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As you’ll read in this magazine’s cover story, 
when we were founded in 2002, our priority 
was to build the Sanctuary. The biggest, most 
obvious hurdle was the cost. At the time, the 
estimated price to build the entire facility was 
over $5 million.

We knew that a lot of work, and a lot of 
fundraising, was in store. Yet, we also naively 
entertained the hope that a stranger, upon 
hearing about our plans on the local news, 
might appear with an enormous, transforma-
tional donation. Some days, we even fantasized 
about purchasing a winning lottery ticket. If 
either of these very unlikely scenarios oc-
curred, we could have demolished the defunct 
factory farm on the land and constructed all                 
17 cottages at once.  

Had that happened, Our Companions would 
look very different today. In fact, the Sanctuary 
dream might have ultimately faltered.

It wound up taking 10 years to finally begin 
construction on the first cottage. During that 
decade, however, we concentrated on develop-
ing longstanding, deeply meaningful relation-
ships with you, our supporters. It’s the com-
mitment of our ever-growing base of generous 
supporters, who’ve stuck with us in good times 
and bad (like 2008 and 2020), that has made 
everything we do possible for 20 years. Had we 
landed that dream donation or won that lottery 
ticket, we might not have placed as much value 
on building a grassroots base of support, putting 
in peril our ability to operate the Sanctuary for 
the long haul.

Our reliance on donations has also made us 
more accountable, more efficient, and more 
conscientious about stretching every donated 
dollar. This is evidenced by the fact that we 
just received the highest possible rating from 
Charity Navigator - 4 stars (100 out of 100), 
the nation’s largest independent evaluator of 
nonprofit organizations. 

Beyond the Sanctuary, during that first decade 
we learned a lot about animal rescue. We 
learned about the root causes of pet homeless-
ness, and how the Sanctuary could comple-
ment a broader mission, rather than serve as 
its centerpiece. Had we received that gift or 
won that lottery ticket back in 2002, we likely 
wouldn’t have the unique array of life-saving 
programs that we have today.  

Finally, the challenges over the years cultivated 
an organizational culture of grit, tenacity, and 
innovation throughout our organization. We 
learned to be scrappy, adaptable, frugal, and to 
do more with less. While our 20-year journey 
didn’t quite develop as we thought it might 
back in 2002, we’re so pleased and tremendous-
ly grateful for how it has all worked out. Thank 
you for being on this journey with us and for 
making everything we do possible. 

We wish nothing but the best for you and 
your families in 2022, and we look forward to 
seeing you at various anniversary celebrations 
throughout the year.

Sincerely,
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BY JENNIFER BARROWS

Twenty years ago, Our Companions Animal Rescue was merely 
a dream shared by two women from Connecticut. Both were 
working professionally with animals when they met out of hap-
penstance, and quickly realized during their brief encounter 
that they shared a similar philosophy about animal rescue. A 
short time later, they were given the opportunity of a lifetime: 
to create a desperately needed sanctuary for domestic animals. 

Susan Linker had worked in a traditional animal shelter for 
nearly a decade and witnessed first-hand how the most vul-
nerable animals (the elderly, abused, fearful or sick) fared the 
worst in the noisy, confining and stressful kennel environment 
of a shelter. 

“I remember seeing some animals come in who were so afraid 
or ill that they weren’t able to walk on their own,” she re-
counts. “I wished I could call on some organization to take 
these animals out of the kennel and provide them with a 
peaceful, cage-free environment and the time to heal and 
rehabilitate. In the shelter, they had no chance and it was 
heartbreaking to witness how the stress further damaged these 
delicate animals.”

Around the same time, Marie Joyner, a successful positive rein-
forcement dog trainer, attended an Aggressive Dog Seminar to 
expand her knowledge base. At the seminar, Marie met Jack, 
a Treeing Walker Coonhound from Virginia. He was a shelter 
dog who was being used as one of the seminar’s “demonstration 
dogs.” Jack exhibited a host of behavioral issues that served as 
examples for the class. He was reactive with people and other 
animals, had separation anxiety and was crippled by fear. 

“I’m a pretty predictable person and I’ve never done anything 
completely impulsive 
before,” says Marie. “But 
when I met Jack, some-
thing happened to me. I 
knew I had to save him, 
because he was clearly 
not improving, despite 
being in the temporary 
hands of a dog trainer – 
and who knew how long 
he would be tolerated 
with his behavioral is-
sues? That day I didn’t 
think about it, I just took 
him home.”  

After adopting Jack, 
Marie realized she was 
out of her depth. All of 

her behavioral training experience had not prepared her for 
such a truly damaged dog. He was aggressive with her husband, 
reactive to all moving objects and could not be left alone for 
a second due to his extreme separation anxiety. “I knew if I 
returned him, he’d eventually be euthanized,” says Marie. “I 
mean, I’m a dog trainer, if I can’t handle him in a home,  
who could?”

Marie enrolled Jack in yet another dog training class despite 
the fact that they had been asked to leave classes in the past 
due to Jack’s unruly behavior. This is where Marie met Susan. 
Susan could see the exasperation on Marie’s face as she re-
ceived aggravated looks by fellow class takers who were unable 
to focus because of Jack’s incessant howls and bays. Susan and 
Marie began to share information about their backgrounds and 
agreed that there was a tremendous need for assistance with 
special-needs and vulnerable animals. Shelters couldn’t help 
them; and people like Marie weren’t able to find help in any 
traditional dog training centers. 

In class one day, some time later, Marie and Susan learned that 
43 acres in northeastern Connecticut were being given away 
(by another organization) for the purpose of building an animal 
sanctuary. “Taking into account our individual life experi-
ences and our mutual conclusions about what works and what 
doesn’t for special-needs animals – and our meeting each other 
the way we did – we knew if we didn’t pursue this thing, we 
would regret it for the rest of our lives,” recalls Susan. 

And so it began.

The Founding of Our Companions
Forty-three acres. It was a tremendous opportunity, but it was 
also an incredibly complicated one. Before Susan and Marie 

could even think about 
construction, they needed 
to raise hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars to demol-
ish the largest buildings in 
Ashford (combined, the 
size of two football fields) 
which sadly once housed a 
dismal factory farm. Their 
vision for the Sanctuary is 
what kept them focused 
through the many years 
comprising the demoli-
tion process, construction 
planning and site prepara-
tion, obtaining permits, 
repurposing the land, and 
of course, fundraising.

Celebrating 20 Years,  
with an Eye Toward the Future 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)

Marie with Jack, standing 
in front of the old chicken 

coop factory farm      
building, 2004 3  OUR COMPANIONS MAGAZINE | Winter 2022
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CELEBRATING 20 YEARS! (CONT.)

Tiny Basement, Big Ideas
“When we first founded the organization, most of the work 
took place in my basement, which we affectionately called OC 
World Headquarters,” says Susan. “We had a dilapidated fac-
tory farm still standing on our donated land, and lots of plans 
for the Sanctuary, but we knew we needed to start developing 
programs to help animals immediately. We knew it would take 
years for the Sanctuary to be up and running, and we didn’t 
want to wait that long to start helping people and pets. 

In thinking about how they might make a difference, even in 
the absence of a proper facility to host their programs, Susan 
and Marie soon realized that there were root causes of pet 
homelessness that needed to be addressed immediately. This 
broadened and informed their vision for the organization. 

“We realized that if we just built a sanctuary, it wouldn’t 
change anything to actually prevent pet homelessness, except 
for those in our care,” notes Susan. “While a sanctuary would 
be our most visible component, our approach would have to 
be multi-faceted to address the core issues that lead to animal 
suffering and homelessness. This is when and where all of  
our programs began.

“As Sanctuary planning and fundraising continued from 2002 
until 2011, concurrently, we developed our Canine College 
program, Animal Helpline and Sterile Feral program – all 
during the ‘basement’ years. These programs still exist today. 
While they may look much different two decades later, our 
philosophy remains the same. Pet retention has always been a 
focus – trying to save the home – and keeping people and pets 
together.”

Interior of raised chicken coops 
filled with battery cages inside the 
soon-to-be demolished buildings.

Massive chicken coops, where thousands of animals suffered, 
stood on the site of the future Our Companions Sanctuary.

2010 - OC volunteer trainers Deanna and Anne 
held classes in parking lots before the Valerie 
Friedman Program Center was established. 

Aerial view of the factory farm that  
originally occupied the donated land.
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Where We are Now
Today, Our Companions is a tangible, living, breathing entity 
with an impressive cadre of 35 staff, nearly 400 volunteers, 
strong leadership and an annual budget of $1.5 million dollars 
(and growing). Together, all of these facets support the organi-
zation’s ever-expanding programs designed to keep people and 
pets together – all made possible by its donors.

At this twenty-year mark, Our Companions is a fixture in 
Greater Connecticut, respected far and wide for consistently 
offering invaluable assistance and expertise; providing myriad 
programs through its impressive 6,000 square-foot Valerie 
Friedman Program Center in Manchester, Connecticut; and 
providing all the comforts of home to homeless pets at its 
cage-free Sanctuary, just as Susan had envisioned years before 
when working at the shelter. Today, the Ashford Sanctuary is 
the place for rescue and rehabilitation of the community’s most 
vulnerable cats and dogs.

Many of OC’s programs have expanded, especially in recent 
years, to include even more outreach to the community. 
“Rather than just helping those who show up at our doorstep, 
we’re proactively seeking out pet owners who may need as-
sistance,” explains Susan. In vulnerable populations, such as 
seniors with limited incomes (and often with limited mobility), 
pets are living precariously. One unexpected veterinary bill or 
a pet with a chronic condition can wreak havoc on a limited 
budget – to a point where rehoming the pet may seem like the 
only option. OC has created a Community Outreach Manager 
position within the organization, and this person works directly 

with seniors who have limited incomes and who have pets in 
need of care and attention.

“By providing low-cost veterinary care to at-risk populations, 
we are helping to save the home. This is a concept that was 
not really considered or talked about twenty years ago – ‘sav-
ing the home,’ yet it has been a core tenet of our work from        
the beginning.

2004 - Senator Blumenthal (then Attorney General Blumenthal),  
in Bushnell Park, Hartford, helps launch the news of the future Sanctuary.

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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2008 article in the Journal Inquirer featuring Susan and 
friends in the basement of "OC World Headquarters."
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“Our Pop-Up Veterinary Wellness Clinics, Canine College 
Program and our Animal Helpline, for example, serve pet 
guardians as well as pets, with the goal of retaining the pet in 
their current home. We don’t take shortcuts, even if we’re ‘full’ 
and have a ton of cases. In practice, this has meant getting into 
the trenches, meeting pets and people where they are, in their 
most dire times of need. Animal rescue can be complex and 
messy, yet Our Companions has stayed the course because its 
mission and commitment to do the right thing have remained 
ever-constant.”

A Cause for Celebration
During this time of reflection and 20th anniversary                
celebration, OC is undertaking yet another Sanctuary expan-
sion, enabling the organization to help many more animals 
in need. With the near completion of a $1,850,000 capital 
campaign, construction will begin this spring on three new         
cottages. One of the cottages, designated for senior dogs, will 
also include a physical rehabilitation center. In addition, there 
are plans for a cottage specially designed for under-socialized 
cats and one for small animals like rabbits, guinea pigs, ferrets 
and other “pocket pets.”  

“Thanks to the support of our generous capital campaign do-
nors, we are thrilled to be adding these much-needed facilities 
to our Sanctuary campus,” says Susan. 

Looking into the Future
What will Our Companions look like 20 years from now?  
According to Susan and Marie, programs to address and 
prevent behavioral issues are always going to be important, 
especially for dogs. Accessible, affordable veterinary care is an-
other fixture of OC’s programs. Thanks to proactive efforts at 
community outreach, the organization will be knowledgeable 

about emerging and future needs, and will tailor programs to                                              
address them. Regardless of the specific program, Our                                                            
Companions remains committed to strengthening the                                               
human-animal bond, while simultaneously looking for ways  
to help that are most relevant to people’s needs.

You Make This Work Possible
All along this journey, OC has had to rely nearly 100% on 
public support. The organization has grown significantly over 
the course of 20 years. It would not be possible to do any of 
this work without the commitment and generosity of donors, 
the leadership and vision of staff and the Board of Directors, 
and its growing family of volunteers.  

The history of Our Companions represents a vision for how 
animal rescue could be, rather than how it had always been. 
A vision for being both astutely proactive and nimbly respon-
sive to those in need, while remaining firmly rooted in a moral 
promise to always do the right thing, regardless of the chal-
lenge or cost. Thank you for making this work possible.  
In the words of Susan Linker: "We've just gotten started!”

CELEBRATING 20 YEARS! (CONT.)

Susan, Marie and early OC volunteers loading 
dumpsters during one of the many Clean Up  
days at the Sanctuary property.

Susan Linker, State Rep. Diana Urban, U.S. Representative Rob 
Simmons, State Rep. Pamela Sawyer and Marie Joyner at a 2006 
event celebrating the demolition of the chicken coops. 6 Winter 2022 | OUR COMPANIONS MAGAZINE
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The Godmother of Our Companions, Valerie Friedman 

It is no exaggeration to say that Our Companions may 
not have made it this far, were it not for Valerie Fried-
man. Valerie was OC’s first Board Chair. When she 
assumed that role, Our Companions had its heart in 
the right place, but needed to become the professional 
nonprofit organization that it aspired to be. 

“Valerie put Our Companions on the map in that 
regard,” says CEO Susan Linker. “During her six years 
as Board Chair from 2010-2016, she provided vision-
ary leadership, critical oversight, and recommended 
practices that enabled us to grow into a healthy and 
successful organization, well positioned to pursue our 
mission for many years to come. Valerie always insisted 
on adhering to the highest standards of excellence.”

Under Valerie’s leadership, Our Companions emerged 
from the basement and into the real world. OC moved 
its World Headquarters, staff and operations into the 
state-of-the-art Valerie Friedman Program Center and 
celebrated the opening of the first rescue cottage at    
its now-thriving Sanctuary.

The catalyst for Our Companions’ nearly exponential 
growth over the past ten years was Valerie’s insis-
tence that the organization vigorously and consistently 
pursue fundraising and development. When the orga-
nization first approached 
Valerie for a lead gift to 
kick off its capital campaign 
to build the first rescue 
cottage, she agreed, but 
under the condition that 
it be given as a challenge. 
“Valerie’s insistence on this 
made us stronger, more 
accountable,” says Mitchell 
Linker, Our Companions 
Development Chair. “As our 
first major donor, she was 
committed to leveraging 
her gift to inspire others to 
join her in championing the 
organization. Ten years and 

three capital campaigns later, this strategy has clearly 
worked.” 

Valerie also always had an eye on the future. It was she 
who very early on strongly suggested that OC estab-
lish a legacy society. Many years later, the benefits of 
this foresight are evident, as planned giving is playing 
a vital role in furthering OC’s mission. There are now 
more than 130 people who have generously included 
the organization in their estate plans.

Furthermore, OC established a strong finance commit-
tee during Valerie’s tenure as Board Chair, which has 
played a central role in its financial health. “She has 
always helped to recruit the best people to serve the 
organization and to steward our valuable resources,” 
says Susan. “Under Valerie’s leadership, we also set an 
invaluable precedent of never incurring any debt.”

Today, Valerie remains actively involved in leading 
the organization, serving as a Board Member and as 
a member of both the Finance Committee and the 
Governance Committee. In addition to naming the 
rehabilitation center at the Sanctuary, Valerie commis-
sioned a beautiful sculpture to be designed by artist 
Danielle Mailer that will be installed on the grounds 
of the Sanctuary this spring, to commemorate OC’s               

20th anniversary. 

"There are not enough 
superlatives to describe 
the generosity, leadership 
and love that Valerie has 
bestowed on this organi-
zation over many years,” 
says Susan. “Some of our 
Board members refer to her 
as the Godmother of Our 
Companions. I think that is 
entirely appropriate.”

Valerie, with her good 
little friend, Frankie
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“I don’t even recognize my cat, Sheenah,” my distraught friend, 
Leslee, said. “It’s like she is deliberately being destructive – 
going to the bathroom outside the box, climbing the curtains, 
acting wild and aggressive – she has a totally different person-
ality. I have no idea what’s going on!” 

This was back in the early 1990s, and neither of us had ever 
heard of feline cognitive dysfunction (FCD), but after being 
evaluated by a veterinarian, we learned that Sheenah had this 
condition, also called feline dementia. My friend might have 
attributed any gradual personality and behavioral changes to 
typical signs of aging – except that Sheenah was not a senior 
cat – and these behaviors seemed to come on suddenly. 

While it’s true that symptoms of FCD can mimic the signs of 
aging, there are some distinct differences. Feline dementia is 
similar to Alzheimer’s disease in humans. Cats may exhibit per-
sonality changes marked by sudden bursts of anger and aggres-
sion, confusion, and perceived difficulty in recognizing family 
members. They may cease to use the litter box, lose interest in 
activities they once enjoyed, interact less, stop grooming and 
become disinterested in food. While there is no cure for this 
condition, identifying the signs and seeking veterinary care can 
improve the overall prognosis and help your cat to live com-
fortably for as long as possible. 

Onset of FCD usually occurs after the age of 10, but not 
always, and can become more pronounced after the age of 
15. The American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to 
Animals (ASPCA) estimates that by the time a cat reaches the 
age of 16, they have an 80 percent chance of developing FCD. 
Since cats are living longer than ever before, veterinarians 
report that the condition is becoming more prevalent. Warning 
signs of FCD should not be ignored. If your cat has a sudden 
change in personality, this warrants a visit to the vet.

The 15 most common signs and symptoms of FCD: 

   w Disorientation during the course of normal daily activities
 w Less frequent or erratic interactions with other pets or family members
 w Altered activity levels and heightened anxiety
 w Mood swings and uncharacteristic aggression or excessive clinginess
 w Hours spent in hiding
 w Reduced interest in previously enjoyed activities
 w Failure to groom
 w Failure to recognize family members 
 w Reduced interest in eating
 w Eliminating outside the box
 w Staring into space
 w Entering and leaving a room for no apparent reason
 w Getting lost inside the home
 w Nighttime distress (loud meowing) 
 w Changes in the sleep/wake cycle

It’s important to recognize that each of these symptoms could 
be associated with other health problems, such as hyperthy-
roidism, hypertension, deafness and other sensory decline, 
arthritis or other chronic pain, brain tumors or other neuro-
logical conditions. An MRI is necessary to definitively  
diagnose FCD. 

Caring for a cat with FCD

Although there is no cure for feline dementia, it can take 
several years before symptoms become severe enough to affect 
a cat’s quality of life. In the meantime, there are several steps 
you can take to make your kitty’s life easier and safer, while 
seeing them through the course of the disease. 

 w Keep routines as consistent as possible
 w Keep them indoors
 w Maintain a regular feeding schedule 
 w Keep lighting consistent in key areas 
 w Postpone major household changes, if possible
 w Provide one or two extra litter boxes in different locations 
 w Provide a litter box with a shallow tray or ramp for easy access
 w Provide a room or cozy area that is consistently a place for warmth, quiet and rest
 w Ensure your cat has a healthy diet and gets some form of exercise
 w Talk to your cat in a comforting and supportive way, do not scold them

Understanding the changes your cat is experiencing is the first 
step in managing FCD. With a few adaptations to your space, 
a little patience and regular oversight from your veterinarian,     
a cat can live comfortably for years, even with dementia. 
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Help! I Don’t Even Recognize My Cat 
Identifying and Managing Feline Cognitive Dysfunction
BY JENNIFER BARROWS
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Delightful Things Come in Tiny Packages  
BY JENNIFER BARROWS

Consider the Gerbil! Many of us were first introduced to these 
inquisitive and endearing pocket-sized critters decades ago in 
our elementary school classrooms. Indeed, both children and 
adults delight in the antics and sweet dispositions of these tiny 
rodents with their larger-than-life personalities. 

What you may not know is that in the wild, Gerbils are highly 
intelligent and complex desert creatures, hailing from parts of 
Asia and Africa. In 1954, the first 20 breeding pairs of gerbils 
were brought to the United States from Mongolia, and almost 
all pet gerbils in this country are descended from those  
original 20 pairs. 

Domesticated gerbils on average live about 3 to 5 years, and 
grow to be about four inches long, excluding their tail. And 
speaking of tails, please never pick up a gerbil by the tail, as it 
will cause permanent injury. Gerbils are highly social animals 
and do not thrive as solitary pets. Littermates usually make the 
most compatible roommates; just make sure that they are the 
same sex, as they are prolific breeders. Also, these creatures are 
very territorial, so never put two strange gerbils together.

 Additional Quick and Fun Facts about Gerbils:
w Their coats come in some 40 different colors

w Baby gerbils are called “pups”

w Gerbil pups are born blind, deaf, and without fur

w Gerbils can be litter box-trained

w As a desert animal, they rarely urinate, which makes for clean  
   living

w In the wild, they take “sand baths” to remove dirt and parasites

w There are more than 100 species

w They live in groups in the wild called “clans”

w When domesticated, are happiest in pairs

w They love to play and wrestle with each other

w Their teeth never stop growing

w They can memorize mazes and learn tricks

w They can jump more than 12 inches in the air

w In the wild, they live in complex underground burrows

w They recognize each other by scent

w They communicate using ultrasonic sound, or vocalizations 

w If they sense danger, they will squeal and thump their back  
   leg like a rabbit

w They begin mating at 3 months, and can get pregnant the same     
   day they deliver, and every month thereafter

For more information about gerbils, visit the American  
Gerbil Society online at www.agsgerbils.org.
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Would you like to learn to speak “Dog,” in order to better 
understand your canine companion? Does the idea of helping 
dogs and people to strengthen their bond appeal to you? Would 
you like to volunteer for a program that literally saves lives, by 
giving a second chance to dogs with behavioral issues? Have 
you ever dreamed of becoming a dog trainer?

Our Companions is looking for volunteers for its highly suc-
cessful Canine College program. If you enjoy a challenge, as 
well as working closely with other people and dogs, then train-
ing to become a Canine College volunteer might be perfect for 
you. 

What’s Unique about Canine College

Foundationally, Canine College is comprised of dog training 
classes of various kinds. All are intended to accommodate 
reactive dogs who typically wouldn’t be welcome in classes of-
fered by traditional dog training programs. The work, however, 
goes much deeper. “We teach clients how better to understand 
their dogs, how to ‘read’ their dogs, and provide enrichment 
activities to help develop a deeper bond between human and 
pet,” says Canine College Manager Deanna Nickels. 

“This is fundamentally different from any other program you’ll 
find out there,” says Our Companions CEO Susan Linker. 
“Canine College trains people to be part of the solution. Each 
of its very specialized classes has three or four trainers. It’s truly 
a testament to how satisfying this program is for all involved, 
since these volunteers are not getting paid for what they do. 
They do it because they love training and they love helping 
people enhance the bond they have with their dogs.”

Canine College is far more than the sum of its classes, explains 
Deanna. “It’s a community – clients and volunteers coming 
together in a warm and trusting environment to strengthen the 
human-animal bond. The environment we create is supportive 
to both pets and people, where everyone is rooting everyone 
else on. Unlike most dog training classes, we focus on building 
the relationship. Besides the basic commands, clients and their 
pets learn to communicate with each other as two different 
species and also how to live in harmony together and within     
a family."

Deanna has been with the organization for more than 15 years. 
She spent her first five years as a volunteer, and now is on staff 
at OC. “Bringing volunteers up through the organization is a 
wonderful thing Our Companions does,” says Deanna. “Many 
of the volunteer trainers get certified with the goal of pursuing 
dog training as a second or mini career. It helps them further 
their interests in animal welfare, provides them the training 
they need, and gets more positive reinforcement trainers out 
there, which is a great thing.”

Why Dog Training?

Behavioral problems are the number one reason animals are 
surrendered to shelters, and too often eventually euthanized. 
Proactive behavioral intervention for a troubled dog is key to 
saving the home. Canine College, one of OC’s longest running 
programs, offers training that any dog can benefit from, but 
is specifically designed for dogs who are really in trouble. The 
program was inspired by Canine Operations Director Marie 
Joyner and her dog Jack. Jack was a wonderful dog who over-
came many behavioral challenges, as mentioned in this issue’s 
cover story. 

How to Become a Canine College Volunteer

Canine College requires some up-front education and train-
ing (which OC provides at no charge) before volunteers can 
be directly involved with clients. This appeals to many people 
because they want to learn about dog behavior and positive 
reinforcement for their own purposes as well as to help others. 
Preparation consists of two classroom training sessions (two 
hours each). The first class covers the OC philosophy and 
importance of positive reinforcement, and the second class 
teaches How to Speak Dog. Volunteers-in-training also must 
observe an eight-week dog training class (Family  
Companion I), and upon completion, they can  
assist in a Family Companion I class.  

“Assistant Trainers work at their own pace and as their sched-
ules allow,” explains Deanna. “Some want to start right in and 
teach. Others go slower. Some are hesitant about their public 
speaking. We help them with that. They thought they could 
never do it, but they can. They find that they are so passionate 
about the subject that they want to teach others about it. 

“As they move forward, they can assist in any of the other 
classes that Canine College offers. To become a Head Trainer, 
it takes two years, during which time they work with another 
Head Trainer in a class and eventually take the class over.”

.

Help OC Give Dogs a Second Chance 
Become a Canine College Volunteer
BY JENNIFER BARROWS

Want to Learn More About Being     
a Canine College Volunteer?

 
If you like the idea of working with people and 
pets, we’d love to hear from you. 

Visit Our Companions.org to learn more. “You 
can help us make a tremendous difference for 
at-risk dogs,” says Susan Linker. “We literally 
are saving lives with these programs.” 
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What we Love About Canine College

"I came to Our Companions in 2015, looking for a volunteer opportu-
nity where I could make a direct impact on the lives of animals in my 
community. Initially, I had only intended to volunteer with the cats at 
the Sanctuary, but when I heard about Canine College during Volunteer 
Orientation, I decided to give that a try as well, thinking it would be 
beneficial to learn more about animal behavior. In my heart, I'm really 
more of a cat person -- I don't even have a dog -- but the fact that 
I’ve stuck with this program speaks to how powerful it is. As soon as            
I began, I knew I had entered into something really special, perhaps   
life-changing. Watching the evolution of human/pet relationships is 
thoroughly inspiring. I have developed wonderful friendships and 
I have learned, and continue to learn, a great deal." 

         - Stephanie Berman, Head Trainer

“A lot of our volunteers say they love this program because they are 
constantly learning both people skills and dog skills. There is also 
the opportunity for collaboration. Canine College volunteers meet 
monthly to learn and share experiences; Head Trainers get together 
monthly to talk about how to move the programs forward and man-
age difficult cases. We all have the same goal in mind, and it’s our 
shared passion for animals and people that makes our program so 
unique and successful.”

         - Deanna Nickels, Canine College Manager

“Volunteering as a trainer for the Canine College program has been 
an extremely rewarding experience for me. I have learned, and 

continue to learn, so much about not only dogs, but about people 
too. This program has given me the ability to see people in a more 

compassionate and empathetic light. The most amazing stories are 
about those clients who come to our program with a dog that has 

some real behavioral challenges and when they finally start to make 
that connection with their dog…WOW. Great things start to happen. 
It’s those clients who we see in classes again and again. We begin to 
form a real relationship, a friendship, and it’s wonderful to see their 

confidence grow along with their canine companions’.” 

         - Sue Lawlor, Head Trainer
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GIVING

Anonymous 
Ms. Elizabeth Aaronsohn
Ms. Mary Jean Agostini
Mr. Doug and Mrs. Linda Andersen
Mr. George and Mrs. Charlene Atkins
Ms. Ora Avni 
Mrs. Janet Bailey
Dr. George and Mrs. Jennifer Barrows 
Mrs. Deborah Batten
Ms. Lisa Marie Bigelow
Ms. Diane Braunschweiger 
Ms. Laurie Brennan and Ms. Connie   
   Calderaro
Ms. Joan Oppelt Brodeur
Ms. Beverly Buckner-Baker
Ms. Lana Burchman
Mr. Paul and Mrs. Debbie Bushnell
Ms. Pamela Cabrera
Ms. Donna Canalis
Ms. Judith Caravati
Mr. John and Mrs. Tara Carey
Ms. Jennifer Coffey and Mr. David  
   Vorchheimer

Ms. Pam Connelly*
Mr. James and Mrs. Jessica Couzens
Mrs. Carol Covello
Mr. Harry and Mrs. Joan Curry
Mr. Charles and Mrs. Nancy Curtiss
Ms. Christina (Tina) Davies
Ms. June E. Day
Ms. Mary June Day
Ms. Elizabeth DeGroat and Mr. Stuart     
   Simon
Ms. Heather Dennis and Mr. Kevin  
   Gillespie
Ms. Jean Deresienska
Ms. Lois Desmarais
Ms. Kathryn Diamond *
Mr. James Dolce
Ms. Claudette Douglas *
Ms. Terri LaPenta-Duffek and Mr. Mickey  
   Duffek
Ms. Christine Durrer *
Ms. Karen A. Ellsworth
Ms. Karen Ericson 
Ms. Barbara J. Erskine *

Ms. Paula Fischer
Ms. Anna Maria Fornino
Mr. Marvin Fried
Ms. Valerie Friedman
Ms. Sue Gagnon and Mr. Ted Urbanski
Ms. Lyn Garson 
Ms. Michele Greaves and Mr. Joseph  
   Popovitch
Mr. David Gregorski
Mr. Douglas and Mrs. Irma Gregory
Ms. Jackie Halpern
Ms. P. Hanmer
Ms. Susan Harrod and Mr. Dan Donahue
Mr. Bob and Mrs. Susan Hart
Ms. Harriet Hersh 
Ms. Jane Hewitt
Ms. Kim Hoffman
Ms. Kathie Hunter
Ms. Lisa Ireland *
Ms. Sandra Jacobus
Mr. Randall and Mrs. Marie Joyner
Ms. Kathleen Kennedy
Ms. Dottie Kern

If you have already included Our Companions in your estate plans, please let us know so we can welcome you as a member of the 
Forever Home Society. To learn more, please contact Susan Linker at (860) 242-9999, ext. 301 or email SusanL@OurCompanions.
If you wish to name Our Companions in your will or estate plans, we should be named as: 
Our Companions Domestic Animal Sanctuary, DBA Our Companions Animal Rescue · Legal Address: P.O. Box 956 
Manchester, CT  06045 · Tax ID number: 41-2047734

Leave a Legacy for the Animals
BECOME A MEMBER OF OUR . . .    
 

We need our wonderful community of supporters to help ensure that our Sanctuary, as well as our programs and advocacy efforts, 
will continue to improve the lives of companion animals far into the future. By including Our Companions in your estate plans, 
you will become a member of the Forever Home Society. Your gift will both improve the lives of deserving animals and ensure                       
that Our Companions is here to do the right thing for animals for generations to come. 

Below, is a current listing of the Forever Home Society members – we hope you will consider adding your name to this list.

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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Ms. Leigh Ann Kissner
Ms. Jean Koepke 
Mrs. Gretchen LaBau
Ms. Jayme Lamphere and Mr. Phuc  
   Phan
Ms. Nancy Landwehr
Ms. Estelle Langlois
Ms. Mary Kathryn LaRose
Ms. Karen Laski
Ms. Doreen Legienza
Mr. Neil and Mrs. Janice Levett
Mr. Mitchell and Mrs. Susan Linker
Ms. Anne Llewellyn 
Ms. Carol Lowbeer
Ms. Mary Mansfield *
Mr. Robert and Mrs. Susan Mason
Ms. Mari Merwin
Ms. Linda Mester 
Ms. Jacqueline Mickiewicz
Ms. Olevine (Lois) Morin
Mr. Jaroslaw and Mrs. Elizabeth Nyczak
Mr. Len Oberg and in memory of  
   Mrs. Diane Oberg
Mr. Roger and Mrs. Barbara Orsie
Ms. Lida Orzeck
Ms. Nancy Parker
Ms. Erminia Pascucci

Ms. Sherri Pasquale-Cassidy
Mr. William and Mrs. Eleanor Peters *
Mr. Henry Petrofsky
Mrs. Penelope Petrone 
Ms. Doris Phillips
Mr. Neil and Mrs. Kathy Pierson
Mrs. Kathie Priolo
Ms. Patricia Plourde
Ms. Barbara Prine and  
   Mr. Cyprian Martin
Mr. Robert and Mrs. Judith  
   W.M. Prohaska
Ms. Rajeshwari Punekar
Ms. Dawn and Ms. Pam Quint
Ms. Cherie A. Ramsey
Mr. James and Mrs. Sheila Randall
Mr. Robert J. and Mrs. Eileen Rau
Mr. Michael and Mrs. Gail Reynolds
Ms. June Roy
Ms. Barbara Ruben
Ms. Susan Smith Rubin
Ms. Juliane K. Sarkozy
Mr. Chris and Mrs. Vicki Saunders
Mr. Bob and Mrs. Cheryl Schaefer
Mr. Matthew and Mrs. Lisa-Jo Scibek
Mr. Dawson and Mrs. Randy Scott
Ms. Karen Scucchi-Carr

Mr. John and Mrs. Cathy Scuto
Ms. Lorraine Semnoski
Mr. Charles and Mrs. Chris Shivery
Ms. Joanne Singer
Ms. Vi R. Smalley
Ms. Diane Smith
Ms. Joyce Snyder
Ms. Lisa St. Germain and  
   Ms. Karen Beaulieu
Mr. Michael and Mrs. Patricia Starace
Ms. Christa Sterling 
Mr. George and Mrs. Nancy Stimac
Mr. Patrick and Mrs. Kathleen Sullivan
Ms. Ginny Tennison
Ms. Lynda Thornton
Mr. Albert Toro
Ms. Jamila Viandier
Mr. Jess and Mrs. Janet Wagner
Mr. David and Mrs. Terry Walker
Ms. Ellen Warga
Mr. Tom and Mrs. Rita Weidman
Mr. Alfred and Mrs. Helen Wilke
Mr. Edward and Mrs. Kathleen Young
Dr. Gordon and Mrs. Kim Zimmermann
*Deceased 

Lana Burchman 
Forever Home Society member since 2015 

“I’ve been financially supporting and volunteering for 
Our Companions Animal Rescue since 2011. Through-
out the years, I have been impressed by their profes-
sionalism, compassion and steadfast commitment to 
always do the right things for animals. 

I included Our Companions in my estate plans with     
arrangements for my cat, should he outlive me, because 
it’s peace of mind guaranteed. I want to know that my 
beloved cat will have the best care emotionally as well 
as physically and that occurs only when knowledgeable 
people are involved in the process.”

DONOR FEATURE

13
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DONOR FEATURE

BY JENNIFER BARROWS 

Our Companions is indebted to many kind and generous sup-
porters – many of whom we have featured in this column over 
the years. For this 20th Anniversary Edition of Our Compan-
ions magazine, we can think of no better person to recognize 
than longtime donor, invaluable Board member, and dear 
friend Adam Zweifler.  

“There is no earlier supporter than Adam, he literally helped 
found our organization and has been a quiet but critical 
partner in our growth over the years,” says CEO Susan Linker. 
“He has served on our Board of Directors, our Advisory Board, 
and Governance Committee. I cannot say enough about him. 
He is a very kind, measured, thoughtful and deliberate person. 
Adam gives not only of his time and expertise, but also has 
responded to every fundraising appeal we have ever sent him 
since 2003. He’s really a founding member, along with Marie 
(Joyner) and me. He’s in the background, but he’s always    
here for us.”

Our Companions magazine recently spoke to Adam about his 
many years with the organization and his impressions regard-
ing how it has evolved.

How did you first come to be involved in Our Companions?

I think I was their first volunteer. I’m a real estate lawyer. I was 
at my desk one day and the Director of our firm sent around 
an email saying that a group of people had the chance to ac-
quire a parcel of land to create an animal sanctuary in Ashford, 
Connecticut. They were looking for legal help on a pro bono 
basis. It sounded like an interesting project so I raised my hand.

When I first became involved, I told Susan I had one condi-
tion. My daughters, who were nine and 11 years old, really 
wanted a dog. I never had a dog growing up, and really had 
no experience with pets. I asked Susan, “If I do this, will you 
help us get a dog for our family?” She said, “Of course, that’s 
what we do!” At a donor event some time later, they gave out 
awards, and they presented one to me for the “Worst Deal 
Ever”, saying, “Adam donated approximately $30K in legal 
services, in exchange for a dog, apparently not knowing that 
we usually give them away to any good home.”

Since you were involved so early on, did you visit the    
Sanctuary land before it was converted?

Yes, I went up to Ashford with Susan before they did any work 
at the property, because we had to go through the whole zoning 
process. Once I met with Susan and Marie, we went through 
the process of forming the corporation, filing the documents 
with the Secretary of State, and adopting bylaws to get them 

going. We then had to get ownership of the land transferred to 
the organization. That all took a couple of years, and then we 
had to go through the process of raising money to convert the 
property, and at the same time, go through the zoning process 
to gain permission for the project.

I remember being struck by what a beautiful piece of land this 
is. Just a beautiful, peaceful place. I remember thinking how 
nice it would be if they could do this, but it also seemed like an 
unbelievable task. The town officials were very skeptical and, 
initially, very cool to the project. They were concerned that 
dogs and cats would be brought onto the property and then 
abandoned due to a lack of funds, leaving the town to deal 
with the animals. Eventually, Our Companions won them over, 
and in the years since, the Town of Ashford has been very sup-
portive and a great place to have the Sanctuary.

Anyone who looked at this project and at Susan and Marie 
(who looked like kids 20 years ago), would have been skepti-
cal. No one would have believed they could pull this off. Their 
achievement is just incredible! I feel lucky to have known and 
worked with Susan from the beginning – she is just amazing! 
There’s a big corporation in the United States somewhere 
that’s missing its CEO for sure!

The Secret of Our Success:  
Adam Zweifler, the Third Co-Founder of Our Companions    

Adam Zweifler and 
his wife Maureen at 
a McLane Society 
Reception in 2009.

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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What keeps you involved and willing to give to this  
organization year after year?

I got involved initially because I thought the real estate project 
was interesting; but I have gotten so much more out of my work 
with Our Companions. If nothing else, Susan helped us find a 
great rescue dog, Gizmo, who became a beloved member of our 
family for more than ten years. Any time I make a donation to 
Our Companions, I give it in his memory, because he was  
everything our family could have hoped for in a pet.  

I have so much respect for Susan and Marie and the mission. 
They do things for the right reasons and do everything in a 
first-class manner. It’s so rare to be able to work with a team 
like this. They really are a good influence on the community 
and in the world. I feel that whatever I have contributed to Our 
Companions in time or money has always been well spent. We 
should have more people like Susan and Marie. I want to sup-
port them in whatever they’re doing.

I’ve learned a lot about animals through my involvement in 
Our Companions, and I appreciate what the organization is 
doing for animals, even though I’m not really a huge animal 
person. In fact, I may be the only person on the Board who 
doesn’t have a pet. However, the organization is always looking 
for ways to help people, too. One example is their current effort 
to help a vulnerable population that may need assistance to 
support their pets: senior citizens with limited incomes. For se-
niors who have pets, their pets are a very important part of their 
lives – they’re often their lifelines, that provide companionship 
and help them keep active. The work that OC is doing to help 
seniors keep their pets at home is not only great for the animals, 
but it’s humane for people, too. That is just one example. Over 
the years, OC has had a number of innovative programs, such 
as a program that helps underprivileged youth learn to care for 
animals. Programs like these are very powerful and real assets   
to the community.

What do you like best about being involved with              
Our Companions?

It’s very rare, at least in my life experience, to meet someone 
who has a dream in their head – and it’s a fantastic dream – and 
being a part of making that dream come true. Susan and Marie 
had a vision – not just for the Sanctuary but for the whole 
organization; of what it would do and what it would grow into. 
They had it in their heads the whole time. Just being there for 
the ride as this all came to fruition has been a great experience. 
I feel lucky to have been a witness to the growth and success of 
OC over the past twenty years.

Do you have any particularly poignant memories of your 
time with OC?

First, as I mentioned, OC helped us get our dog, Gizmo, who 
became a beloved member of our family when he was alive. 
Whenever I think of OC, I am grateful my connection to this 
organization was responsible for bringing Gizmo into our lives. 

I also remember going to the Sanctuary property early on with 
my kids and spending time picking up garbage and debris and 
getting the property ready for its current use. Then I remember 
going back to visit once the Sanctuary had been built and con-
verted from a factory farm into this beautiful, quiet setting, and 
thinking how lucky animals will be to have this place.

Is there anything you’d like to add in closing?

I have been grateful for my involvement over these 20 years. 
I have also seen, from the time I started to where we are now, 
the high caliber of people that Susan and Marie have attracted 
to the Board and the organization through their passion, vi-
sion and leadership. They have attracted people who are very 
knowledgeable and who will be able to help make great things 
happen for Our Companions. My involvement in Our Compan-
ions and the people I have come to know through my work with 
the organization have been something very positive in my life. 
At some point, it will be time for me to pass the baton, but with 
all the wonderful people who are now helping out, I expect that 
the future of this organization is going to be fantastic.

I’ll add an additional thought: for years, OC often felt like the 
Susan Linker group because of her energy and strong pres-
ence. However, Susan has managed to do something that few 
founders do: she has grown OC beyond her own wingspan. I 
remember a few years ago, Jon Phillips, who runs the Sanctuary, 
gave an interview on the radio. Afterward, Susan encouraged 
us all to listen to the interview because John did a nice job 
talking about the great work going on at the Sanctuary. When I 
listened to the interview it struck me that John did not mention 
Susan one time. This was the first time I could remember some-
one talking about Our Companions in a public setting without 
once mentioning Susan. I thought that this was a tremendous 
development. It meant that the organization has grown beyond 
the vision of just one or two people and has become an organi-
zation that will have enduring value! Not many organizations 
are able to make that leap. For some people, in some organiza-
tions, to have a staff person on the radio and not to mention 
the founder and CEO might have been considered a slight; but 
not to Susan. When I mentioned this to Susan, she immedi-
ately understood the significance of what I was saying. It was a 
great moment; it was another indication that Our Companions 
will have a great future. I think that Our Companions is still 
just getting started. I can’t wait to see what the next 20 years           
will bring! 
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TECHNICALLY SPEAKING LYN T. GARSON, CVT, CCRP

Eat, sleep, play. Repeat. Cats seem 
to enjoy simple, carefree lives. While 
that may be true for many cats, sadly 
some can experience stress-related 
disorders affecting their quality of life. 

Stress can be manifested in many ways 
but one of the most common in cats 
is hair loss as a result of behavioral 
overgrooming. This excessive licking, 
biting and scratching at their own 
skin can be signs of an obsessive-com-
pulsive stress-related disorder called 
psychogenic alopecia. Although cats 
with psychogenic alopecia develop 
bald patches of missing fur that can be 
seen anywhere on their body, most are 
found on the lower abdomen, inner 
areas of the hind legs, or sometimes 
on one or both front legs. The skin may be red, irritated, or 
even damaged and the remaining fur mowed down to mere 
bits of stubble. Such overgrooming behavior may be difficult 
to detect, since cats routinely groom themselves in a soothing 
manner for many of their waking hours. However, this is very 
different from “fur-mowing” hair loss and/or trauma to the skin 
that is characteristic of abnormal overgrooming behaviors seen 
in cats with psychogenic alopecia. 

Since psychogenic alopecia is considered a diagnosis of exclu-
sion, cats with any type of hair loss or skin issues should always 
be examined by a veterinarian or veterinary dermatologist 
to first determine any potential medical causes. Infectious 
disorders such as skin parasites or ringworm can cause itchy 
patches of hair loss, as can allergies to fleas, certain foods, or 
environmental sensitivities. Other medical conditions resulting 
in loss of fur and skin issues include hyperthyroidism, impacted 
anal sacs, or even bladder infections. Arthritis and/or pain due 
to past or current injury must also be considered as cats may 
overgroom, lick or bite areas of their body that are painful. 

Once medical conditions and allergies are ruled out as poten-
tial causes, a behavioral assessment may point to psychogenic 
alopecia. The next step is to identify and address sources of 
anxiety, which may require some detective work; what may be 
stressful to one cat may not be to another. Cats are creatures 
of consistency, so they may experience anxiety and stress from 
any type of disruption in their daily routine. This can be some-
thing as simple as a variation of resources (type or brand of food, 
litter or litterbox), rearrangement of furniture, a move to a new 
dwelling, a change in owner’s work hours, or more life-altering 
circumstances such as the loss of a household pet companion or 
addition of a new pet. 

Cats may start out overgrooming to comfort themselves ini-
tially then end up repeating this behavior as a coping mecha-

nism even as it becomes self-destructive. Once this obsessive 
habitual behavior develops, it may be difficult to stop it even 
after the original stress trigger is resolved.         

How to Help Cats with Psychogenic Alopecia 

Providing environmental enrichment is one of the most im-
portant ways to eliminate boredom and reduce stress for cats 
diagnosed with psychogenic alopecia. Here are some simple 
suggestions for tools and activities to help improve your cat’s 
mental health and well-being:

w Adhere to a daily feeding and playtime routine 

w “Hunting” feeders/treat dispensers 

w Food puzzles, purchased or handmade

w Interactive playtime with toys on a pole

w Various toys, hide some to simulate “hunting” behavior

w Sturdy horizontal and vertical surfaces for stretching and scratching

w Safe, comfortable hiding spots around the home; cats prefer high  
   perches

w One litterbox for each cat in household plus an extra; ensure low-  
   sided litterbox access for elderly cats or those with mobility issues 

w Calming synthetic pheromone sprays and diffusers

w Omega 3 fatty acid supplements for dry itchy skin

w Assisi Loop® – a portable Pulsed Electromagnetic Field (PEMF)  
   at-home therapy device to decrease pain and inflammation

Psychogenic Alopecia 

This cat has over- 
groomed his belly.

Since psychogenic alopecia is considered a                          
diagnosis of exclusion, cats with any type of hair loss 

or skin issues should always be examined by a  
veterinarian or veterinary dermatologist to first  

determine any potential medical causes. 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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Technically Speaking is written by Certified Veterinary 
Technician, Lyn T. Garson, to address basic information 
on animal health issues and how they needn’t be  
barriers to adopting a great pet.

Wearable products help prevent licking and biting and may 
ease anxiety. “Onesie” outfits made for human babies can be 
fitted to cover areas of the cat's body they tend to overgroom. 
Snug-fitting fabric medical recovery suits, made specifically for 
cats recovering from injury or surgery, are also an option for 
skin and fur protection. Many styles and colors are available 
online. ThunderShirt® garments apply gentle, constant pres-
sure that provides a natural calming effect on cats. Various types 
of Elizabethan collars (E-collar) can prevent cats from reaching 
areas of their body that they may be prone to biting. Each of 
these products should be used with a veterinarian and/or animal 
behaviorist’s recommendation, as some cats may experience 
increased stress that may make their situation worse. It is impor-
tant to note that cats should never be punished for overgroom-
ing; punishment creates more anxiety.  

While there are many options for treating the stress-induced 
symptoms of psychogenic alopecia, some cats may require anti-
anxiety or anti-depressant medications. These drugs are some-
times utilized temporarily to help your cat overcome the source 
of stress while behavior is modified. 

Cats may seem super chill but when they experienc anxiety-
related issues it could become a life-long problem if not carefully 
addressed. In some cases, psychogenic alopecia can be cured,  
yet many require a watchful eye and periodic intervention.
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Our Companions always strives to spend its valuable time and 
resources in ways that will help those most in need. This is why 
the organization’s focus has always included addressing the     
special needs of aging pets.

It’s scary enough for a young dog to suddenly end up in a shelter; 
the barking is often unrelenting, and every surface is hard. The 
atmosphere is very different from life in a cozy home. Now imag-
ine how stressful this experience would be for a senior dog who is 
used to a quiet, comfortable existence.  

In a shelter environment everything seems colder, harder and 
louder to an elderly dog. If they suffer from age-related pain, 
such as arthritis, there is no way to find relief on concrete kennel 
flooring. 

Senior dogs with any kind of disability or medical issue often 
have a much tougher time being adopted, and typically have 
longer shelter stays than most younger dogs. Adopters com-
monly overlook older pets, hesitant to take on veterinary costs 
associated with potentially more complex medical conditions. 

“The heart-breaking reality is that senior dogs, despite being one 
of the most at-risk populations in this country’s shelter system, 
are usually the last to be chosen for adoption – if they are chosen 
at all,” says Our Companions Director of Canine Operations, 
Marie Joyner.

“Aging pets often need medical attention, including dental care, 
and these can be barriers to adoption,” she continues. “We be-
lieve that by investing in the health of these animals up front, we 
can help them find forever homes with understanding caregivers 
who recognize the value and benefits of an older pet.” 

A Worrying Trend

In the last several years, more than ever before, Our Compan-
ions has seen an increase in cases involving geriatric pets. This is 
a direct result of our aging human population here in Connecti-
cut, which is no surprise, since one-third of the state’s popula-
tion are Baby Boomers. Pets of senior citizens are surrendered for 
a variety of reasons. In many cases, their guardians have passed 
away, or may have been admitted to assisted living where pets 
are not allowed. 

Some aging pet parents are unable to provide the necessary 
care to keep their pets in optimal health. They may suddenly 
face health problems themselves, have financial struggles, or be 
forced to move without their pets. Transportation or mobility 
issues can make it difficult for some seniors to get their animals 
to veterinary appointments.  

Often their pets are also advanced in years and have health is-
sues, such as obesity, dental disease, hearing/vision loss, arthritis, 
cognitive dysfunction, cancer and kidney issues. Our Compan-
ions is dedicated to providing programs to help senior citizens 
care for their pets, in an effort to preserve the human-animal 
bond.

In the worst cases, the pets outlive their human guardians. Our 
Companions has assisted in several instances where senior pet 
owners have died and their precious animals are left behind. 
Once discovered, the animals are transferred to municipal ani-
mal shelters that typically operate with few financial resources. 

Twilight House to the Rescue

The next dog rescue cottage to be built at the Sanctuary, 
Twilight House, is being made possible thanks to a generous 
investment from long-time donor, Christine Knuth. This cottage 

MARIE'S DEN JENNIFER BARROWS

Breaking Ground for Twilight House 
OC’s Soon-to-Be-Constructed Cottage for Senior Dogs 
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will be designed with senior dogs 
in mind. 

Once they are brought to the 
Sanctuary, senior dogs undergo 
a thorough physical evaluation, 
including bloodwork and other 
essential diagnostic examina-
tions. They also receive any 
necessary treatment for acute or 
chronic conditions. 

“By the time we put them up for 
adoption, these pets are thriving 
and are much more marketable 
to potential adopters,” says Our 
Companions CEO Susan Linker. 
“We also understand their 
health and behavioral needs and 
can find a suitable home. We 
have an extremely successful 
adoption rate in these cases.”

“We encourage potential adopt-
ers to keep an open mind,” adds 
Marie. “Senior pets make won-
derful companions. They are full 
of love and just need to be given 
a nurturing environment in order to thrive.” 

Introducing the Canine  
Physical Rehabilitation Center

What’s unique about the future Twilight House is 
that, in addition to housing and meeting the needs of 
senior dogs, this specialized cottage will include a fully 
operational Canine Physical Rehabilitation Center un-
der the same roof, thanks to a generous gift from OC 
Board Member, Valerie Friedman. Physical rehabilita-
tion treatments would be available to any animal in 
OC’s care. Many of them, regardless of age, need reha-
bilitation for previous injuries, post-surgical recovery, 
or generally to help keep them mobile and functioning 
well. This type of therapy also provides opportunities 
for emotional enrichment and physical exercise. 

Twilight House will be twice the size of OC’s other 
rescue cottages, in order to accommodate the Reha-
bilitation Center. OC has been providing therapeutic 
laser treatments for some time now and there are plans 
to offer additional therapeutic modalities. “The most 
unique therapy tool we will have is an underwater 
treadmill,” says Marie. “We’ll also offer PEMF (pulsed 

electromagnetic field) therapy to treat inflammation, 
pain, wounds and other conditions. In addition, the 
use of exercise balls will help pets improve balance and 
strength. Many of the rehabilitation exercises that are 
prescribed for humans can be done for animals.”

“We are thrilled to be 
establishing this Rehabilita-
tion Center – another major 
milestone for OC, during 
this anniversary year,” says 
Susan. “Our Sanctuary will 
now offer this much-needed 
healing center to help the 
most vulnerable animals for 
years to come.”

We thank all of our gracious 
capital campaign donors for 
making this rescue cottage 
and healing center possible 
for us and for the animals   
we serve.

Our Companions Canine 
Operations Director,  
Marie Joyner, receives 
questions every day  
about dogs and their 
behavioral issues.  
Marie’s Den answers  
some of the more         
commonly asked questions.
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At the Sanctuary, the staff are always trying to come up with 
new ways to enrich the lives of our animal guests. With the 
dogs, they have a lot of options: taking them on walks, field 
trips, romping in our play yards, and using enrichment toys and 
feeders. Cats are a whole different story. Unless they are ame-
nable to leash/harness training, cats have slightly more limited 
options when it comes to heading out of doors for enrichment 
opportunities. Instead, we bring the enrichment to them. 
Over the past couple of months, our dedicated Sanctuary care 
workers have teamed up with Hanna Fushihara, CPDT-KA, of 
Nosework Cats to create some fun and challenging activities to 
keep our cats occupied and happy.

Nosework may not be a term you are familiar with, but you are 
definitely familiar with the concept. If you’ve ever seen dogs 
sniffing luggage at an airport, then you have witnessed this prac-
tice in action. It’s training an animal to find a target via scent. 
The “target” can be anything – explosives, other animals, etc. 
For the Sanctuary cats, we stuck to something we know they are 
usually motivated by: food. Hanna instructed the Sanctuary fe-
line workers on best practices for training cats to sniff out snacks 
in strategically interesting or challenging places.

What makes cats such good sniffers? 
On average, their sense of smell is 
fourteen times more powerful than 
that of a human. They even have a 
“bonus” olfactory sensor called the 
vomeronasal organ, located right 
behind their top front teeth. Has your 
cat ever sniffed something out that 
is extra stinky and then walked away 
with their mouth still open? That’s 
their way of bringing in even more 
particles to smell, in order to really 
“get to know” whatever it is they  
are smelling. 

Scent work is something you can do at home with your cat. You 
begin by presenting a cat with two food bowls; one with food in 
it and one without. When they start to understand the “game” 
of finding the bowl with the food, you can build on that skill to 
make it more challenging. For example, you can try putting the 
bowl on a higher level, on something like a chair or shelf. You 
can also try hiding it under something, like an upturned box or 
under a couch or chair. You can even get rid of the bowls alto-
gether, and just put the treats/food directly down on the surface. 

Hanna became involved in feline nosework after losing her 
original nosework partner dog Derek to cancer. Hanna wanted 
to participate in an online “Olympic Scentathalon” event. Her 
cat Muncho “had no experience whatsoever,” but ended up 
learning a lot and being very successful at it. Hanna learned so 
much more about her cat and they deepened their bond through 
their work together. “I can see how fantastic he is at problem-
solving and how tenacious he is at figuring things out,” she says. 
“I appreciate his intellect and personality so much more than I 
ever had.”

For our Sanctuary cats, there are a few things we take into con-
sideration when setting up nosework challenges. We make sure 
we aren’t doing nosework too close to mealtime, otherwise the 
cats will pick up scents of food being prepared in the kitchen. 
We also have to avoid getting too close to air vents as well as 
cat flaps, which lead outside each cat’s room to their individual 
screened “catios.” Even a slight breeze from the outdoors can 
rearrange the odor molecules in a room, so often we will close 
up their cat flaps. 

In a house or an apartment, there are likely to be more oppor-
tunities to set up “hides.” Our rescue cottage rooms have plenty 
of space for our feline guests, but not as much room as a typical 
home. Our staff has come up with some creative and fun solu-
tions – like moving furniture around, using litter boxes (clean 
and empty) as steps or hidey spots, or using the opportunity to 

The Nose Knows 
Cats Can Do Scent Work Too 

THE SCOOP LINDSEY PELLINO

Karen Aseltine is the Feline Behavior Manager and Caregiver 
at the Our Companions Sanctuary. Karen is a Certified Cat 
Behavior Counselor and serves as one of our resident “kitty 
psychologists.” She receives questions every day about cat 
behavior. This column will highlight the most commonly 
asked questions.
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train cats to use their cat carriers, by using the carriers as a 
hiding spot. Ideally, the cat should be distracted or removed 
from the area where the treats will be hidden until the 
“hides” are set up, so that they are relying more on their 
sense of smell than on their 
sight to locate the treats.  

At one point during staff train-
ing, Sanctuary worker Briana 
partnered up with a feline guest 
named Ralph, a very social 
and energetic cat who is never 
one to hide or shy away from 
attention. Sometimes with that 

boisterous energy, it is hard to get him focused at first. 
However, once they did a few “easy” rounds using bowls 
on the floor, some with food and some without, Briana 
could tell that Ralph was starting to master the  
techniques. 

Enrichment activities are a great idea for any pet, but especially for higher energy cats 
who need a diversion. We continue to enjoy watching the Sanctuary cats work stra-

tegically to get their rewards.   
We also love the opportunity to 
get to know the cats in a more 
meaningful way, and we thank 
Hanna Fushihara for instruct-
ing us on methods for bringing 
even more joy to the felines  
in our care.
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Give with Confidence
Our Companions Animal Rescue has received the  

highest rating possible (Four Stars - 100 out of 
100) from Charity Navigator, the nation’s largest 

and most-utilized evaluator of charities.

          OC gets 4 Stars!
100 out of 100 in

Financial Accountability
& Transparency

With nearly 100% of our funding coming from charitable donations, you truly make    
our work possible. We hope we can count on you to make a generous gift today. 
Thank you for being there for us and for the animals. 

Ways to Give:
To make a gift online, please visit OurCompanions.org/Donate. 

If you prefer to send a check by mail, you may send it to Our Companions Animal Rescue, P.O. Box 956 Manchester, CT  
06045.

To donate stock, please visit ourCompanions.org/Donate for instructions on how to transfer gifts of stock (please notify 
Susan Linker at SusanL@OurCompanions.org or 860.242.9999, ext. 301, once you’ve transferred your stock so that your gift 
may be processed quickly and accurately).

IRA Charitable Rollover

If you are 70 ½ years of age or older, the Charitable IRA Rollover allows you to make donations directly from your IRA  
to qualified charities like Our Companions Animal Rescue. Simply provide your IRA administrator with our full name,  
Our Companions Animal Rescue, and our tax ID number: 41-2047734.

Scan here 
to read our 

Charity
Navigator

Review.
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860.289.7721
www.hoffmanauto.com

East Hartford • Avon
Waterbury • New London 

HOFFMAN AUTO GROUP IS A PROUD SUPPORTER OF
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Marketplace

Basic Services Include:
• Examination of home and grounds
• Water plants, yards, gardens
• Bring in mail/packages
• Run faucets/flush toilets
• Text/email communication

Benefits:
•  Homes with activity are less likely to be  

vandalized or burglarized.
•  Early detection/action for problems greatly 

decrease cost/damage.
•  Peace of mind - you are able to enjoy your  

vacation and not worry about things at home.
Contact us for a free quote today!

860-341-2785   VacationPropertyCheck.com
info@VacationPropertyCheck.com

With over 25 years experience  
in property management,  

we are your eyes and ears while  
you are away so you can relax.

Finally…a Resort Worthy of Your Cat!  
We keep your precious kitty safe, secure and happy  

in a place designed for cats.

Please visit our website to learn more and schedule your boarding 
or grooming appointment at www.catsmeowresort.com

LOCATED IN AVON CT
(860) 404-5841

Therapy Dog Training Classes Now Forming
Manchester & Farmington

Sponsored by Tails of Joy, Inc. Animal Assisted Therapy

Volunteer with your dog!

Contact Sue Gagnon 860-466-0759 
tedsuedoghouse233@yahoo.com

www.TailsofJoy.org

Manchester, CT
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THE OUR COMPANIONS ANIMAL HELPLINE 
IS HERE FOR YOU!  

Our Helpline is fully operational and ready to respond to those who need                 
assistance. Someone will contact you within 24-48 hours!

P.O. Box 956
Manchester, CT 06045-0956
RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED

NON PROFIT ORG.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
HARTFORD, CT
MARKETING SOLUTIONS

If you have questions regarding:
• Adoption
• Cat/dog/rabbit behavioral advice
• Finding a new home for your pet
• Helping outdoor cats
• Veterinary assistance

Please call (860) 242-9999 or email Helpline@OurCompanions.org.


