
Ruby often stations herself next to the family couch as sheknows it is a good spot to get some loving and ear scratching! 

One of Ruby’s favorite pastimes is watching her bird friends who come to visit. (Photo by Matt Billings)

 From Rags to RescueHow We Came to Realize Ruby Was a Super Bouv!By Lee Ann Billings
Dogs have long been known as
man’s best friend. They curl up
at our feet, fetch our
newspapers and magazines,
and test the threading count in
our socks. We envisioned these
types of heart-warming
moments when we brought
home Ruby, a 2Ω-year-old
Bouvier des Flandres. Little
did we know at the time that
this runt-of-the-litter who’d had
some medical misfortune in her
puppyhood would not only
monumentally change our lives
but improve our health!

Many of you are already
familiar with Ruby as the main
character in the Super Bouv

Series, which was featured in
the last issue of the RESCUE
ROUNDUP.  We promised to write more
about Ruby’s real-life story, so we’ll regress
a bit and share how we slowly came to
realize that Ruby was capable of
being so much more than just our
companion, loyal friend, and
protector.  She was also able to
provide incredible “scent” services. 

The discovery of her extraordinary
scent talents began shortly after we
brought her home.  One evening, in
the crazy, mad rush which often
occurs before dinnertime when kids
converge on the kitchen grabbing
bites of dinner prep, a kitchen towel
slid onto a hot stovetop burner. 
Unbeknownst to me, I continued to
cut vegetables on the other side of the
room.  Before the towel even began
to smoke, Ruby firmly stationed
herself in front of the stove.  Even
though she hadn’t as of yet begged for
food, I told her to go lay down
because I thought she was begging. 

What else would she be doing? 

We hadn’t had her long enough to know
that she was actually trying to tell us

something.  But when she
remained steadfast at the stove,
in spite of my instruction, we
all began to gather around to
see why she was being so
stubborn, or so we thought. 
But, lo and behold, we then
noticed the kitchen hand towel
slowly starting to smoke.  It
was only then that Ruby went
and laid down, quite pleased
with herself.

Over time, several other
incidences occurred in which
Ruby, the amazing Super
Bouv, forewarned us of
potential looming dangers. 
Even though we began to learn
to “listen” to her when she was
trying to tell us something, we
didn’t fully realize how

valuable her scent talents would become to
our family until one summer day... 

It was one of those hot, sticky, humid days. 
We opened the door to take Ruby out
for what would undoubtedly be a
sweltering walk.  But instead of
taking an afternoon stroll, Ruby had
ideas of her own.  She ran around the
outside of our house in an agitated
fashion, smelling one foundation vent
after another.  After “checking” all
the foundation vents, she pawed and
scratched at the crawlspace door,
demanding to get in. When we
opened the door, to our dismay, a foul
smell whipped us in the face.  We
peered into the darkness under the
house and saw big puddles of water
dotted all over the plastic vapor
barrier, which covered the dirt floor
of our crawlspace. 

Once we investigated, we found out
that our HVAC ductwork had not
been properly sealed, which had
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Ready for work.

allowed cold, air-conditioned air to leak
through the ductwork insulation. The
warmer moist summer air condensed onto
the cold foil backing of the insulation to the
point that puddles had formed beneath.
Fortunately, thanks to our early detection
system – Ruby – the costs of our repairs
were minimal.  However, had the
condensation and resultant pooling gone
undetected for a period of time, a mold and
bacterial problem would have certainly
developed.  This type of situation would
have created an unhealthy quality of indoor
air that would have been very problematic
for our family.  We had developed
respiratory sensitivities a few years earlier
because of exposure to mold and chemicals
after Hurricane Katrina.

The reason Ruby had been able to alert us
to the crawlspace moisture problem was
because it had already created a level of
microorganisms and volatile organic
compounds (VOCs) that her nose could
detect, even though ours could not.  This
was the day we realized that Ruby not only
had special scent abilities but also had the
cognitive ability to communicate potential
health hazards to us.  Since then, she has
alerted us to mold in books, shoes, plants,
vacuums, and buildings – the list goes on.

Ruby eventually began to accompany us
everywhere as our official service dog,
proudly wearing her red service vest, and
alerting us to mold and other allergens that
would cause the mold-sensitive members of

our family asthmatic reactions.

Fascinated by Ruby’s extraordinary scent
abilities, we began to search the Internet,
curious to see if there were reports of
similar capabilities in other dogs.  Of
course, we already knew that dogs in
general possessed a keen sense of smell. 
We were also aware that certain service
dogs provided important daily tasks for
owners with physical disabilities.  But we
wanted to know, specifically, if other dogs
were being used to alert respiratory
sensitive owners to elevated levels of indoor
molds. 

Our initial search revealed dogs that were
being trained to detect structural molds,
which made them valuable “partners” for
home and mold inspectors. These mold-
seeking dogs were trained to take their
owners to the location in a building where
structural molds were present.  These mold-
seeking dogs have completely different
training than respiratory alert service dogs
whose training and instinct is to take their
owners away from the source of the mold! 

We continued our research to see if the
scent abilities of dogs were being used to
protect the health of owners by alerting
them to other harmful health effects.  We

didn’t have to look too far
before we found a 2008 CNN
article that told of specially
trained seizure alert dogs who
assist owners with epilepsy
and cerebral palsy.  The article
reported that some dogs detect
seizures as early as 20 to 40
minutes prior to the onset of a
seizure.  Because of this
canine early-alert system, these
owners no longer live a life of
unpredictability and can take
appropriate precautions to
protect themselves before a
seizure occurs.  The article
also noted anecdotal reports of

untrained family pets alerting owners with
epilepsy of oncoming seizures.  Other
reports included service dogs assisting
owners who have conditions such as
muscular dystrophy, cerebral palsy,

multiple sclerosis, and traumatic brain
injury. 

Further delving into the subject revealed a
BBC article that told of dogs trained to
assist owners not only with epilepsy but
also with autism.  One service dog owner
quoted in the article attributed a reduction
in injuries, medications, and the number
hospital visits to the advanced alerts from
her “four legged guardian.” 

As we searched on, we came across an
article in Science Daily that reported
scientific studies in which chemicals were
diluted to determine the lowest dilution
level detectible by dogs.  These studies
show that dogs can, amazingly, smell as low
as parts per trillion!  It is this keen sense of
smell that enables dogs to identify people
who are in various stages of the
carcinogenic disease process.  For example,
a 2006 scientific study revealed that this
extraordinary scenting ability enables dogs
to “…distinguish people with both early and
late stage lung and breast cancers from
healthy controls.”

The Science Daily article reports that
studies focusing on canine olfaction began
after a dog alerted its owner to the presence
of melanoma in a skin lesion.  Subsequent
studies confirmed that dogs were indeed
able to detect melanomas (in both tissue
samples as well as in human subjects) and
bladder cancers.  A 2004-published peer-
reviewed European study investigating the
scenting abilities of canines to detect cancer
malignancies revealed, “Dogs can be
trained to distinguish patients with bladder
cancer on the basis of urine odour more
successfully than would be expected by
chance alone.  This suggests that tumour-
related volatile compounds are present in
urine, imparting a characteristic odour
signature distinct from those associated with
secondary effects of the tumour, such as
bleeding, inflammation, and infection.”

More recent studies reveal that dogs can
detect breast and lung cancer by smelling
the patients’ breaths captured in special
tubes as compared to the breath samples of
controls.  Science Daily reports, “The 
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results of the study showed that dogs can
detect breast and lung cancer with
sensitivity and specificity between 88% and
97%.”6  The scientists of said study explain
that the dogs are picking up biochemical
markers in the breaths of the cancer victims,
which are not present in the controls.  In
their published, peer-reviewed article, they
state, “Training was efficient and cancer
identification was accurate; in a matter of
weeks, ordinary household dogs with only
basic behavioral ‘puppy training’ were
trained to accurately distinguish breath
samples of lung and breast cancer patients
from those of controls.”7 

This last tidbit of information was most
interesting to us.  Ordinary household dogs
with only three weeks of training were able
to identify cancer.  Can you only imagine
how feverishly venture capitalists have been
working since the release of this 2006 study
to replicate that which is likely not
replicable?  Regardless, they will try. 

In the meantime, may we suggest you keep
a watchful eye on your four-legged
housemate to discern what he or she is
trying to communicate to you?  Who knows
– you may be living with a canine like Ruby
who could possibly save your life! 

To share some of the joy we have
experienced from living with Ruby, we
created the children’s picture books in the
Super Bouv Series.  Not only do these
delightful books entertain children and
adults alike, they also help raise funds for
the ABRL.  Each time an order is placed
with the coupon code “ABRL,” a portion of
the proceeds goes to help support the
important work of the organization.g
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