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Our modern-day dog’s ancestor is the wolf – they share almost identical DNA so present many similar behaviours. However, our domestic dogs have evolved to live with humans and, because of this, now show many different behaviours compared with their wild cousins. With this in mind, the behaviour of wild wolves is not the focus of our attention here, but it has an important part to play in our learning. If we just looked to wolves, it would be like studying chimps in order to make sense of humans. They have their similarities but also their differences, so it is very useful to look at both for an understanding of how the communication works as well as behaviours, and therefore logical to look to wolves to gain some insight regarding their communication and how they work as a team.


It’s interesting to speculate as to how wolves eventually evolved into what we now know as dogs. The human race began domesticating wolves thousands of years ago. Recent studies in Russia have revealed how this was probably done. They used the silver fox, an animal famed for its aggressive temperament, and picked the calmer and more placid pups. Within three generations, they found they were producing foxes that were able to interact with humans. Even more amazing was the fact that not only had they produced a gentler personality but that physical changes were happening, too, both in colour and general appearance – some animals having floppy ears, for instance. This almost certainly happened with the wolf as the brighter ones realised that there was a food source available if they hung around human settlements. Both sides of the partnership benefited: the wolves through food, and the humans by early warning and protection and, subsequently, by working together when hunting. As the changes in the wolves’ colours and body shape occurred naturally, we humans would no doubt have hurried things along by encouraging the changes we liked.


As a result, vastly different looks appeared, culminating in the huge variety of domestic dogs we have today. So, in essence, we have different looks and kinder (as perceived by humans) personalities, but the brain make-up and communication skills remain the same.


Within our human family, we have to set boundaries. It is the same within a pack of dogs and, remember, the term ‘pack’ is a word devised by humans to describe a family of dogs or wolves, as ‘pride’ describes a family of lions. Within all these families, if there were no rules, boundaries, guidance or understanding then the group would not function adequately and therefore their survival would be compromised. We need to understand the domestic dog to understand fully their communication skills, their social behaviours and hierarchy. But similarly, they need to understand us as well – it is a two-way street.


Domestic dogs have the capacity to understand us to a certain extent – more so even than chimps, which are thought to be our closest relatives – but we must be aware that within each breed and litter there are many personalities just as there are in the human family. This is what we work with – individual personalities. As with teaching anyone, how easily the student will learn depends largely on personality and intelligence. If the dog thinks the teacher is not up to the job, then learning will be limited.


We must clearly understand that a dog can only be a dog and a human a human; we both have to find a mutually acceptable level of understanding to enable the dog to adapt to the behaviours that we hope to see demonstrated.


In order to build the best possible relationship between dog and human, it is essential to avoid cruel behaviours and gadgets. Collars and leads are used because the law requires us to, but it is preferential to use a harness, particularly when working with a dog that has been abused and is spooked by restrictions around the back of the neck or around the throat. All you need are a lead, collar or Happy At Heel Harness (designed and patented by us), some toys, food rewards, kindness, consistency and imagination.


It’s not what you say, it’s what you do . . . and it’s not only what you do, it’s what you feel. It all starts within you. So if your dog just isn’t getting it, look at your own behaviour first – don’t blame your dog.


The principles of PURE dog listening are nothing new; it is the language of the canine. Other people have written their take on communicating in such a way and so I thought now it was my turn. I have spent a considerable amount of time dog watching, reading and testing my theories and those of others, principally in the area of guiding and bringing up your dog without resorting to command training or bribing or using intimidating body language or vocals. Books written by John Fisher, Desmond Morris and Turid Rugaas were a huge inspiration early on. I have watched hundreds of people over the years with their dogs and children, working out why some were great and relaxed, some like cats on hot bricks, others completely oblivious to their owners while others were all over them like a rash. It was the owners that caught my imagination, and the more I spoke and asked them what they did, the more it dawned on me that less is more. Don’t bug, don’t bribe, don’t intimidate – just guide in a gentle and consistent manner that they understand. When a dog is doing something ‘naughty’, it’s because it doesn’t get it.


I continue to spend time studying working dogs and pet dogs in kennels, family homes and professional environments, but wherever I meet them, the road of learning is never complete.


So in the words of Ignacio Estrada:


If the pupil will not learn the way we teach,
then we will teach the way the pupil will learn.


There are other people calling themselves dog listeners out there. So to stand out, I came up with ‘PURE’, which to me means staying natural and as close to canine communication as possible. It means applying a holistic approach to every aspect of the dog’s world. My aim with this group is to keep it small and intimate so everyone is giving the same message to a very high standard. We know each other very well and continue to learn and discuss as we move forward. The group of PURE Dog Listeners not only conduct one-to-one consultations but also give their time up to help various charities for the benefit of dogs generally, and to enrich their own personal development as PURE Dog Listeners.


When we talk of ‘traditional’ trainers, the word ‘traditional’ is rather misleading – ‘traditional’ as in ‘We’ve always done it that way’. But we’re communicating with a different species, the canine, and they’ve never ‘done it that way’. They’ve got their own way of doing things that has served them very well for thousands of years.


I like to think of this method of PURE Dog Listening as grass-roots training or, more specifically, guidance in growing up, guidance in good manners and how your dog can fit into your life, stress free.
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As a vet in practice we see a great variety of dogs – big and small, tall and short, hairy and hairless, among countless other breed-distinguishing features. All of these blend into insignificance when we consider the variety of canine personalities we encounter. In the ten or so minutes spent in the consult room with a dog and owner, a surprising amount of information can be gathered about a dog’s behaviour, an owner’s behaviour and, most importantly, how the two interact with each other.


Some owners bring along their beloved pet on whom they obviously dote, showering it in affection on the consult table, yet the dog seems to ignore their every word and action. On the flip side of the coin we have another type of owner, similarly besotted with their dog, but in a quiet and understated way. Their dog appears to listen to their every command, trust their judgement and watch them to see if the ‘nasty vet’ approaching with a thermometer should be trusted or not. How can two owners and their soul mates have such contrasting relationships?


From a purely selfish point of view, I like nothing more than an obedient, friendly and cooperative pet in the consult room. From an owner’s perspective, I can see no downsides to this either. A dog is our best friend, and we should treat them as such; if this is done correctly, your dog will give the same affection back to you. Now comes the tricky part: how do we go about teaching such behaviour?


Dog behaviour is one of the most complex aspects of veterinary practice. There are countless textbooks that can teach us as vets to do the most complex surgeries step-by-step, but some vets faced with even the simplest behavioural issues may be flummoxed. Owners and vets need not fear though – help is at hand. If you want a calm, well-rounded, loving and trusting dog, who listens and responds to your requests because he wants to, not because he has to, you have to have two vital things. First and most important, you need willpower, perseverance – no matter what – and commitment . . . and you will reach your goal.


The second thing? Well, you’ve already sorted that one. You’ve got this book in your hand. Read on and enjoy, and that goes for you and your dog.


 


Paul Manktelow BVMS MSc MRCVS
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Most dog owners don’t want Lassie, Rin Tin Tin or Wonder Dog – they want a friend, a dog that walks nicely on the lead, that comes back when called, is non-aggressive and is generally well behaved. One that will be accepted anywhere and will not be an embarrassment. In short, a dog they can enjoy.


This book will help you gain a better understanding of why your dog does what it does and for you to be able to put into practice this method in order to correct undesirable behaviour in your own dog. Dogs communicate with body language and, in everything they do, there is a message. They are not naughty, they are trying to tell you something or get you to do something or they are just plain confused.


We’re talking about a friendship here, one that is built on love and trust. Friends do not control one another by using force, intimidation or bribery or any other way for that matter. Why then should we rely on these methods when getting a dog to respond to us? I want my dog to love me, not fear me, and for both of us to enjoy a mutual respect.


So I neither want to force nor bribe my dog. I need my dog to relax and live as a natural thinking being, using its brain to work out how, when and where, not waiting to perform a programmed response for every move.


It never really matters what your dog does, it is what you do in response that is most important. And that’s the focus of the training in this book.


Dogs are very intelligent animals, and it will become even clearer just how intelligent they are as you read through each chapter. So let’s explore their psyche as deeply as we can, and try to see the world from their point of view.


To help us on the way, here’s a thought-provoking, poetic perspective from Lesley Harris:


I am a Dog


I am a dog, and that’s all I can be,


But it COULD be so much if – just once – you could see


The world as it looks from a dog’s point of view,


The strange noises you make, the strange things that you do


We cannot understand and it causes us pain,


But we TRY to be ‘good’ – then you’re angry again.


We never do things ‘to just get you mad’,


If you’re angry with us, then it DOES make us sad.


Your world is not ours, and try as we may,


We cannot understand ‘every word that you say’.


We cherish our laws, they are honest and true,


And perhaps there’s a way we can teach them to you.


If you COULD find a way where you understand US,


And then show what you want without making a fuss


We would be SO content, and we would serve you well –


And we would be SO glad to be freed from our hell.


You never can know the deep stress that we bear,


In a world where we feel there is no one to care.


A dog does not have a bad bone when he’s born –


It is humans who mould him, it is humans who form.


We chose to be with you, when once long ago,


We left the wild places – so don’t bring us low.


We cherish your friendship; we don’t want to be slaves –


Your dog looks to YOU to guide how he behaves.


So give the right signals to show what you need,


We don’t seek to try you – we want to pay heed.


Please learn how to guide us, to show us you care,


And together – as friends – we’ve a whole world to share.


Lesley Harris
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Hello. I’m Spot and I’m a dog. Just that . . . a dog. I won’t tell you what breed I am because then you’ll expect me to behave in a particular ‘breed specific’ way. So I’m just a dog.


I was one of a litter of seven. I had three brothers and three sisters and we were brought up by our mum. She was lovely, a good parent. We never knew our father – we’ve been told that he just turned up one night and left in the morning, never to be seen again. We were born sixty-four days later.


We stayed with Mum for eight weeks and it was a very important time. She taught us as much as she could about how to behave and taught us to be thoughtful of others and not bite hard. Between me and my brothers and sisters we tumbled and played and bit and growled and generally had lots of fun. Mind you, if I bit too hard the others would squeal and not play with me for a while. It wasn’t fun being ‘Billy No Mates’. I won’t do that again.


Of course, at that time we didn’t know we would be leaving. We thought that we’d all be staying together. But no, I think my mother had had enough of all seven of us after two months.


Mum had help from her human to look after us. The human fed my mum and, as we got older, Mum disappeared for a bit every now and again and the human would give us food, too. We’d tasted that food before – when we jumped up and licked Mum’s lips, she would bring some of her food back up for us to eat. It was so yummy and warm and delicious.


We tried the same tactics with the human when she sat on the floor to be with us, but she didn’t seem to like us licking her face. Every time we tried, jumping at her when she came in, but we couldn’t reach her face . . . too high up on those legs! She told us to get down, and then bent down so her face was closer, but still she didn’t produce her breakfast like Mum had.


One morning it got very noisy with lots of humans looking at us and pointing. They come in different shapes and sizes. Mum explained that they are called ‘men’ and ‘women’ and their puppies are called ‘children’ and come in two models: boys and girls. I didn’t like this at all. The humans made lots of loud, strange noises and were leaning all over us. They picked me up and pushed their faces right up to mine. They kept making eye contact, which to a puppy is very scary.


My brother Rex had some humans looking at him, too. They were much more thoughtful, sitting near Rex but not putting any pressure on him. He was able to go up to them when he felt able. They outstretched their arms so Rex could sniff them; he liked their smell and then, seeing that they were lovely, crawled up for a cuddle.


They just waited for him to realise that they weren’t a threat. I wish they’d told the humans with me the best way to behave. Suddenly it was all over. I was parted from my mum and brothers and sisters. I was taken by a man and a woman with a boy and a girl. I was really frightened. They took me to a new place full of strange sights, sounds and, of course, smells. I was nervous and soon added my own smell to let them know I’d arrived. The humans got very angry. They shouted at me and rubbed my nose in the area where I’d marked.


I cried all night. I missed my mum and my brothers and sisters. I was in a room on my own now with a very big bed . . . a big, empty bed!


They do a lot of this shouting and general noise-making. It seems to be the way they communicate with one another. They’ve tried it on me but I just don’t understand and then they get angry again. Sometimes they tap me on the nose or bottom or shake me and then they might pick me up and try to be my friend. I’m just so confused; the rules keep changing. They give me a biscuit from a plate on the table. That’s nice, but when I help myself to another, they shout at me.


They keep calling my name but, when I respond, they don’t do anything.


‘Spot . . . Spot . . . Spot . . . Spot . . .’


If I could, I’d say to them, ‘Yes, I know what my name is. What do you want?’ I’ve also worked out that a few of their sounds have some meaning, such as my name. I know what ‘Sit’ means because they say it very sharply and force my backside down. They seem to think the louder the sound is, the more I’ll understand.


I know that they’re not bad people and that most of the time they are kind but they just seem to think that I should understand these funny noises they make. They lead very complicated lives but, as I said earlier, I’m just a dog, an uncomplicated animal, and as long as I’ve got some food, know how to get some more, have time to play, have someone who’ll know what to do if things get scary and be really sure where I fit into the scheme of things, then I’d be happy.


My humans took me to a strange place called ‘the vet’. (I call them ‘my humans’ because, although they are completely disorganised, I’ve become very fond of them.) After the vet visit my humans took me out from our den for the first time and, for some reason, they tied me to them with a tether of some sort from my collar to their hand.


I was a bit wary at first but soon started to enjoy it. I pulled to see what was around the next corner, loads of great smells and – whoooooosh! – a fast, shiny thing raced by. Lucky it didn’t hit us. I barked at it and it sped off. Great job – one bark and they run away.


There was another dog – well, it smelt like a dog – he was massive and barking at me. I was a bit scared and tried to hide behind my humans. They picked me up and took me over to this dog to say hello. What do they think they’re doing? I’m terrified, I don’t know him, he may eat me or lick me to death. Why couldn’t I just look at him from a distance and then get closer if I felt OK about it?


As I told you, I’m just a dog and live a very simple life. I’m really good at being a dog, it’s probably my best asset. I am, however, really bad at being a human, but that’s the way my humans seem to think I should act.


The problem is that I don’t understand the human world; there are loads of strange and scary sights and sounds when we leave the den. Big, noisy, metal boxes on wheels that are fast and come very close. I jump up at them to chase them away but get told off. I jump up at my humans to ask for help, to ask for a decision, but they tell me off. How am I supposed make them understand that I’m scared sometimes?


We then get to a big space and my human unties me. Wow, what a lovely feeling . . .I’m free and can run around and have fun. What’s that over there? It’s a squirrel. Game on! Off I go, I’ll soon have lunch sorted and be very popular. My humans are making a lot of noise but, instead of standing back there making a lot of fuss, they should be over here backing me up. Look, I know it’s not a herd of buffalo, but it’s still hard to surround a squirrel on my own, particularly if he’s up a tree throwing nuts at me. Because of the lack of support, the squirrel escaped but, hey ho, some you win . . .


On my way back to my pack – still being very noisy – I find a nice, really ripe, dead rabbit. That’ll do! If we can’t have squirrel stew, perhaps they’ll like rabbit ragout. As I approach them with my prize, they look both angry and horrified. When I push the rabbit into their groins, they are quite unappreciative of my gift.


They took me to a place called ‘Obedience Class’, which I found rather confusing. Although I now realise there are some really good ones, the class I attended seemed a bit pointless to me. It appears that to humans it is vital that their dog goes to the village hall every Thursday evening and walks around in a circle for an hour in the company of some other dogs before going home again. Strange creatures these humans, aren’t they? I don’t know any of these dogs, they’re not from my pack. Some are all right but others are troublemakers or just confused.


As the days went by, I started to understand more of the sounds that humans make and tried my hardest to do things they ask. I walk close on walks, I sit when they ask, and go to my bed. I still chase things out and about – it’s fun and I feel free, even if I do get a stern telling off when I get back. Surely one day they will be pleased with what I have brought back to eat.


I felt they needed me to do more, so I let them know when there is a knock at the door or if something is outside and I can hear it. I shout to let them know and they shout, too. I’ve alerted them to danger and they are now joining in. Great!


Oh . . . not so great. They are now shouting at me, panicking, so I’ll shout louder. Do they want me to shout more? I don’t know – I’m so confused – but what I do know is that I’m frightened and they are frightened. What should we all do? They are doing nothing. Do they want me to do something? Bite? Run away? Why can’t they make a clear decision? Is that why I’m here maybe? No, don’t expect me to come up with the answer . . . please.


I can’t relax during the day, not knowing what is going to happen or what they are going to do. I can’t eat my food in the morning as I’m rather on edge. What will today bring? I follow them wherever they go in the house. I hate being on my own and I don’t think my human does either because they always need me with them. Yes, they do . . . I’m sure they do.


I sit close and lean on them when we are in the den; they seem to like the reassurance that I’m there to protect them. See, I do fit in, but it’s a hard job. I’ve always got to be alert and don’t really relax until the evening when we are all in and they unwind in front of this weird wobbly box that booms out strange sounds. I hate it and shout now and again when it is on. Not sure what it is, but it knows if it tries anything on, I’m the one it will have to deal with. Not that I’ll have a clue what to do . . . but I have warned it. I hit it once and my humans hit me and shouted at me. I won’t do that again. I still hate it, though, and have to be alert just in case.


When they sleep, I can sleep, too. But like any good parent, I’ll be there for them. That’s what they want, I’m sure.


We go for nice walks now on the lead. I’ve learnt to stay by their sides, unless, of course, there is something more exciting (which there generally is), or I think something may be a problem, and I need to bark to tell it to go away. I did that to a wheelie bin last week, but it didn’t move. Seemed odd. It’s got wheels! Anyway, I bit it as we walked past. That’ll teach it! But I don’t understand them in the slightest. However, I have food and a bed and we play games and do lots of stuff I enjoy.


One day when I was out for my walk, who should I bump into but my brother Rex. We had a great time racing around and catching up on old times. You remember I told you how different the humans who took Rex were to the pack that I joined? Well, Rex has really landed on his paws. I love my humans to bits but they drive me crazy with their inconsistency. They try hard but, just as we seem to be getting somewhere, they get it wrong again. They are kind, caring . . . but so confused.


Rex tells me that from day one his humans never told him to do something he didn’t understand; they showed him instead. They didn’t keep talking at him in a language he didn’t understand but communicated with a lot of non-verbal signals. ‘Body language’ I think the humans call it. As a result, when Rex is spoken to by his human, it’s always good stuff: ‘Fetch’ . . . ‘Come’ . . . ‘Good boy’. And so when Rex hears his name called, his response is: ‘What can I do for you?’ When I hear my name called, I always feel a bit worried that I won’t know what is expected of me.
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