the Humane
laboratory along with . . . . .
other beagles in 2013. Society of the United States. Imagine taking the softest, most innocent and

compliant being and putting him in a caged prison for years. 1 Hammy and I met in
2013. Years after I lost my beagle, Darwin, I had signed up with a nonprofit
organization to foster a former laboratory dog; it was months later when I got the
call asking if I was available the following week. SEE HAMMY ON E5
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How a lab test dog made me more compassionate, happy

HAMMY FROM E1

On a hot day in July, I gathered
with six other volunteers in a
suburban Maryland backyard
and waited for seven beagles.
They arrived in a van, directly
from a laboratory in Virginia. We
weren’t told the name of the lab or
the kinds of testing they under-
went. But we were told that this
was their first time walking on
grass and sniffing in sunshine.

At home, Hammy was petri-
fied, rarely leaving his bed and
scared of everything. He had the
naivete of a toddler and the
frights of a prisoner of war.

After years in a cage, his legs
were so undeveloped that I had to
teach him to climb stairs and hop
on a couch. He couldn’t bark be-
cause, I was told by the nonprofit
group, his vocal cords had been
cut — apparently a common prac-
tice in some labs to prevent howl-
ing. Even his sense of smell (a
beagle’s superpower) was weak,
soIhid treats, encouraging him to
exercise his sniffer muscles. On
one of our first car outings, he
ducked when we drove beneath
an underpass and again when I
turned on the windshield wipers.

The six beagles released from
the lab with Hammy (all named
after Founding Fathers) were sim-
ilarly scarred and scared. Some
wouldn’t walk through doorways
for years; others tried escaping.

Through the years, Hammy has
largely gotten used to life in the
free world — proving wrong those
in the testing industry who say
dogs used in experiments can’t
later thrive as pets (the vast ma-
jority of laboratory animals are
euthanized, according to the Hu-
mane Society). He stops at the
neighborhood firehouse for treats
and delights me with flashes of
playfulness. His vocal cords grew
back, and he now howls, joyfully,
before every meal. He can smell
an open jar of peanut butter
through a brick wall.

Before the pandemic, Hammy
had a stint as a therapy dog. We
started at a hospital, where he sat
on patients’ beds, trembling,
making eye contact only with
half-eaten trays of food. Next we
volunteered at a women’s shelter
and a juvenile detention center,
facilities that were quieter but
yielded their own startling
sounds. Then we visited class-
rooms, where I talked about ani-
mal testing as my gentle compan-
ion went desk to desk, inhaling a
carrot slice from each student.
Inquisitive and earnest, the stu-
dents vowed to write their repre-
sentatives. They lifted Hammy’s
left ear to see the crude, blue
tattooed number that identified
him at the laboratory — before he
had a name. They tried to pet
away his shakes.

Hammy remains fearful and
sensitive — as flappable as they
come. He lifts off the ground like a
rocket when a leaf drops in his
path, cowers walking under scaf-
folding and flinches when pi-
geons take flight. He’d rather leap
off a tall building than listen to a
bicycle bell. When he is out of
earshot, I call him Anxiety Dog.
And every day, I praise him for
enduring even the most ordinary
of events.

Once, a couple of his toes be-
came stuck like he was crossing
them for good luck. He sat on the

FROM TOP: Melanie
Kaplan demonstrates how
she wraps her body around
Hammy to try to simulate
the hug machine, a device
invented by an autism and
animal behavior expert to
relieve stress. Artist Dave
Peterson created “Hammy
the Superdog” illustration
for Kaplan. Hammy’s left
ear has a crude, blue
tattooed number that
identified him at the
research laboratory, where
he spent his first four years.

couch and raised his paw, show-
ing me his predicament. “Fix
this?” he seemed to be saying. I
uncrossed his toes and whispered
in his ear, “You are so brave.” I
chuckled, thinking about how
long he would survive in the wild.

And yet, he’s a survivor. At
times, I see his blank stare and

wish I knew more about his life as
ayoung dog. At best, a technician
may have embraced him. I try not
to think about the worst.

One day a couple of years ago,
Hammy scurried from the room
at the chime of an incoming text.
What traumatic memory did that
trigger? This new reaction to the

sound came on quickly.

At first, I tried to console him
with edible love, but the little
oyster cracker-sized treats fell
from his quiveringlips. So I began
shielding him from digital
chimes; around friends, I'd ask
them, like a librarian, to please
silence their phones.
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After months of trying to com-
fort him with treats, a notable
victory: He began coming to me
for a reward when he heard the
offending sound. But the episodes
remained upsetting and stressful
— for both of us. To this day,
hearing a text sound triggers
something in me.

Then Hammy became sensitive
to other jangles, clinks, tings and
pings — the padlocked chain be-
ing pulled off my neighbor’s gate,
two steel necklaces faintly tap-
ping each other on my neck, a
typewriter bell on a podcast. Last
year, James and I streamed shows
that surprised us all with elevator
dings and front desk bell rings;
Hammy clearly viewed them as
horror movies.

The shaking set off by these
sounds can be intense.

When it happens, I smother
Hammy with kisses and wrap my
body around his, trying to simu-
late the hug machine, a contrap-
tion invented by autism and ani-
mal behavior expert Temple
Grandin to relieve stress. Imagine
a yogi in child’s pose over a furry
jackhammer.

Curling up with my brave little
guy on his bed, I picture him
donning that artist-drawn super-
dog outfit. Yet I wonder whether
Hammy sees me as the one in the
cape, swooping in when evil
sounds strike.

I think, “How lucky I am to be
his therapy human.” Deeply lov-
ing a being who faces this world
with fear and hesitation has un-
leashed superpowers in me. I've
discovered nearly unlimited re-
serves of patience and tenderness
for this 28-pound, tricolored crea-
ture with a tail tipped in white
and ears like velvet. Some days, I
can sit for long stretches and
watch him sleep, which calms me.

I'm more aware of the needs of
others — including humans —
and my heart is more open. My
edges have softened.

After I soothe his tremors,

Policies and ideas
to help lab dogs

Between 2015 and 2019, the
National Institutes of Health
awarded more than $200 million
to 200 institutions for projects
using dogs as experimental
models, according to a report from
the Humane Society of the United
States. But dog tests in many
cases are unnecessary because of
the availability of non-animal
testing methods that are faster,
more accurate and more relevant
to humans, the paper says.

Although it wouldn’t end animal
testing, the Animal Freedom From
Testing, Experimentation and
Research Act, a bipartisan bill
introduced in Congress in 2019
and reintroduced in April, would
require that every federal agency
using animals for research has a
policy to rehome retired lab
animals.

Today, such policies are in place at
the Defense Department,
Department of Veterans Affairs,
Food and Drug Administration and
NIH.

More than a dozen states —
including Maryland, Virginia, New
York and California — require labs
to put up for adoption dogs who
are no longer needed for research
purposes, rather than euthanize
them.

Eventually, according to advocacy
groups, each federal agency,
private research facility and
university that use dogs for testing
may partner with a local shelter,
sanctuary or rescue organization
for rehabilitation and/or rehoming.
Meanwhile, it isn’t easy to find
these dogs.

Among the relatively few research
dogs who are released for
adoption, some find homes with
laboratory staff. Others are placed
in homes by a handful of nonprofit
organizations, such as the Beagle
Freedom Project, the BeFreegle
Foundation, Bernard’s Beagle
Rescue and Kindness Ranch,
which work confidentially with the
labs.

Some universities — including the
University of California at Davis, the
University of Wisconsin at Madison
and Johns Hopkins University —
have public adoption pages for
their own research animals.

If you are interested in adopting a
research dog or other animal, you
can also contact your local shelter
or rescue organization, or directly
contact testing facilities and ask
whether they have an adoption
program for dogs that have been
used in research labs.

Hammy rolls onto his back and
looks at me intently. His big
brown eyes speak, and I translate:
“Rub my belly?” His legs stick up
in the air and flail awkwardly
with the final round of trembles. I
caress his pink stomach and stare
into his eyes, speaking back. For
the moment, all is right in the
world.

In the cartoon sky, we soar
without fear, our magnificent
capes flapping gloriously in the
wind. Silently, of course.
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