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About the Book

Reverend Graeme Sims’s faithful pack follow his every command as if they can read his mind. But their willingness is down to an enlightened training method using his technique of dog whispering, which is based on the idea of treating the dogs as partners, not as servants, and human and dog learning to understand each other. This detailed, step-by-step instruction book shows you how to communicate properly with your dog, including guidelines on: how to choose the right breed of dog for you (or whether you’re the right owner for a dog); how and when to use different commands; how to build a bond of trust; how to overcome problems with specific sections on the problem dog, the rescue dog, the nervous dog and the aggressive dog. THE DOG WHISPERER is a definitive guide to effective dog training for dog-owners and dog-lovers everywhere.


About the Author

Graeme Sims is an ex-advertising director and country vicar, award-winning children’s book illustrator and expert dog trainer. He ran his own dog training centre for five years and demonstrates his dog-whispering skills at fairs throughout the UK and the US.


‘The Dog Whisperer details [Sims’s] strategies, providing a comprehensive masterclass in pooch training that can make any man (or woman) a dog’s best friend’ Shari Low, Daily Record

‘It reads so easily and works so well with all the examples of dogs you have met and worked with … It will help so many people understand their dogs better and be a better owner’ Julie Hill, presenter of Dogcast Radio

‘An excellent book about training your dog. The method requires a considerable amount of time and patience but pays dividends. Unusually for a book of the type it is very readable with some wonderful cartoons which left me howling with laughter. Highly recommended’ Sue Magee, The Book Bag

‘Graeme Sims places himself in the position … of the dog rather than the owner and shows how, with sufficient patience and care, a bond can be established between two entirely different species, which can bring with it a lifetime of pleasure and understanding for both owner and dog. Graeme Sims knows his dogs and much can be learned from reading his book, in particular should you be thinking of taking on a puppy from a working breed. The Dog Whisperer should be read by every dog owner, for it is impartial, making no exaggerated claims, and could go a long way to helping you understand how your dog thinks’ Rex Harper OBE, author of An Otter on the Aga and An Eagle in the Airing Cupboard

‘Anyone who works with, lives
with, and cares about dogs will enjoy and learn from this book. It is
informative, entertaining and real in that the author does not
pretend to have always got everything right. It has humility and
humour, and a great deal of wisdom’ Work Wonders
‘Woof’ on Amazon.co.uk

‘Sims seems to have an approach to all things that is centred around patience, care and love. He reinforces these things constantly and seems to “invite” the dogs to do things rather than bark orders and use force. He is not, either, suggesting that it will be a short road without a lot of work; it’s time consuming and requires effort but the rewards are well worth it. Get this if you want to read a witty, touchingly sentimental, practical and rewarding book that will help you train your dog. Also, though, it’s a superb read for those without a four-legged friend; it tells us how much can be achieved with a healthy dose of tolerance, compassion and time … two books in one. A bargain’ R. Jones on Amazon.co.uk


I dedicate this book to you the reader
and more especially to your dogs.
May what is written here bring you
even closer together.
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A Note from the Author

I wanted this book to be me, warts and all. The words I have chosen are mine and written as I would speak them. They are as they are – including the repeats – in order that the book should serve its intended purpose: to teach people to train their dogs well.
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Eleven years ago I started work for the Milky Way theme park in England’s West Country. Its purpose was to show country skills to town dwellers. My job was to demonstrate the working intelligence of sheepdogs.

The management was much more enlightened than many theme parks I had heard about. The managing director, Trevor Stanbury, had seen countless demonstrations involving sheep being herded by dogs and reckoned that they all looked the same. I should work just dogs. It would be a unique display rather than one of many.

He reasoned that if I could control more dogs than anybody else had managed, the dog-owning public would find it attractive and much more relevant.

I practised hard throughout the winter with six dogs, using my dog-whispering method. It was a nervous time as I could not be sure that it would work. It was difficult too because sheep provide sheepdogs with focus and motivation, so working them without could have been a real problem.

I decided to make it clearer for the dogs by using a different language for each. Bob would work to commands in German, Annie in Welsh, Molly a Devon dialect, Susie Irish, Wing English, and Ben in Anglo-Saxon.

Each would have different body-language signs and, to complicate it even further, each would have different whistles for distance working.

Working six dogs at the same time with different whistles, different languages and different body-language signs, in front of several thousand people, is like playing three-dimensional chess.

If I didn’t manage to achieve my objectives I would fairly quickly be without job and house. Theme parks cannot afford to put on demonstrations that are less than excellent.

A demonstration is much harder than a competition because an entertaining commentary is needed to explain the action.

As the season came closer the publicity started and my picture (with some very flattering copy) appeared just about everywhere. The pressure increased.

Then the day of reckoning came. There was a big crowd sitting on the grassy banks of the natural arena and all of the staff and management had come out to see if the much-vaunted ‘new boy’ could actually deliver.

Well, he did! It was better than I could have hoped. When I came off the field Trevor was all smiles. ‘It was great, absolutely great,’ he said. The trouble was, it had lasted just twelve minutes out of the scheduled forty-five. But apparently those twelve minutes had convinced everyone.

For the first five years we delivered four shows a day on six days a week; I was also running a huge dog-breeding and training centre. New dogs were added, new techniques learned, and I managed to fill the forty-five-minute slot every time.

For the next six years I earned my living doing shows all over the country.

I was doing one at a seaside resort. The venue was a huge and beautiful park blessed with hard paths that suited joggers, cyclists and dog-walkers. In my whole life I have never seen so many people walking their dogs. They started at dawn and paraded in front of my interested gaze until the end of the long summer weekend.

As I had a lot of waiting between demonstrations I watched them from the vantage point of my caravan. I noticed that very few had any understanding. To be fair, the good ones were pretty competent but they were vastly outnumbered by those who had no idea at all.

Dogs know when other dogs are around, even if they are hidden by caravan walls.

Given that both my Jeep and my caravan prominently display what I do, including a line that says clearly and boldly, ‘Shsssh – Dogs Sleeping’, it should have been clear that a number of dogs were present.

Dogs are territorial but that did not stop owners from allowing theirs to walk right up to the caravan entrance and linger there as the mood took them.

My dogs saw the need to drive off invaders of their territory so their days were spent in a state of some tension.

Maybe one dog in twenty responded to its owner’s ‘come here’ commands, but even these ‘stars’ needed the command repeated five or six times.

One woman bribed her dog with a biscuit to leave. She had obviously given up on it responding to any other request. (It took no notice!)

I don’t know how many dogs and owners I saw over the three days that I was there but as they came along every two minutes or so there must have been a thousand. There were all sorts of breeds, all in good condition. Their owners certainly scored in the kindness stakes but the ability to actually control their dogs was, in the main, missing.

Very few showed much understanding of how to communicate with their dogs and the commands used were largely ineffective.

The owners I saw knew what to say in a command sense and were aware that their dog would thrive on physical exercise, but they reminded me of someone who tries to unlock a padlock by sawing through the chain rather than using the key designed for the purpose.

This book is that key. It will make a huge difference to your dog-training skills by increasing your understanding of your best friend.

I tell you this by way of a promise. One of the biggest fears about any training method is that it means investing time towards a result that won’t be known until completion.

Will it work?

If you follow this method of training faithfully the results will be beyond your greatest expectations.

Don’t ‘cherry pick’: don’t give more weight to the bits you like and skip the bits you are not too keen on. When you reach what may appear to be a throwaway line, or an overly simple statement, read it again.

In this book the ‘simple’ is profound. Each step is like a staircase. If you attempt to jump a step, the top will never be reached and even the very simple will understand that there is only one place to start …

This book does not present an alchemy owned only by me. It is a method road-tested many times. It is shareable and you can do it too.

If you walked along our valley road and looked up to the hills you would see a man working fifteen dogs precisely, to the inch. Then you might say, ‘I can do that because I only have to manage it with one!’


Introduction

Orphan Annie
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Some things are meant to be. Some event, thought to be small at the time, can change not only the direction of a life but also the thinking that directs it.

I found my first sheepdog in the middle of a busy road. But, hey, I dash ahead of myself …

In the space of just a week my wife and I crashed from being well off to being very poor indeed. Our seemingly thriving business collapsed catastrophically through no fault of ours. There was little prospect of being able to pick up the pieces and start over again. The future looked bleak to say the least.

‘Poor’ is both an everyday grinding reality and a state of mind.

I was fifty, unemployable, without value, sans friends, sans everything.

The journey from prosperity to poverty is like losing altitude in an uncontrollable way: collision with the ground is a certainty. All the victim can do is hope that it doesn’t come too soon and that it isn’t too messy when it does.

Going down is rapid and at the time feels irrevocable.

Because of our predicament, we had made the decision to move to rural Devon, thinking that at least the scenery would be beautiful and, most importantly, this part would be free. So, time, metaphorically speaking, for one last drink (or many) at our old village pub.

Time for some sorrows to be drowned.

As I came out of my front door, I saw a black-and-white dog lying on the white line in the centre of the road. In the same glance I also saw a truck. The cab lights were on so I could see the drama being acted out in the truck. The driver was standing on his brakes in a desperate attempt to avoid running over the dog. He had a German Shepherd sitting next to him, who also seemed to be applying the brakes.

I could hear a fast-moving car approaching on the other side of the road.

In times of great danger, the mind and the eye see things in slow motion. It was as if I had all the time in the world to make a choice.

I could run out into the road, grab the dog (if it did not run away), bring it back to my side of the road and get us both killed by the truck.

I could make a straight-line dash and risk being squashed by the car on the other side.

I could call the dog.

What do you call a dog you do not know, especially when vital seconds are ticking away?

The name ‘Annie’ came to mind. Orphan Annie.

She responded, rising from the road surface far too slowly, and walked towards me.

It was just fast enough. The rush of air from the truck lifted the fine hairs on her tail. I had her, safe and sound.

I took her indoors to show her to my wife. ‘Look what I’ve found.’

‘We shall call her Annie,’ she said.

I asked her if I had mentioned that the name I had chosen was the same. No, I hadn’t. We had both separately arrived at the same choice and that in itself was bizarre.

Annie was a strange-looking dog. Her body was thin and her ears were enormous and stuck straight up in the air. She smelled like a pigsty.

The next morning, on the way to see the vet, she was sick and chose the car heater as the most suitable receptacle. The car reminded me pungently of that day for several winters.

She was about nine months old; I could speculate for ever (and have) about how she had managed to get to the same place as me at the same moment. She needed me and I needed her, and something or someone had arranged our coming together.

Often, as I look back, I weigh up the odds against what happened that evening and what would happen as a result of our meeting.

She certainly changed my life and my priorities.

Of course we checked as well as we could to make sure she was not just a dog that had got lost. After three months or so we knew that she was ours and that no previous owner was going to pop up and claim her. If they had turned up, I would have had some fairly strong words for them because it most certainly was not a surplus of kindness that had made her leave them.

Over the next year I trained Annie, figuring that her confidence would perhaps return with her growing proficiency. I did it by instinct. I had no idea really how it should be done.

She was intelligent beyond belief and took to the training like a duck to a very attractive millpond.

By the time we moved to Devon she could perform precise, complex manoeuvres as though it was her vocation – which, of course, it was. I was pleased because I had not read a manual or been on a handler’s course. I had simply got it right.

About two weeks after our arrival at our new home, the neighbouring farmer’s sheep escaped on to the main road. I saw them go by like an uncontrollable woolly juggernaut, heading for town. Then the farmer was banging on my door, asking for help.

As far as we knew, Annie had never seen a sheep before, let alone several hundred, but something amazing happened. I found that the exercises we had practised were absolutely perfect for what we now had to do.

In just a few moves the sheep were back in the safety of their field and Annie and I had not only made a firm friend but had launched ourselves on a new career.

So, I had found a dog, not any old dog but a sheepdog, on a main road just twenty-five miles from London. We had moved to a remote country area where there are far more sheep than people and where skilful sheepdogs and shepherds are treated like royalty.

Suddenly I was in demand, the unemployable very much employed. It was as though we were muchrespected natives of the place, rather than incomers. In just one short year I had moved from the hot-house, creative atmosphere of an advertising agency, with its noise, bustle and excitement, to the world of a humble shepherd alone with his dogs and sheep in the hushed, quiet, green places inhabited only by wildlife.

My income was about as much as the advertising agency would have given as a lunch allowance and other people told me what to do, rather than the other way round, but I had found real contentment and self-respect.

As our workload increased, more sheepdogs were added to the team, and before long we could bring sheep back from difficult, inaccessible places quicker than several men, quad bikes and four-wheel drives could manage.

Then I was offered a job as a demonstrator at a theme park and headhunted for a starring role at another. Our skills were honed even more finely.

I began to get into the mind of the dog and speak the same language. Before long my reputation as a trainer spread, and people came from far and wide with problem dogs to ask for my help. Some of the dogs were overly aggressive, others too timid, and one, a sheepdog, was actually afraid of sheep. Most of the problems talked about in this book were dealt with during this period.

The frightened sheepdog turned out to be scared only when he was too close to sheep so, after a lot of thought, I taught him to work at a greater distance away from them, reckoning that the sheep would be more worried about the threat than the actuality, providing the threat was delivered dramatically. In the end I taught him to move decisively so that the sheep would be fooled into thinking he was full of confidence. In other words, I provided him with very good camouflage to hide his fear.

So far I have spent twenty enjoyable years working with dogs in front of large audiences where every single movement is carefully thought out and just has to be successful. But perhaps more important are the hours spent in wild places with only my dogs for company.

I have never met a dog that does not have a large measure of good inside it.

I have never met a dog that could not be trained once the right approach is found.

Most satisfying is the knowledge that there is no such thing as an unlovable dog. Nor was a dog ever born that failed to love the owner who loved it.

If only I could make the same observation about owners.

With dogs it is simple: love them, show that you love them, then use this foundation to build the training on.

I wonder what Annie’s previous owner would have thought if he had seen her performing so expertly at a big show as if she was born to the role. Would he have kicked himself? I do hope so!

Annie lived, and worked, for thirteen years. On her last day I picked her up from the vet and carefully carried her body home.

We buried her on a ridge overlooking the farm so that she could see us working.

I was upset, but ‘someone’ had given her to me and now had taken her away. I was grateful to have had her by me for so long.


Chapter One

The Dog in the Iron Mask
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In all my years as a dog trainer and breeder I had not seen an unhappier dog. He was very different from the carefree, confident puppy we had sold several months earlier. He cringed, his head was down. If tears were a dog’s way of showing unhappiness he would have wept torrents of them. My heart went out to him and I felt his pain. I wanted to undo the results of treatment that carried no understanding.


‘Don’t put your face near him or he’ll take it off,’ the owner told me.



The dog in the iron mask: muzzle firmly strapped on, frightened eyes and obviously depressed. Locked in the back of a car like some kind of criminal. No right of appeal, no ‘we’ll hear your side of the story’, just unfathomable punishment.

The owner continued to give advice that contradicted all the observable facts – plus, of course, the expression on the imprisoned dog’s face. We agreed to take Bendi back.

I got rid of his human as fast as I could. I was glad to see him drive away. His parting remark was that he hoped to see Bendi in one of my shows – as if the damage could be easily undone and everything put right with the wave of a magic wand.

My wife and I were suddenly alone with ‘mad’ Bendi. I put him into the back of my Jeep and drove to a quiet field.

I threw his choke chain over a hedge, followed by the offending muzzle. I wanted to demonstrate to him that life was going to change for the better from this point on.

He was free!


The Freedom Test

I watched him closely and he watched me, not knowing what to make of this strange human. Then he ran away as fast as he could. I did not run after him but sat quietly on the grass, not even looking in his direction. About a quarter of an hour went by before I felt him near me. He sniffed the back of my coat. I made sniffing noises, then started to talk, very softly. Eventually he worked his way round to the front of me and looked at my face.

I did what his previous owner had recommended I should not do and made eye contact. Then I touched him gently, and talked to him continually in a soft, soothing voice. He was so het up that I don’t think he remembered me – or, if he did, he didn’t trust his memory.

After about an hour of doing what he wanted to do I opened the car door on the front passenger side and patted the seat.

It took five minutes of hesitation before he jumped in. I did not reach across him to shut the door (why take a risk?) but got out, walked round the car and shut the door before driving home. He walked straight in through the front door, no doubt remembering it as the gateway to a peaceful place rather than me as the provider of it.

I detected that he was much more relaxed. We put him in the kitchen with a calm and friendly older dog called Jack, and my wife Maureen fed them both an exceptionally tasty dinner.

He slept all evening and at night continued his sleep by my side of the bed, remembering me now and, perhaps, that I was fit to be trusted. He was content and at ease.

I have noticed a huge difference between happy puppies that have been brought back for a social visit to the breeder by their new owner and those that have suffered some kind of trauma. The disturbed puppies recognise the place first and the voice, or smell, of the breeder second. The happy puppies recognise the voice immediately.

Even now, Bendi still reacts nervously to sudden movement, but two years after his return he is a very happy and well-behaved dog compared to the frightened and potentially dangerous creature that came back to us. He might, eventually, perform in shows.

The moral to this little story is that damage done at the puppy stage takes a lot of undoing (if it can be undone at all) and that it needs every family member to follow the same training method.


Ill-treatment does not have to include intent – all it needs is a total lack of understanding.



Another lesson is apparent here: severe restrictive devices such as muzzles and choke chains are an admission of failure. They may make a dog cower but they won’t make it well behaved.

Frightened dogs are, more often than not, badly behaved. And frightened dogs bite.

Every time we kiss Bendi on his black nose we joke, ‘Don’t make eye contact!’


The gentle way is not only best but also quicker and much more reliable.



I have used the dog-whispering technique on a variety of dogs, sometimes puppies, sometimes on dogs that are old enough to be settled in their ways, and more than once with difficult cases like Bendi.

Dogs communicate with each other by body language and expression. As soon as you talk to a dog in the language it uses there is an immediate understanding that speeds progress.


Can Man Speak Animal?

That is one big question!

Whenever I give a lecture I have to broach the difficult subject of talking to animals and, even worse, the possibility that animals might just talk back to me – and, even more unbelievably, the possibility that both of us might actually understand one another.
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