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Katherine Heigl:

The ‘Mad
Dog Lady’
Heigl at home with three of her seven dogs.
Her new movie, One for the Money, opens next Friday.
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K

atherine Heigl has a lump in her throat. She’s
talking about Mojo, her beloved 15-year-old shepherd mix she had to “put down” last summer when
he could no longer stand.
“I hate having to make that decision for another
being,” she says. “You don’t ever feel 100% confident in
your decision. My vet said: ‘Katie, this is a dignified dog.
Don’t take away his dignity.’ That’s the greatest gift we
can give these animals we care so much about: a
dignified ending.”
Choking up, she adds, “It’s really hard. And I have
Romeo, who’s also 15. He can’t really hear and see, but
he’s been my best friend for 15 years. So it’s going to be
awful. . . . ”

Heigl, 33, whose edgy comments have sometimes
gotten her into trouble, is clearly a softie when it comes
to canines. No wonder she calls herself “the Mad Dog
Lady.” The actress has seven of them: the aforementioned Romeo plus Stella (both miniature schnauzers), mixed-breed Piper, schnoodle Wheezer, Oscar the
“hotcake” hound, plus a pair of shepherd mix puppies,
Flora and Tamber.
Says Heigl: “I always want animals in my life.”
These days, that life is plenty full. In addition to her
pack of pups, Heigl has a daughter, Naleigh, 3, whom she
and husband Josh Kelley adopted from South Korea two
years ago; a movie opening next Friday, One for the
Money, in which she sports a new dark ’do as a hapless
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beginning to
understand the intrinsic relationship we have with dogs. “I
always want dogs in my life,”
says Katherine Heigl — and
it appears that will pay off for her in
multiple ways. The mere act of petting a
dog can cause a chain of events. Instantly, neurotransmitters in our heads do a
happy dance — it’s involuntary. We feel good.
When we feel good, we are more likely to
smile. Whenever we smile, still more neurotransmitters are fired. That’s why experts
say just smiling is good for us.
Studies show that when petting a dog, a
hormone called oxytocin kicks into high gear.
Oxytocin, which is sometimes dubbed “the
cuddle hormone,” helps reduce blood pressure
and decreases levels of cortisol, a hormone
related to stress and anxiety.
If this is the case, might petting a dog be a
substitute for an anti-anxiety medication? To
at least some degree, the answer is yes. As a
result, some doctors have suggested that dogs
are sometimes better than Prozac.
For years it’s been thought that sharing
your life with a dog is healthful. Now scientists
are not only confirming it’s true, but they’re
also beginning to understand why.
It turns out that increased oxytocin may
CIENCE IS ONLY

bounty hunter; and an ad campaign advocating
that dogs and cats be neutered or spayed called “I
Hate Balls.” The gamely titled video was produced
by the comedic team at Funny or Die in association
with her charity, the Jason Debus Heigl Foundation, named for her late brother.
“He died in 1986; I was only 7,” Heigl says. “The
motto for our foundation is that we want to help
and protect the voiceless and the innocent —
that was my brother’s bent. He had an unusually
grand sense of compassion. My brother was
absolutely an animal advocate.”
When asked how she handles such a large pack
at home, plus Naleigh, even while her musician

For years it’s been thought
sharing your life with a dog is
healthful. Now scientists are
beginning to understand why.
offer additional benefits. Just after childbirth,
oxytocin levels in mothers soar, and it’s
thought that it cements a bond between mothers and newborns. Is our connection with dogs
similarly bonded? No one knows.
And one more thing: Recent studies suggest
people supplemented with oxytocin heal faster. Perhaps the healing properties of elevated
oxytocin at least partially explain the benefits
of therapy dogs.
For decades, there have been anecdotal
stories of dogs visiting a children’s hospital or
rehab center and seeming to promote healing.
In recent years, medical science has documented that such benefits can be real.
Even the simple act of taking a dog for a

husband is often away touring, she concedes: “It’s
a total work in progress. I have these mornings
where I want to complain to my husband or my
mother, but then I realize it was entirely my
decision! I can’t complain, because I created this
for myself. So we try to just make it as seamless as
we can, and incorporate all of these animals into
our lives.”
It helps, she adds, that “we have the great
fortune of having two homes — one in L.A. and
one in Utah. So sometimes we keep the little ones
in L.A. and the big ones in Utah, where we have
lots of property to run around in, to work off some
of that energy.”

walk is healthful. There’s the obvious cardiovascular benefit. Also, as Rebecca
A. Johnson, Alan M. Beck and Sandra
McCune say in their book, The Health
Benefits of Dog Walking for Pets & People, dogs are a social lubricant. That’s a
fancy way of saying you are more likely to
stop and chat with people when you have a
wagging tail at the end of a leash.
All dog owners know that strangers who
wouldn’t give you a second glance, much less
stop to chat, might do so if you have a dog. Or
at least people may more likely smile as they
walk by. Since we know smiling helps people
feel good, walking a dog is a way to spread a
little bit of happiness.
No wonder the presence of dogs in a community is considered an important barometer
when measuring quality of life.
Actor John O’Hurley, host of the National
Dog Show Presented by Purina each Thanksgiving, says, “When a dog wags his tail, it is
connected to his heart.” Apparently, those
tail wags are also connected to our hearts,
and our heads. 6
Contributing editor STEVE DALE is a certified
dog and cat behavior consultant. He writes a twiceweekly syndicated newspaper column and is the host
of two syndicated radio shows. Most recently he is the
author of two e-books that answer common pet-behavior problems, Good Dog! and Good Cat! (available
wherever e-books are sold).

It doesn’t hurt, either, that Kelley, 31, loves
dogs, too. “He was really excited about the
puppies, because all the dogs were really attached
to me,” she says. “I’m their person. I’m the one
with them all the time. I’m the one training them.
I feed them. And he’s on the road a lot. So when
we got the puppies, I said, ‘Tamber will be your
dog, and Flora will be my dog, so you’ll have one
that’s completely yours.’ He got all excited about it
— but then, of course,” she adds without missing
a beat, “Tamber loves me best.”
The couple have been careful to teach Naleigh
to be gentle with their furry housemates, and the
parents never leave their daughter alone with the

dogs. Still, the toddler is clearly taking after her
famous mother:
“The dogs are her best friends,” Heigl says. “We
have pictures of her doing tea parties with Mojo.
But she’s not very loyal: One minute Piper’s her
best friend. And then it’s Oscar. It’s just the cutest.”
Calling her dogs “a blessing,” Heigl adds:
“It’s so worth it to walk down in the morning
and have these dogs go bananas, so excited to see
me. My daughter could be like: ‘Oh, hey.’ I’ll say,
‘Give Mommy a kiss!’ and she says, ‘Uh, no.’ But
they’ll always give me a kiss. They’re always happy
with me.”
— Lauren Paige Kennedy
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How dogs spread

BY STEVE DALE

