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INTRODUCTION

hen I was invited to give a short opening keynote address at the Nourished Conference in

January 2021, I didn’t imagine that a chapter would be constructed from that presenta-

tion. Like all ()f‘you, we have our own stories. This article is about my pcrsonai journcy in
reflecting on the significance of animals in my life. My journey began unexpectedly, because T was a
child who never had pets.

Many of you may recognise that the title of this article is borrowed from the book and famous BBC
series called All Creatures Great and Small, based on a country veterinarian, who wrote stories about his
human and animal clients and their significance in both of their lives. Many years ago, I had a chance
to meet James Herriot's grandson in Scotland at a conference. He brilliantly captured some of the won-
derful tales that he recalled about his famous grandfacher. His talk was brilliant and hearc-warming,
perhaps just like his grandfather. A quotation 1 found years later was where Herriot stated “If having
a soul means being able to feel love and loyalty and graticude, then animals are a lot better off than a lot of
humans.” Many of you, 1 believe feel the significance of what Herriot was trying to share.

[ applied the title of All Creatures Great and Small to this chapter because over the years I have shared
my life with so many animals, but there were rwo thar had a more significant impact which grcatiy
changcd my life. Most of this paper will be highlighting thesc spcciai hcings. My small (using Herriot’s
mctaph()r) was my first pet Sasha who was a gcrhil that T acquircd in 1973. She was a gcntlc soul who
scrcndipitousiy changcd my life. The other animal thar blessed my life is a iargc beautiful Arabian
horse that T met seven years ago. Who would have thought thar this city slicker would become a best

huddy to a horse? Her name is Amber. You will get to mect her in chis article as well.

When I grew up in Canada, I was actually afraid of animals. My mother didn’c like them, and her
reactions towards them had an impact on both my sister and 1. If we saw dogs while walking down
a street, we would immediately walk away. My mother discouraged any interest or interactions with
our furry neighbourhood creatures but as I aged, I decided that T was ready to have animals in my life.

[t was 1973. This truly was a serendipitous beginning (as I noted carlier). I named my first pet Sasha.
Sasha was a little gerbil, and once we became acquainted, we got along splendidly! Ac that time, I was
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NOURISHED

a Collcgc student in Quebec. T was W()rking for an organisation part time and was dirccting a social
skills program for children wich lcarning disabilities. One day 1 thought I would bring Sasha to the
program to mect the children. T th()ught it would be a unique experience for the children to meet a

litele creature, but I didn't really plan for what I was about to witness.

The program included about 30-40 children, as well as several staff. T still remember that cold
morning when [ brought Sasha into the program. Sasha was greeted enthusiastically by lots of chil-
dren. They asked many questions, including, “Why are you bringing this little animal to the program?”
“What kind of animal is she?” Some even asked if they could hold her. One boy, Steven (pseudonym),
was so convincing in his request that I allowed him to hold her, but I gave him a few specific guidelines
that he had to follow. “I'm going to get you to sit down, and you have to promise me you will stay still
and not move when I place her in your palms.”

Typicaﬂy, Steven was a very impulsivc child but he agrccd with my tcrms, and he sat down with his
legs crossed on the ground right next to me. I told him to rake his two hands and put them together
right next to his tummy with palms up. Then I took Sasha out of the cage, got her comfortable with me
first and then placed her onto his open palms‘ Surprisingly to me, as Steven became noticcably calmer,
Sasha appcared more comfortable. Sasha started to meander up his chest to the joy of that liccle guy. 1

still remember Watching him, with his cycs wide open. His gcntlc hands were her foundation.

Forty-eight years later what I remember the most, was not the entire interaction, but the highlight
of watching a lictle boy beam with pride as he told me, “You see I promised you I wouldn’t move, and
[ haven’t.” It was at that moment that I really began to recognise what we conceprualise today as the
power of the human and animal bond. It was this incident that intrigued me enough to spend the next
48 years of my life studying not only human animal interactions, but more specifically what is known

t()day as Animal Assisted Interventions.

Ler us scguc for a few moments from my pcrsonal j()urnal to Cxplain the human-animal bond and
providc a bricfglimpsc into the physical and psych()logical benefics thac are derived from our relation-

ships with animals.

WHAT IS THE HUMAN-ANIMAL BOND?

So, what is the human-animal bond? Many of you have likely heard numerous definitions, but perhaps
are unfamiliar with the roots of the definition. One should appreciate that the metaphor used for the
human animal bond (HAB) was initially coined as a term to capture the spirit of the infant-parent bond.
The term HAB was borrowed by our early leaders from that unique relationship. The first “official” use
of the term "human-animal bond" was highlighted at the Proceedings of the Meeting of Group for the Study of
Human-Companion Animal Bond in Dundee, Scotland, March 23-25, 1979 (Fine and Beck, 2015).

Perhaps a strong element that exists within the bond is the keen sense of kinship that seems to
connect the animal with his/her human counterparts. Many believe that for a bond to be formed the

association between humans and their pet animals must be mutual and significant to both parties.
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A CEEAIURES CREATAN SNALL.

Perhaps the most urilised definition was established by the American Veterinary Medical Association
(AVMA). According to the AVMA, “The human-animal bond is defined as a mutuaiiy beneficial and
dynarnic rciati()nship between pcopic and other animals char is influenced by behaviours which arc es-
sential to the health and Wcii—bcing of both. This includes, but is not limited to, emotional, psychoiog—
ical and physicai interactions with pcopic, other animals, and the environment” (]AVMA 1998 p.1975).

Although the AVMA definition gives us tremendous insight into our desire to interact with animals,
some contend that additional rraits such as love, admiration and connection must be incorporated in
the definition. When writing the book Our Faithful Companions, I came across a Greek term chat is used
to describe familial love which T belicve cxcmpiifics that devotion felt within this human-animal rela-
ti()nship. The Greck term is Storge (Fine 2014). Recent rescarch by anthropologists have suggcstcd that
kinship doesn't have to be a bioiogical relative like a cousin, a grandparcnt, sister, brother, a parent.
But rhat “kin” could represent individuals in our lives that have meaning to us — for Cxamplc a person
we call our “aunt” might be our mum or dad’s best friend. Similarly, animals whose lives have meaning

for us can assume closer familial kinship.

Such familial closeness occurs to me when I come home, and the dogs and birds greet me. Years ago,
when we had a larger menagerie of animals in our home, it was such a joyous welcome I received. The
dogs were excited about my presence and would bark, and the cockatoo would begin shouting, “He's
home!” It is not as if my wife was running to the door and saying, “He's home!” Storge encompasses
this love that we’re focusing on. Over the years I've witnessed this form of familial love, not just in
my own persona] re]ationships with animals, but in Watching peopie all over the world and how they
related with their animals. Pets were once relegated to being kept in spaces outside the home (garage,
backyard) but such arrangements have dramatically changed. Many of our pets are now sharing our

living spaces and bedrooms.

THE HUMAN-ANIMAL BOND AND ITS
HEALTH BENEFITS

[ strongly believe that science is catching up to what many of us have believed for centuries: having
animals in our lives is good for our Weﬂbeing. Ever since the pioneer research by Erika Friedmann and
her colleagues (1980, 1983), multidisciplinary researchers have investigated numerous benefits of pet
companionship, including data that petting a dog lowers blood pressure and/or heart rate (e.g., Shiloh,
Sorek, & Terkel 2003; McGreevy, Righetti, & Thomson 2005).

Since the Cariy ycars of this discovcry, several other studies have discovered chat positive contact
with animals can also producc numerous hcaithy physioi()gicai and psychoiogicai outcomes, including
decreased cortisol (stress hormone) levels, an increase of numerous neurotransmitters as well as al-
tering oxytocin, an endorphin that promotes a sense of happiness (Odendaal & Meintjes 2003). Table
1 synthesises some of the literature and highlights some of the physiological and psychological benefits
of pet companionship.
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NOURISHED

Reprinted with Permission (Fine, 2014)
STUDY DESCRIPTION

Petting an animal causes decreases in blood pressure
and/or heart rate.

Stroking a pet can lower heart rate.

The presence of a pet dog or cat can lower levels of
heart rate and blood pressure in stressful sicuations
such as completing mental arithmetic.

The risk factor for coronary hearc discase was
significantly lower for pet owners than nonowners,
particularly for males.

Lower levels of serum triglycerides (high levels of
which are associated with increased risk for heart
attacks in elderly pet owners compared to nonowners.

Pet owners had significantly lower systolic blood
pressure. Pet owners had significantly lower plasma
triglycerides.

Walking with a dog increases and enhances the
opportunities to initiate and sustain chance
conversations with strangers than walking alone.

Pets can reduce Fcclings of loneliness and isolation.

Women living entirely alone were more lonely than
those living with either pets or other people.

Elderly people with pets have also been shown to
have fewer symptoms of depression than those

without pets.

Interactions with animals can also produce
hormonal changes.
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MEETING MY GREAT

Let me switch gears now and return to talking about my great and how we met as well as how she
changed my life! In May of 2014, I attended a photoshoot to get some pictures of me and a horse. The
conference at which I was presenting asked me to have a few pictures taken so they could use them as
publicity for my presentation. My University was built on the land of Mr Kellogg. Mr Kellogg, whom
many of you know as a cereal magnate, had some property in Southern California where he established
his Arabian horse farm. In the middle of the 1930’s he donated that land to the State of California and
eventually that land became one of the 23 universities of the California State University system. On
the campus today, we have about 65 horses.

I remember the day ViVidly. As T arrived to mecet the photographer at the Equine Centre, I could see
the horse thcy sclecred had a beautiful red coar and was wearing some ofher Arabian garb. Alth()ugh 1
had prcviously visited the horse centre on occasion, I rcaﬂy did not have a strong conncction with any
of the horscs. My cxpectation tor the morning visit was to mect one of the horses, capturc the moment

and just leave.

However, fortunately, that didn’c happen. I realised when I met Amber that I did not even have any
treats with me to encourage her to relax and become more comfortable to pose with me. Being some-
what perplexed before taking the pictures, I turned to a college student nearby and asked, “Do you
have anything I can give Amber, so she may be more interested in meeting me?” The student reached
into her backpack and said, “Well I have a pear here would that do?” I smiled and said, “Yes.” Not being
greedy, after I shared a piece of the pear with Amber, I immediately returned the rest to the student.
“Here’s your pear back,” I said as the student chuckled and said I could keep the rest for Amber.

Who would've thought thac my whole rclationship with a horse would bcgin with sharing apear and
taking a picturc? I didn’t want co be the person that would visit cthese magniﬁccnt creaturcs just to rake

a plC ture ’dl’ld \VHH{ away, so I pl’Ol’IliSCd th SEU.dCl’lt I W(\uld come b’de and hClp wi th grooming Ambcr.

[ was so impressed after our brief interaction that I wanted to get to know Amber a little bic. I don't
believe the student really thought that I would follow up but I did and that’s how our journey began.
Over the years the students have acted as my mentors and babysitters to ensure my initial interactions
with Amber were safe and positive. Over time we have become so much more comfortable with each
other. T always tell people, you haven’t lived until a horse runs full gallop in the pasture, just to come
to you to say hi and snuggle.

To capture our early encounters and to synthesise the relationship we have formed, T often think
of the quotation from the film Casablanca, where Rick tells Louie, “I think this is the beginning of
a beautiful friendship.” In so many ways, that quotation exactly captures our enduring relationship!

Amber and [ have become very good friends. Our connections have led to a wonderful fricndship
and that friendship has led to our bond. My priority in our enduring relationship is the friendship
we share when we greet cach other and just spend time together. Indirectly, all the health benefits we
talked about carlier are experienced almost every time Amber and I are together. My wife often tells
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A CEEAIURES CREATAN SNALL.

me when I feel a bit down or grouchy to, “Go and visit Amber, she'll make you feel betreer.” I know our
Visits rcaﬂy do make me feel wonderful. Biologicaﬂy, my OXytocin is ﬂying and ﬂ()()ding me, because of
the significancc I feel in rcgard to our connection. Some pcoplc who know me, will tease me and call
Amber my girlfriend.

A funny story happened several years ago when I found out that Amber was pregnant. I was so
excited and eager to get home to tell my wife. I didn't have my cell phone with me, so after spending
some time with Amber, [ drove home. When I arrived, I ran into the house exuberantly shouting to my
wife, “Honey, guess what? My girlfriend is pregnant!”, not realising there were several people in our
home, including a contractor who was working in the kitchen. His facial expression was a contortion
of shock, genuine surprise, and almost comical “Oscar awards” quality. His face revealed his sense of
confusion but he quickly realised that Amber was not a human girlfriend, but an 1100 pound Arabian
horse that had caprured my heart.

So, our conncctions rcaﬂy have led to unique friendships that have evolved over the years, cven
during the restrictions of COVID. My friend Alan Beck once stated, “The indelible bond we share
with animals incorporates opportunitics filled with cmpathy, inspircd by these connections.” Tt is
with that cmpathy, that these connections rcally unite all creaturcs; Greac or small, human and

no n—human.

Since I shared Amber’s pregnancy, I may as well finish the story. I was very involved with her care
during that period and was so excited about having a first grand horse. In fact, Amber's first foal was
my first grandchild. Ironically, Amber gave birth two weeks before, my daughter-in-law gave birth
to a beautiful child, whom I adore greatly. During Amber’s pregnancy, I had a graduate class on the
topic of human-animal rclationships and asked the class if any of them would be interested in coming
to a horsc’s baby shower. We had plans to go to the cquine centre for a practicum on horse behaviour
and cquine assisted services. I suggested they could come carly for the celebrations and meet some of
the horses, including my dear friend Amber. I must confess that [ was surpriscd at the enthusiasm the

studcnts ShL{I'Cd.

A few of the students set up baby shower games, including selecting a name for the new foal and
guessing how many carrots were in a bottle. They even made Amber a baby shower cake, filled with
oats, barley, molasses, carrots and apples. Amber seemed delighted with the extra attention and snacks
and shared them with all her friends. It's ironic that after the course was completed, the most signifi-
cant comment, echoed in many of the student evaluations was that the party helped them conceptu-
alise the importance of the human-animal bond. Some students noted they never realised the signitfi-

cance until they celebrated a baby shower with a horse. “Being part of it made the bond come alive.”

Daniella, my first grand horse is now five years old and I was there at her birth at 2am on the 15th
April. Daniella is a gentle giant with whom T also have a unique bond. Daniella has now had her
own foal. I was unable to be there, but ironically Daniella’s foal, Fey (barn name) was born on my
birchday and unbeknownst to any of the staff] the foal was given the name of my mother (Fae). How
cerie, but so special.
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Over the years T have truly appreciated how blessed my life has become because of my Great and
Small, and all the other animals that I have been surrounded by (I must confess that cach of them is
also equally as important). As I conclude, I end with Anatole France’s quotation: “Until one has loved
an animal, a part of onc’s soul remains unawakened.” I often think of my carly years growing up in
Canada and belicve that perhaps my life and soul were not yee totally awakened, because of my limited
interacrions with animals. T didn’t appreciate the signiﬁcancc of their lives, and how thcy would have
such a strong impact on my life.

Everyone needs a champion and I believe that our champions can be animals. Over the years, both
my two special friends (my small and great) have truly been champions for me. We need to celebrate
the gifts that we share with them and cherish the times together. These moments will leave you speech-
less — tranquil portals to other living entities.
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