osing a dog is as devas-
tating as losing a dear
family member. But for
Wilton residents Cora
J‘) and Dick Martin, it’s dif-

ferent. In fact, they have
said goodbye to so many
ll()gs—'ﬂ” f()l' a \\'()I'th‘
while cause—that they

are experts at letting go.

99




The Martins, now retired, are volunteer puppy raisers for Guiding
Eyes for the Blind, an internationally recognized guide dog school
that, since 1954, has been committed to enriching the lives of blind
and visually impaired men and women through the use of profession-
ally trained guide dogs. Cora and her husband Dick, the town’s for-
mer tax collector, are instrumental in preparing these young puppies
for their future life of service.

“I waited almost a year before I decided to make the commitment
to raise a puppy,” Cora said recently over a cup of coffee in her
Wilton kitchen. Kiwi, the Martin’s sixth — and newest- puppy, a beau-
tiful 3-1/2-month old yellow lab with huge paws and floppy ears, sits
atop a large round orange-colored padded bed, happily gnawing on
her brown resin bone. “Good Kiwi, good dog,” Cora calls over to
Kiwi in a tender, yet assertive voice. The Martin kitchen clearly be-
longs to the dogs — but Cora is very much in charge.

A folding gate, not unlike the one I used to protect my infant chil-
dren from a flight of stairs, blocks the entrance to the living room.
Scattered on the tiled kitchen floor are a couple of tennis balls and
dog chews, and in the corner, a squat oval tin pail overflows with var-
ious other colorful toys. A framed picture of Santa posing with two
yellow labs, their broad necks securely wrapped in red and green
plaid winter scarves, sits upon the kitchen counter, surrounded by
other photos of yellow labs. These various knickknacks are a testa-
ment to the overpowering love and dedication that Dick and Cora
have shown over their many years of service to Guiding Eyes.

When Kiwi stands up to curiously sniff this new visitor, Cora rep-
rimands her. I have to restrain my impulse to reach out and pet Kiwi.
For even though she is not officially “in training”, Kiwi is always ex-
pected to behave like a future guide dog. “Don’t be a nuisance, Kiwi,
come lay down next to me.” In no time at all, Kiwi is by Cora’s side,
looking for praise. They exchange a brief glance of tacit respect and
understanding, and then Kiwi disappears beneath Cora’s feet.

“I had a dear friend, Jane, who lived here in Wilton and was ex-
tremely involved as a puppy raiser, a very dedicated lady,” Cora re-

members fondly. “When I took my aging yellow lab, Blondie, to the

vet to say goodbye, I thought, ‘I cannot go through this again. I’'m just

going to raise a guide dog and pass it along.”” And that’s just what
Cora and Dick did — six times. Puppy raisers volunteer for approxi-
mately 16 to 18 months to take a potential guide dog into their home

as a puppy and teach it basic manners, socialization and obedience.

“The Martins, now retired, are volunteer
Puppy raisers for Guiding Eyes for the Blind,
an infernationally recognized guide dog
school that, Since 1954, has been committed
to enriching the es of blind and visually

imPaired wien dnd women Thr‘ough the use

of professionally trained quide dogs.”




The life of this dog begins at the guiding eye’s
breeding center in Patterson, New York. It is there

that Labrador Retrievers and some German

Shepherds and Golden Retriever puppies are bred to

maximize qualities (the most important being confi-

dence), required in a working guide dog. These

very special puppies are the result of many genera-

tions of selective breeding. If they successfully pass

careful evaluations beginning the age of six weeks,
these puppies will then be placed, at eight weeks

old, into the home of a volunteer puppy raiser.

Raising a puppy is no easy task and entails an in-

ordinate amount of patience and love, as well as

commitment and stamina. Volunteering to raise a

puppy and adhere to strict training guidelines (such

as the dog always being on a lead), only to have to
part with it after a year and a half when it is finally
trained and much easier to live with requires infi-

nite understanding and dedication to the cause.

Cora explains that you have to make the decision

to give the dog back before you even get started.

Amy Sheinberg, of Weston, agrees. She is helping

her 12-year old daughter Zoe, raise Merritt, an ener-

getic 4-month-old Labrador. “Letting go will be

very difficult. You fall in love with puppies imme-

diately,” Sheinberg said recently. “But all along we

knew that she’s only here temporarily. I keep telling

the rest of the family that she will go on to do

something bigger and better that will make a big

difference in someone’s life.” The Sheinberg family

works together to prepare Merritt for the outside
world, a world in which she will play an integral
role in a few short months.

You may have spotted Cora and Dick walking

through town, entering places with their dog, places

where dogs dare not tread. When the dog is taken

out in public, usually not until they are six or seven

months old (“old enough to be well-mannered in

public,” Cora explains), they are never without their

blue vest emblazoned in white bold letters,

“Guiding Eyes for the Blind Puppy In Training”.

No place should be off limits to the dog — not
doctor’s offices, nor the library, restaurants, not
even the supermarket. “I bring these dogs all
over,” comments Cora. Christina Ogren of
Darien, another volunteer puppy raiser said,
“Guiding Eyes wants you to take the dog every-
where. They want you to travel with the dog;
they encourage it.”

It is the puppy raisers’ responsibility to make
sure the puppy has lots of exposure to noises,
people, and just about any other everyday occur-
rence that the animal will face once it begins
training for guide dog work. “We have found that
repeated positive exposures help to build the
pup’s confidence and increase their chances of
becoming a successful guide dog,” says Gretchen
Pierce of Guiding Eyes. “The raiser continues to
build their confidence by exposing them to all

sorts of situations, noises and objects in the ‘real

world’,” she adds. It is imperative that these pup-
pies are raised to become responsible and knowl-
edgeable navigators of life’s busy and crowded
streets; they must learn early not to be easily star-
tled by loud and unexpected sounds, nor tempted
by the myriad of scents in supermarkets (in fact,
the dogs are prohibited from ever receiving “peo-
ple” food, not even a scrap!). The puppies must
also be taught to restrain their most basic impuls-
es, like running or stopping along the way to sniff.
While these behaviors might be acceptable to most
dog owners, they could prove extremely danger-
ous to the future owners of a guide dog.

After all, once these dogs receive four to six
months of rigorous training after their initial home
socialization period ends, they will be the future
eyes for a person in need, accompanying them ev-
erywhere they go. The dog will be entrusted to as-
sist their blind partner in traveling and arriving

safely at his or her destination as well as helping



e Storeowner 10r neir permission to oring e aog 1mto nis or ner estanlisnment.

“Peter Keating at the Village Market is wonderful,” Cora says. The Martins’ dogs

have also enjoyed trips to Ancona’s, the Wilton Diner, even the annual Wilton
Antiques Show. “A well-mannered dog, even if it’s a hundred pounds, is not an
issue,” Cora explains. “What we’re doing with these pups is exactly what the
French do all the time — bring their dogs everywhere. So the dog can say, ‘been

there, done that, no big deal.””

to - the dog that the volunteer helped to raise. 1'he raiser, along with the grad-
uating student and their dog, proudly pose for a photo, and all raisers are pre-
sented with a Certificate of Appreciation. That day, eleven eager graduates
sat upright in their chairs, their new dogs lying obediently under their feet.
These lucky graduates now had a dog that would allow them the indepen-

dence to go out confidently into the world.






