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– Holly, a Bloodhound Who Failed as a Pet, and Herbie, a Bearded Collie With a Tendency to Attack Sheep, Get a Makeover –

Holly and Herbie had been in serious trouble throughout their young lives; they’re lucky merely to have made it beyond adolescence. So it may come as a surprise that one of them now has a successful career in law enforcement, while the other is enjoying a productive pastoral existence herding sheep.

Holly and Herbie, by the way, are dogs. They’ll soon be TV stars, too, when NATURE presents a reality makeover program aimed at helping canines overcome early adversity. “Underdogs” encores Sunday, June 22, 2008, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET on PBS. Henry Winkler narrates.    

“It may sound humorous, but this film represents a serious attempt to turn lives around,” says Fred Kaufman, executive producer of NATURE. “A great deal of love, skill and tenacity were marshaled to change these two incorrigible animals, who led a difficult existence as puppies, into the wonderful working dogs they were meant to be.” 

Holly, a bloodhound, was a serial failure as a pet, having been given up and placed in shelters by six families that each found her to be hopelessly uncontrollable. She would have been put down had she not been brought to the attention of dog trainer Larry Allen, who saw in her the remarkable potential of an intelligent and gifted animal. Today, she serves as an olfactory sleuth with the K-9 corps of the Massachusetts State Police.

Herbie, a bearded collie with a hyperactive personality and the unfortunate tendency to attack sheep rather than herd them, faced the additional problem of belonging to a breed left behind by shifting human preferences. Once the primary working dogs of the English countryside, bearded collies have been replaced in that function by border collies in recent decades, leaving little incentive for farmers to try to rehabilitate a misfit like Herbie.  

Here again, the love and determination of an understanding trainer, Barbara Sykes, came to the rescue. Instead of being shot by an angry farmer, which nearly happened, Herbie is making steady progress as a useful working farm dog in the Yorkshire countryside in England.

“Underdogs” interweaves the dramatic stories of these two animals, beginning with their initial acquaintance with their trainers, and follows their fitful and hard-won progress toward living up to the standards of their noble breeds. In both cases, tough love proves to be the answer, as Allen and Sykes apply their impressive talents and insights into canine behavior, while deeply affected themselves by the powerful bond and deep attachment formed between trainer and pupil.

By film’s end, Sykes is still working with Herbie to perfect his herding skills, and in fact, seems likely to hold on to her pupil for life, no matter how good at his job he becomes. But Allen must face the parting moment he’s been dreading, because Holly is ready to begin her professional career.     

Says the trainer, “I was very proud of Holly when she passed her tests to qualify for the Massachusetts State Police, but actually turning her over to them was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever had to do in my life.” 

NATURE, now in its 24th season, has won close to 300 honors from the television industry, parent groups, the international wildlife film community and environmental organizations, including many Emmys, the George Foster Peabody Award and the first award given to a television program by the Sierra Club.
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■ NATURE’s redesigned and expanded Web site (pbs.org/nature) includes weekly video podcasts, a newsletter, streaming video clips, an RSS feed, user bulletin boards and polls, new teacher lesson plans, photo slideshows, and more. NATURE video podcasts, available on iTunes and online, range from two to 10 minutes in length and feature behind-the-scenes interviews with filmmakers and producers, program excerpts and outtakes. Online social networkers can join the NATURE fan group at Facebook and keep up with the latest videos, photos and more.


