Ripley and Sophie at Stony Point

If you are ever in Richmond, VA with your PON, looking for a great place to go, visit Stony Point Fashion Mall, just south of the James river, off Chippenham Parkway. It is an outdoor mall that is very friendly to dogs. Dogs are welcome inside the stores and the shop owners keep bowls of fresh water and treats near theirs entrances. There are dog comfort stations and clean-up crews on duty to take care of "accidents". While furry shoppers can't go into the restaurants, they have outdoor seating so everyone can relax and grab a bite to eat.  There is a great variety of stores there, but the highlight for four-legged visitors is the Three Dog Bakery, which caters to the doggie crowd with mouth-watering treats that look good enough for humans to serve at parties. 

[image: image1.jpg]



It has a park-like quality with plenty of places to sit with your dog and enjoy the beautiful Virginia weather. Many pet-owners go there simply to walk around or sit in the shade and enjoy a cool drink. The best part is that its open year round and its free.
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Aside from being an enjoyable place to visit, Stony Point is a great place to work on your dog's socialization. There are always dogs there, all different kinds, and most are friendly. It has become somewhat of a training ground for people to work with less socialized dogs (always check with the owner before letting your dogs or people say hello).
We have been taking Ripley to the mall ever since he was old enough. Ripley is now 9 months old. We adopted him from ZielonaGora PONs (Chris Gibson in Glastonbury, CT). Chris started a socialization program with him from day one, and we have been maintaining it ever since. We take him to the mall about once a week, and he loves meeting the other dogs and the people who fawn over him. Most people have never heard of PONs, and many have commented that this is the next dog they will get.
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Before Rip was old enough to go out, we kept him in the yard where he was always excited to meet the other dogs that came by. One of the first friends he made was our neighbors' dog, Sophie. She is about 5 years old, and a beautiful mix of, well, your guess is as good as any. She probably has some St. Bernard, hound, and maybe shepherd. Sophie is a rescue dog with an uncertain history. Her family has been working diligently to socialize her more, and she has improved greatly, going from a dog that was fearful of most people and many things, to one that is now more comfortable in known situations. She is as sweet a dog as you will ever meet, although she does still have some fearfulness. She and Rip have become great friends (well, he adores her and she tolerates him).
We were all talking a while back and Sophie's owners told us they had taken her to Stony Point. They commented on how afraid she was, visibly shaking with her tail tucked between her legs. She perked up only when they told her they were leaving. We suggested that we all go together, where Sophie would have Ripley and the rest of us around her to create a bubble of familiarity. 
On our first joint trip to the mall, Sophie was markedly more at ease. She wasn't shaking and her tail was out most of the time, occasionally even wagging. Ripley did something with Sophie that day that we had never seen before. The two of them were walking side-by-side most of the time, but periodically, Ripley would move close to Sophie, bump shoulders, and reach up and lick her face, as if to say, "It's OK Sophie, I'm here. Isn't this fun?" Then he would move off again. Sophie's owners kept commenting on how much better she was doing, and attributed the difference to Ripley being there.

Some time later, they took Sophie to the mall again, by herself, and, again, she was very fearful, just like she had been the first time. So we decided to take them together again, and that's where this story begins.

We went to the mall early on Saturday before it got too crowded with other people and dogs. We arrived first, and Ripley tried to wait patiently for Sophie.
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Finally Sophie came, and Ripley was beside himself to see her.
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After they said hello, we were off into the mall. Sophie seemed so at ease, with no sign of fearfulness at all. It wasn't long before we met some more dogs, and Sophie was right there with Ripley, saying hello to them.
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We continued through the length of the mall without one incident in which Sophie appeared to be uncomfortable. She did become a little skiddish inside the bakery, which had been the worst place for her before, but with none of the shaking she had shown when she was there by herself.
She was fine when we stopped at one of the restaurants for something cool to drink.
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And before too long it was time to head back home.
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Sophie's owners again commented how much more relaxed she was, showing little to none of the fearfulness she had shown before. We plan to make some more joint trips to various places, as long as it seems to be helpful for her. Hopefully, with more good experiences with other dogs and people under her collar, she will become more confident on her own.
Ripley just graduated from an intermediate obedience training course, on his way to becoming a therapy dog. We are committed to his success as long as he seems to continue to enjoy the process and we are clever and diligent enough to complete the training. At 9 months, he still insists on meeting most dogs and people that he sees. He is very stable and lovable - strangers want to come up and pet and hug him. He doesn't mind that at all! He is neither too bold, nor too wary. If another dog acts too aggressively, Ripley will just lie down until they settle down.
Much has been said about the effect of a stable dog on the behavior of less stable ones. We have met a few other dogs in the neighborhood and at the mall, whose owners have shied away from letting their dog say hello to Ripley. We have found, however, that if we quietly let the dogs walk along together, it doesn't take long for the "problem" dog to move over and start the ritual sniffing routine, saying hello in normal dog terms. Is there such a thing as a dog therapy dog?
We are fortunate to live in a place where there are quite a few dog friendly facilities, including Stony Point. We feel even more fortunate to have a dog with such a perfect temperament. We do what we can to maintain and nurture it, but there's something to be said for good genes, as well!
So if you are ever in Richmond with your PON, drop by the mall. Maybe we will see you there!

Martin and Gloria Ford
Midlothian, VA
