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BEING BORN WHITE can be a death sentence if you’re a Boxer. Being black, if 
you’re a mongrel, can be just as fatal. Hsin-Yi Cohen and Claire Horton-Bussey 
examine how colour prejudice can be deadly for our canine friends...
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him a home out of doors. It broke my 
heart. The only home that wanted him, 
wanted him out of the house.”

So Tamara did what her heart had 
been begging her to do all along: she 
adopted Jake herself. And with him 
came an inspiration - to help other 
black dogs. She started researching 
‘black dog syndrome’ and was shocked 
at what she discovered - that black 
dogs, particularly larger breeds (such 
as Newfoundlands, Chow Chows, 
Labradors, Rottweilers and their 
crosses), are being euthanased at a 
horrifying rate in pounds and shelters 
across the United States because people 
keep ignoring them in favour of lighter-
coloured dogs. 

Often overlooked
It’s a phenomenon all rescue workers 
are aware of, although few are sure of 
the reasons for it. Some, such as Jill 
Wimmer, a shelter manager at a no-kill 
shelter in Atlanta, find that they can 
easily adopt out three dogs in the time 
it takes her to find a home for one big, 
black dog. Even in American pet shops 
black dogs are often overlooked - which 
is one reason why light-coloured puppies 
are usually stocked. 

With the support of her husband 
and the benefit of her teaching 
background, Tamara launched 
an educational website, www.
blackpearldogs.com, which she named 
‘Contrary to Ordinary: The Black 
Pearls of the Dog World’ - aimed at 
raising awareness of the black dogs’ 
plight, addressing the superstitions 
and prejudices against them, and 
encouraging people to see beyond a 
dog’s coat colour. 

Rescue workers across the country 
embraced the website. They had all 
been long aware of the unspoken ‘black 
dog syndrome’ and were frustrated at 
how little they could do to help their 
darker canine residents, many of whom 
are put to sleep just to make room for 
more adoptable light-coloured dogs or 
die within the system while waiting 
a lifetime to be noticed. With the 
euthanasia policy in place at the many 
‘kill shelters’ across the United States, 
most black dogs are simply counting 
the days on Death Row. But now there 
was a voice for them. Tamara and the 
Black Pearl Dogs organisation could act 
as a middleman, helping to coordinate 
efforts between shelters and rescues, 
removing black dogs from Death Row, 
spreading information about them and 
facilitating adoption. 

For Tamara, however, the 
educational aspect is just as important 
because many people - even animal 
lovers - are not aware of the black dog 
stigma and the plight they are in. She is 
certain this is due to lack of education 
or a misunderstanding about black dogs.

“We all know that a prejudice 
is a preformed opinion, usually an 
unfavourable one, based on insufficient 
knowledge, irrational feelings, or 
inaccurate stereotypes. I also think 
some of the breeds in the last 50 to 60 
or so years that have been mishandled 
by certain groups of people (ie 

Rottweilers, Dobermanns etc) have 
affected how we think about a 

large black dog. You go to 
a movie, watch a show 

or read a book... what dogs are they 
using to show evil or fierceness? Most 
commonly: a big black one.”

Tamara is right: black dogs carry 
menacing connotations. In the ancient 
Egyptian, Greek, Roman and Norse 
mythologies, dogs are often associated 
with death and the supernatural, and 
black dogs in particular often feature 
as harbingers of death or emissaries 
of the Devil. Through the Middle Ages, 
this continued to develop in folklore, 
particularly in Britain and Europe where 
sightings of devilish black hounds are 
often recorded and black dogs are 
usually associated with the ‘border-
spaces’ between this world and the 
next, such as graveyards and ley lines. 

Spooky stories
The British Isles alone seem to be 
overflowing with spectral black hounds: 
in Somerset, a black dog called Gurt 
Dog is frequently seen; Cornwall has 
various tales of the Devil’s Dandy 
(or Dando) Dogs; Devon has the Yeth 
(Heath) or Wisht Hounds; in West 
Yorkshire, there is the Guytrash; and on 
the Isle of Man, Peel Castle is haunted 
by the menacing phantom dog called 
Mauthe Doog. Perhaps most famous is 
the phantom black dog of Dartmoor, 
upon which Arthur Conan Doyle’s 

was based.
The association between black dogs 

and the ‘otherworld’ has led them to be 
regarded as earthly omens of disaster 
and thus people feared them even more. 
Seeing a black dog was believed to be 
a premonition of personal calamity 

“I began to 
realise that 
nobody was 
interested 
in a well-
mannered, 
already fully 
up-to-date, 
healthy, male 
black Lab-type 
dog. It was 
discouraging 
and really 
sad. After six 
months, one 
person did 
offer to give 
him a home 
out of doors. 
It broke my 
heart. The 
only home 
that wanted 
him, wanted 
him out of 
the house.”

JAKE SAT UP EAGERLY - hoping for a 
smile, a friendly word - but the family 
passed him by. Again. It was the fifth 
time today. His wagging tail slowed 
as they walked past, then drooped 
forlornly and he slowly lay down. 

He shut his eyes. Far away, in 
distant memory, he remembered a 
family. His family. They had taken him 
from his mother’s warm body to a new 
home and he had been so excited. But 
then they had left him - for hours and 
hours alone each day. He knew they 
went to a place called Work. He wanted 
to go with them - so he learnt to 
escape, to try to find them. But a man 
caught him every time and brought him 
back. Finally, his family had brought him 
to this place and left him here. 

He is not sure how long he’s been 
here now. He’s heard the nice lady, who 
brings him food, sigh and say “three 
years” but he is not sure what that 

means. He doesn’t know why he has to 
stay here, why no families ever want 
him. They always come up eagerly to 
his kennel but then their eyes look 
funny when they see him. Was there 
something wrong with the way he 
looked? He had all his legs, and his ears 
and tail. He could jump and run, but 
also sit politely. He doesn’t know why 
they never like him. He just knows that 
he is so tired of being alone, of waiting 
and hoping...

On the other side of the county, 
Tamara Delaney was driving through 
the cold, windy afternoon, feeling sorry 
for the two Rottweiler puppies she 
was carrying in her car. Their owner 
had just committed suicide and with 
no one willing to claim them, she had 
volunteered to transport them to the 
Gemini Allbreed Rescue in Minnesota. As 
she pulled into the rescue’s parking lot, 
the familiar sounds of frantic barking 
filled her ears and she wished again 
she could do more to help. Even after 
15 years of rescue work, Tamara still 
found it hard to think of all the dogs 
waiting for homes. Hopefully, these two 
puppies would not have to wait long, 
she thought, as she dropped them off 

and hurried back to her car. Then she 
stopped. A pair of beautiful brown eyes 
met hers. Jake.

“He was so striking to me, with his 
beautiful face and waggy tail,” Tamara 
remembers. “When I was told he had 
been there for approximately three 
years, I was aghast. I asked why and 
the rescue owner told me that big black 
dogs don’t always find homes quickly. I 
was baffled.”

Arriving back home, Tamara 
couldn’t get Jake out of her mind. She 
decided the least she could do was 
to help find him a home - and so her 
campaign began. 

No interest
“It took six months of my children 
and me making posters and driving 
them all over to advertise that he 
needed a home. We also spoke of 
his wonderfulness to all we met who 
were looking for a dog with just good, 
old ‘word of mouth.’ Then I began to 
realise that nobody was interested in 
a well-mannered, already fully up-to-
date, healthy, male black Lab-type dog. 
It was discouraging and really sad. After 
six months, one person did offer to give 
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Coat colour is superficial, isn’t it? A dog’s temperament and health are 

more important than the shade of his fur? Then why are rehoming 

centres packed with wonderful, fit, loving black dogs?

Blacklisted




