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Pets with Disabilities:
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By Dick Myers
Editor
The proclamation from the Calvert County Board of
County Commissioners tells of the beginnings: “This
amazing journey began when Michael Dickerson and
Joyce Darrell expanded their family by adopting a vibrant
young shepherd whom they named Duke, which unexpectedly changed their lives forever. On a warm spring
day, an accident left Duke paralyzed. While they were
advised to euthanize him, told he would not have a qualLW\OLIHFRQÀQHGWRDZKHHOFKDLUWKH\VWLOOVDZYLEUDQFH
LQ KLP ³ WKHLU VHOÁHVV NLQG DQG JHQHURXV DFW ZRXOG
change the lives of many others for years to come.”
In almost 20 years what poured out of that personal
act of kindness to their pet has evolved into the nation’s
preeminent organization for the rescue, care and adoption of disabled four-legged creatures. It’s called Pets with
Disabilities and it’s located right here in Calvert County.
The family’s decision to save Duke was followed by
another act of kindness when a woman donated a wheelchair for Duke. And Duke lived and thrived with the
ZKHHOFKDLUIRU\HDUV'DUUHOOVDLGLQDQLQWHUYLHZZLWK
7KH&RXQW\7LPHVRQ)HEDWWKHLUIDFLOLW\LQ3ULQFH
Frederick.
The old cliché about one thing leading to another is
true for what happened next. The Pets with Disabilities
website continues the story: “A few months later we heard
about another dog in need named Misty, who had been
OLYLQJLQD1<VKHOWHUIRURYHUÀYH\HDUV1RERG\ZDQWed Misty because she had hind leg problems, and also
needed a wheelchair. Hundreds and hundreds of people
passed her cage, not even giving her a chance. We went to
1<DQGDGRSWHGKHULPPHGLDWHO\
“After experiencing the impact of Duke and Misty
on our family and everyone they met, we soon realized
there was NO support or education for dogs and cats with
physical disabilities. We started a grassroots organization
and called it Pets with Disabilities. It quickly took on a
life of its own!”
'DUUHOOKDGRSHUDWHGDÀWQHVVFHQWHUIRU\HDUVLQ3ULQFH
Frederick. She quit it to devote full-time to Pets with Disabilities. Dickerson has a full-time job as an elevator reSDLUPDQ EXW KH DOVR UHPDLQV DFWLYH À[LQJ ZKHHOFKDLUV
donated to them and providing transport.
“We saw there was a need and we didn’t know how
much of a need until we really started because the organization has kind of taken over me,” Darrell said about how
things transpired. She noted, “There’s a lot of disabled
animals, dogs in the world that need a place to go and

4PJOHLS+PJRLYZVUOVSKPUNKVNHUK1V`JL+HYYLSSYLJLP]LK
HWYVJSHTH[PVU-LIMYVT[OL*HS]LY[*V\U[`)VHYKVM
*V\U[`*VTTPZZPVULYZ

need vet care, where shelters can’t really do all that kind
of stuff for them.”
The couple mortgaged their home to purchase an adjaFHQWDFUHVDQGFUHDWHGDFRORQ\RIEXLOGLQJVIRUYDULRXV
purposes. One serves as the main kennel area; another
is used for adoptions and another houses cats and other
animals. It is surrounded by several fenced areas for the
animals’ protection.
'DUUHOOH[SODLQHGWKHHDUO\\HDUVIURPWR
“Michael and I would just go from city to city and just do
all these big pet expos.” And they took disabled dogs like
Duke with them. “We’d just tell people about the organization and then things started evolving. It was like a small
grassroots thing that has evolved.”
The property is not open to the public. Anyone interHVWHGLQDGRSWLQJPXVWÀOORXWDQDSSOLFDWLRQDQGPDNHDQ
appointment. It is, however, open occasionally for school
and scout groups to learn more about what they do.
7KH QRQSURÀW RUJDQL]DWLRQ GHSHQGV RQ D FRPELQDtion of regular contributions, some grants and four major
fundraisers every year. Darrell’s friend and long-time volunteer Kathy Delio helps with fundraising including the
sold-out “Night of Entertainment and Bingo” on March 9
and the upcoming event for which tickets are still available, June 7 at Running Hare Vineyard. See their website
for more details.
&RQWULEXWLRQVFDQEHPDGHWRDVSHFLÀFDQLPDOXQGHU
the organizations care or periodic contributions can be
directed to the “Healing Hearts – Critical Care Team,”
for the organization’s continuing needs.
Pets with Disabilities is truly an international effort,
with supporters not only around the country but around
the world, and also international adoptions and taking in
dogs that need help from other countries.
Darrell said, “Luckily we got some major exposure
back (in 2009) when we were on the (NBC) Today show.
Obviously, that was huge for us. It really put us on the
map.” That show was arranged after word got out that
they had taken in a disabled dog from Russia.
Darrell was asked if there was one particularly unusual
case that sticks in her mind. She responded, “It was a
dog from Texas that jumped out of the Jeep and splayed
his front legs.” His front legs had neurological damage
and were useless. Upon learning about Pets with Disabilities the owner of the dog named Austin drove him
to Maryland.
Austin was in horrible pain, but she could still tell his
spirit wasn’t broken. Both front legs were amputated by
'U2DNOH\DW0$6+LQ+XQWLQJWRZQWKHÀUVWVXFKRS-

3\J`^OVPZISPUKPZ1V`JL+HYYLSS»ZJVUZ[HU[JVTWHUPVUH[
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eration he had ever done. “He calls him the ‘Incredible
Austin’,” she said.
Getting Austin used to the wheelchair took some time
DQGDORWRISDWLHQFH+LVFRQÀGHQFHZDVEXLOWXSSOD\LQJ
with another of their dogs, Lucy, who is blind. But the
end result can be seen on their website in the form of the
smiling faces of a couple who adopted him.
Adoption is always the end game for any animal rescue organization and Pets with Disabilities is no different. However, there does come a time when a decision
must be made about whether the disability would make
DGRSWLRQGLIÀFXOW:KHHOFKDLUGRJVIRULQVWDQFHDUHKDUG
to adopt because of the disability challenges. Once that
decision is made the animal then has a forever home with
Darrell and Dickerson.
Some of the statistics about Pets with Disabilities are
VWDJJHULQJ FRQVLGHULQJ WKHLU VPDOO VL]H LQFOXGLQJ 
wheelchairs refurbished (many donated to individuals
ZLWK GLVDEOHG SHWV   DGRSWLRQV DQG WZR GR]HQ GRJV
and cats currently in their care.
They don’t go to adoption events. “They come here,
and they sit in this room and we talk, and I get to know
the humans and then the dogs can come in here. It’s kind
of a neutral spot for these dogs here,” she said of the adoption building where the interview was conducted.
“I have to make sure that the dog is going to be good
for the person and they’ve got the right type of home. It’s
tough,” she said.
Darrell admits, ‘I really don’t like being in the limelight at all, to be honest with you,” and then reveals a little
RIZK\VKHGRHVZKDWDGPLWWHGO\LVDGLIÀFXOWMRE´(Yeryone has to do something in their life. It just happens to
be something that we kind of fell into and we took it and
rolled with it.”
Delio, who had experience with disabled humans in her
former job, added, “I love animals. I love what she does. I
couldn’t do what she does, but I can help her. “
On the Pets with Disabilities website in the section
WKDWGHDOVZLWKZD\VWRYROXQWHHUDQGKHOSÀQDQFLDOO\LVD
paragraph that also underscores their mission: “We look
to you to help the dogs that are here waiting for those people that will take the time to see the unbroken spirit of our
GRJV2XUUHVFXHVWDQGVDORQHLQWKLVUHJDUG<RXFDQQRW
FRPHDQGYLVLWXVDQGÀQGDGRJWKDWLVQ·WEOLQGGHDILQD
wheelchair, etc. Although disabled to the unknowing eye,
these animals are really just living their own ‘normal’.”
For more information on Pets with Disabilities go to:
http://petswithdisabilities.org/
dickmyers@countytimes.net

