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Mary Murphy: Okay, so, good morning to those out there in the world who are listening in on 

our interview today. My name is Mary Murphy and I’m the Nancy L. Buc Pembroke Center 

Archivist at Brown University. Today is June 12, 2020. Today I’m recording another 

interview in our series of interviews with women from Brown University, graduates from 

Brown University, and their experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. So at this time, I’m 

going to ask my interviewee to introduce herself. Greetings. 

 

Sara Potter: Hello, I’m Sarah Potter. I graduated from Brown in 1998 with an AB in English 

and American literature. 

 

MM: Okay, great. Well, Sarah, it is so lovely to be sitting with you to do this interview. I will 

share, fully disclose with our listeners that you and I do know one another through the 

Provenance community which will become clear as we talk about [1:00] why I was 

specifically interested in interviewing you today. So, where I would like to start, I just like to 

set the groundwork for our listeners, and if you could just simply share a little bit about 

yourself, if you, I know you are from the area, but if you could share a little bit more about 

your background, and what brought you to Brown University just to help our listeners get a 

connection to you and Brown and then we’ll start in about your recent experiences.  

 

SP: Okay. I’m born and bred in Rhode Island. I actually, my mother went to Pembroke. She 

was first gen, full scholarship, and she got her master’s from Brown in German. So she was a 

German teacher, but that’s just an aside. Let’s see. I actually, I spent a year at Smith College 

and I tran – I wasn’t very happy there so I [2:00] applied to transfer and just on a whim, 

couldn’t even I just, you know it was Brown. So I applied and I happened to get in. So that’s 

what led me to Brown. I started the second semester of my sophomore year so I didn’t want 

to be behind or anything so I went to URI for a semester and then I moved on to campus and 

was there and completed my degree in the two and a half years. So I didn’t have the full 
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Brown experience, but I was there for [inaudible].  

Currently, I work at the University of Rhode Island for the Talent Development 

Program which is a college access program for underrepresented and marginalized 

populations of Rhode Island high school students. We take, accept them, they complete a 

summer bridge program – a six week, usually residential, [3:00] summer bridge program, and 

then they get matriculated into the fall. And we support them with a grant, advising, all sorts 

of support to just help them navigate the entire higher educational experience. I’ve been with 

TD off and on for over a decade. So yeah, that’s where I’m at. I live in the woods with my 

four dogs and two cats. And that’s that.  

 

MM: Just short question, for your professional life now, will there be a summer program for 

these students for this coming year? 

 

SP: There is one. it’s actually starting on Sunday. We had to, as of March 18, well actually 

maybe like a week after that they decided that, you know, there was going to be no in person 

summer classes. So we had to scramble to move [4:00] everything online. I mean and it’s a 

lot. It’s a bunch of kids, we have probably about 300 kids that come to campus, and they 

form their own community. And they learn all about how to navigate college and they take 

college courses and stuff like that. So it’s going to be a huge undertaking this year, but it is 

starting on Sunday, they check in at a virtual meeting, where they would be moving on to 

campus and staying in a dorm for six weeks, but. 

 

MM: Oh my gosh, and especially right now I can imagine, with all that’s happening in the 

world around civil unrest – 

 

SP: Right. 

 

MM: And the pandemic, that’s going to put a lot of pressure on those young people I’m sure 

to try to find – I don’t know how young people are doing it today.  

 

SP: I don’t either. 

 

MM: Yeah.  
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SP: I’d be gone for sure. 

 

MM: I know it! Okay, so let me start just with, I just want to do the most general question. So 

I’m interviewing you, for you, I’m interviewing you today because of your connection to 

[5:00] animal rights and your advocacy for at risk dogs in particular, and I will ask for you to 

explain that a little bit more, but just if you could just back up and I want to ask you your, 

your first experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. It sounds like you’ve been affected in 

your work, but if you could just reflect on, you know, what happened in March in your life 

when the pandemic hit your world. Do you have any kind of personal memories of that that 

you want to share before we talk about animals specifically?  

 

SP: Well, I’m kind of a homebody anyway, so it didn’t really impact my social existence or 

anything like that. I mean, it kind of, it was just surreal, really, I mean, I’m still kind of 

processing through everything that has happened. It was just, you know, one week everything 

was fine and then the next week it’s you have, you can’t come to work anymore and you 

can’t get your nails like the silliest things, you know, get your nails done, [6:00] and stuff like 

that. I mean, it’s frightening that we had no clue what was going on. And we still don’t. 

We’re still scrambling for everything. In one week you’re not supposed to wear a mask and 

then the next week you are. It’s just, yeah, it’s pretty significant. And it’s still whirling around 

my brain as to what just happened, you know, just coming out of it now, but. 

 

MM: We think 

 

SP: A lot.  

 

MM: Yeah, I was, I’ve been definitely deeply just personally affected by the use, by the 

messaging around wearing masks. Like, clearly we all should have been wearing masks like 

immediately, but we were not. So anyways, that is, that definitely disturbed me as well. So I 

think what I’d like to ask you to do is if you could explain your background and connection 

to the animal justice world for us, so if you could just tell your story about how you became 

involved with animal rights. 

 

SP: Okay, well, I’ve always preferred animals to people. [7:00] It’s just been since I was 
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little. I’ve always had pets and they’ve always been like my world. When I was in my 20s, I 

actually rescued some greyhounds. That’s how I got into working with rescue animals. I saw 

they were ending the legislation, they were passing legislation to end greyhound racing in 

Massachusetts, when I was like 22 or 23. And I just saw these hideous ads with them tossing 

dead greyhounds in backs to trucks, and just all of that. I’ve been a vegetarian for the, since I 

was 14 years old. So I mean, it’s always been animals have always been my thing. So I had 

greyhounds. And I actually when I, I got laid off from my job in, I worked at the Providence 

campus, and I actually started volunteering at [8:00] an animal shelter down in South County 

called The Animal Rescue, it was called the Animal Rescue League of Southern Rhode 

Island. It’s now Animal Rescue Rhode Island. I volunteered there and I got a job there as a 

kennel keeper, and I worked there for two years part time. And I just have always had that 

soft spot for those that people tossed aside and didn’t want. And I just feel animals and 

children are our most vulnerable and I feel that we need to speak up for them because they 

can’t speak up for themselves. And when I stopped working at the shelter, I was actually on 

Facebook, and I saw an ad for a 13 year old pit-bull whose owner was moving to Florida and 

couldn’t take him with him. He had him his whole life. And it was he wasn’t, he was from 

Handsome Dan’s Rescue. He wasn’t a Handsome Dan’s dog, they were just kind of spreading 

the word about him and my boyfriend and I at the time decided [9:00] that we were going to 

take him in. So that’s how I got involved with Handsome Dan’s. I missed, I hadn’t been 

working at the shelter, I hadn’t been volunteering or anything. And I reached out to them and 

I said, “Listen, I just want to, I want to be involved.” And so I started going to, there was a 

weekly class for shelter dogs and home dogs teaching them just behavioral basics. And I just 

started getting involved. And then I started volunteering from there at the Pawtucket Animal 

Shelter, and I’ve been there for about four years now. I’m still involved with Handsome 

Dan’s, but not as much as I was. I need – 

 

MM: Let me let me just stop you there. First of all, what was the name of your first pit-bull? 

 

SP: Cassius. 

 

MM: Cassius. Okay. And did you, were you, how long were you with him? Did, was he with 

your family for a while?  
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SP: He was with us for a year and a half and then he had, he had, he had vestibular disease 

and like was blind [10:00] and walked like this. I mean, he was 80 pounds, like just this big 

massive hunk of a thing. But you know, we had to put him down because he had brain issues 

and he was just, he was failing, so. 

 

MM: If you, and then my next question is, could, if you could, if you could explain for our 

listeners who will may be tuning in and researching this interview literally 50 years from 

now, somebody may be listening to this and trying to understand like, what, what is this work 

that you do? If you could just explain a little bit more about maybe Handsome Dan’s or like 

why you called that organization and just a little bit, a little bit more detail.  

 

SP: Handsome Dan’s Rescue was started by a woman named Heather Gutshall. She actually 

adopted one of Michael Vick’s dogs. He was rescued from the house. He was sent to Best 

Friends Animal Rescue and he was, [11:00] she brought him home and she started a rescue 

basically for pit-bull type dogs, those who have you know, been abandoned, abused, and all 

of that stuff. And she also did a lot of BSL legislation. Work with that, you know, there’s a lot 

of stigma around the pit-bull breed, obviously. 

 

MM: Which means breed, breed specific legislation.  

 

SP: Yes. Sorry, I’m not being very specific.  

 

MM: Yeah. That’s okay. 

 

SP: Just a lot of stigma around pit-bulls and a lot of misconceptions around pit-bulls and 

she’s just working to give opportunity to dogs, pit-bull type dogs, because that isn’t a specific 

breed, it’s an umbrella. And there are breeds underneath that for people that don’t know the 

specifics of it. Just basically the dogs that have the blocky heads kind of. They’re the most, 

they fill the nation’s shelters, obviously. [12:00] And there’s a lot of stereotypes and such 

going around and she just wanted to help dogs like Dan, those that have behavioral issues 

because Dan was incredibly fearful. 

 

MM: Oh, really? 
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SP: Yeah, he was, he couldn’t go on walks. He had to go, he was in a little carriage. She 

pushed him around. He was painfully, painfully shy. Only had his few people that he could 

deal with. And then you know, he couldn’t go to public events because he was so fearful from 

his past, just broken down when she met him. So she started that program to help dogs in 

Rhode Island, those that are in shelters, who are having some trouble and have some 

behavioral issues. For whatever reason they’re, they’ve been in the shelter for a long time. 

They’re, just need some help to make them adoptable. And she has this thing, it was called Pit 

Class and she opened it up to partner shelters throughout the state [13:00] and a person who 

has training experience would basically make this dog theirs until the dog was adopted and 

bring them to class every Saturday to you know, teach them some manners and basically just 

try to get them out of the shelter and make their time in the shelter as pleasant as possible. 

Because it’s a horrible thing for a dog to be in a shelter environment after they’ve been, you 

know, with a family and then they’re just dropped there and they have no idea what’s going 

on. There’s usually not a lot of stimulation, so they’re just trying to cope with that. And 

basically, you’re, I was a Shelter Veteran Specialist and I worked with specific dogs who 

were assigned to me, bringing them to class handling their application inquiries, doing social 

media posts, basically, working with them until I found them their forever family.  

 

MM: Wow.  

 

SP: And that’s what Handsome Dan’s Rescue at, oh, and it’s also a foster, foster rescue as 

well. 

 

MM: Do you have any specific, and then I’m going to ask [14:00] you specifically around 

what your experience has been doing this work during this time of COVID and what that has 

meant, but could you tell us a few – I think it’s very important. I’ve been interested in 

interviewing women who are doing work around animal rights and animal advocacy, because 

it is definitely women driven – 

 

SP: Oh yea. 

 

MM: I’ve noticed. And there is so much labor involved in the work that you do, which was 

really eye opening to me being an adapter of a dog who has behavioral problems and like 
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seeing this whole world and what goes into rehabilitating and working with dogs that are 

really challenged. So if you could maybe tell us I always ask people to, you know, paint me, 

paint me a picture or describe to me what’s in the polaroid picture of maybe a couple of cases 

that really touched you and some of the things that you did to advocate [15:00] for a specific 

dog or two, if you could just tell us a story or two. 

 

SP: Let me think I will use my, my dog as a case in point. His name is Poppy. He was 

assigned as my enrichment dog. He was in the Charlestown shelter in Charlestown, Rhode 

Island, for over two years.  

 

MM: Oh my god. 

 

SP: And, you know, there were, and nobody was coming to take him basically. And he 

developed some behavioral issues. I mean, he obviously, he’s incredibly bright, and he was 

incredibly under stimulated. And young male dogs in shelters have the worst time of it. So he 

had horrible humping behavior.  

 

MM: Oh, yeah. 

 

SP: Like manic humping. Just no impulse control. Nothing. So sweet though, and so he just 

needed the chance. So he was my shelter enrichment dog. I took him to class. I [16:00] stood, 

stood by while he humped me like endlessly so to the point where people would ask me, you 

know, “What’s going on in your life?” Because I just covered in bruises. And he’s a teeny 

little thing. He’s about 50 pounds, just solid muscle and just frantic. And so I worked with 

him. I’d bring him to class, I’d bring him on field trips, just getting him out in the world to 

see the world and maybe catch somebody’s eye. I worked on training. He knows all his 

commands, and just all that sort of thing. He got adopted by somebody who didn’t really have 

experience and he was returned about two weeks later. I mean, you’ve got to think this dog 

was in a cage for two years without constant interaction with any creature, dog, human, 

anything like that. So he doesn’t, he didn’t know how to behave, basically. And the guy went 

too fast and didn’t allow him time [17:00] to decompress. So he brought him back to the 

shelter and I continued to work with him. I had an adoption event for him at a local pet store 

called Poppy Palooza. And we had –  
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MM: That you organized probably. 

 

SP: Yeah. Jacqueline and Johnna Devereaux of Fetch RI and I organized and we had you 

know, food and an agility course and stuff like that just to get the word out. And it didn’t 

really do anything. And then I realized that I was absolutely in love with him, and I wanted 

him to be mine. So I took him home as a foster to adopt because I do have a female dog who 

she’s, she’ll put up with other animals to a certain extent, but she’s very she guards her 

belongings, her treasures, I call them. And so I brought him home. Thankfully, I had the setup 

where I could keep him separate. And I fostered him for about maybe three or four months 

and worked on integrating them like would take them on walks [18:00] and it was a lot of 

work getting him into that household. And now he’s mine. And he’s the joy of my life.  

I’m trying to think, been so many. One I can think of was, it wasn’t actually a 

Handsome Dan’s dog, it was a Pawtucket dog. His name was Malcolm. He was taken from 

an abuse, an abuse, very abusive situation. The, actually the home was raided and the guy 

was put in jail, and he had a bunch of little bully dogs that he was breeding and then he had 

Malcolm in the basement. And Malcolm was just emaciated and covered in sores and just in 

horrible, horrible shape. So he, but they were all brought to the Pawtucket Animal Shelter. 

And of course, the cute bullies were eventually adopted once we got permission and 

everything that – it took months. And then of course, Malcolm being a black, an older [19:00] 

black pit-bull, which, he just sat there for almost seven months, and then he started to get 

really ill. And they were going to have to put him to sleep they thought, because he had liver 

failure. And I brought him home. I adopted him and brought him home for a weekend with 

the understanding that when it was his time, it was his time. And he stayed with me. And he 

had ladies loving on him, he went and got ice cream, he got to roll around in the grass and go 

on field trips and just basically live up, live it up for a few days because he had such a 

horrible, horrible existence. And then we had the vet come and put him, put him to sleep, let 

him go. So that’s the kind of stuff that we do. I mean, there are dogs that just have the crazy 

behavioral issues that you know, you have to put [20:00] so much time and training and all of 

that into to even get them onto the adoption floor. Because most people when they want a 

dog, they want perfection immediately. And unfortunately, that isn’t always the case.  

 

MM: Yeah, it’s so funny how people do that. You know, it’s so funny. I guess when I adopted 

my dog Mouse, I will say for our listeners that Sara, you’ve been one of our guardian angels, 
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our coaches, around my partner and I having Mouse. And we’ve had Mouse for over two 

years now, if you can believe it. We hung on and – 

 

SP: Amazing. she struck the lottery for real. 

 

MM: Yeah, thank you. You know, it’s been, like it really has taken a village and it’s been like 

the such an incredible rich learning experience for me having Mouse. And I, but I do think 

back on when I adopted her and I was like, well, what was I thinking? And I, I was just 

[21:00] truly and completely ignorant that you could adopt a dog with behavioral issues. I 

didn’t even know that was like a thing because of the way that like animal, because, because 

of marketing basically I thought there only are good dogs. Not that Mouse is a bad dog, but 

like – 

 

SP: Easy and plug and play. 

 

MM: Yes! The thing that she, like she could like be scared of people or like jump at them. I 

was like, what is this? Totally like, you know getting hit in the face when I discovered that 

dogs are you know, holy shit, dogs are like people. 

 

SP: They are.  

 

MM: Yeah. 

 

SP: Which, I mean, the way people view it, it’s a good thing and a bad thing because then 

people expect animals to act like humans a lot of the time and, and even myself, you know, 

I’ve had animals all my life. I considered myself pretty, pretty intuitive and stuff, but I mean, 

the things I’ve learned over the past four years [22:00] just behavioral wise, like everything 

people do basically is wrong. You know what I’m saying? Like hugging dogs and all of that. 

And then we, then we’re so hard on them when they mess up. Like 90% of it is human error. 

It really is. 

 

MM: Yeah. I mean, we could just like run through a list of the things you shouldn’t do. But 

anyways, that’s for discussion. I want to ask a question before I move it along to the COVID 
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part of this is about the emotional toll that this type of work takes, because that’s something 

that you and Jacqueline have really schooled me about. And I’ve learned on my own, of 

course, like dealing with Mouse. But in the work that you specifically do is different than 

being one family with one case. So if you can talk about just the effects of that and how, like 

it’s this kind of community of women who like do this work and you carry this weight. 

[23:00] And I, if you could talk a little bit about that? 

 

SP: Oh, it’s, and I, I’m soft with animals. People I’m not, you know, it’s, I could seem cold 

and stuff like that, but it’s just they break your heart and just having to see them suffer and 

the confusion and all of that on a daily basis it just sits with you. And I haven’t nearly, you 

know, there’s a lot of women in this community who have you know, understand the, the 

system that you, you can’t save them all. And that is a huge, I haven’t, thankfully aside from 

Malcolm and a few other dogs, I haven’t really had to experience that. My friend Jacqueline, 

she, she has gone, had to go to many euthanasias of dogs were perfectly healthy, but they just, 

they couldn’t hack it in the world. I mean, I’m starting to understand that you cannot save 

them all. And sometimes it’s better to just let them [24:00] go than just sit and suffer. So it’s, 

it takes an incredible toll on, on your soul and your spirit, just like if I couldn’t go to the 

shelter for a week, and I knew that those dogs were sitting there. I mean, it’s, it’s tough, 

because you’re basically all they have, right, while they’re in the lowest point of their life. 

And a lot of people burn out and they get jaded and they get bitter. And it’s just, it’s, it’s 

really, really hard. Thankfully, I haven’t had to experience that much. But what I have is, it’s, 

it’s awful. And I can think about dogs that I knew and just start crying right now, just because 

they deserved a shot and they weren’t given a fair one. And, you know, it’s, it’s awful. And it 

is mostly women, which just, it’s it’s very interesting that. 

 

MM: I think it’s just it’s such an interesting examination actually on the on human behavior. 

That’s something I’ve also learned from you is it’s actually a critique [25:00] on, on people. 

This work, I mean, you see really the worst thing. 

 

SP: Yeah. 

 

MM: And that’s something I also didn’t quite understand.  
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SP: Yeah it is. To see what people could do, whether it’s through ignorance or just plain 

cruelty, or they think that they’re helping an animal and it’s just, you know, you see some 

terrible shit, pardon my French. And it does make you question humanity and, but then there 

are moments that you experience just the most wonderful, seeing a dog that wasn’t going to 

make it, that was an absolute mess, go home and have people who love them and want to – I 

mean, it’s just the spectrum of woo, it’s a roller coaster for sure. But and you get so attached 

to these dogs. It’s, it’s tough. That’s, when I started with Handsome Dan’s I, I wasn’t aware 

that, you know, when they became a part of the program that they weren’t, there was a 

possibility [26:00] that they weren’t going to be safe. Basically, Handsome Dan’s shelter 

program is, you know, we, we work with partner shelters and if the shelters decide that the 

animal is just not safe for adoption, or anything like that, then we have to be, you know, we 

go along, it’s their dog. And that was a big eye opening thing for me when I started because I 

come from a no, a no kill shelter.  

 

MM: Yeah.  

 

SP: Which is another whole issue that the whole southern dog and all of that, it’s another can 

of worms that. Because those no kill shelters are not open admission shelters. They are 

handpicked dogs that have no issues or you know, they aren’t really aware of the issues. So 

that’s, of course, that’s why they can be no kill because they don’t have to deal with the 

medical cases. They don’t have to deal with the behavioral cases. So it all falls on city 

shelters, to take those dogs in [27:00] and that’s where a lot of the heartbreak happens for 

sure. 

 

MM: Oh, that’s really interesting. I think that’s a really important, important point you’re 

making and that’s again things that people are just they cruise right over. And now you feel 

like you see all of these like different kind of rescues and it’s like the super fancy gourmet 

rescues and you’re, you’re wondering like, how, how is it that like Villalobos down in New 

Orleans has like 600 dogs or something and like, are none of those dogs getting up here? So, 

anyway. 

 

SP: Right. 
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MM: So I’m going to ask you now about as COVID-19 swept into town, around your work 

with dogs, tell us that story about what happened maybe at the Pawtucket Shelter or wherever 

you were, as the pandemic hit your world with dogs. 

 

SP: Well, the shelter initially, volunteers were allowed to still go. It was closed to the public, 

but what we do at the Pawtucket Shelter, the Pawtucket volunteers, [28:00] we call ourselves 

the Pawtucket Pit Crew. We work with all the big dogs that are there. For those of you don’t 

know about Pawtucket’s history with pit-bulls, they used to have a ban where basically it was 

like the Gestapo in the middle of the night. If they found that you had a pit-bull they’d just 

take them to the shelter and kill them. So that has changed, obviously, but we work with all 

the big dogs and we handle, we do their social media, we handle applications, we do the meet 

and greets, and everything. 

 

MM: Can I just pause there? I’d like to put a pin in the, in that level of labor that the 

volunteer corps is providing. And I think a lot of people don’t understand that at some 

shelters, maybe due to resourcing or whatever the issue, that the volunteer corps actually 

steps in and does the work like heavy – 

 

SP: The heavy – 

 

MM: Like so much work. Way work. Core work. 

 

SP: So there were about five dogs there [29:00] when, in mid-March. Some of them, 

thankfully Pawtucket allows us the space and the time to work with dogs because there are 

shelters that don’t. And a lot of the dogs that we’ve worked with and we have found homes 

for probably wouldn’t have survived in other shelters. I actually have one in my home right 

now who was there for over a year. And he’s a, he’s a weirdo. And I love him to death 

because he’s a weirdo, but you know, the general public is not going to, not – Bob would be 

in trouble elsewhere, but thankfully I put up with his antics.  

 

MM: Yeah! Bob is so cool. He’s just a little – 

 

SP: Oh, gosh. So we had five dogs there. We weren’t, we would come in, we worked 
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handling the back end the emails, everything, finding them adopters. We’d go in and do the 

meet and greets, send them home. And that’s basically and it wasn’t, Jacqueline, my friend 

Jacqueline again, she handled most of it. And we cleaned out the shelter, basically. There 

were five dogs left. [30:00] One dog got sent home with a family that wasn’t a fit so he too 

came to my home during the COVID crisis.  

 

MM: Really? 

 

SP: So I had five dogs in my house at one time. 

 

MM: I didn’t hear this. Who was this? 

 

SP: Champ. Do you remember champ?  

 

MM: Yes! 

 

SP: He was a, he’s a kook.  

 

MM: He came back? 

 

SP: Yeah, he was, he was a dog who when he came in, he wouldn’t let us touch him. I mean, 

he’s adorable. He’s not a pit-bull type dog. I mean, everybody loved him. He floofy, German 

Shepherd mix, like, but he has some serious resource guarding issues and he got sent home 

with a family. We found a foster, another foster for him, and he ended up biting the guy 

because the guy grabbed him by his collar and when Champ came in we warned these people, 

he has body handling issues, please do not touch him around the collar. It took months of 

desensitization working with him, [31:00] just basically teaching it’s okay for people to touch 

him, and they just blew it. So they didn’t want him anymore. So he ended up staying with me 

for two weeks. Thankfully, I found a woman who had just lost her dogs. And she wanted to 

work. She’s furloughed. She said, “You know what, I don’t care.” I told, I fully disclosed, he 

had a bite history. He’s, he’s got resource guarding issues that I can see. Which means 

basically, that when you go near him, he just he’s trying to protect his resources. And he went 

there maybe like a month ago, and I haven’t heard, I haven’t had any updates and that’s 
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makes me a little nervous. But you know – 

 

MM: Yeah. 

 

SP: She, we gave her all the resources and support, you know, videos, books, all sorts of 

things to learn to work with resource guarding and I think, you know, I think all is well. So 

haven’t had, but Bob was another one that I took home because the staff at the shelter, 

[32:00] he hated them. And he made no bones about showing them how much he hated them. 

Just vicious growling, barking that I’ve never seen him do. They couldn’t touch him. So I 

took him home and was just going to adopt him out from my home. And then Sara the sucker 

just, I fell in love. And now, so now, that’s my fourth dog, Bob. 

 

MM: Oh, my goodness. 

 

SP: That’s basically, but we haven’t been allowed in the shelter for at least two months. And 

it’s really hard because that was, you know, what I did every weekend. And that was 

basically, and we haven’t I don’t know, when we’re being allowed back. They don’t, as far as 

I know, again, I’m kind of out of it right now because I don’t know what’s going on, but I 

know they weren’t taking in dogs there. So I don’t know what they did with the strays that 

you know if they got calls, but maybe they placed, I don’t know. But yeah, I haven’t been 

there and at least two months. [33:00] So I know some shelters are opening up again, like I 

know the SPCA has opened up again, but I’m not sure when we’re going to be allowed back 

in or when it’s going to be open to the public. 

 

MM: Okay, so this is really interesting. So, there’s kind of this mystery, you know, like, 

where did all the dogs go? And I have a question too, about what you think the likelihood of 

success and then getting more boomerangs? Because I feel like there’s a lot of people who 

went into the COVID pandemic and are like, I’m going to be at home from work, and I’m 

going to get a dog. And like, it’s going to come, are they going to come back? Do you expect 

that?  

 

SP: I think so. I think so.  
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MM: Yeah. 

 

SP: Because I know even in my house, you know, my dogs are used to me not being here. 

They’re getting spoiled right now. I think people, and also people took dogs without knowing 

anything about them. And they probably, a lot of the reason that there are so many dogs in the 

shelters is people aren’t as wonderful as you and Jim. They don’t want to do work. If 

anything pops up there, they [34:00] can’t be bothered. And I’m pretty sure I’m not 

imagining there’s just this crop of wonderful dogs with no issues –  

 

MM: Yeah, right.  

 

SP: That you know all of a sudden got homes. So I’m expecting for sure there to be when 

people start going back to work and don’t have the time to commit or you know, just get back 

to their regular life that there’s going to be dogs brought back to the shelter for sure. Same 

thing with like holidays and stuff like that, you know, people the idea of something is so 

much more appealing than the actual reality of it. I mean, that’s just. 

 

MM: Yeah, yeah, I feel like that, I feel like that. I, that’s been a fear of mine for these dogs 

out there.  

 

SP: Right. I mean, it’s beautiful that all these people stepped up and God bless them, maybe 

I’m being skeptical, but I’m definitely, there’s going to be some that come back for sure.  

 

MM: And you know, it’s so funny I saw I saw the picture that you shared of Bob on the, on 

the bed or on a couch with your other dogs, like through Facebook or something. And so 

[35:00] how did the integration go into your home with, like as a dog enters a house with 

other, I can’t even imagine like what that would be like. 

 

SP: Thankfully he is incredibly dog friendly. I mean, I’ve been fortunate with Poppy in June, 

I still, whenever I leave the house, I keep all my dogs separated. I’m just very super hyper 

cautious.  

 

MM: Oh, you do? 
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SP: But I do have, thankfully, I have the space where he could be separate from all the other 

dogs. And basically, it didn’t take that long to get him integrated because then I had Champ 

and I had to, I had to keep Champ separate because he doesn’t like cats and he’s a maniac so 

I had to, you know, just risk it with Bob, which is not like me, I’m usually so cautious. It’s a 

process. It takes generally a long time to try to get dogs together into a house without – and 

there have been incidents. I had an incident yesterday, wherever Bob’s ear [36:00] got torn.  

 

MM: Oh, ouch. 

 

SP: Yeah. But thankfully, he made it easy because he is so dog friendly and he just wants 

everyone to get along. But I mean, there are cases where you have to keep dogs separated for 

months and crate and rotate and stuff like that. It’s just it’s a process for sure. 

 

MM: I think that’s something that people miss is the time. I mean, that’s another thing in this 

kind of work with my dog is that you know, some, I had a friend who told me that she had a 

dog that had you know, she had to work, really work with the dog. And she said it took about 

four years for the dog to chill out. When she told that to me, I swear to God, I almost died. I 

was like, four years! Four? I mean, I just was like, is that what this means? And now we’re 

two years in with it, with Mouse and like we’ve seen steady improvement, but I think she’s 

going to be right on the money. I think it’s going to be at least four years. 

 

SP: Right. Right. And when people get dogs, they want companions that they can, you know, 

take to the dog park and bring to cafes and stuff like that and God [37:00] bless the people 

who realize and accept that their dogs are who they are and they try to stick with it. But you 

know there are those that they’re not going to, they’re not going to do it. I adapt my life 

accordingly.  

 

MM: So do we. Like, what else do you need Mouse? Jacqueline says, “Put it on mouse’s 

tab.” So funny. So as we wrap up here, I have two questions. You know, what do you hope for 

you for the, for the future at the shelters or Handsome Dan’s or animal rescue in the 

community and Rhode Island? Do you have kind of any like that I really wish it could be like 

this or I really wish this one piece of legislation or reform could be changed would really 

make a big difference? And then I just want to allow you some time like free space to share 
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whatever you want to share for this record because it, this is really your time, so.  

 

SP: Gosh. [38:00] That’s a whole, there are a lot of things I wish. I wish that people would 

understand. And this is me being an idealist, you know, it’s just that when a dog comes in, I 

just wish, and it’s not possible financially, I’m just going to sound like a starry eyed, but. 

 

MM: Go for it. 

 

SP: But that they would take some time and understand that this is probably the worst 

moment in that dog’s life, they’re terrified, and if they make a mistake give them some room 

and give them a shot at trying to be the dog that they are probably underneath. What I’m 

saying, it’s not coming out very well, I’m not being very eloquent, but just – and also maybe 

some enrichment for these dogs that are sitting in the shelters just to help them pass the time 

because it does take its toll. I’ve seen dogs fall apart who have been in shelters. Even the 

smartest and most sensitive dogs [39:00] are generally the ones who cannot handle being in a 

shelter and being without human contact and without stuff to keep them busy. And then 

they’ll turn onto themselves and just, you know, it’s one thing, people in the shelter always 

when there’s a dog who jumps, cage, does cage spins and stuff because they don’t know what 

to do and people think it’s funny. And it’s like the saddest, they’re like, “Oh, look at the dog 

doing gymnastics.” It’s the saddest thing in the world because that dog is suffering. And I 

just, I just wish that people would just have a little more compassion. People who work and 

those who just in general, for, for animals. And understand that their, majority of them are the 

way they are because of people. 

 

MM: Do you think that, do you think that the COVID pandemic and this push to empty the 

shelters just by chance, do you think it might cause or see change in the way that [40:00] city 

shelter – I was wondering if city shelters might go to find like a community of fosters and do 

foster only based adoption?  

 

SP: Maybe. I mean, I think that that would be wonderful if they did. That would be amazing 

because they, that, that environment is just awful for a dog. And I think getting them out and 

getting if they have people who are willing to do it, then absolutely. That would be a blessing, 

a blessing for sure.  
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MM: I feel like there’s so much room for like innovative nonprofits. 

 

SP: Right. Now is a great time to start rethinking and rebuilding and trying to be more 

compassionate and caring towards the animals and their best interests as opposed to what’s 

best for people. 

 

MM: Yeah. I feel like at these shelters, just last thought and this, is like we’re using this kind 

of like 1950s idea about animal behavior by setting up cages in a row. And it’s like, there’s 

so, been so many advances around animal mental health. 

 

SP: Right. 

 

MM: I’ve definitely now learned [41:00] a lot about, and it’s like, why are we still using this 

1950 model when we have all of this information and like, like – 

 

SP: But getting that information to the people who work there, and getting them to accept it, 

and within the confines of their budget and their staffing and all that. I mean, it’s just 

slippery. But maybe now is the time that they can start to learn. 

 

MM: So, this last question, I always just open it because a lot of times people actually agree 

to do an interview or want to sit for an interview because they want to like, definitely get 

something on the record. That’s okay, if you don’t, but this last kind of moment, is there 

anything else that you think like, okay, I want to make sure people know about this, if they’re 

listening in 100 years from now? 

 

SP: That there’s nothing wrong with the dogs that are there in shelters. Because there is a lot 

of ignorance in terms of, well, they’re in the shelter, what did they do wrong? What’s wrong 

with this dog? And generally, it’s just they’ve been went down. [42:00] Now, mind you, there 

are dogs that are screwed up from birth that, you know, but a lot of it is, they’re not damaged. 

They’re not. In fact, I find those who are there, they’re much more wise and forgiving and, 

then we could ever imagine. So just take that into consideration when you’re looking for a 

dog.  
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MM: Well, Sara, I want to thank you so much for taking time with me today and for sharing 

your story. I think it’s a really important piece of this COVID puzzle is around animals and 

people’s interaction with animals. So your interview will now become part of the Pembroke 

Center Oral History Project. It joins more than 250 other interviews that date all the way back 

to a graduate from 1911. So yeah, so I’m going to stop the recording now, but I just thank you 

for being with us, and then we can chat afterwards for just a bit. 

 

SP: Okay. Thank you very much.  

 

MM: Okay. 

 

--End-- 


