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“They Are the Loves of My Life”
Socialite Karen Feld takes her poodles to fancy restaurants, dresses them in cashmere,  

and throws them lavish parties. Shocked? Appalled? That might be the point.
BY MELANIE D.G. KAPLAN
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n an unseasonably warm December day, Karen Feld 
breezes into the Palm in downtown DC with two toy 
poodles—one under her arm, the other at her feet. 

Wearing leopard-print sneakers and a necklace of beads 
that look like gold jawbreakers, she sits at a corner table, 
plopping Campari into a roomy black bag on the floor and 
setting Bellini on her knee.

A waitress approaches with menus and smiles when 
she sees the furry guests. “I love that you have the same 
color,” she says, referring to the reddish-colored dog.

Feld doesn’t miss a beat: “This is natural.”
She’s talking about her own hair. But she might just as 

well be remarking on the dogs’ presence in a high-end 
restaurant where they’re regulars, or on the fact that 
Campari’s portrait is painted on the wall, or that she’ll 
later offer the dogs her water glass and morsels from her 
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sesame seared ahi-tuna salad. For Feld, it’s all natural.
Over the last 4½ decades, as she has worked as a 

journalist covering politics and parties, the Washington 
native and estranged member of the family that owns 
the Ringling Bros. circus has mothered and pampered 
seven toy poodles. Campari and Bellini are the current 
representatives of this distinguished line, members of 
which have attended White House dinners, the Kennedy 
Center Honors, and Broadway shows and have snuggled 
with Kevin Spacey and Joan Rivers, among other celebs.

The dogs boast their own wardrobes. Feld buys them 
real grass to use on her Upper East Side balcony when 
they’re in New York. When a dog dies, she sits shiva—the 
Jewish tradition she would follow for any other relative.

“I call them my kids,” she says. “I treat them as I would 
a person.”

Plenty of pet owners can at least understand that part, 
because lots of them consider their animals beloved 
members of the family. But just about everything else 
about Feld and her poodles shows a detachment from 
the rest of modern-day dog culture. Which might very 
well be the point.

“It’s not that unusual, especially among the wealthy 
and elite,” to have a relationship with dogs that distances 
people from the rest of society, says James Serpell, a 
professor of animal welfare at the University of Penn-
sylvania. Unlike, say, Barack Obama, who jokes about 
housebreaking Sunny and walking Bo to appear like a 
regular guy, Feld seems to use her poodles to nurture an 
image more akin to nobility.

She fits an archetype that has endured throughout 
history. King Charles II notoriously wandered around 
his palace with a small army of spaniels who were said 
to defecate indoors and bark during royal ceremonies. 
Mary, Queen of Scots, went to the gallows with one of 
her little dogs hidden under her dress. A few centuries 
more recently, in 2007, hotel heiress Leona Helmsley 
willed $12 million to a Maltese named Trouble.

“It becomes part of their persona, almost an exten-
sion of them,” Serpell says. One explanation is that 
people with money and status often have more reason 
to distrust the humans around them, so pets become 
their closest confidants. Still, Serpell notes that when 
the relationship is so much about the person, it’s not 
always good for the animal.

There are, of course, real benefits to a strong human/
animal bond. Not only has our affection for pets helped us 
learn more about their health and well-being, but we’ve 
also discovered more about what they can offer us in 
return, such as dogs’ ability to scent out cancer. Thomas 

Pampered puffs: 
Feld—with her 
dogs at Juniper  
Restaurant in 
the Fairmont 
hotel—named 
her Maine home 
Poodlewood and 
her boat Poodle 
Jumper. 



Washington writer Melanie D.G. Kaplan’s website is mela-
niedgkaplan.com.

The Apartments at CityCenter. 
Dogs get to enjoy the swankiest new 
downtown DC development—and 
have a private SkyBark park to romp 
in. 825 and 875 Tenth St., NW; 888-
481-7392; apartmentsatcitycenter.com.

City Market at O. After playtime 
in a private rooftop park, dogs can 
take a bath in one of the Shaw build-
ing’s washing stations. Their own- 
ers socialize at quarterly “yappy 
hours.” 800 P St., NW; 202-640- 
4748; citymarketato.com.

Gallery Bethesda. Canine 
residents enjoy green areas in front 
and an off-leash courtyard in back. 
They also use an on-site pet spa, and 
the front desk always has treats. 4800 
Auburn Ave., Bethesda; 301-654-4800; 
gallerybethesda.com.

RiverHouse Apartments. Dogs 
have access to more than 5,000 
square feet of off-leash play area, 
divided into zones for small and 
large animals. Residents can use 
on-site grooming stations and can 
grab treats from the lobby. 1400 S. 
Joyce St., Arlington; 888-217-8530; 
riverhouseapts.com.

2M. Though many luxury apart-
ments in DC’s NoMa—Camden, 
Avalon First and M, Flats 130, and 
Senate Square Towers, to name a 
few— feature amenities such as dog 
parks and pet salons, this year-old 
complex has the rest beat. In addition 
to a private dog park, grooming sta-
tion, and community “yappy hours,” 
2M has a resident bulldog (belong-
ing to its property manager) that 
other dog tenants can schedule play 
dates with. 2 M St., NE; 877-745-8551; 
2mstreet.com.

Wisconsin Place. Like nearly 
every building, this one has some 
breed restrictions, but it does allow 
German shepherds, often prohibited 
elsewhere. Residents can keep up to 
three pets per apartment and use an 
on-site grooming station. 4440 Wil-
lard Ave., Chevy Chase; 301-215-5990; 
equityapartments.com.

—MARISA M. KASHINO
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WHAT COUNTS 
AS A SERVICE 
ANIMAL?

The Americans With Dis-
abilities Act (ADA) defines 
a service animal simply 
as one trained to provide 
assistance to an individual 
with a disability. There’s 
no requirement that the 
animal get licensed or 
certified or that it wear a 
special harness or vest. 
Here’s more about the law:

•The ADA allows 
service animals to ac-
company those with 
disabilities anywhere the 
public can go. Staff of a 
facility are only allowed 
to request that a dog 
leave if it’s out of control 
or not housebroken.

•While some states 
certify service animals, 
national training and 
certification standards 
don’t exist.

•The ADA empha-
sizes that a service 
animal is not a pet, and 
emotional-support 
animals (recognized by 
the Fair Housing Act) 
do not qualify as service 
animals. But—with the 
proper documentation 
from a doctor or thera-
pist—emotional-support 
animals are considered a 
“reasonable accommo-
dation” in housing units 
that have a no-pets rule.

•The law used to state 
that only dogs could be 
recognized as service 
animals. But in 2011, a 
new provision expanded 
the definition to include 
housebroken miniature 
horses. Yes, mini-horses.

Wise, chairman of the department of psychiatry at Inova 
Health System, considers animals a “pretty powerful 
agent without side effects. Drugs can lower anxiety,” he 
says, “but so can dogs.” Dr. Wise notes that in cities—given 
urbanites’ tendencies toward hectic lifestyles and isola-
tion—relationships with pets can be especially treasured.

Feld would agree. She says that of all her dogs, she’s 
most connected to Campari and Bellini—five and three 
pounds, respectively—because they’re service dogs who 
help her with medical conditions. She says the animals 
have been “homeschooled” and are not formally trained. 
(See sidebar at left.) They occasionally wear service 
vests—and cashmere-lined raincoats—and she carries 
medical documentation as proof of what she calls her 
“hidden disabilities.” Feld says the dogs sense seizures 
before they occur and alert her to posttraumatic-stress 
triggers, and that her susceptibility to both conditions 
stems from a number of causes, including past abuse, 
car accidents, and a benign brain tumor.

That may be, though it’s not as if the dogs’ non-ser-
vice-animal predecessors weren’t spoiled. But if you’re 
thinking of questioning Campari’s and Bellini’s status 
as service dogs, tread lightly.

When the Palm denied Washingtonian’s request to 
photograph Feld with the poodles—because, you know, 
some customers might not love the sight of dogs at the 
table—she decried the injustice as a violation of the 
Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA). “I will pursue 
the ADA discrimination since that is what I feel strongly 
about,” she fired off in an e-mail. “The Palm marketing 
team, whomever they are, won’t know what hit them.”

Though the ADA doesn’t include any language about 
professional photo shoots, when it comes to spoil-
ing her dogs Feld makes no apologies. She has hosted 
puppy showers and birthday parties—including one 
for Campari at the Fairmont’s Colonnade Restaurant, 
with a fire-hydrant ice sculpture and a pianist playing 
canine-inspired tunes. The dogs keep her schedule (late 
to bed, late to rise) and join her for summers in rural 
Maine, where she named her house Poodlewood and 
her boat Poodle Jumper. In April, she plans to open a 
gallery on the Portland waterfront where she’ll sell her 
own poodle sculptures.

Feld calls her dogs the “family that I never had.” 
Although she has never married, she has been in long 
relationships. But, not surprisingly, the dogs always 
come first: “They are the loves of my life.”
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