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So Long Dolly!

My wife called the headline the day after the hurricane…Hello Dolly!  The problem was we really didn’t get a chance to read about it because we were in the middle of it!  That’s right.  Our original mission had been to drive across the country to take my son and his wife’s second car to them in Texas, see the new grandson and, oh yeah, we were supposed to take their two cats, as well.  If you remember, I wrote about travel tips and the best one I found out was to fly them!  Which we did…no muss, no fuss!

Anyway, our little trip turned into an adventure as the night we arrived in Harlingen, Texas, (next to Brownsville), the hurricane hit.  It was only a Category 2 but it was pretty intense.  Wind gusts were over 100 miles an hour and there was over 10 inches of rain. We were blessed.  No major damage to the house and electric out for only two days, when the a lot of the area still didn’t have electric after 4 days.  Some scary times though as we had to lash and anchor his fence, which was quickly disintegrating from the tremendous wind gusts during the storm.  The damage in the area was tremendous and the effect observed on the wild animals and pets of the area was heartbreaking.
The worst of the storm lasted one and a half days and the first thing I noticed when I finally went back outside was the numerous bird nests littering the ground.  There were dead baby birds everywhere. The death rate of wild unfledged birds had to be astronomical.  As my son and I began repairing his fence I began to see the effect on pets.  
In two hours, I saw seven different dogs that were obviously lost pass us by.  Two had leashes that were broken or chewed off.  A couple had tags on their collars but we could not catch them.  And one, obviously not familiar with the ways of the world, ran across the street directly in front of an oncoming truck and was hit.  I immediately ran over to the little Poodle type dog but he died almost immediately from his injuries.  In looking back, I wonder how many pets became separated from their owners during the hurricane and more importantly, how many were returned.
We become accustomed to the technical things that make our lives better.  Without electricity the Invisible Fence that we depend on fails to work and animals that are afraid of storms bolt through this barrier in their panic.  When storms approach, know where your pets are and make sure they are secure.  Talk to your veterinarian about training techniques to decrease panic attacks and medications that can help relieve some of these anxieties.  Don’t leave pets in their dog houses during the storms.  Have at least three days of fresh water stored in case of power outages.  Don’t forget the extra batteries and candles.  Tape a lighter or matches to the candle!  Did you know that most premium dog foods are made with USDA inspected meats?  That means in a real pinch….bon appétit!
Microchip your pet for permanent, positive identification!  That is least expensive life assurance policy you will ever buy.  Almost all shelters and veterinary hospitals scan lost pets for identification.  Make sure your pet wears a collar with identification tags as well.  “Reward ” on the tag is a great motivator for people to contact you if they find your pet.  There are many types of tear away collars that are safe for cats and I would recommend them.  

In the days after Dolly, I continued to see lost pets. One thing I also noticed unrelated to the storm.  Very few of the male dogs were neutered.  In speaking with a veterinarian I found that culturally it is very different in Southern Texas along the border.  Even though the health and behavior benefits of neutering are explained to the owners  there is resistance to neutering male dogs unfortunately.  It was interesting that the veterinary hospitals I saw had generators and were seeing emergencies even the one across from South Padre Island where Dolly actually made land fall. Preparedness!
During disasters many terrible things can happen but if we are prepared, we can make things easier for ourselves and our pets.  Shelters are always overwhelmed so make sure that your pet is permanently identified.  It only takes a second for something to happen and it only takes a second to implant the chip!  Keep emergency supplies handy and fresh.   Check out disaster preparedness websites at www.ASPCA.org , www.ready.gov , www.doacs.state.fl.us  or just Google “Pet disaster preparedness” for more information!
We flew home from a neighboring town because the Harlingen airport was still closed.  All in all, the entire trip was a great success. The cats are safe, the car is returned, the kids are fine and most importantly it was great to see, hold and say “hello” to our 3 month old grandson.  It was also great to say “So Long Dolly!”

