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Stuffed pets a comfort 
for Alzheimer’s patients
Sisters stumbled on idea while caring for mom
BY LAUREN HALLOW
LHALLOW@STATE-JOURNAL.COM

B
ettina Dickson Rusher’s 
spacious living room, like 
most homes, has a shelf 
lined with pictures of fam-

ily and loved ones. 
What’s out of the ordinary is 

the nearly tattered stuffed cat ly-
ing near a picture of Rusher’s late 
mother. 

 “This is Caldonia,” Rusher said, 
grabbing the cat. “That’s how much 
(my mother) held that thing.”

Caldonia served as a source of 
comfort for Rusher’s mother, Betty 
Dickson, in the months before she 
died of Alzheimer’s in 2010. As her 
mother’s memory and motor skills 
deteriorated, her love for Caldonia 
never changed. 

The stuffed cat sits near a picture 
of Dickson as a reminder of how 
Memorable Pets began. It’s a busi-
ness Rusher and her sister, Frances 
Dickson, started in 2011 to bring 
comfort to Alzheimer’s patients like 
their late mother. 

Through Memorable Pets, peo-
ple can purchase a lap-size stuffed 
dog or cat for an Alzheimer’s pa-
tient to care for.

“There is nobody doing stuffed 
animals as therapeutic tools for 
people with Alzheimer’s and de-
mentia,” Rusher said. “We are the 
first.”

Rusher’s sister bought a stuffed 
cat for their mother in the fall of 
2010. After Betty Dickson’s condi-
tion worsened, she was moved to 
the Alzheimer’s unit at Thomson-
Hood Veterans Center in Wilmore 
and was forced to give up her real 
cat, Caldonia. 

“We gave (the stuffed animal) to 
my mom, and she looked at it and 
said, ‘That’s artificial,’ and we said, 
‘Well, yes, but isn’t she soft and pret-
ty?’ and she put it down and petted 
it,” Rusher said.

 “I visited her three days later and 
she was carrying it around with her 
everywhere, talking to it, and the 
nurses were just amazed. So that’s 
how it all started.”

The sisters were surprised at 
how well their mother took to her 
new “cat.” Whenever they visited, 
Dickson was clutching Caldonia, 
and the sisters even bought her a 
replacement. Their mother was al-
ways willing to talk about Caldo-
nia.

A nurse at the veterans center, 
wanting to help a veteran who had 
also lost his pet cat, asked the sis-
ters where she could get a stuffed 
animal for him.

That led to the sisters buying sev-
eral more stuffed animals for other 
Alzheimer’s patients in their moth-
er’s wing. Rusher said the patients 
loved them, and the nurses noticed 
those with stuffed animals seemed 
calmer and less agitated than the 
others.

That gave the women an idea. 
After research, they discovered 
animals and even toy dolls have a 
calming effect on Alzheimer’s pa-
tients, but they didn’t find much re-
lating to stuffed animals.

The sisters looked for a stuffed 
animal supplier, gathering research 
and consulting with nurses and ge-
riatric professionals to make sure 
they picked the perfect pet. Finally, 
in May 2011, they launched Memo-
rablePets.com, and their business 
took off.

The website includes several per-
sonal stories and testimonials from 
those who gave their loved ones a 
Memorable Pet and from medical 
professionals who praise the sis-
ters’ ingenuity. 

“I love this product and wonder 
why we have not had something 
like it available long before now!” 
reads a statement from Paula Talia-
ferro, an education consultant with 
the Central Ohio Area Agency on 
Aging and a support group facilita-
tor for the Central Ohio Alzheimer’s 
Association. 

“... I have already told my family 
that if I develop a memory disorder, 
I want them to put a Memorable Pet 
on my lap and have a back up in the 
closet – preferably a black lab. What 
a great idea!”

There are more than 20 variet-
ies of dogs and cats available on the 
website. Each pets sells for $29.99, 

and $2 from every sale goes toward 
Alzheimer’s research. 

Shipping is free for 1-2 pets, and 
Rusher encourages people to buy 
two Memorable Pets to either do-
nate the spare or to help families 
with young children understand 
Alzheimer’s.

“The grandchild can have the 
same pet as their grandmother, and 
then when they visit, they have that 
conversation piece,” Rusher said. 
“Little kids have a hard time relat-
ing to people with Alzheimer’s.” 

Those who don’t know anyone 
with Alzheimer’s but want to help 
can contribute through the web-
site’s Pets 2 People program. A per-
son, organization or business can 
purchase a Memorable Pet, and 
Rusher will match it with a patient.

Rusher’s sister, who lives in 
California, manages the website, 
while Rusher buys, ships and pack-
ages the animals from a small loft 
(“the warehouse,” she calls it) at 
her home just over the Woodford 
County line. 

Rusher frequently recruits her 
family for help with packaging. 
By day, Rusher works in sales for a 
flooring company that specializes 
in healthcare facilities, so she uses 
her nights and weekends to work on 
Memorable Pets. 

When Dickson passed in Sep-
tember 2010, she was holding Cal-
donia. The sisters buried her with 
her beloved pet, and Rusher kept 
the second stuffed animal. Her 
mother’s intense love for Caldo-
nia in her last few months inspires 
Rusher to keep improving Memora-
ble Pets and get the word out.

 “When my mom was dying, like 
the last four months of her life, I was 
putting all my energy into Memo-
rable Pets to deal with my grief. I 

wanted something positive to come 
out of it,” Rusher said. 

“… I really feel like it’s the most 
important work I’m going to do in 
my whole life.”

As word spreads, Rusher is 
sought as a speaker at health sem-
inars or charitable organizations 
about Memorable Pets. She said 
her table of stuffed animals caused 
quite a stir at the American Associ-
ation for Geriatric Psychiatry con-
ference when she appeared there in 
March in Washington, D.C. 

“My neighbors were like, ‘We 
want to be next to her every time 
because these (animals) just draw 
attention,’” Rusher said with a 
laugh. “I got so much positive feed-
back from the doctors, the psychia-
trists and the nurses that what we 
were doing was right on.”

Since launching last spring, she 
estimates they’ve sold about 700 
pets, but she hopes that number 
grows. 

Even if the business doesn’t take 
off, Rusher says she’s not in it for 
money or glory, which may explain 
why she keeps a tattered stuffed an-
imal in her living room. 

 “We’re really in it just to have 
something to do to help people and 
hopefully raise money for a cure,” 
Rusher said. “If we only sell a thou-
sand pets, we’re successful – we’ve 
helped a thousand people.”
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Bettina Dickson Rusher holds the stuffed cat, Caldonia, that she and her sister 
gave her mother when she began to lose her memory from Alzheimer’s.
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Memorable Pets come in all shapes and sizes.

MEMORABLE PETS
WEBSITE: www.memorablepets.
com; each pet costs $29.99, and 
shipping is free for orders of 1-2 
pets. They arrive within 10 days.
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New faces at 
foundation for 
Healthy Ky.  

Doug Hogan of Frankfort is 
now the communications di-

rector for the 
Foundation for 
a Healthy Ken-
tucky.

Hogan, a na-
tive of south-
ern Kentucky, 
e a r ne d h i s 
b a c h e l o r ’ s 
in Broadcast 
News & Pub-
lic Affairs from 
Western Ken-
tucky Univer-
sity.  

He worked 
18 years as a 
television news 
reporter, an-
chor, produc-
er, executive 
producer and 
news director 
in Kentucky, 
Indiana, Ohio 

and Alabama. He has also worked 
for Kentucky’s legislative and ex-
ecutive branches. 

Doug lives in Frankfort with 
his wife, Lana, teenage daughter, 
Lauren, and 8-year-old son, Jacob. 
They attend Forks of Elkhorn Bap-
tist Church.  

The Foundation also recently 
selected Joy Hoskins, of Anderson 

County, to serve on its Commu-
nity Advisory Committee. The 31-
member CAC is one of the Foun-
dation’s two governing bodies.  

Hoskins is director of women’s 
health for the Kentucky Depart-
ment for Public Health. 

Back promoted 
to correctional 
lieutenant

Merle Back of Frankfort was 
recently promoted to correction-
al lieutenant at the Northpoint 
Training Center. The center is a 
medium security state prison lo-
cated in northern Boyle County.

Back began his employment 
with Department of Corrections 
as a correctional officer at Frank-
fort Career Development Center 
in November 2009. In September 
2010, Back was promoted to cor-
rectional sergeant.

Chamber receives 
statewide award

The Frankfort Area Chamber of 
Commerce has received recogni-
tion from the Kentucky Chamber 
of Commerce Executives for Out-
standing Print Communications, 
Outstanding Publication (for the 
State of the Community Report) 
and Outstanding Special Event 
(for the She Expo) among local 
chambers of similar size. The Ex-
cellence Awards were given out 
during the KCCE Annual Spring 
Conference last week in Frank-
fort.

Doug Hogan

Joy Hoskins
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Jeff Wyler Honda of Frank-
fort has won Honda’s President’s 
Award, the manufacturer’s high-
est honor, for the second time 
since 2009. 

The Frankfort dealership is on-
ly the third in Kentucky to be rec-
ognized this year and one of 115 
across the nation. 

Speakers noted the difficulty in 
winning the award once, let alone 
twice, with more than 1,000 Hon-
da dealers nationwide.

“We were in the top 0.1 percent 
of the Honda dealerships of Amer-
ica,” said Reggie Fitzgerald, gen-
eral manager at Jeff Wyler Hon-

da. “We went from top to bottom 
and hit every objective, and that is 
hard to do.

“… My hat’s off to you, and we 
are off to one of the greatest starts 
we’ve ever had at this store for 
2012.”

Gary Russo of American Hon-
da presented the 2011 President’s 
Award to Jeff Wyler at a staff lun-
cheon Thursday.

“I ask each of you to work on a 
plan to make yourself better ev-
eryday, and if you do that, this 
company becomes better, you 
get more President’s Awards and 
Reggie keeps his job,” Wyler said, 
drawing laughs from the audi-
ence.

PHOTO SUBMITTED

David Toles, owner of David Toles Auto Pro and David Toles 
Tire Pros, participated in tire testing at the Continental and 
General Tire in Uvalde, Texas, proving grounds April 27. 
Toles participated in tire testing that included handling on 
wet and dry road conditions, measuring stopping distance 
on wet roads and off-road tire testing. He also participated in 
an educational program that included information to better 
advise his customers on tire issues. 

Test drive like no other

President’s Award for Honda

Jeff Wyler, left, of Jeff Wyler Honda stands with Gary Russo of American 
Honda after receiving the 2011 President’s Award on Thursday. 


