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Cover photo:  Seeing Eye graduate and artist Uwe Harders with his dog Garrett and his wife and fellow artist Elaine walk along a country path.  In the background is a barn and along the left side of the photo we see the edge of a red building and a hand-painted sign that says Art Studio.

A Seeing Eye Perspective

Dear Friends:

As baby boomers age, we face the reality that vision loss is often an unavoidable consequence of the whole aging process.  The U.S. National Institutes of Health estimates that by 2030, the number of blind Americans will double.  But whether blind since birth or coping with age-related vision loss, members of today’s visually impaired population are teaching in universities, starting their own companies, preaching from pulpits, caring for their growing families, and writing books.  Today people who are blind and working in manufacturing facilities are embracing technology and working with complex automated assembly line systems.

In the 78 years since The Seeing Eye was founded, expectations have changed for people with visual impairments.  Even Dorothy Eustis, whose 1927 article in the Saturday Evening Post led to the founding of our school, said of a blind person: “Shorn of his strength and his independence, he is prey to all the sensitiveness of his position.”  And Morris Frank, before entering Vanderbilt University and partnering with Mrs. Eustis to launch The Seeing Eye, was offered a job in a broom shop, because that’s what was expected of people who were blind.

At The Seeing Eye we witness every single day the fracturing of the old stereotype, as people find that Seeing Eye dogs enhance their ability to fulfill dreams, achieve goals and continuously challenge themselves.  There is the mother who escorts her children to every baseball practice and music lesson, the oceanographer who refused to give up snow skiing after losing her vision, and the young man who completed medical school and plans to become a psychiatrist.

Our graduates inspired us to launch an awareness campaign we call “Dare to Succeed.”  In a series of posters and advertisements, we hope to convey that people with visual impairments can transform challenges into opportunities, obstacles into victories, and Seeing Eye dogs into partners in life’s triumphs.

We’ll be taking that message on the road in July as we attend three national conventions for people who are blind:  the National Federation of the Blind (NFB) conference in Atlanta, the American Council of the Blind (ACB) conference in Minneapolis, and the National Association for Parents of Children With Visual Impairments (NAPVI) “Families Connecting with Families” conference in Omaha, co-sponsored by The Seeing Eye and the American Foundation for the Blind.  During these conferences the Dare to Succeed theme will be showcased at our exhibit booths, in our communications materials, in presentations by our graduates and in panel discussions.

With this issue of the Guide we are introducing the first of several images created for this campaign.  We hope that it and the entire Dare to Succeed campaign capture everyone’s imaginations and portray the strengths and abilities of our graduates to define “success” on their own terms.

Sincerely,

Jim Kutsch

President
Letters to The Seeing Eye

To The Seeing Eye Organization:

My name is Mary Markovich, and I am twelve years old.  I have a visual impairment that was caused by my being born 14 weeks early.  A few years ago I attended a program hosted by the Wake County Public Schools VI (visual impairments) program and listened to a speaker with a Seeing Eye dog, Mr. Stiteley.  I was greatly moved by his presentation and by the ease in which he moved and spoke to people, knowing that he was totally blind.  I noticed that his dog was very well behaved and guided him whenever he moved or gave a command.

I love to draw and decided to make some greeting cards for my teachers when I was 10 years old.  Everyone told me that I should sell the cards.  I decided to have the cards printed.  I wanted to donate any profits to your organization after attending Mr. Stiteley’s program.  I sell cards to some stores and to people who want them.  It took me a few years to pay off the printing and envelope cost, but now I finally have my first donation for you.  I am donating $500 and a package of my cards to The Seeing Eye, in hopes that more people can experience the help of these wonderful dogs.

Sincerely,

Mary Markovich

Dear Seeing Eye:

As you probably know, Pennsylvania was hit with a snow and ice storm last week.  Here in rural Pennsylvania, we had about 6 inches of snow and almost half again as much ice.  I live in the country and most of our walks are on woodland trails, fields, and dirt lanes.  Within 24 hours the cold made it possible to walk on top of the crust.  That means all the rocks and branches are covered and our paths are smooth.

So, with ice grips on my boots, Trey and I have been enjoying the winter wonderland.  I am completely amazed at how he can find the trails which are hidden by snow.  And since all the landmarks are hidden to my feet by the snow, I have to totally trust Trey.  As I lost my vision and my ability to take solitary walks and horseback rides, I would feel imprisoned in my house.  Now, with Trey at my side, we are FREE!

Thank you, The Seeing Eye!

Elaine Young

Seeing Eye graduate

Dear Seeing Eye:

Though oft-stated, it never grows old: the independence achieved because of my Seeing Eye dog has enhanced every aspect of my life!  Of course, he makes mundane things like shopping or navigating strange places easier.  Of course, he makes it possible for me to work and carry on my practice.  Of course, I’m more confident with him at my side.  But his impact isn’t limited to me.  My husband of almost 32 years enjoys peace of mind about me traveling, ever since he saw me with my first Seeing Eye dog.  He tells folks, “I just drop them off at the train station, and they’re off!  I know he’ll bring her safely back home.”  Now, that’s joy!

But, frankly, as fantastic as my Seeing Eye dogs are and have been, I know they’d not be anywhere as good but for the simple fact that they are not just “guide dogs,” but Seeing Eye dogs.

From my personal experience, The Seeing Eye continues to hold to the highest ideals and standards of dignity, independence and sheer quality that were its hallmarks from its inception.  Those ideals shine clearly in every aspect of the program.  From breeding to training, to student acceptance, to incomparable matching ability, to the five-star lodging accommodations, to follow-up and advice, the high caliber of Seeing Eye’s dogs are only surpassed by its people.

I entrust my life to my Seeing Eye dog.  He has never failed me.  Neither has The Seeing Eye.

Sincerely,

AnnMarie Mulcahey Leikauf, Esq.
Seeing Eye graduate

Dear [Director of Programs] Doug Roberts and All at Seeing Eye:

I want to thank The Seeing Eye for my wonderful statue of a German shepherd commemorating my 50 years of being teamed with wonderful Seeing Eye dogs.  Imagine my complete delight when that statue arrived!  It has a prominent place on top of our roll-top desk in our reception hall.  I shall always treasure it!

I can remember the first time I thought about having Seeing Eye dogs.  It was summer, and I was 10 years old, home on vacation from Perkins [School for the Blind].  I was with my mother in the shopping area of Augusta, Maine, my hometown.  I heard a jingling noise and a man’s voice saying, “forward.”  I asked my mother what it was all about, and she informed me that a blind man with his Seeing Eye dog was passing by.  I asked her who else was with him, and she replied that he could travel by himself because of his dog.  I really got excited and asked her if I could have a dog like that.

That did it for me!  From that point in my life, I looked forward to the day when I could have a Seeing Eye dog and travel anywhere I wanted to without having to have a sighted person with me.  It sounded too wonderful to be true.

Upon graduating from Perkins in 1956, I traveled to the Seeing Eye to join the July class.  That was the beginning of my partnership with five wonderful dogs.  The first time I picked up the harness in Morristown and we took off together, it was the most exhilarating moment in my life.

My dogs have accompanied me in college; as a young mother with small children going to playgrounds; later to work as I held three different jobs; and now as I enjoy retirement.  They were all very, very different, but all had one thing in common: a love of guiding.

Wally is still with me.  He turned 9 in December, but is just as lively as always.  He is working flawlessly and is still the consummate clown at home.  I hope he will be with me for some time yet.  Please know that the 50-year commemorative statue is one of my most prized possessions.  Thanks to my five wonderful Seeing Eye dogs, I have lived a full, active life, traveling when and where I wanted to go.  Thanks to all of you!

With all my best wishes,

Gloria Evans and Wally
Recent inductee into the Half-Century Club

Dear Seeing Eye:

Received your [fundraising] letter some time ago – it took me back many years to a time when my father, Lawrence W. Stanley, lost his eyesight due to RP [retinitis pigmentosa].  It was the late 1930s, and all was not well.  In late 1944 or early 1945, Dad traveled by train alone from California to Morristown, N.J., to train with his first guide dog, Nona.  When he returned with Nona, we saw a new man.  He became very active in helping other blind people in Pasadena, Calif.  Dad played a key role in locating and rebuilding an old school building so the Pasadena Braille Club would have its own home.

The story goes on with another dog, etc., but we will end it here.

Many “thank you’s.”

James L. Stanley and the entire family

Dear Seeing Eye:

While having a dog guide has always given me greater independence, this particular dog is truly astounding.  In the year since we have been together, he has accompanied me in numerous milestone events, including becoming the first totally blind person to be ordained into the United Church of Canada.  He lay calmly at my feet and has been at my side throughout all my duties and responsibilities as a new clergy.

I am completing my final coursework in my PhD this summer and will be proud to have Titan guide me to yet another new university campus as we wrap up our final residency.  He will be the pleasant and loving distraction in the hours of dissertation preparation ahead.  He gives me so very much freedom and his work is so solid that I do not feel inhibited to take on new challenges.  Thank you, Seeing Eye, for this amazing dog.  Thank you for caring about everyone in the Seeing Eye family.

Blessings,

Rev. Sharon Ballantyne

Seeing Eye graduate

Volunteer Reception

Singing the Praises of Our Unsung Heroes

Every year, staff members of The Seeing Eye submit nominations for our Volunteer of the Year Award.  When an organization has as many volunteers as ours – almost 140 – the selection of one person who stands out from all the rest is like having to make a choice in your favorite ice cream shop … not easy.

The scope of talent, age, experience, and responsibilities is well-reflected in the nominations we receive.  This year, for example, one nominee is a 17-year-old high school senior who gave up her summer and most Sundays during the school year to wash and fill dog food dishes.  Another is a woman who was one of our original dog walkers.  She has continued to volunteer for 20 years, filling merchandise sales orders for in-class students, bathing dogs, and planting annual flowers around campus.  Yet another is a Seeing Eye graduate who recently joined our team of volunteer tour guides.  She also donates her time in our Technology Center, where she has been assisting students with computer-related issues for the past four years.

Announcement of the Volunteer of the Year takes place during a reception each spring.  On March 29, President Jim Kutsch and Chairman of the Board Mike Ranger presented service awards to 44 volunteers and congratulated Meg Berlin upon her receipt of the Volunteer of the Year Award.  As he has done for many years, graduate Ward Marston with Vinnie provided musical entertainment with his Trio of Renown.

Fifteen Years of Service

Bob Anderson

Donna Chambers

Janet Gaffney

Ten Years of Service

John Bullock

Janet Dedrick

Goeff Dobson

Julie Dobson

Leslie Erickson

Linda Kadish

Debbie Snyder

Bill Wade

Roger Woodhour

Sheila Woodhour

Five Years of Service

Joan Bianco

Patrick Constantinides

Janet Keeler

Hank Muller

Robert Riker

Lynn Ross

Lois Wilk

One Year of Service

Martha Bardin

Elinore Bullock

Beverly Burke

Bonnie DiCola

Cathy Huber

Judith Kessell

Debbie Levine

Stephanie Litwin

Nancy Meacham

Kathleen Murray

Jeanette Pegg

Kimberly Ririe

Marilyn Rodda

Lucille Roener

Marlene Rudder Rogovin

Jean Romano

Joel Rosenblatt

Matt Sakofs

Peter Tilken

Betse Titus

Kathleen Uber

Claire Walker

Susan Waring

Barry Wolfensohn

Volunteer of the Year

Meg Berlin of Mendham, N.J., has been a valued volunteer at The Seeing Eye for more than eight years.  Her numerous volunteer roles have included tour guide, puppy shuttle driver, Breeding Station volunteer, dog walker, and puppy raiser.  For the past five years, she has added the Pennies for Puppies/Dollars for Dogs outreach program to her list of activities.

In January 2006, Berlin took her volunteerism to a new level by taking on full responsibility for Pennies for Puppies/Dollars for Dogs, a fundraising program that takes the Seeing Eye message to schools, organizations, and businesses that want to raise money for our school.  This job requires an enormous amount of organization, not to mention time and travel, and Berlin always approaches the job with a positive attitude and a smile.  

Countless times, the Development and Communications Departments have asked Berlin to make a visit to a school, a fair, or some other event that no one else could cover, and her answer is always, “Sure.  No problem.”  Recently, Berlin worked with a CCD teacher at a local Catholic church to launch a Pennies for Puppies project there.  This is what that teacher wrote following the experience:  

“What started with just me and my class has spread to the other classes in the CCD program, the teachers and their coworkers, the parish school, the parish itself, friends and family, friends of friends, and strangers.  The best part is the dialogue that has developed.  People are talking about ‘doing’ instead of just thinking about it.  This is an intergenerational exchange that probably would not have happened without Pennies for Puppies.”

Photos and Captions:

Volunteer receptionist Joyce Novak, left, with Nancy Nusbaum, administrative assistant in the Programs Department.

Dog adoption volunteer Carol Hoffman, center, enjoys food and conversation with Seeing Eye staff and many of the other 130-plus on-campus volunteers.

Seeing Eye President Jim Kutsch and his dog Anthony welcome Janet Gaffney, who received an award for 15 years of volunteer service.

Dog walkers Betse Titus, left, and Barbara Landmann are among the 30 dog walkers who keep the adoptable dogs exercised and socialized.

One morning each month, Rudy Dinglestedt bathes dogs before they are matched with students, making sure they look, feel, and smell their best before the big event.

Chairman of the Board Mike Ranger waits to present Volunteer of the Year Meg Berlin a framed print of Fortunate Fields, the Swiss estate where The Seeing Eye’s founder Dorothy Eustis trained the first Seeing Eye dogs.  Berlin received the highest honor for volunteers for her work in fundraising and activities in the Breeding Station and the kennels.

Seeing Eye graduate Kathleen Murray listens as Chairman of the Board Mike Ranger announces the 2007 Volunteer of the Year.

Arlene Calabrese, left, and Marillyn Cuykendall relax and flip through the just-published 2006 annual report, which featured all of The Seeing Eye’s volunteers.

Judy Caldwell Pool catches up with Seeing Eye graduate Toula McEllen, who volunteers in the student technology center and serves as a tour guide.

Dare to Succeed

This page contains a photo of Seeing Eye graduate Matt Chao at the helm of a sailboat.  In the background are the solid blues of sky and water.  A small sailboat is in the distance.  In a blue band down the left side of the page are the words “Dare to Succeed.”  Near the bottom of the page, overlapping the larger photo, is a small black and white photo of Matt kneeling on a dock next to his black Lab Seeing Eye dog Wafer.  The text reads:  The Seeing Eye.  Transforming challenges into opportunities, obstacles into victories, Seeing Eye dogs into partners in life’s triumphs.

Dare to Succeed

For more information, please call The Seeing Eye at 1-800-539-4425.

The Hands of Uwe Harders

Hands can express so much about a person: the soft, manicured fingers of a lady, callused palms, a firm handshake all make clear statements about a person.  Uwe Harders’ hands reflect his life.  They are gentle, caring hands that create art, provide healing massage, and communicate with his Seeing Eye dog.

Born along the Rhine River in northern Germany, Harders weighed in at an impressive 15 pounds.  At 10 months, Harders’ family immigrated to Toronto.  “My family, like many immigrant families, ran a restaurant,” he said.  Eventually, the family discovered that Harders had retinitis pigmentosa, a genetic eye condition that gradually robbed him of his sight.  “I was able to remain in the public school until fourth grade.  By then, my vision had deteriorated so much I had to go to the school for the blind … a place I never liked.”

By adolescence, Harders had survived a diving accident that left him in a coma for three months and a serious bout with lymphatic melanoma.  Some might have become embittered; not Harders.  “When I was diagnosed with cancer, I was given a one in ten thousand chance of survival,” he said.  “I wanted to enjoy the rest of my life, and that wasn’t going to happen in school.  I quit in the ninth year.  There was a man in the hospital with me who had broken his arm.  He died from the shock.  Sometimes I feel he died to give me that one chance at life.  There are people who have had it a lot worse than me.  Miracles happen every day … we just have to see them.  I like to look at life as different chapters in which we learn or teach someone else something.”

Those chapters have never been so evident as with Harders’ five Seeing Eye dogs, he said.  He received his first dog, Max, a male black Lab, at age 21.  “I was working in a carpentry shop and rode my bike everywhere.  I hadn’t exactly accepted my blindness.  I would drag my foot along the curb as I rode, crashing into everything and having people yell at me.”

But then, his roommate convinced him to apply for a dog.  “Seeing Eye changed my life.  I gained confidence and acceptance of my blindness with that first dog.  The dog gave me the confidence to go out.”

Apparently, when Harders says “go out,” he takes that very seriously.  “When I got Max, I wanted to see what having a dog was like, so I hit the road, hitchhiking across the United States and Canada,” said Harders.  “I worked along the way, doing reflexology and working as a nanny.  Sometimes I rode buses or rode with truckers.  They called me the Blind Man and Hound Dog and always made sure I had a ride to the next destination.  I met a lot of interesting people and gained confidence in myself.  I needed this proving period.  If I could crisscross two countries with my dog, I could do anything.”

With the urge to travel out of his system, he decided to return to school to study massage therapy.

With Max providing comic relief during class, Harders specialized in Swedish and Shiatsu techniques.  “Max was my receptionist when I set up my office,” laughed Harders.  “He would greet patients and make sure they sat down.”

Harders’ third dog, Ben, was part of the most important chapter in Harders’ life.  “Ben was a great judge of character,” he said.  “If he didn’t like who I was with, he made it known.”  Luckily, Ben approved of Elaine, the woman who would become Harders’ wife and would encourage him to pursue a lifelong passion, art.  “Elaine painted, and she encouraged me to take up painting.  I couldn’t say no.  I draw in black and white using charcoals,” he explained.  “I have enough vision to see the contrast and can feel where the lines meet if I get lost.  Art is a spiritual enhancer because you use the creative side of the brain.”

Harders and his wife reside near Owen Sound, a picturesque hamlet at the edge of the Bruce Peninsula in southwestern Ontario.  “We bought an old church complete with stained glass windows and converted it into a home.  We heat with wood, and Elaine and I have our own studios.  It’s about an hour walk into town.” 

Every year the artists of Owen Sound open their studios to the public.  The local artists, including Harders, also display their works in local shops and cafes.  Described as having a “van Gogh-esque” style, two of his drawings received critical acclaim at a show at one of Canada’s most influential art centers, the Tom Thomson Memorial Art Gallery.  “The Dream” is a haunting black and white drawing of a bed and an open window.   Rabbits and musical notes decorate the wall.  The drawing creates the perception that the scene is moving.  “Out for the Night” features a black and white cat seated at an open door.  Through the door the black of night is touched by a hint of white picket fence.

“I draw what I see or what I feel with my hands,” he said.  “I once drew a wooden Buddha I was holding in one hand.  I threw the sketch away, but my wife rescued it from the trash.”  That once-discarded sketch was later displayed in a local café where it caught the eye of the wife of a successful television director.  She bought a copy of it to take home with her.

Today, Harders, now partnered with German shepherd Garrett, is retired from massage therapy, but his hands are not idle.  “I have started working with clay.  There’s not much market for ashtrays,” Harders jokes, “but I like doing busts and nativity scenes.”

He’s also considering writing a book, hoping to capture in words his philosophy of living: that what you think and what you see are not necessarily the reality.  “Life isn’t always that simple,” he said, “but it’s a whole array of teachings and learning.  People are so distraught these days that they don’t think miracles happen, but they do everyday.  I know this every time I go out for a walk with my dog.”

Photos:

Uwe Harders and his German shepherd Seeing Eye dog Garrett stand before several of Harders’ drawings in his art studio.

Harders and Garrett are shown coming out of the front door of the church he and his wife converted from a church.

Harders sets at a table working on a drawing as Garrett sleeps at his feet.

Measure for Measure

How One Donor Constructed a Lifelong Plan for Giving 

“Longevity.”  That word describes one quality that sets The Seeing Eye apart.  As the oldest dog guide school in the world, The Seeing Eye has 50 living graduates who have worked with its dogs for 50 years or more, 21 employees who have been on staff for 20 years or more, and donors who have dedicated themselves to our mission decade after decade.

One of those benefactors, Lee Y. Hart, has supported The Seeing Eye for more than 40 years and has ensured that her estate will help sustain the school long after her passing.  Now age 96, Mrs. Hart first added The Seeing Eye to her will in her early 80s and gradually increased the school’s share until the organization has become her sole beneficiary.  As the years passed and circumstances changed, she felt her estate giving would be more effective if concentrated, rather than widely dispersed.  “Eventually, you have to make a choice,” she said, “and making that choice means a great deal to you.”

Mrs. Hart lost her husband in 1982 and has lost her four sisters, with whom she was very close.   She believes that one way to acknowledge the happiness they brought to her life is to ensure a better life for someone else.  “I had a wonderful family, a wonderful husband, and a wonderful life.  I want it all to go to create a wonderful life for blind people and their dogs,” said Mrs. Hart.

While Mrs. Hart does donate to other causes, The Seeing Eye is her clear favorite.  She learned about our mission through a newspaper article.  Over the years, by doing research, asking questions, and establishing a relationship with staff members at The Seeing Eye, her choice became clear-cut.  “I may be old, but I still have all my buttons,” she quipped.  “I’m very particular about where I put my money, and The Seeing Eye is a decent, financially responsible group that does splendid work.”

Gifts That Endure

Each person who donates to The Seeing Eye takes a unique path to make the decision to give.  And the options for giving are equally diverse.  Lee Y. Hart’s decision to name The Seeing Eye in her will was a choice that she, in a sense, “grew into.”

Mrs. Hart’s lifelong love of dogs was the spark that drew her to our organization.  She got her first dog at the age of 9, and nine other dogs followed.  “My husband and I raised and showed English setters,” she explained.  “Whenever one of our friends’ dogs died, we would write a $20 check to The Seeing Eye to honor its memory.”  Mrs. Hart no longer owns dogs, but her loyal companion at present is a rag-doll cat named Baby Doll.

After many years of memorial gifts, Mrs. Hart and her husband, Arthur, established a schedule of annual giving.  After Mr. Hart’s death, she made contributions each year, on his birthday and on the anniversary of his death. 

As her ability to give increased, Mrs. Hart began sponsoring and naming puppies.  Donors who contribute $5,000 or more qualify to name a puppy, and those giving $1,000 or more can sponsor a puppy that already has been named.

More recently, she decided to establish a charitable gift annuity, allowing her to make a gift that gave her an immediate tax deduction as well as annual income for life.  The rate of return was so attractive that she has since established additional charitable gift annuities.

Ultimately, Mrs. Hart made the decision to name The Seeing Eye in her will, committing to making a gift with a “longevity” of its own.  Thanks to people like Lee Y. Hart, our graduates know that when they must make the trip back to The Seeing Eye for their next dogs, we will be here to provide the same life-changing experience as before.  

With Sadness

Paula Pursley, Vice President of Student Services

On January 25 The Seeing Eye lost one of its most dedicated former employees, Paula Pursley, the previous head of the Student Services Department.  Miss Pursley died at her home in Morris Plains, N.J., following a sudden illness.

Pursley was in charge of student admissions, recruiting and selecting applicants who would best benefit from training with and living with Seeing Eye dogs.  She was a woman who was intent on preserving the philosophies and procedures established by the school’s founders.  At times, this determination influenced students and fellow employees to view her as an imposing figure, but no one questioned her intense love and devotion for The Seeing Eye and its students.

“Back in 1971,” recalls long-time graduate Ann Sims, “when I told her my beloved German shepherd’s name was Paula, I didn’t really know how she would take that since she was very dignified and all business.  But I think she was quite pleased!”

“I remember Paula very well,” said another graduate, Anne Musgrave.  “A very refined New England lady who could suddenly surprise you by her acts of spontaneous fun.  One very hot June night in 1976, she showed up at the students’ wing with several tubs of wonderful ice cream.”

Pursley trained her successor, Director of Student Services Judy Deuschle, who says Pursley’s role as mentor, which continued to the day of her death, evolved into a close friendship.  “She was a remarkable lady who had great influence on this organization. She loved The Seeing Eye and was completely dedicated to the students and graduates who came under her tutelage.”

A graduate of Smith College in Massachusetts, she earned her master’s from the New York University School of Education, Department of Human Relations and Community Service.  She was a world traveler and a frequent volunteer with a number of organizations, including serving as president of the Girl Scouts in California and New Jersey.

Pursley retired in 1991 but was seen often on weekends when she would come to visit the class in session. “She will be greatly missed by those of us who had the privilege of knowing and working with her,” said Deuschle.

Thoughts & Memories

A number of Seeing Eye graduates wrote to share their memories of Paula Pursley.  Here are a few of their thoughtful tributes:

“Paula was for many of us our link to the outside world before we had the Internet and talking computers.  She read me many letters from home when I was there for my first two dogs.  Like everyone else that knew her, I will miss her and feel lucky to have memories to keep.”  - Bob Kennedy

“How many letters Paula Pursley read out loud to students, only God knows.  What old-fashioned genteel manners; what genuine clarity and strength of purpose lived in Paula Pursley daily.” – Jane Toleno

“She was such the powerhouse, but one with a big heart.  I am glad I knew her.” – Susan Gjolmesli

“Paula was a remarkable lady.  She was a bit scary to this first-time young lady when I went for my first dog, with her brisk, ‘You need to put your dog at sit, Miss Freeman.’ (Big smile.)  My sympathy to all of you.” – Debby Phillips

“Thank you for letting me know about Paula’s passing.  I am truly distressed and feel a sense of personal loss.  I always looked forward to seeing Paula when she visited on weekends when I was in class.  I valued her friendly advice and encouragement and her almost Victorian graciousness (so characteristic of the old Seeing Eye).  I always came home enhanced both with a new dog and a sense of a bit more luster, which Paula imparted with her classic elegance.  It was a unique experience which I always try to keep in mind as the essence of a properly finished Seeing Eye graduate.” – Judge Davis Duty

An Angel in Disguise

For those of us who work at The Seeing Eye, the days seem to fly by much too quickly.  In the busy-ness of each day, there’s little time to pause and reflect on the miraculous events that so frequently occur around us.  From time to time, though, something happens that suddenly stops everyone in their tracks and makes us all realize why the work we do is so gratifying and so life-changing.

In February, we experienced one of those moments as word spread of a dog named Avery, who got an unexpected second chance, and of the two very special men who share a unique bond.

Randy George arrived that month for his first Seeing Eye dog, expecting to be matched with a German shepherd as he had at his previous dog guide schools.  Because he decided to keep an open mind and place his trust in those who have matched hundreds of students and dogs before, George left the school, not with a German shepherd, but with a partner that surpassed all his expectations.  The first day he buckled the harness on Avery, he knew about Avery’s past – that his previous owner was gravely ill and had selflessly requested that his dog be matched with someone else.  How could he not at least take the dog out for one stroll, he thought.  What would it hurt?

After that first walk with Avery, George knew this was the perfect match.

As George’s relationship with Avery unfolded during his month at The Seeing Eye, he began to write a letter to Avery’s previous owner.  No one could tell the story better than George, and so, with his permission, we share an edited version of his letter with you.  “Sometimes,” as Avery’s trainer, Instructor Joan Markey, says, “things are just meant to be.”

“All God’s angels come to us disguised” – James Russell Lowell

When I came to The Seeing Eye, I fully expected to receive a wonderful dog.  After all, it is The Seeing Eye, and haven’t they been putting out great dogs for nearly 80 years?  I arrived with the expectation of going home with a wonderful young German shepherd, one that was full of life, and ready to be mine, and only mine.  You can imagine my initial response when my instructor asked whether I would consider working with a German shepherd/golden retriever cross.  I hesitated; after all, I had come for a shepherd, and shouldn’t I stand my ground?  Not only that, but the dog in question had been in the field already – for a short amount of time and with a wonderful person.  My hesitation grew even further; not only would I be getting a dog that wasn’t exactly what I wanted, but he would be a bit older than a dog fresh out of training.

And then, I was told his story … how he was placed with an amazing man, one who took great care of him and loved him like no other.  How his owner was ill and how his wish was for his wonderful dog to return to The Seeing Eye to be placed with someone who could use him to his full potential.  How could I not at least take a look at this dog?  I owed it to the dog, to the previous handler, and for some reason, to myself.  You see, my father had just passed away of the same illness as yours, so was this some sort of serendipitous event that was supposed to happen?

I met Avery on Feb. 5, and after a trip around the leisure path, I knew I had found my dog.  He was mine instantly, from his first trepidant kisses, to the proud way he zipped me around the path.  All of my pre-conceived notions about him disappeared.  Would he be fast enough?  Would he be sharp enough?  Well, not only was he fast enough, but faster than my previous three dogs!  He looked immaculate, and his work was wonderful.

But the strangest thing occurred when I returned to my room with him.  He came and sat on the floor with me, and it was like he was speaking to me.  I felt everything that he had been through … his joy at meeting you, and his sorrow in losing you.  His excitement to be out of the kennels again, and his nervousness at meeting someone new.  Beyond all of this, I felt his desire to be with me, to work for me, and to make me happy.  My emotions raged that day.  In a strange, but amazingly connected way, I felt my father reaching across from the other side to say hello.  There was no doubt, Avery was the one I had been waiting for.

This has been a month that each and every dog guide handler should experience, that would make every visually impaired person be a dog guide handler if they could experience it.  His work is better than anything I have ever known, or even heard of, in my nearly 11 years of handling dog guides.  From the simplest of country trips, to working him through Manhattan, he continues to amaze me.  Each time I think his work can’t possibly get any better, it does.  But again, you already know that – you had the fortune to work with him as well.  Walking through Times Square a day or so ago, I could literally hear what he was thinking, while he was thinking it.  He didn’t have to tug me across the sidewalk to avoid crowds – I already knew where he was going and what he was trying to do, and I was right there with him.  I could hear him thinking, “Oh, can’t go that way; I better try this side!”  I’ve never cried while working any of my dog guides, but that day I unabashedly had tears streaming down my face in the middle of six million other people (who my guy just so happened to breeze me through without even brushing me against someone).

As I sit here, with him resting at my feet, anxiously awaiting another chance to go out, the tears continue to run because I realize that I will be fortunate enough to experience this for the next eight years or so.  He will travel to work with me each and every day, making my daily life exponentially easier and more complete.  Most of all, he will continue to be my angel sent from whatever power is out there, letting me know that my father is doing just fine.

So, in this way you have become intertwined in my life.  You have become another angel in my life.  You recognized how amazing and talented he is, and you were selfless enough to trust The Seeing Eye to match him again with someone who would challenge and love him as you did.  It is because of you that I have begun to fully be at peace with my father, who left me so unexpectedly.  Thank you for my freedom and my independence, thank you for the incredible joy that has come to my life, and for the boy who will challenge and push me to new levels every day.  Thank you for renewing my faith in mankind and in the human/animal bond.  Most of all, thank you for my guardian angel.

There is a quote I found that sums up what I’ve been trying to say, and I will close with that.  “Insight is better than eyesight when it comes to seeing an angel.”  From The Angels’ Little Instruction Book by Eileen Elias Freeman.

Editor’s Note:  It was with immense sadness that we learned the recipient of this letter lost his battle with cancer on May 3.  His wife told us that Randy George’s words brought him peace in his last weeks.  The letter was read at his funeral and was buried with him.
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Randy George kneels beside his Seeing Eye dog Avery near a sandy shoreline.

George and Avery pose beside the glass windows of local business office.

George is riding in the passenger seat of a convertible, Avery at his feet and soaking in the sunshine.

Avery leads Randy George across an urban intersection.

News Highlights

Seeing Eye Benefactor Leaves $1.2 Million Bequest

The Seeing Eye is the recipient of a $1.2 million bequest from the late Jean O’Blenis of New Jersey.

An avid bird watcher, naturalist and watercolor artist, Ms. O’Blenis’s relationship with The Seeing Eye began in the late 1980s when she painted several portraits of our puppies and dogs.  One of these portraits later was made into a note card.  The portraits still hang in the school’s offices.

O’Blenis was a frequent lecturer for the New Jersey Audubon Society and she taught nature classes at a local bird sanctuary and at an environmental center.  At the time of her death, a magnet was found on her refrigerator that harkened back to her earlier association with The Seeing Eye.  The image on the magnet was a photo of a Seeing Eye puppy, the same photo she used to create one of the watercolors she presented to the school in 1989.
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A number of O’Blenis’s watercolors remain on display at The Seeing Eye.

Accolades for Two Puppy Raisers

It takes a certain type of young person to make the commitment to become a puppy raiser … someone who is generous, energetic and dedicated.  So it is no surprise that many of our young puppy raisers display talents in numerous areas.

Two puppy raisers, in particular, deserve special mention for their outstanding achievements.  Samantha Lax, an Essex County, N.J., 15-year-old who has helped her family raise 8 puppies, was selected for the All-State Women’s Choir.  In her position as a soprano 1, Samantha will travel to Europe this summer to perform with USA Music Abroad.

Ashleigh Quinn, an 18-year-old from Essex County, N.J., was on her way to skating practice in January when she saw a woman who obviously had been hit by a car.  Realizing that no one was stopping to help the woman, Ashleigh called 911 and stayed with her until help arrived.  Ashley currently is raising her 8th puppy, Kelly.

Alumna Beth Finke Wins Woman’s Day Essay Contest

Woman’s Day magazine and the American Library Association selected an essay by Seeing Eye graduate Beth Finke for publication in the magazine’s March issue.

The sponsors of the contest received 2,000 entries and selected four for publication, based on the theme “How the Library Changed My Life.”  Finke’s essay described how free recorded materials from the Library of Congress became a lifeline to her when she lost her sight just a year after her honeymoon.  Her essay, titled “Out of the Dark,” was one of four to be published by the magazine.  The feature included a photo of Finke with her Seeing Eye dog Hanni.

Finke is an accomplished writer and speaker, and is author of the book, Long Time, No See. 

She has had articles published in Bark magazine, Dog Fancy and the Chicago Tribune.
Seeing Eye Offers Microchipping for Newly Graduated Dogs

Beginning with the January 2007 class, students have been given the option to have their Seeing Eye dogs implanted with the HomeAgain microchip before leaving class.  

The chip, the size of a grain of rice, is injected between the dog’s shoulder blades and contains an identification number that is registered with HomeAgain Pet Recovery’s national database.  “We have decided to offer this service as a courtesy to our graduates,” said Dr. Dolores Holle, director of Canine Health.  “Due to the increased frequency of international travel, we want to ensure that our graduates are receiving the microchip that is required for travel by most international communities.  This also provides an extra form of identification for the dogs.”  

The microchip does not replace the ear tattoo or collar identification tag but is a necessity for travel abroad.  To date, nearly 97 percent of students have elected to have their dogs microchipped.

Ice Cream Cones and Canines

Seeing Eye was the flavor of the day as the Morristown franchise of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream shop chose the school as its charity of choice for Free Cone Day.  Free Cone Day, held annually in late April or early May by Ben & Jerry’s nationwide, is a fundraising event in which patrons can donate money to a local charity in exchange for free ice cream.  

Despite the less-than-summer-like weather, more than a thousand ice cream lovers lined up to sample such decadent delights as Chocolate Therapy and Jamaican Me Crazy and learn about the work of The Seeing Eye.  Staff, graduates, and puppy raisers were on hand to distribute literature and answer questions.  “We raised more than $2,500,” said Peggy Horsley, director of the Development Office.  “The owner of the Morristown Ben & Jerry’s, Jess Garcia, has already committed to partnering with us for next year’s Free Cone Day.”
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Instructor Oscar Pelaez and black Lab Reno draw crowds to Ben & Jerry’s Free Cone Day, benefiting The Seeing Eye.

Hot off the Press

Morris Frank and Buddy: The Story of the First Seeing Eye Dog by Becky Hall with illustrations by Doris Ettlinger is the newest book about the first person to travel with a Seeing Eye® dog.  Available from book sellers everywhere, this book for ages 7 to 11 tells in glowing text and beautifully drawn pictures the remarkable tale of the irrepressible Frank and his dog Buddy.

Ettlinger, a resident of Califon, N.J., will be signing copies of the book at this year’s Family Day celebration for puppy raisers on August 18 at The Seeing Eye campus.

Recipe for Success

A dash of love and a pound of patience are the ingredients for a perfect Seeing Eye puppy, but the 3rd graders at Liberty Corners elementary school in Liberty Corner, N.J., found the perfect fundraising recipe.  

Paws for a Good Meal, a cookbook filled with the kids’ favorite recipes, netted $3,500 for the Seeing Eye Pennies for Puppies program.  “It was a school wide project,” explains teacher and former puppy raiser Dee Benson.  “The children worked very hard on this fundraiser selling cookbooks to benefit The Seeing Eye.  The children and staff donated recipes, and the kids did all the copying, folding and stapling to insure the books were ready for the holidays.  This was our biggest undertaking and most profitable fundraiser, so the children are very proud of themselves.” 

Providing motivation throughout this project was Benson’s black Lab Jethro, whom she adopted from The Seeing Eye.  In February the 3rd graders presented the check and a copy of the cookbook to Seeing Eye Pennies for Puppies volunteer Meg Berlin who visited the school with Seeing Eye puppy Vadin.  Pennies for Puppies is a popular fundraising project for schools, businesses and clubs.  

Good Night, Irene!

In the 21 to 27 days in-class students spend on our campus, the people they spend the most time with, besides instructors, are the employees in the Dietary & Household Department.  One person in that department, in particular, has built relationships with hundreds of students as she so devotedly tended to many of their needs.

Irene Scott retired in May after 17 years at The Seeing Eye, where she was an integral part of the team that makes sure this is a “home away from home” for the students.  Attending to the comfort of each student was Scott’s daily objective, and for her, the students always came first.

“After they’ve finished training and they’re ready to leave, I want them to be happy,” said Scott.  “After every meal, I always ask, ‘Is everybody happy?’ because that’s what’s most important to me.”

Scott knew very little about The Seeing Eye when she answered an employment ad 17 years ago, but, she said, she wishes she’d known about the organization 20 years earlier.  “This is a job where you don’t get bored, and you don’t get burned out.  It makes me feel good when a student comes back and asks, ‘Where’s Irene?’  That I did something to help a person during their stay here, that makes me feel happy.”

Scott is returning to her family home in South Carolina where she will spend more time with her grandson and three great-grandchildren.  It’s little wonder that her usual response, when people ask her how she’s doing, is simply, “I’m blessed.”

Radio W2TSE Hits the Airwaves
Long before email was widely available, ham radio operators communicated to each other from around the world (and even to outer space) in real time.  While many ham radio amateurs now have email, too, it’s a hobby that never lost its appeal.  Like many other organizations that have large groups of alumni – universities, colleges, high schools, and military bases – The Seeing Eye now has a club station so graduates can keep in touch with current students.

The Seeing Eye Amateur Radio Club was formed this spring, and the Federal Communications Commission issued it the special call sign, W2TSE.  The first on-the-air contact from W2TSE was made by Colin McDonald of Edmonton, Alberta, who was in the May class to receive his first Seeing Eye dog, Rowan.

The Seeing Eye has had a ham radio in its student technology center since the early 1990s, and each class of students usually has at least one ham operator in it.  The students use The Seeing Eye’s equipment to continue their radio hobby during free time while at the school for training.  This is the first time The Seeing Eye has had a club with an official call sign, though.

The Amateur Radio Club is open to students and Seeing Eye staff and volunteers.  The founding members are President Jim Kutsch (amateur call KY2D), Instructor Dave Trzaska (amateur call KC2OMK), volunteer Steve Wheatley (amateur call KU9C), and Manager of Field Operations Dave Loux.
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Colin McDonald, right, (VA6BKX ) with Rowan made the first on-the-air contact from W2TSE.  Yet another ham operator in the same May class, Gene Forsyth (KB8LQO), center, with Iliad, and President Jim Kutsch (KY2D) with Anthony were among the first people to use the new call sign.  
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Close-up photo of Seeing Eye graduate Randy George and his German shepherd/golden retriever mix, Avery.

Caption: How one resilient dog changed the lives of two men.
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