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Togo and Balto to the rescue



		Dogs delivered the mail, carried passengers and hauled supplies to nearby mining camps and outlying villages. The locals loved their sled dogs and let them roam free through the streets.
In the winter of 1925, many of the Inuit kids that lived near Nome started falling ill. They had sore throats and couldn’t eat.



		In the tiny town of Nome, Alaska, dogs were very important. The settlement lies right at the edge of the Arctic circle, and the main way of getting around was on sleds pulled by teams of brave hounds!
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Doctor Welch realised that they had a disease called diphtheria. It was serious and very contagious!
He only had a small amount of medicine for it, and getting more delivered would be really hard.
It was the middle of winter, and Nome’s harbour was blocked by ice. The weather was too stormy for a plane to reach Nome. The only way to get the medicine to the children was by sled, so it was up to the town’s dogs to save the day!
The sled drivers made a plan for the delivery. The precious medicine would be taken part of the way by train, but dog sleds would carry it over icy mountains and across the frozen ocean. The distance was too great for only one sled to complete the journey, so they needed lots of sled dog teams.
The most famous dog sled driver or ‘musher’ in town was Leonhard Seppala, and his best dog was called Togo. He had raised the grey, black and brown dog from when he was a puppy. Togo was smaller than the other dogs, but very strong and clever. He was an expert at finding the best paths through the wilderness.
Seppala agreed to help get the medicine. He was worried about the children of the town, and especially his eight-year-old daughter Sigrid.
On the 28th of January, 1925, he kissed his little girl goodbye and went out to get his sled ready.
Togo’s ears pricked up when he heard his master. They had work to do! The dogs in his team barked and ran around, thrilled about going on an adventure.
Seppala attached all twenty dogs in his team to his birchwood sled.
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When the musher stepped on and shouted ‘Haw!’, Togo and the team began pulling forward as fast as they could. Before long, the sled was speeding across the snow.
Icy winds blew in from the ocean, but Togo didn’t mind. Running kept him warm!
Evening came, and Seppala fed the dogs their dinner of dried salmon. It was Togo’s favourite food and gave him the energy to run all day.
After the dog had eaten, he said thank you by howling! Then, he walked in a circle in the snow before curling up to sleep.
Togo and his team continued on their journey the next day, but had to halt when they reached Norton Sound.
The wide bay was covered with ice. If they went across it, they could cut a day off their journey and get the medicine to the children faster.
Togo had made the trip across the bay before, and he knew it was very dangerous! The sea ice could be slippery and smooth or sharp enough to cut his paws. Worst of all, it could break up underneath him and drop him into the sea.
Seppala could see dark storm clouds approaching, but he thought they could make it across the ice before the weather got bad.
The musher got the team moving, with Togo leading the way. His sensitive paws felt the frozen surface, and he knew that it was strong enough to carry their weight.
After many hours, the team made it safely across Norton Sound.
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Just as they reached dry land, a mist closed in around them. Togo’s sharp ears heard some other dogs barking. He headed towards the sound.
He found another team of sled dogs. Their musher waved at Seppala, who skidded to a halt.
“The serum! I have it!” the man shouted. He grinned at Seppala.
Henry Ivanoff had carried the medicine from the settlement of Shaktoolik, and he had been worried about missing Seppala and Togo when the weather turned bad.
“What a great dog you have!” Henry said as he winked at Togo. “It’s lucky he found us!”
Ivanoff handed the metal cylinder to Seppala. Then, Seppala clicked his tongue and his dogs began their long journey towards Nome.
They sped back across Norton Sound, with the ice cracking under the sled’s runners! It was a race against time – they had to get to dry land before darkness came.
After many hours, they made it, but the poor dogs were exhausted and chilled to the bone! Togo barked when he spotted a hut where they could warm themselves and rest until morning.
Looking out across the sea the following day, Seppala saw that the sea ice they had travelled over had broken up. “We were lucky to make it across in time!” he told Togo as he gave the dog a pat.
The last and toughest part of their journey was the eight-mile climb to the top of Little McKinley Mountain. Togo barked to encourage the other dogs as they hauled the sled and its cargo up the steep path.
Finally, they slid downhill to Golovnin Bay, where a musher called Charlie Olson was waiting with a fresh team of sled dogs.
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Charlie took the medicine. He and his dogs travelled many miles to meet another musher, Gunnar Kaasen, who would carry their precious cargo to Nome. Gunnar’s thirteen-dog sled team was led by a husky called Balto, who was one of the best in the area.
Togo had played his part, and now it was Balto’s turn to make sure the medicine arrived in Nome. A blizzard blew ice into the faces of the dogs, and then a huge ridge of snow blocked the trail.
The hounds couldn’t get over it, so Balto tried to find a way around.
The Siberian husky came to a halt and sniffed the cold air. He gave a sudden bark and led the team forward – he had sniffed out the path ahead with his nose!
As they passed through a narrow valley, a mighty gust of wind blew the sled over. Gunnar was thrown off and the dogs landed in a heap, tangled in their harnesses.
Even worse, the medicine had fallen off the sled. Where was it? Gunnar felt around in the snow with his gloved hands. There it was! He grabbed the metal container.
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		The delivery of the diphtheria medicine to Nome became famous! It was called the Great Race of Mercy or the Serum Run, and Balto and Togo were celebrities. They were taken on tours and crowds came to see them.
Togo was awarded a medal by Antarctic explorer Roald Amundsen and competed in several races. He retired from sledding at the age of 12. Seppala kept him as a pet, and the dog died in 1929, at the age of 16.
Togo’s legacy lives on among the sled dog racing community, and he is considered one of the greatest sled dogs of all time. In 2001, Togo was posthumously awarded the ‘Dog Hero’ award by the American Kennel Club.
Balto and his team retired to the Cleveland Zoo. A statue of him was erected in Central Park, New York City.
Togo and Balto’s life-saving journey inspired the famous Iditarod dog sled race, which goes from Anchorage to Nome. Their stories have also been told in feature films.



		What happened next...
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		Balto’s energetic barking encouraged him to stand up and keep going.
The musher put the sled back on its runners, untangled the dogs’ harnesses and set off again with Balto in the lead.
The exhausted dogs ploughed on through the snow while Gunnar held on tight with frozen fingers. He didn’t know how much longer they could keep going, but he was relieved when he saw the church tower of Nome in the distance.
As the sled slid onto the main street, the townsfolk ran over, cheering. The children of Nome were saved!
An exhausted Gunnar got off his sled and stumbled over to Balto, who was panting and wagging his tail.
“Damn fine dog!” exclaimed Gunnar proudly as he patted Balto.
That is how Togo and Balto became heroes for saving the children of Nome! 
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