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WAITING FOR A CLOUD COVER BLUES  

“Always remember, appreciate the journey as well as the destination”  

MACH, Master Agility Championship, from the Regulation for Agility Trials Amended to January 1, 2013, Published by the American Kennel Club (AKC).  To obtain the Master Agility Championship title (MACH) a dog must exhibit superior performance on the agility course. Speed and consistency are the two major qualities denoting “superior performance” and therefore they are the basis for the Master Agility Championship program.

In order to acquire the Master Agility Championship title, a dog must achieve a minimum of 750 championship points and 20 double qualifying scores obtained from the Master Standard Agility class and the Master Jumpers with Weaves class.                 

East Freehold Park, September 29, 2013, approximately 3:00 PM.  It is a warm, sunny early fall afternoon.  I have never felt this good.  It was a long journey, almost four years.  I often dreamed about the victory lap, Raya and I were actually able to take one about one hour ago.  Like a friend once told me,”savor the moment.”  Raya has a tendency to slow down a bit in the warm weather.  I had hoped that we would get a cloud cover on our jumpers run. It didn’t materialize but Raya ran her little heart out and we made it.  At the start line I asked her to “give me everything she had,” and she delivered.

After the class ended (16” Master Jumpers with Weaves) I waited to get a picture taken with the judge.  The judge, Mark Upshaw, is from California and since it was his last class to judge I am sure he was anxious to get off the show grounds and head home.  He was gracious enough to wait for the show photographer as the ring crew started to break the equipment down.  We took the picture in front of a jump.  A friend of mine, Pat, also stood behind the photographer and took some pictures.  Can never have too many pictures of your first MACH.  Pat also took a picture in the front of the show grounds with just Raya, the rosettes, MACH bar and I. She later gave my wife, Sharon, the picture framed and tilted, MACH RAYA, 9/29/13.  It still sits on my computer desk.

I always knew that the MACH run would come on a jumpers run.  Raya and I always did better in the jumpers with weaves class.  The people who compete in agility are in a class all of their own.  I will talk about that later on in this book.  I don’t think that there was one person on that show grounds that didn’t either congratulate me or come up to me and say something nice to me about my dog. It was truly our finest hour.  I had packed my pop-up tent and Raya’s crate onto my old Toyota pickup truck and took Raya for a long walk around the show grounds.  East Freehold Park is probably the nicest outdoor dog show facility that I compete at.  The park is also used for AKC conformation shows.  For those not familiar with dog sport, conformation is the competition where the dogs are judged according to the way they look and the way they conform to the standard for their particular breed.  Conformation is the flag ship for the AKC and considered the most prestigious venue of AKC competition.  Don’t tell the agility community that though, they will be quick to dispute that claim.  I spent most of my dog show career trying to be a conformation or as they call it a “breed” handler.  It was an unsuccessful and discouraging run.  Anyway, I have shown in both conformation and agility at East Freehold Park.  The park is well maintained has ample parking and a lot of shade.  The staff are also very courteous and helpful.  It was fitting that Raya and I would accomplish our goal here as it is one of my favorite show sites.   I called my wife, Sharon, on my cell phone but she was not home. I figured she would pick the number up on the caller ID and give me a call.  I also sent a text message to a friend of mine, Cathy J.  Cathy and her husband Jim had followed our journey and requested updates.  The message simply read, Raya MACH, I am so happy.  Sharon called back within a few minutes and I told her I would fill her in on the details when I arrived home.  She congratulated me and said I owed her a victory celebration dinner.   

I took one last walk around the show grounds. In dog sport it is supposed to be about the dog.  I must admit that this journey was also about me.  I don’t feel selfish about this fact but I feel privileged that I was blessed to have a dog this good.  She was too good to give up on and I was able to persevere and navigate the ups and downs.  On the way off the grounds there was a MACH party going on.  It is an agility tradition for a handler’s friends to throw a party for the “team” a few weeks after they MACH.  The parties are always at a trial and everyone eats and signs the MACH bar.  Someone offered me a piece of MACH cake and commented that in a few weeks we would be celebrating Raya’s MACH. I climbed into my old pickup, glanced back at Raya took one last look at the show grounds and remembered my friend’s advice one more time. “Savor the moment.”    

I pulled off the show grounds looked back to the access cab area and saw that Raya had already pulled the light blanket over herself.  Raya is the best traveler in the world. Within a few minutes she makes herself comfortable and falls asleep.  It was warm but I opted to open the windows rather than run the a/c.  I took the back roads towards route 537 rather than the NJ Turnpike.  It usually doesn’t matter as the traffic in Southern Monmouth County on a nice afternoon is usually heavy.  Route 537 winds its way through mostly rural areas and passes from Monmouth to Burlington County.  The route doesn’t matter as the trip from East Freehold Park to my home in Columbus is about a 40–45-minute drive. I usually have a few of my favorite CDs to play on the way to and from trials but on this day, I listened to the radio on the way home.  I can’t remember exactly what I listened to but my mood was happy and I was looking forward to getting home and unloading.  On the way I stopped at a liquor store on 537. Cream Ridge Liquors.  I picked up a six pack of Coors Banquet beer on this day.  

When I arrived home Sharon was not there and I let our other two dogs out. Drongo was our 11-year-old American Staffordshire terrier and Beckett a two-year-old German Pinscher.  Raya joined them in the backyard and I unloaded my truck and opened a cold beer.  I made a few quick phone calls to inform a few people of Raya’s MACH.  After Sharon arrived, she reminded me that I owed her dinner since she had also put up with all the ups and downs of the journey.  She fed the dogs and we went to a small Italian restaurant in nearby Bordentown.  I had my favorite meal, spaghetti and meatballs.  I told Sharon the details of our day and continued to enjoy, or as I have stated, “savor the moment.” 

After we returned home, I sent an email out to several friends of mine who participated in agility with German Pinschers, Miniature Pinschers and Greyhounds.  Most of them are from the Maryland / DC area and they called themselves the “pinscher posse.”  They (Betsy S., Karen M., Deb K. and Allen and Anita D.) had supported and encouraged me throughout the journey.  I often felt that without their support I may have given up on this quest.  I also received a call from my trainer, Sue Bintliff.  Sue and her husband Glen had gone up to the wine country circuit and competed with their shelties in both breed and agility competition.  I had sent Sue a quick text from the show grounds but she said that one of the women I train with, Diane S., had called her and relayed the good news.  Diane also runs shelties and was at the trial.  Raya and I would definitely have not succeeded without Sue’s training and guidance.  The rest of the night I spent replaying the events of the day.  I felt secure in the fact that Raya and I had accomplished something that I had dreamed about for years.  I had often worried that an injury or an illness would short circuit the dream.  I reassured myself that if something happened to one of us that it would be ok because Raya always gave me everything she had.  It would be a few weeks until I finally came to the realization that the reality was much sweeter than the dream.    
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BUTTERFLY STAR

“Savana, also known as Madame Butterfly”

GERMAN PINSHCER, medium sized, elegant and square in build, the German Pinscher is an excellent watchdog and companion.  Bigger than the Miniature Pinscher but smaller than the Doberman, the agility, alertness, intelligence and stamina of the German Pinscher make it suitable for conformation, obedience, tracking, agility competitions and more.  Their short coats can be black, brown, fawn or red; some have red or tan markings.  (AKC website, AKC Meet the Breeds)  

The journey started several years before Raya was even born.  My wife Sharon and I had been showing dogs in conformation for about 20 years.  Sharon also participated in obedience training and trialing.  We had “downsized” from Doberman Pinschers to American Staffordshire Terriers (Am Staffs) in 1984.  My participation waned during the 90’s and Sharon pressed on with her involvement in dogs. In the summer of 2001 Sharon announced that she wanted to “downsize” again and was looking for a smaller breed.  We were both in our 50’s and Sharon had become unable to show in breed any longer because of medical reasons.  She asked me if I was willing to become re involved showing with a new breed.  I can remember as if it were yesterday when she showed me a website with information about German Pinschers.

Sharon and I had lost three of our beloved Am Staffs from 1997 to 1999.  The Staffs were all under 12 years old when they died. One of the criteria that she considered was that the German Pinschers had an expected life span of 15 years.  Sharon asked me to read about the breed and advised me that they were pending acceptance by the American Kennel Club (AKC).  They were smaller than the Am Staffs and looked like a small version of her first breed, Doberman Pinschers.  I agreed and Sharon proceeded with the process of finding a German Pinscher puppy.

Sharon was able to locate a breeder in Maryland and she and a friend took two trips down to see their dogs and view some prospects. Sharon eventually picked a red female puppy from one of their litters and arrangements were made to obtain the puppy.  

The breeder and some friends were going to some United Kennel Club (UKC) shows in Connecticut and had agreed to drop the puppy off on a Friday.  We could have the puppy over the weekend and then decide if we wanted to keep her.  Sharon and I live in Columbus, NJ, just off exit 6 of the Jersey turnpike.  This made it convenient for them and the arrangement was agreeable to both Sharon and I.  

It was a beautiful September day, a Friday, September 7, 2001.  The weather was sunny and warm with blue skies and a soft breeze.  The type of day where you say to yourself, it is great to be alive. I felt as though something good was going to happen to me.

Sharon told me to go fishing on LBI (Long Beach Island) as I had taken the day off from work.  She said that a friend of ours, Mary, was going to come over and help with our new puppy, after the breeders dropped her off on their way to the shows. 

I went out on the Caroline 2, a half day fluke run.  It was almost the end of the fluke season and I always liked going on the 8:30 AM to 12:30PM run.  I am not much of a fisherman but I had some help on this day.  A Navy vet and his wife gave me some instruction and we had nice conversation. I caught a few good-sized croakers and when we came in, I paid the crew to fillet them.  Later I regretted not getting the name of the Navy vet, we seemed to have a lot in common as I had been drafted and served in the Army. We had both served in the late 60’s.  I stopped on my way off the island and got ice for the fillets and a six pack of beer.

When I arrived home Sharon informed me that the breeders had left two puppies. She explained that they had gotten a black female back from another litter.  They offered us the chance to have a choice, the black one or the red one Sharon had previously chosen.  I must admit I was mad at first and probably said something I would later regret.  

I walked back to the back room and saw this beautiful black puppy in the crate. Her face and expression were priceless.  I will never forget my first look at Savana.

We had a decision to make and used the weekend to compare and contrast the two puppies.  The black one had a much better disposition than the red one and we decided that it was going to be her to join Tugger in the household.  Tugger had been the only dog since Trey (another Am Staff) died in 1999. I truly believe that the breeders left us one of the best dogs they had ever bred.  Since breeders usually keep the best for themselves, I figured that when they evaluated Savana’s litter, they missed on her.  

Sharon had a friend of hers come over to evaluate the two girls and she liked the red one based on her conformation.  But it was apparent that the black one was much more stable and had a much better disposition so we agreed to keep her.  On Sunday Sharon and I met the breeders at a rest stop just off the turnpike and we told them our decision.  I wrote a check for the selling price and they relinquished the registration certificate.  Even though the GPs were not yet accepted by the AKC they could be registered under the rare breed category.  Based on our research we knew that the AKC was going to accept the breed on January 1, 2003.

Sharon and I returned home and started life with Savana.  Our old Am Staff, Tugger, was not amused.  He had been the only dog for a long time and his nose was “out of joint” for about a month.  Because of his size (60 pounds) and the fact that Savana was only 11 weeks old we kept them separated for about a month.  Savana made herself at home and we adjusted to having a puppy.  Tugger was our last Am Staff puppy and he was born on February 27, 1990.  He was one of 10 in the litter and it would be the last litter we would ever breed.  I don’t like to refer to ourselves as breeders as we bred only two litters in a period of twenty years.  

Savana came to us with her ears cropped.  Cropping ears and docking tails is a heated subject of the various factions of people involved in dog sport.  Numerous breeds are routinely cropped and depending on the local laws they are not always done by a veterinarian.  Since Dobermans and Am Staffs are breeds that are routinely cropped Sharon and I both had extensive experience with the “posting” and the after care of cropped ears.  Savana’s ears needed very little maintenance and were standing by themselves within six weeks.

On Monday (9/10/01) I returned to work and had an in-office day.  My job required that I travel most days and I shared a six-county area of operation with seven other coworkers.  My office was located in Trenton, NJ and Sharon called me that afternoon and told me that Savana was chasing butterflies in the back yard.  The back of our house borders a highway and one of the first things we noticed was that Savana did not seem frightened when the traffic (especially trucks) went by.  Our yard is completely fenced in but our dogs are never outside alone and never outside unless either Sharon or I are home.

The next day, 9/11/01, is a day remembered for the terrorist attacks on the twin towers and the pentagon.  

Coming home now was a pleasure.  I was an only child and growing up was very close to my father.  We were originally from the Pittsburgh area and my father was a steelworker for 31 years.  He and my mother retired in 1977 and moved to Florida.  Despite being separated my father and I remained very close. Even though they lived 1000 miles away, I saw them about twice a year. My father died in 2000 and I seemed to lose interest in just about everything except my job.  Now with Savana in the house I felt I had regained a purpose in life.

Sharon was also excited. It had been since Tugger was born in 1990 that we had a puppy in the house. She had big plans for Savana.  Tugger had been retired from the show ring and performance events since 1995.  Sharon was itching to get another dog into the show ring and train another dog for obedience events.  As I previously mentioned because of Sharon’s physical ailments I was promoted to handler. I was somewhat reluctant as I had taken a beating on my previous tries at conformation handling. Despite attending numerous handling classes and showing from time to time while we were in Am Staffs, I felt as though my skills were limited. I agreed to show again and told Sharon that I would do the best I could and attempt to finish Savana in breed competition.  We agreed to start by attending some UKC shows to get experience for when the GPs (German Pinschers) were accepted by the AKC.  

The UKC shows went well for Savana and she finished her UKC championship in June of 2002.  She finished at East Freehold Park and at that time I had no idea that this site would play a major role in my participation in showing and trialing.  Savana liked showing and she was a natural in the conformation ring. Her demeanor was outstanding and went along with her beauty and her clean movement.  Sharon immediately started obedience foundation work with Savana and also became interested in Rally competition. 

When the AKC officially accepted the breed on January 1, 2003, Savana and I started to show in AKC events.  Savana finished easily and had a remarkable show career.  She finished her AKC championship on June 28, 2003.  The show was in Maryland and not only did she finish but she took Best of Breed over several top winning “Specials.”  In conformation Specials competition consist of dogs who are already AKC champions.  Savana finished with a bang.  We continued to show her for the remainder of the year as a Special and she ended the year being the number 16th ranked German Pinscher in the country.  Savana continued to excel in conformation showing and in 2004 was the number 4 ranked German Pinscher in the country for “all breed” standings.  Savana qualified for all breed standings based on the fact that she took a working group 4th placement at a supported entry for the German Pinscher National Specialty in October 2004.  The National was held at Virginia Beach, Virginia that year.  Savana also amassed enough points to finish 9th in the breed standings for German Pinschers in 2004.  Not bad considering she was shown on a limited basis and always owner handled.  

One of Sharon’s passions in dogs is participating in Therapy dog work.  Therapy dogs are tested and certified for their ability to go nursing homes, residential facilities and pediatric centers to bring some joy and laughter from the daily routines for the residents. Sharon had participated in Therapy Dogs for years and at one time was certified as a tester for Therapy Dog International. Savana easily passed and enjoyed working as a Therapy Dog of many years.  She was so adept at her job that she was nicknamed “Madame Butterfly” by the residents at the one nursing homes that she and Sharon routinely visited.  Savana spread her joy to the residents throughout her life.   
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