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"I remember the car turning over three times before it stopped and I realized my children were no longer in it…" A woman named "Mary" with long dark hair, wearing denim, gauze, and turquoise earrings, reads from her own notebook to a crowd of 150 people. 

Her words have us rapt, as a quiet hum moves like a wave across the room in the Angladas Building - a one-time dance hall turned community center in Taos, New Mexico. It's a warm Saturday in April and we're gathered for a Natalie Goldberg workshop on memoir, the subject of her new book Old Friend from Far Away: The Practice of Writing Memoir (Simon and Schuster, 2008). 

I scan the mostly middle-aged men and women around me-some on chairs and others cross-legged on an old stage, set by wood and lit candles-and can't help but wonder if they're feeling what I am: both diminished and impressed by the breadth and depth of Mary's skill. She's learned her lessons well as both a writer and protege of Goldberg's, who stands behind her beaming like a proud mother. 

It's clear from her students' testaments that Goldberg is a star in her own right. After growing up on Long Island, she went on to receive critical and commercial success by authoring 10 books. The first of which is the iconic Writing Down the Bones: Freeing the Writer Within, which has sold more than one million copies, been reprinted at least 33 times, and translated into 14 languages since it was first published in 1986. 

Goldberg has also spent the past 35 years helping countless numbers of "Marys" do their own work by teaching them the method that catapulted her own career. "Writing practice" is borrowed in part from her 30-plus years as a Buddhist and based on the premise that anybody who wants to write, can. 

Here how it works: When you write (preferably by hand) for short bursts of time (about 10 minutes) on any subject (think: what you remember about being 12, why you like ice cream, or what ghosts haunt you), you not only get better at it, but find the process more satisfying. 

As a student of writing practice myself, I can also say that, done as intended, it will take you to places inside yourself you might never get a ticket to otherwise. 

Case in point: My own scribble-something about accidentally slamming a finger in my doll carriage when I was seven and my father lifting me up and running for help. He was sweaty and, I could tell, frustrated. I wanted to help him, but all I could do was lie helpless in the safest of all places-his arms. I don't know why he thought someplace else would be better…
I have no idea where my father thought he was going - ...with my thumb hemorrhaging blood and my eyes hemorrhaging tears...- or why that memory now. I haven’t thought about the incident for years. 

But that's Goldberg’s point. When you practice writing like you practice meditation - regularly, ritualistically, and without stopping to censor- you're able to recall deeply buried memories that are ripe for documenting. And that, she says, is the very foundation of memoir. 

It's a subject on which she’s more than qualified to speak, since she’s not only read her fair share of "mem-wa" (the cultural pronunciation she uses faithfully), but written them as well: The Great Failure, The Long Quiet Highway, and Living Color. 
She's also spent three decades listening to hundreds if not thousands of students recount snippets of their own life stories, many of whom come back time and again for the pleasure. 

I speak from personal experience, since this is my second Natalie Goldberg workshop in six years. I took the first in 2002 on the general practice of writing. Back then, Goldberg seemed harder, more distant and less present for her students, as if teaching were more of a burden than a choice. 

Today, however, I find her greatly softened. She stands in the front of the class lighter, more joyful about leading, and more available. She laughs frequently, the sense of detachment I remember now replaced by confidence and compassion, as she doles out writing advice like a Jewish mother teaching her children how to dress appropriately for Temple. 

She even looks different, her short hair and red lipstick complementing her petite frame, showcasing a sharp and seasoned set of features that are, most definitely, aging gracefully. Even her speech is easier, long and drawn like a lazy river with an almost-Southern cadence. 

And although she is dressed in black (on the first day only), we learn quickly that it's to mark her mother’s recent passing - and the fact that this is her first workshop since it happened. Her opening exercise has us commemorate the occasion by writing down the names of people we’d like to remember on torn paper and then placing it gently by a set of tea lights. 

It's an act of promise: That our time together will be not only thoughtfully designed and functional, but emotional and personal - words that could easily describe the teacher herself. 

I try to catch up with Goldberg for our interview during the workshop, but trying to pin her down is like trying to have a conversation with Mick Jagger in the middle of a Rolling Stones concert. So we arrange a time to speak after the fact by telephone. And when I call her some 10 days later, I find her in the middle of a daydream. 

WRR: I'm so sorry to interrupt, is now still a good time to talk? 
Oh yes. I'm just lying here, feeling lazy. But yes, let's talk. 

WRR: Great. Before I get into my questions, I’d just like to comment on how different you seemed from the last workshop I took with you several years ago. I hope you’re not offended by my saying this, but you seem lighter. 
You're not the first person to say this, so I'm not offended. I don't know why. My life hasn't gotten any easier. In fact, this is the first workshop I've done since my mother died, so while my teaching may be lighter, my heart is heavy, although the deep process of grieving can be freeing on some level. 

Another reason could be that I was definitely in much more of a Zen world back then so I was trying to get double the number of things across. The burden of what I had to teach was heavier. Really, I don’t know what else to say about [the change]. 

WRR: You just seem more engaged in teaching, like you’re having more fun with it. 
Oh definitely. Well, I quit teaching and writing for a year after The Great Failure came out [in 2004]. Then, I came back to teaching and hated it, even though my students were great. Maybe that’s when you came. 

WRR: What happened after you wrote The Great Failure that caused you to stop everything? 
I lost the whole Zen community really because they were upset about some of the things I had written about our Zen teacher, (Dainin) Katagiri Roshi. They wanted to keep them hidden. 

WRR: Doesn't that sort of school-girl secretiveness, for lack of a better description, defy the whole spirit of Zen? 
Well, yes, but I was naive back then. Zen had become very institutional and protective. And I guess if you really loved Katagiri, you may not be willing to look at the negative stuff about him. Or put it aside, since [his romantic indiscretions] happened so long ago. 

I thought [writing about it] was an opportunity for all of us to look at what was really going on—and not just with him, but with us. Why did we idealize him so much? 

WRR: I read the book and, for what it's worth, thought you were very fair-handed in your approach. 
I thought so too, so thank you. As a writer, it wasn't about pointing fingers. I love him. And yet, the others didn’t know how naked and vulnerable I was in that book.

WRR: Do you think if they had, they might have had a different response? 
Not necessarily, because for many people, it doesn't matter. If you don’t want something out there, it doesn’t matter how you do it. People won't like it. 

WRR: Still, I’m sure it didn’t hurt any less. 
No, I was heartbroken. They were my main foundation and theirs was a deep silence. It made me realize that I hadn’t gotten support from them in a long time, but I hadn’t noticed. I guess I hadn’t really wanted to notice. I held them deeply in my heart all those years but it wasn’t mutual. 

WRR: Did that surprise you? I mean, how did you think they'd react? 
I thought that even if they didn't like what I wrote, they’d call and confront me. And I did hear some comments like “what does she care, she didn’t sleep with him” from other Zen teachers. But it was a more cowardly response in that, in the end, everyone just disappeared. 

WRR: How did you deal with the conscious fact that you had lost them? That this community you once relied on was no longer there for you and might not have ever been? 
I had to grow up with this book, whether I wanted to or not. I had to become my own person since I was no longer merged with a community - or speaking for it. I had to have my own original voice. 

WRR: Now that a few years have passed since the backlash happened, do you still practice Zen? 
Yes, but I’m not as gung ho about it. For a while, I drifted away. But I've practiced for so long that it's in my body so I really can’t get away from it unless I take off my arms and legs. And really all the stuff I teach, like writing practice, is Zen. 

WRR: What would you say the whole experience of The Great Failure taught you, if anything, about writing memoir and telling the truth? 
You have to take responsibility for the fact that you’re doing it and you’re not going to please everybody. You also aren't going to get very far if you don’t write everything you want. Because if you don't, it'll pollute everything else you write. Now you might decide not to publish it or even show it to anyone. And that's your choice. 

Still, I couldn’t have written Old Friend from Far Away if I didn't write The Great Failure and go through all I did with it first. 

WRR: So, if “writing everything you want” is telling the truth, isn't it just your truth? Isn't the truth different for everyone? And, if so, how do you deal with that as a memoirist? 
Well, yes. Your truth and your telling is not necessarily everybody else’s truth. I remember my father used to read things of mine and tell me that isn’t the way it is. But it was that "way" for me. So you have to tell your story. 

WRR: Which, unless you’re writing about this morning, I suspect really does rely on memory. And how do we know whether what we remember is real. 
Well, memoir is really a study in memory. It's naive to believe that everything that’s written in a memoir is fact. For example, I might have been eating rye bread instead of wheat bread, but so what? What you’re reaching for are deeper truths beneath the details - the ones that drive your life. 

WRR: I'm really glad to hear that because I've just finished The Liar’s Club by Mary Karr and I can’t believe that all that detail from her childhood is accurate. If it is, she’s either a savant or somehow knew at an early age to keep copious notes. 
Mary Karr is a wonderful writer who I’m sure doesn't remember things exactly all the time. But even if she doesn't remember every detail, she's still making her past vivid for us and bringing it to life. 

WRR: While we’re on the subject of other writers, I have to ask you for your thoughts on the whole James Frey thing. 
Boy, Oprah sure threw him under the bus. I have a whole chapter in my book on it called, “The Addict.” In it, I say that we were so freaked out in society about the truth, that Frey became a scapegoat at the very same time Bush was getting away with incredible lies. And nobody was doing anything. There was a tremendous impotence on our part, so we turned on this skinny kid who wrote a beautiful book. 

WRR: Yes, well, he’s got a new book out now called Bright Shiny Morning. It’s a novel. 
I didn't know that. Good for him. 

WRR: And, in fact, there’s a whole article in Vanity Fair about it and him. In it, Frey himself is quoted as saying, " enduring myth of the American memoir as a precise form is bullshit and needed to go away. Although the experience was a nightmare, if I started the process of ending that myth, I'm perfectly fine with it. I've said all along that I never wanted my books published as memoirs."
Sounds like he’s finally found his voice. 

WRR: Yes, but what do you think about what he's saying? 
Well, it's a little scary and, in fact, one of the reasons why I wrote Old Friend from Far Away. I wanted to reclaim memoir and realize that you can write it - that your life is good enough to write about. You don’t have to make things up. 

WRR: So you don't need to have a compelling story? 
No. You just need to become intimate with your life—the real life you’ve lived - and see it in fresh ways. 

WRR: Now that we're telling people what they should put in a memoir, is there anything they shouldn't put in a memoir? 
That’s a great question. Let me think for a moment. (Long pause.) 

Well, I might not put the precise details of my sex life. Really, there's a difference between private and personal. When something's too private, I don't really want to read about it. You have to be discriminating. For example, I wouldn’t just tell the private sex life of somebody else just for it to be voyeurism. There has to be a point. 

WRR: So give me an example of how you make the distinction. 
It's a tricky thing. I’m not sure I can give you a specific example. I just know that there's this place where people go from the personal to the private. You can feel it when you read it. Like, did I really need to hear this? 

It's also tricky because at the same time I'm telling my students to write everything. So I guess this is something you grow in your own body as you practice writing, but also as you read. Maybe the private and personal is different for each person. Maybe you develop that over time with your own compass. Maybe everybody has to figure that out for themselves. 

WRR: What have you figured out for yourself when it comes to the difference?
I guess I'd ask whether it serves the story or makes sense in the context of who I am. Maybe when people read The Great Failure they thought I’d gotten into the private. But for me, my thoughts were personal. They affected me deeply. It wasn't just some story about Katagiri, it bled over into my life as a student of Zen. 

WRR: Interesting. Given all of this, what do you think it takes to be a successful memoirist? Beyond writing what you want, telling your truth, and knowing for yourself what's appropriate to share with readers. 
Commercially, I don't know. I don’t think that way. I think if you keep looking for that, you lose connection with your own work. It's best not to rate success by the outside world. And, instead, ask yourself whether you’ve written something you really want to write. Otherwise, you’re putting the cart before the horse. 

WRR: You’ve written several books on the craft of writing and what it's like to actually be a writer. Why did you decide to tackle the specific issue of memoir now? What makes the timing right for the conversation? 
I've always written memoir. Even Writing Down the Bones was memoir - it was the way I saw writing. I’m interested in having a relationship with your own mind and discovering what the mind is. I think memoir is relevant.

WRR: Somebody once told me that we read because we want to learn more about the author. In fact, I think it was you! It seems like memoir is a perfect vehicle for that, at least for readers. 
Yes, that was me. And yes, it should be. If you’re not ready to express yourself freely in memoir, then go write novels. 

WRR: I'd like to change the subject now and talk about your work as a teacher. How long have you been teaching? 
Since 1974 and, despite that first year back after The Great Failure, I still really love it. That's why I keep doing it. I’m very committed to giving this work to the world. 

WRR: As someone who's experienced your workshops firsthand, I have to say they’re pretty powerful. You really know how to open people up. Listening to their stories is an extremely emotional experience. I found myself crying a lot. And yet, you seem to be able to keep it together pretty well. How do you do it? 
I just listen. Really. That’s it. 

WRR: Do you realize how powerful your method is? 
Yes. I first got a sense of that power when I used to do it in my living room with students. Although, I'm always surprised at how I’m just living my own little life and suddenly I’m teaching a workshop where people just rip open. 

WRR: How does that make you feel? 
Happy when I can take it in - when I'm not doing other things I have to do to make sure the workshop is going smoothly. 

WRR: Did you ever imagine that you’d have this much influence or even notoriety? 
I've always had a burning desire for some kind of fame, but I really didn’t know what it was. I think it came out of a lonely childhood and wanting to be seen and heard. 

WRR: Why do you think people have so embraced your work and your approach? 
Because people are hungry for a connection with themselves and writing and writing practice is a great way to do it. I'm teaching what should’ve been taught in high school - sit down and write for 10 minutes. It's that simple. 

WRR: So do you take your own advice and do writing practice every day? 
It varies. When you’ve done it for 35 years, you don’t do it the same way anymore. In the beginning, I wrote everyday. I was dutiful, trying to build a practice. Now, my practice is bigger than that. I'm paying attention even when I'm not writing and receiving and absorbing the world. I read other writers and live my life. And when it’s time to write, I shut up and drop. 

WRR: You introduced writing practice in 1986 through your first book, Writing Down The Bones. And both have gone on to become almost legendary in writing circles. Why do you think? 
Back then, we had a lot of false ideas about what writing was - like you had to be inspired or special to write. My book and writing practice broke all that down and made writing available to a much bigger population. And, in that particular moment, America was ready to receive it. If I had written it in the 1950s, it probably would’ve fallen flat. 

WRR: Did you have any idea about what you’d done and how the book would make you famous? 
No. I was naive back then. I didn’t know about any of that. I just thought you wrote a good book and did well. I didn't understand that other people wrote good books that didn't take off. And, really, you can’t write anything thinking you'll break through like that. You have to let go of all the stakes, and just write to do it well. 

WRR: What have you found to be the best and worst parts of success? 
The worst part is I became more isolated and private as a result. People who read my books think they know me, but they don't. 

Also, in 1986, when Bones came out, I was involved in a lot of women’s writing groups and they didn’t know how to support other women and their success. So they didn't understand mine. And that was a problem. 

WRR: That may be one explanation. But couldn’t another just be plain old jealousy. 
Why be jealous? Why not just think if she can do it, I can too. 



For more information about Natalie Goldberg's books, paintings, and workshops, visit www.nataliegoldberg.com. 

Not a cat person? If you love her, you will be and here's how 

By Jill Sherer Murray for WebVet

“Listen, I get that you’re a cat…I’m actually OK with all of that…I like not having to take you on 5 a.m. walks or pry a slobbery, grass-caked tennis ball out of your mouth…you’re above all that…but still, gimme a break…”

What’s got this poster (let’s call him “Joe”)—whose “Open Letter to My Girlfriend’s Cat” made it to the Best of Craigslist—so riled up? You don’t have to get too far into his singled-spaced two-page diatribe to realize that he’s not exactly a cat person.

His issues? The way the animal sleeps, gargles, claws at closed doors, and spits out chewed food, not to mention the odoriferous nature of its dirty litter box. He writes, “If I could bottle that scent, it could easily be used as biological warfare…”

Harsh words for a creature that is, most likely, most precious to its owner—probably a woman, according to the results of a Jdate.com survey. They show that 41 percent of women rank cats as their favorite animals—over dogs, birds, horses, hamsters, and, not surprisingly, reptiles.

So what does that mean for the men who date them? “There’s no greater or more creative way to show a woman that you love her than to make friends with her cat,” said Susan Krebsbach, DVM, a veterinary animal behavior consultant in Oregon, Wis. 

Identify the source of the problem

To start, Krebsbach recommends first turning inward to try to identify why you’re not into them. Is it because you’ve had a bad experience with cats in the past, have never been exposed to them, or like them but are allergic?

“It’s seeing if there’s some sort of a pathology happening,” Krebsbach said, adding that once you know the answer, you can begin to address the problem. 

Most, she said, are easy to solve. A prior bad experience, for example, is rectified by creating new and positive associations to replace it. And allergies can be treated by keeping the space you share clean, bathing the cat in shampoos that eliminate allergens, and taking medications as appropriate.

Sometimes the cat’s not the problem

The only time the problem is truly difficult is when the issue isn’t really about the cat but the relationship itself, Krebsbach said.

Take, for example, the case of “Non-Cat Lover” who wrote to Slate.com’s “Dear Prudence” column for advice about his girlfriend of two years—a widow who got her cat Pumpkin with her husband while he was still alive. Now, she’s refusing to commit to marriage with Non-Cat until Pumpkin passes.

Prudence’s advice? To force the issue or move on. “Either she is truly stuck and needs some counseling or doesn’t really want to marry you…”

It’s OK to play games 

Once you’ve identified what you need to do, it’s time to take action. If you’re staying in the relationship, there are lots of ways to, uh, skin a cat. 

For example, experts suggest:

· Engaging the cat with games, such as tickling it with a feather wand or tossing a small ball for it to chase. 

· Watching for good signs. “If a cat rubs its face on you, it’s very comfortable,” Krebsbach said, adding how its facial pheromones contribute to that good feeling. 

· Brushing its hair, an activity that both reduces shedding and inspires bonding. 

· Not always taking the cat’s behavior personally. If it hisses, for example, it may be less about who you are and more about your approach, Krebsbach said. She recommends moving slowly and gently—petting the cat under the chin versus on top of the head to appear less intimidating. 

Finally, she and others agree the best thing to do is to show the cat—and your girlfriend—that even though you weren’t a cat person when you met, you’re inching ever closer to being one now.

Besides, you may just surprise yourself. Even “Joe” writes: “I don’t hate you buddy. You’re cute and occasionally heartwarming. But don’t drink disgusting flowerpot water. Or the other things I’ve mentioned here. Seriously.” 

Reviewed by Susan E. Aiello, DVM, ELS and John A. Bukowski, DVM, MPH, PhD
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Taking cues from your pet: Is he or she right for you? 

By Jill Sherer Murray for WebVet

When Pat Connor first met Jay, she knew they had a special connection. But the true test of their relationship would come after he met Bailey, the beagle and golden retriever mix she’d rescued four months earlier.

“Because Bailey hadn’t been with me very long before I met Jay, she wasn’t as clear a boyfriend meter as the dogs I’d had previously,” Pat said. “Still, I was eager to see how they’d react to each other, especially since dogs are great judges of personality and character.”

With five million smell receptors to our 220 , it’s true that dogs may do better than we do at sniffing out who’s right for us. That’s because they’re non-verbal, says Deborah Wood, author of “The Dog Lover’s Guide to Dating: Using Cold Noses to Find Warm Hearts” (Howell Book House, 2003). 

“Dogs get beyond the surface things we can’t help but look at because we’re human,” she says. “They don’t look at clothing, economic success, or whether somebody’s a smooth talker. They’re more attuned to the gentleness and the soul of the person.”

Read your dog’s cues

To get to this information, you must first know how to read your dog’s behavior for clues as to who you’re dealing with. For example, Pat could tell that Bailey liked Jay since she’d sort of “dance around him.” 

“I could tell she wanted to go to him,” she says, “it just took her a while to overcome her shyness.” Eventually, however, she did. And her tail started to wag whenever she saw him - a good sign, say experts.

If, however, unlike Bailey, your dog barks or growls every time your new beau approaches, there could be a problem. “If you have a dog that’s generally friendly but really doesn’t like this person, your dog could be trying to tell you something,” says Wood. “I’d pay attention.”

Use your dog as bait for new insights

Once you know where your dog stands on your love interest, where does your love interest stand on your dog? After all, if you’re like the 66 percent of dog owners recently surveyed by the American Kennel Club, you might not want to consider dating someone who doesn’t like your animal. 

If the person not only likes dogs, but has one, Wood recommends noting the breed. “(It) can give you a lot of information about someone’s personality since they tend to share those traits with their dogs,” she said. For example, people with dachshunds tend to be quirky and fun while those with Rottweilers can be overly protective. (See sidebar for more.)

She also recommends watching how somebody treats their dog as an indication of how they’ll treat you. Take the case of Marilyn Cantwell and her former boyfriend Dick. He used to say that “anybody who didn’t understand the dog came first wouldn’t make it with him.” It’s a sentiment that not only raised a red flag for Marilyn but also caused her to end the relationship. 

Here are a few others to look out for:

· If somebody is too harsh or strict with the dog, yelling for no good reason 

· If they don’t take care of the dog—or take better care of the dog than they do of themselves 

· If your dinner conversation is constantly being interrupted by a begging dog (could indicate boundary issues) 

· If they’re threatened by the time and attention you spend with your dog 

· If they inappropriately put the pet before you 

· If they want you to get rid of your pet. “Get rid of them instead,” Wood said, explaining that this type of request is often a precursor to domestic violence

Finally, it’s best to have your dog spend some time around somebody before you get too invested, Pat said. “Jay worked hard to win Bailey over and that meant a lot to me.” So much so, that she married him. 

Reviewed by Susan E. Aiello, DVM, ELS and John A. Bukowski, DVM, MPH, PhD
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How to spice up your dog's exercise routine 

By Jill Sherer Murray for WebVet

You’re going for a pleasant walk in the neighborhood when you hear shuffling from behind a fence. As you approach, you hear a dog bark in a way that could’ve given Luciano Pavarotti a run for his money. Eager to get past the wooden planks, you pick up your step. But the dog on the other side is tenacious, running and barking at your side as you pass.

“Being stuck in a yard or crate is an incredibly boring existence for a dog,” said Chicago-based veterinarian Tony Kremer, citing boredom as a reason for this dog’s incessant barking. According to Kremer, a bored dog can also be destructive, out-of-shape, and rife with behavior problems.

To prevent these problems, he recommends giving dogs what they need to explore and interact with the world and keep “life exciting.” That includes a spiced-up exercise regimen to maintain their weight and stave off monotony. Following are a few suggestions.

Walking

While a walk may not seem like much for people, it can be a stimulating experience for a dog, said Kremer, especially if it’s not used to getting out.

“The same way we check our e-mail, dogs use a walk and their heightened sense of smell to check their ‘pee-mail’,” he said. “That’s what keeps their lives interesting.”

But is a walk always enough? It depends, he said, on a dog’s breed, age, and energy level. For example, sporting and herding breeds like retrievers and collies may need more than toy breeds like pugs and poodles.

High-energy activities

If you know your dog is high energy, there’s much you can do to keep them busy. That includes, for example:

· Competitive events like fly ball, a relay for dogs, and agility training, in which dogs navigate an obstacle course. 

· Running, or, if your dog has hip and joint issues, the more gentle activity of swimming. 

· Bicycling with a “Springer” that attaches to your bike. 

· Fetch with a tennis ball, Frisbee, lure, or Kong. 

· A trip to the dog park, where dogs can play and interact with others. 

· Lunge-whip, in which you throw a buggy whip (from a farm supply store) with a ball or toy attached, and twirl it in a big circle for the dog to chase. 

These activities are not only fun for your dog, but also good for your relationship. “Telling your dog to go to the hoop or A-frame during agility enhances your shared vocabulary and strengthens your overall connection,” Kremer said.

In the house

Finally, if you think inclement weather has to put the kibosh on exercise, think again, said Andrea Metcalf, a fitness expert in Chicago. She recommends:

· Creating an obstacle course indoors and making use of boxes for jumping, balls for chasing, and stairs for climbing. 

· Playing hide-and-seek with your dog. “One of my sons holds the dog while the other hides the ball and then we run around together trying to find it,” she said. 

· Yoga for smaller dogs. Simply lie on your back and hold the dog above you, using your hands and bent knees to support the dog’s underarms and legs. Then, pull its front legs and drop your knees to extend its back legs alternately for a good stretch. 

No matter what you do, experts agree, spicing things up a bit can make a difference in your dog’s overall health and disposition, Kremer said. After all, “a well-exercised and engaged dog is a content dog.” And that, he adds, is good for everyone.

Reviewed by Susan E. Aiello, DVM, ELS and John A. Bukowski, DVM, MPH, PhD
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Common mistakes made when exercising with your dog 

By Jill Sherer Murray for WebVet

You’re in the park tossing a Frisbee to your previously sedentary and sadly out-of-shape dog when it leaps into the air and drops down on the grass with a shriek. Uh oh. Now the dog’s got a torn ACL in the knee that needs surgery, and you’re wondering how you could’ve avoided it. 

Not uncommon, said Dr. Tony Kremer, a veterinarian in Chicago. “We see tears, sprains, and regret all the time, all the result of a 'weekend warrior' mentality.” 

The good news is you can prevent these and other injuries by exercising your dog properly – and staying away from the following mistakes other pet owners make in keeping their dogs active.

Mistake #1: Too much too soon

Just as we shouldn’t go from lying on the sofa to running a marathon, neither should our animals. Instead, consider the dog’s age, health and exercise history before exercise – and then, think progression, said Andrea Metcalf, a fitness expert in Chicago.

“If your dog isn’t used to moving, walk for 10 minutes a few times a day and build gradually,” she said.

It’s an approach that’s not only best for your dog, but also the most organic, said Dr. Marcella Ridgway, a vet at the University of Illinois in Urbana. “Large amounts of repetitive, physically demanding exercise are not natural for dogs,” she said, adding that they’re more suited to walking in short intervals, stopping frequently to sniff. 

Mistake #2: Assuming you're both fit

Even if you work out with your dog, you may not be equals in terms of fitness. If you’re more active than your dog, you may not want to run several miles with it. If your dog is more active, toss it a ball and then go for a short walk. That way, it’ll already be tired before you set off and a few short blocks will be just enough. 

Mistake #3: Ignoring the effects of climate 

Exercising your dog in extreme cold or heat requires vigilance in preventing things like frostbite and heat illness. You can do that by:

· Watching your dog's paw pads for tears and other injuries caused by hot concrete and asphalt, or by snow, ice, and salt. 

· Knowing your dog’s tolerance for the outdoors. For example, some breeds, like pugs and Pekingnese, are especially prone to breathing problems. 

· Making water available to keep your dog hydrated. 

· Recognizing the signs of heat illness – heavy panting and salivating, fatigue, muscle tremors, staggered walking – so you can take action if necessary. 

Most importantly, pay attention to what your dogs are telling you, said James H. Sokolowski, DVM, in Vernon, Calif., in an issue of American Fitness. “If they reject the idea of exercise on a hot day that means their bodies aren’t up to it.” 

Mistake #4: Multitasking 

How many times have you seen somebody with their dog’s leash in one hand and a cell phone in the other? Too many, said Metcalf, who cautions against it. 

Instead, leave the earplugs and cell phone at home. “Take that time to unwind and connect with your pet,” she said. “They’ll be happier and you will too.”

Mistake #5: Not exercising at all

Finally, know that the benefits of exercise usually far outweigh the risks, said Kremer, especially when it comes to keeping your dog – and your relationship – healthy. 

Reviewed by Susan E. Aiello, DVM, ELS and John A. Bukowski, DVM, MPH, PhD

	[image: image6.png]



	All content on WebVet is reviewed annually by Vets to guarantee its timeliness and accuracy.


Looking to adopt? Consider a disabled pet 

By Jill Sherer Murray for WebVet

Virginia Johnson from Hamilton, New Jersey, was looking to get a new pet when she found herself in a quandary: Should she adopt a deaf cat from the local rescue or a blind cat? Sadly, both were up for grabs. With two blind Collies at home, she decided being practical was the answer.

"The blind cat had just lost its sight and wasn't used to dogs,'' says Johnson, a volunteer with Pets with Disabilities, a not-for-profit that helps put physically disabled animals into great homes. "I chose the deaf one so I wouldn't stress any of the animals.''

So she wouldn't stress the animals. 

It's a mentality that's typical of Johnson and advocates like her who save the lives of countless numbers of disabled animals each year through adoption.

The wisdom of disabled pets 

According to some estimates, there are plenty of lives be saved. Of the average 300 to 500 animals at a typical animal welfare organization, approximately 10 percent qualify as disabled. They're often also the last to be adopted.

"You cannot ask for a better human being than somebody who saves a dog or cat with a disability from being euthanized,'' says Joyce Darrell, who, along with her husband Michael Dickerson, started Pets with Disabilities in 2000 out of their Maryland home. 

Since then (and despite the fact they both work full time - she owns an athletic shoe store and he's an elevator mechanic), they've adopted out hundreds of animals, many through their web site,  which draws about 1,000 visitors daily. They've also traveled across the country to promote their mission: to provide a positive voice for dogs and cats with disabilities that desperately need homes.

"It's been difficult,'' she said, "but we're finally starting to find the small percentage of people we've been looking for to give these animals a chance.''

Unique experience

Consider Debbie Richie from Charlottesville, Virginia. Talk to her for more than five minutes and you can't miss the fact that special-needs animals have something soulfully distinct to offer. 

"You form a different kind of bond than you do with healthy dogs,'' said Richie, who adopted a wheelchair-bound five-year-old Boston terrier named Teddy from Darrell's organization. "I can't explain it, it's just special.''

"I tell people that it might take a few months to get adjusted, but that they'll never have a more gratifying experience,'' said Darrell, who with Dickerson has rescued 16 dogs (six of which are in wheelchairs) of their own and a cat born with one eye. 

"What people don't realize is these animals can do anything,'' said Johnson, whose blind collie, Lady, practices agility and "reads'' with special-needs kids every Friday. 

Moving through the process 

While the process of adopting varies depending on where you go, at Pets with Disabilities, it's simple. 

With no fees or red tape to navigate (in fact, Darrell and Dickerson give wheelchairs to people who adopt dogs and cats that need them), the couple has prospects fill out a standard questionnaire that asks for references and proof that the home environment is appropriate. 

Then, for adoptions within a 100-mile radius, they invite people over for a meet and greet and, if all goes well, to leave with the animal of their choosing. Out-of-state adoptions are handled on a case basis.

Getting ready

Just as important as the adoption is the preparation that goes into bringing the animal home. Darrell recommends owners:

· Have a plan for where it'll eat, sleep, and exercise. For example, when Richie leaves for work, she places Teddy on several comforters (sort of a makeshift playpen) with his food and water bowls. 
· Pet proof the physical environment. Make sure there's nothing protruding or with sharp edges that can be harmful. 

· Carve out time to spend with the animal, especially in the beginning, when it needs help adjusting to new surroundings. 

· Make sure they have the necessary equipment. There are not only wheelchairs available for animals, but also ramps, steps, beds, and harnesses. 

· Embrace the differences between cats and dogs. Cats tend to be very self-sufficient and don't always need the same kind of care and attention as dogs. 

· Are prepared to treat them as normally as possible. "How do you exercise a wheelchair dog? By taking it for a walk,'' Darnell said. "The only difference is you may have to help it along.''

She and others agree that adopting a disabled animal is not that far afield from adopting a healthy one - with benefits. "When I'm with my animals, all of life's problems just slip away,'' she said. 

"In a few short weeks, I'll know six more things about having a deaf cat because that's how it goes when you adopt a special-needs pet,'' Johnson said. And like the others, she said, "it will be wonderful.''
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