By: Dr. Rebecca Merrifield
We know we love our pets. What we often don’t realize is how deeply their loss can affect us, and that
grief for a pet can feel as painful as grief for the loss of a human family member. However, when a human
family member dies, there are many different ways to honor their memory through funeral services,
cemetary plots and monuments, obituaries published in newspapers, charitable events in memory of
special people who fought certain diseases, and many culturally accepted ways of memorializing the
memory of a human loved one. When your pet dies, it can be very difficult to find meaningful ways of
creating a memorial to a very important life.
One special memorial can be a clay pawprint made by your veterinary hospital when your pet passes
away. This clay pawprint is usually created with the pet’s name lovingly imprinted and can be something
to treasure forever. Many people may choose to receive their pet’s ashes in an urn to keep. Some may
keep the pet’s leash or collar, or a small piece of the pet’s hair. Our animal hospital has a pet nametag
memorial where tags with pets names are displayed in an outdoor garden. Some people may make a
donation to their favorite animal welfare organization in memory of a beloved pet.
Recently, I lost a very special dog who chose to memorialize herself in a very unusual way. Four years
ago, after sharing my life with Norwegian elkhounds for twenty six years, my last elkhound lost the
battle to kidney disease. I began searching for a Norwegian elkhound in need of rescue, but found
instead a beautiful husky with four kinds of cancer who had been returned to the shelter twice, no
one wanted her and she needed a home. Although I had no experience with the husky breed, as I
had only had elkhounds before, I brought her home and found in her the best friend I ever had. She
was such a beautiful, loving dog who brought so much joy into my life. When she lost the battle to
cancer I was devastated at how empty our home seemed without her. I returned to the shelter in the
hopes of finding another husky, but there was no elkhound or husky available on that particular day.
There was, however a very sweet mixed breed dog, not exactly sure what breed, a male, and I had
only ever had female dogs before. I took him for a walk outside the shelter, and he looked back at me
over his shoulder, the way my husky always did. In that instant, I understood the perfect way to honor
my beloved husky angel was to give this unusual looking gentleman the same chance I gave her four
years ago. She was different, she was not the breed I was looking for, but she needed me at that time.
So now, I have adopted an interesting looking, unknown breed boy dog who needed me at just the
time I needed him. He is my living memorial to a dog who taught me so much, how to open my mind
to new opportunities, and I am so grateful to have him in my life!
If you have recently lost a pet, and have room in your heart and your home, take a visit to your local
shelter or AWA and consider giving someone different a chance. You may be surprised at the joy a new
friend can bring to even a deeply grieving heart.

