
 

Gold Star Dog Training, LLC | goldstardog.com | Deb Helfrich, Deb@goldstardog.com 

Copyright 2014 Gold Star Dog Training, LLC .  All rights reserved.   Authored by: M Sullivan                                         1    

The Perfect Bond 

The story began in 2006, shortly after my husband, Bob, 
and I moved to Vermont.  I started to notice a breed of 
dog I had never seen before.  They were large, tri-colored, 
had long flowing coats, and were incredibly beautiful.  I 
fell in love.  I learned that the breed was the Bernese 
Mountain Dog and began researching in earnest.  For the 
next year, no one walking a Bernese was safe from my 
enthusiastic questioning.  One man in particular was 
incredibly patient when I stopped him every time I saw 
him – even when it was pouring rain!  I read up on the 
breed, I went to dog shows, and I learned how to select a 
good breeder.  My diligent research revealed that these 
dogs are loving, devoted, mellow, great with children, 
gentle, intelligent, easy to train, and eager to please.  In 
other words, perfect!   

After some searching, we found a reputable breeder in 
New Hampshire, selected our perfect puppy, and went home to wait.  Two weeks later she was ready to leave her mother 
and littermates to come live with us.  I was overjoyed.  I couldn’t wait to begin to bond with my little princess (who hadn’t 
yet told us her name).   

As I mentioned, my research showed that this breed was intelligent, easy to train and eager to please.  Indeed, there were 
very clear lines of communication between us right from the start.  

Puppy (in a reclining position):  “No, I don’t want to do that.  I don’t care what the books say, nor what the other puppies 
do.  Chirping “let’s go” in a happy voice as you pat the side of your leg is not enough incentive to get me to move.  Have you 
heard of clicker training?  That’s where the puppy offers behaviors and gets a “click and a treat” when they offer the correct 
behavior.  Why don’t we try that?  You keep offering behaviors and when you’ve offered the correct behavior, I’ll get up.” 

So, after stumbling around for a few days trying to figure out the correct behavior, I was finally rewarded when my puppy 
got up and walked with me on her leash.  All I had to do was pick her up, scurry a tenth of a mile down to the end of my 
driveway in the freezing cold, set her down in the snow, and watch as she high tailed it back to the house. 

Over time she trained me well and the treasured bond began to form.  When I was sad or upset, especially if I was crying, 
my beloved puppy (whose name turned out to be Sydney) would lift her head up, look directly into my eyes, and walk out 
of the room.  “Sorry, she’d say, but I don’t do drama; unless, of course, it has to do with me.  Like the other day, when I 
broke my nail, now that was something to cry about.” 

“OK, well there are other things that are important to me,” I’d say to her.  “Like, I really, really want to do therapy dog work.  
You know, where the two of us go to visit sick children in the hospital, or visit the elderly in a nursing home.”  She didn’t 
voice an objection so I thought – 

this is it.  This will really help us develop a bond.  Me and my dog – we’ll visit people who are sad, scared, and lonely, and 
help bring them some comfort and happiness.  
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I was so excited the day we arrived at the VFW Hall in St. Albans for the therapy dog test.  We had really prepared for this.  
We were ready.  When we got inside, Sydney took one look around and said: “Wait a minute, who are all these people?   

This is a test?  You didn’t say anything about a test.  You mean I have to let perfect strangers touch me?  Yes, I know we’ve 
been practicing this for months but you didn’t say we’d be tested on people touching me!”   

As the test progressed I watched in dismay as Sydney rolled around on her back, made funny noises and chewed on her 
leash.  She hid behind my legs whenever anyone tried to pet her.  She was afraid of the wheelchairs.  There was nothing I 
could do – until – time for the obedience portion of the test!  Being a showoff, this was right up her alley.  Yes, she loved to 
perform when people were admiring her beauty and poise from afar.  She executed the perfect sit, down, stay and heel.   

 “Did we pass?” I asked hopefully, at the end of the test.  Was that incredulity I saw in the tester’s eyes?  “Well, her 
obedience was fabulous.”  “And?” I asked.  Needless to say, we didn’t pass.   

The therapy dog people had told me that I needed to help build Sydney’s confidence.  I’d heard that the dog sport, agility, 
was great, not only for helping to build a dog’s confidence, but for helping to increase the bond between a dog and her 
person.  OK, we’ll sign up for that, I thought.  So we did.  I even took Sydney to the facility the day before class started so 
that she could sniff around and become a little accustomed to this new place. 

The day arrived.  Yes, this is it!  We’ll do agility together and it will be so much fun! Unfortunately, my Sydney was not 
impressed.  “Excuse me, but why did you think I would enjoy this??  I have to touch this board that makes a noise and 
moves??  I have to go through a tunnel??  I have to stay in this pen, all alone, with me in here and you out there, and wait 
my turn??  Sorry, no can do.”   

Not one to be easily deterred, I signed us up for Agility, Level One, three times before Sydney was finally able to do all the 
obstacles.  After three years, and lots of tears (mine, not hers) we’ve started to do pretty well!  Her specialty is grabbing a 
cone, running inside a tunnel and laying down just beyond my reach.  From there she taunts me with her charming smile 
and her mischievous, chocolate eyes.  I actually think it’s rather funny but the instructor doesn’t – and, really, who can 
blame her.  She’s not in love with Sydney the way I am and there are other dogs and handlers waiting their turn.    

Sydney will be five soon.  As I write this, I am reminded that she’s now middle aged and tears begin to well up in my eyes.  I 
can’t imagine my life without Sydney.  As she notices my tears, she lifts her head up, looks directly into my eyes, and 
remains at my side.  I think we’ve bonded – perfectly. 

 

 


