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Marc Goldberg:
For my children, Samantha, Faye, and William.
Sorry about the leashes at Disney World.


Brother Christopher:
For all the dogs that I’ve worked with these thirty-six years.
You have given me more than I could ever give in return.















Authors’ Note



There is a corollary between our second training book, The Art of Raising a Puppy, and Let Dogs Be Dogs. The idea for the puppy book came to me eleven years after our first book was published. I’d been at New Skete for about six years and had begun to see the same things over and over: adolescent canines that were undersocialized and ill-adjusted. I also became aware that there wasn’t a comprehensive puppy manual to guide new owners. With our experience raising puppies, I thought we could help. I remember being out driving with the abbot, Father Laurence, and saying, “There’s a new book and here’s what it is.” And he simply replied, “Fine, you write it.”


Now, twenty-three years later, I’ve found myself experiencing feelings similar to those I had leading up to the puppy book.


In the intervening years, I’d turned toward writing that was more spiritual. As I look back, I realize that I needed to fully mine this spiritual vein for this new project to happen. One way to describe this book is that it’s a training guide wrapped in a spiritual philosophy.


The next step in the journey toward this project was attending Marc Goldberg’s workshop. Quite frankly, his work with dogs took my breath away. He and I began to collaborate then on myriad dog-training projects. Marc, who is based in Chicago, came east to the monastery frequently. His outsized personality—and mastery with dogs—ingratiated him with my fellow monks.


Soon, we began to fashion an outline for a weekend dog-training seminar at New Skete that would focus on the art of living with a dog. Within twenty-four hours of announcing the workshop to a select list of dog owners and dog professionals, every available ticket was sold. The demand was so great that we needed to add another workshop just to handle the overflow. It was at this point that I knew we needed to write a book that would speak directly and effectively to the problems today’s dog owners experience. Marc was thinking the same thing, and as we went back and forth together on ever-deepening levels, what began to take shape was a different kind of training book. It would be less concerned with the technical step-by-step instructions characteristic of most dog-training manuals, more foundational in nature, a book that would provide the key to a relationship with a dog regardless of the particular training approach one followed. We envisioned a book that would take into account the real needs of the dog based on its nature and that would then show readers how to use that information to radically improve their dog’s behavior. We also believed we could help many people deepen their relationships with their dogs so they could enjoy the friendship more. We could feel something magical occurring.


With Marc, I share a common view about the state of the dog-human relationship, and the overwhelming need for a new way of seeing it. Cumulatively, we’ve trained tens of thousands of dogs. Marc is a celebrated trainer with thirty years of experience, a past president of the International Association of Canine Professionals (IACP) and inductee into its Members Hall of Fame, and a talented contributor to many canine journals. We know you will be just as thrilled as we are that Marc has joined us to write this book. He brings a fresh voice, an enormous insight into dogs, and some of the best training methods we’ve ever come across.


Blessings to you in your life with your dog(s).


—Brother Christopher, Prior, Monks of New Skete


Like so many of you, I read the Monks of New Skete’s books and was fascinated with the backstory of monks who breed and train dogs. Their work with dogs was and is so wonderfully sensible, especially in a world where common sense in dog training and dog care is far from common. Yet I never expected to meet the men behind those books.


That changed nearly ten years ago when the Monks of New Skete were inducted into the International Hall of Fame organized by the International Association of Canine Professionals. Brother Christopher traveled to the IACP conference to accept the award, an honor conferred upon such notables as Captain Max von Stephanitz, who originated the German shepherd breed, and Konrad Lorenz, an Austrian ethologist who wrote extensively about dogs and won a Nobel Prize in 1973.


I found it remarkable that this bestselling author, whose books I had devoured, was not only a modest man but also deeply interested in meeting and exchanging ideas with his fellow canine professionals. It was in those first meetings that our friendship began.


The idea to write a book together, however, never would have formulated had I not later seen a television series called Divine Canine. The show featured the monks, primarily Brother Christopher, working with interesting clients and their somewhat spoiled dogs. What really struck me while watching Brother Chris work was how similar his movements were to my own. It truly seemed as though I were watching myself train dogs. I knew then that we shared the same dog-training philosophies. Not long after, Brother Christopher and I began a series of conversations about ways to improve our training, especially taking the needs of today’s clients and their dogs into account.


The dog universe has changed enormously in the past twenty years, and Brother Christopher and I both believed that we had an important message for today’s dog owner, a philosophy that could help both dog lovers and, just as important, dogs be happier. So we brainstormed, we talked, and we outlined.


About that time, I spent a week visiting New Skete and had the chance to help Brother Christopher work with some of the dogs he was training. It was an ideal opportunity to collaborate, to exchange ideas, and simply to get to know each other better. I remember one of the dogs we trained that week was an energetic golden retriever named Annie that was owned by a retired couple. The couple loved Annie dearly, but had brought her to New Skete because she was proving too wild for them, constantly pulling and jumping. They needed help.


In working with Annie those few days, Brother Christopher and I recognized she had a profile similar to that of so many of the dogs we work with: energetic, full of fun, and totally doted on and spoiled by her owners. We laughed as we trained her: Annie was charming yet totally used to having her own way, and we could only imagine the fits she had been giving her owners. That said, both of us were pleased with how quickly Annie began responding to our training. With a little structure and some basic instruction, discipline, and exercise, Annie started to shine as a student. By the time her owners came to pick her up, she was ready to go home and was able and willing to follow a new program.


I vividly remember that concluding interview with amusement. It was a carbon copy of many of the interviews I’ve had through the years. Before bringing out Annie, Brother Christopher began giving a full report on how she had done, explaining her progress and the various skills she had learned. After about ten minutes, the wife broke in and demanded, “Where’s Annie?” Brother Christopher replied that she was in the kennel, but before they saw her he needed to coach them on how to follow up on the training. That kept the woman quiet for another ten minutes, after which she said again, “Where’s Annie?” Brother Christopher explained that there were still a number of points that had to be covered, but it was becoming evident that the woman was losing her patience. I smiled as Brother Christopher picked up the pace, trying to keep the couple’s attention while providing them with important information that they were going to need to continue at home. Finally, after another five minutes, the woman shook her head and practically yelled, “Where’s Annie?”


We had a good laugh together, and Brother Christopher said, “Okay, I get it. I’ll get Annie and do the demonstration, but then I’ll spend as much time as we need working together.” Then the husband broke in and said with a smile, “I think what you’re seeing is that we both love the dog, but I’m the one who is going to have to keep up the training. My wife simply wants to love Annie without Annie knocking her over.”


Well, Brother Christopher did his best with the couple, and fortunately Annie did quite well in the return session. The husband listened attentively to Brother Christopher’s coaching, and by the time they left, he seemed to be handling Annie nicely. But it was also clear that his wife wasn’t interested in the technical details of the training. She simply wanted to be able to love Annie and have Annie behave. She just didn’t understand how her own behavior impacted Annie’s.


After the session I couldn’t resist teasing Brother Christopher. I looked at him and said, “Where’s Annie???” and we burst out laughing. We both knew that we’ve had many clients with a similar profile. But the episode with Annie triggered a serious conversation in which we acknowledged the need for a new type of dog book, one that would lay a foundation for understanding dogs as they are and would help owners understand and use certain basic principles, regardless of what type of formal obedience training they practiced. After all, your behavior will always have an impact on your dog.


—Marc Goldberg, ChicagoDogTrainer.com
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The Promise




In a fractured world of broken relationships dogs can teach us the meaning of devotion and fidelity.


—Dogs & Devotion




There is an art to living with a dog that combines grace and elegance with understanding and realism, that fosters compassion and a spiritual connection without doting and pampering. Such an art is based on respect for the true nature of the dog and the vital role we have in helping the dog to fulfill its highest potential. What’s even more remarkable is that, as we nurture this relationship, we become increasingly sensitive to the wondrous interconnectedness of life and, for the lucky ones who believe, more connected to a universal spirit.


Unfortunately, too many dog owners today don’t experience the gifts that this type of relationship offers. Instead, they carry dogs in purses and lavish them with outrageous gifts like Gucci collars and mink booties. They place demands on their dogs for comfort and emotional support, forcing the dogs to become agents of therapy rather than recognizing them as sovereign beings with needs of their own. They spend less and less time with their dogs. The leisure time today’s dog owners have is often devoted to events and activities deemed more important than creating a healthy relationship with their pets. Owners feel forced to isolate and marginalize dogs that can’t be trusted around other dogs or people. There is no relief in sight. Puppy mills churn out dogs by the tens of thousands, shelters fill with dogs that are victims of not only physical neglect but also ineffective training methods that have hoodwinked a swath of the dog world. Too many of today’s basic obedience classes are dumbed down and truncated, more concerned with being politically correct than with offering dog owners effective solutions.


Something needs to be done, and that’s why we’ve written this book.


Let Dogs Be Dogs is a bit of a departure from the Monks of New Skete’s previous training volumes, How to Be Your Dog’s Best Friend and The Art of Raising a Puppy. It is also different in the way it is presented. Throughout this volume, you will occasionally hear from both Marc and Brother Christopher in their own voices. These vignettes are intended to make the experience of reading this book as personal as possible, as if you were sitting across from us as we share anecdotes from our decades of experience in both working and living with dogs.


MARC GOLDBERG I grew up with dogs, and my first was a sheltie pup that I raised named Gus. In some sense, Gus also raised me from the age of eleven to twenty-nine. During those eighteen years, Gus taught me so much. He taught me to value the relationship first.


Perhaps the first serious lesson Gus taught me was that merely being your dog’s pal is not enough to qualify you as a “best friend.” To be your dog’s best friend, the first thing you must do is teach him how to be safe. Gus, untrained, ran into the street and was hit by a car in his fifth month of life. Luckily, it wasn’t his last. When Gus’s broken bone healed, my mother enrolled us both in a local dog-training class, and within a few short weeks I was hooked on training—and so was Gus.


We went on to learn and train at the highest levels of obedience, winning a few prizes along the way. Decades later, I still cherish the silver trays and bowls Gus and I won in the obedience ring.


What shines brightest in my memory, however, is the recollection of the day when, as a young teenager, I ran home from school, eager to practice a dog-training routine with Gus in preparation for a dog show that weekend. Since we had already won some ribbons, and I had developed a taste for the winner’s circle, I wanted a repeat performance. So when I arrived home, I snapped a leash on Gus and took him outside for a quick training session.
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Marc Goldberg and Gus circa 1972. They guided each other through life for nearly eighteen years.








But Gus behaved oddly. I was telling him to heel in order to practice the heeling pattern common at obedience trials. This was a routine that Gus knew well and excelled at, yet on this day, he wouldn’t do it. My dog refused to obey the simple heel command that I knew for sure he completely understood. So I corrected Gus for disobeying. And he took that leash correction, in the form of a pop toward me, without protest. Yet Gus still did not obey. Shamefacedly, I admit that I corrected Gus again, and that again he refused.


This was very unusual, and for a long moment it confounded me. Thankfully, I stopped bullying Gus and began to reflect.


“What’s different? Every day I come home from school, I play with my dog, and then I train him.” That’s when it hit me square in the face. I was so eager to practice that when I got home I snapped a leash on Gus without actually acknowledging him, and then I began to make demands, demands that Gus was usually happy to comply with out of friendship. But this time I hadn’t greeted or played with Gus. I had simply ordered him around, and he communicated his displeasure with passive resistance.


I sat down on the ground. I invited Gus up into my lap, and then I played with him for a few minutes. I collected myself, stood up, and began the training session again. It went beautifully. That weekend we brought home more silver, which I still have. But the real prize was what I learned.


In these pages, we promise to unveil for you a pathway to a life with your dog that might once have seemed unimaginable. We will explain how to use the time you already spend training—or simply living with your dog—more wisely, and provide specific goals to meet your dog’s needs. Much more than a training manual, this book will show you how to have a life with your canine companion in an intentional, purposeful, and satisfying way. Most dog-training books focus on the one hour a day the average dog owner should spend training and exercising her dog. Here, we’ll show you not only how to get the most out of that hour but also how to build and strengthen the relationship during the other twenty-three hours.


We identified the central concept of this book as “the art of living with your dog” for good reason. Ask any good artist and he’ll tell you his work is drawn not only from inspiration but also from years of education and application. Violinists such as Joshua Bell and Hilary Hahn, for example, demonstrate a remarkable technical proficiency honed by many years of dedicated practice but also a creative, intuitive sense of expression that transcends pure technique. It is what makes listening to them such a delight. They’ve reached a point at which technique becomes an avenue of freedom and personal expression—an art. A similar dynamic can take place in a relationship with a dog: Technique can become art, where the various movements and commands between human and dog seem to flow effortlessly, in a relaxed rhythm of attention and respect. How different an ordinary walk looks under those circumstances from the more familiar daily drama of dog pulling owner down the street. To witness the harmony and connection between a well-behaved dog and its owner is a thing of beauty, and deeply inspiring.


But there is an important caveat to note here. In a healthy relationship with a dog, training technique needs to be balanced with a sound understanding of the nature of the dog. Too great an emphasis on technique alone can make the relationship seem artificial and stilted, inserting a level of pressure on both dog and owner that causes it to fall short of reaching the level of art. In our technology-driven world it is easy to see how this can happen. Good technique is never an end in itself, but needs to serve the broader relationship, and when that happens you observe the relaxed give-and-take between owner and dog. Ultimately, this involves putting time, understanding, and practice into a well-thought-out plan for daily life with your dog. That is where the magic happens.


At least, that is where it happens in our relationship with our dogs. Admittedly, there are many dog-training books that reflect a number of training methods. Some of these books are quite good. We’d like to think that we’ve written a few. But there remains the challenge of writing a book that grounds the reader’s understanding of the nature of the dog in reality, providing a sure foundation that can then support and complement any particular training method one chooses to follow. The more you understand how you influence your dog’s behavior and thinking, the easier it will be for you to move toward an artful relationship with your own dog.


With this book, we seek to help just about every dog owner, from those whose relationship with their dogs is healthy and who want to keep it that way, to the once conscientious owners whose commitment to their canines has begun to lapse, to those owners whose relationship with their dogs is in need of critical care. This book is written especially for those who suspect that there is something missing in the relationship they have with their dog. Here’s our promise: When you master the art of living with your dog in an intentional and purposeful way, you can have a beautiful and easy relationship where training occurs organically and the need for psychotropic drugs or quick obedience fixes is rare or nonexistent. What is even more remarkable is this: In the process, you will become more aware of the critical role you play in your dog’s life and behavior, and how the quality of your guidance affects his happiness and helps him be a better dog.


Simply put, by considering and prioritizing his needs, you’ll become more human. But first, a bit of a reality check. For this ideal to be realized, we need to set out in a clear and orderly way, laying a solid foundation from which to live the dream. Dreams are essential if we are to become fully alive, but unless you have a road map to follow, you risk not fulfilling them. This applies to your relationship with your dog. For your relationship to flourish and grow into something artful, there are certain elements that absolutely need to be present and that go beyond the nonnegotiables any healthy relationship presumes: good exercise, good diet, and conscientious socialization. These are givens. You also need to understand that dogs read your body language in the subtlest of ways, and that you can positively capitalize on this by being transparent with your dog, quietly praising her with genuine warmth and appreciation, for example, when she follows your lead. Or being patient when you are teaching her how to respond to a particular command. Your dog will perceive the sincerity present when it comes from your heart. By being attentive to how your dog is responding to you, you’ll become more conscious of yourself and more in control of your emotions, putting yourself in a better position to communicate clearly with her. She will literally help you be a better companion.


Below is a brief outline of the map we will be following.


Your intention. Any potential or current dog owners need to weigh whether they are truly committed to giving their dog the time and attention it needs to become a good companion. In these pages we will provide you with a brief “examination of conscience” to help you discern how serious you are about acquiring or caring for a dog.


Understanding the basic nature of the dog. Part of providing a dog what it needs to be a good companion involves understanding its basic nature, how it evolved, and what lessons you can learn from its historical development. We will touch on the basic drives present in the dog and explain why, being a highly social pack animal, it needs a benevolent leader in order to flourish. We will then show you practical ways to reinforce your dog’s perception of you as leader.


Common traps. Sometimes people’s expectations of what they hope to get from their dogs stem more from Hollywood’s depiction of dogs than from the real world. Further, people can allow the pressures and demands of modern life to curtail the amount of time they devote to cultivating the relationship. We will discuss these traps and provide you with a realistic picture of caring for your dog that respects her nature, builds the relationship, and then sets the stage for providing her the things she really cares about. The commitment to training is imperative, but there is much that isn’t covered by training—the critical teachable moments that you can use as they happen, rather than letting them pass.


Whether you take advantage of and benefit from teachable moments depends not only on your determination to do so but also on your awareness of what they are. If you don’t recognize opportunities when they knock, you will miss many or most of the critical chances you have to show your dog right from wrong. Even children are not born knowing right from wrong or how to fit the societal norms in which they will have to live. Of course, since we are human, it comes intuitively to us to remind a small child to say please when he surprises you by demanding something. You don’t have to prepare for or even think about that moment with a two-year-old. That’s because you just know it’s coming. When it does, you have the necessary guidance ready and dispense it as needed. Although a two-year-old may try parental patience from time to time, the child’s behavior is rarely a surprise. Simply put, it’s a big job to educate a child, whether she’s your own, a friend’s, or a relative’s. But you have serious advantages in that arena. First, you’re of the same species. And, second, we have all been children.


That’s not the case with dogs. When raising dogs, we unwittingly come to the job with one of three basic approaches:


1. The “he’ll figure it out” method, in which we don’t offer the dog a lot of information. Of course we love him, so we pet and play with him and care for him. And as he chews or potties on something inappropriate, we scold and hope he figures it out.


2. The “research it as we go” method, in which we try to respond intelligently, but only after encountering a problem. This usually involves turning to Google or YouTube, typing words in a box, and sifting through thousands of conflicting suggestions. Often this causes an owner to throw up her hands and revert back to approach number one: he’ll figure it out.


3. We plan ahead. We learn what challenges are coming from puppies and adult dogs either through untold years of experience, as the authors have done, or through well-thought-out plans, such as those we will explain in this book. We mentally prepare to partner up with a different species by studying its psychology and its needs. We give our dog what his species requires to function well within the societal norms we have set up for him. This method might be called the “do it right and the dog won’t know he’s being trained” method. And it’s important. The dog, left to his own devices, wouldn’t know it’s wrong to pee on the curtains and eat the woodwork, because that is exactly what he would do if not otherwise coached.


We remind the two-year-old child to say please when she demands the ice cream we’re dishing out. She says please and we hand over the bowl. (Of course, then we have the thank-you lesson to teach.) Ideally, we’ll only have to remind a few times, and the point is not only made but set. That’s because we intuitively understand how to motivate the child, using the treat as both motivator and reward. In other words, because we are people too, and because we were once children, we know what children care about and thus how to exploit a teachable moment.


But what do dogs care about… really care about on the deepest levels? What do they crave enough that they will sacrifice perfectly good dog behaviors such as eating whatever food they can reach? In this book we will go into great detail about multiple things dogs want and need on a deeply fundamental level. We call these things “resources.” In our childhood example, the resource was ice cream. With dogs, food is a resource, but there are many other things that dogs want: for example, affection, exercise, or rest.


If a resource is something a dog needs to be healthy and psychologically well-tuned, then shouldn’t we just give it to the dog? Ultimately, yes, we should, and indeed we will. But the how, when, and where of that giving will determine whether our dog says please and thank you or snarls, “Gimme more.”


We will give you very specific advice on how to provide—not deprive but provide—resources.


Relationship. In an earlier book, we described the desired relationship to your dog as pack leader, and we’ll talk more about that soon. This is the deeply devoted relationship your dog craves from his best friend, and we will show you how to assume that role in a benevolent way. If you’re conscious of what you want the relationship to ultimately look like, you can shape it to that effect and then enjoy the outcome.


Food and treats. Will your dog say gimme? Or will he say please and thank you? That all depends on how you set the expectations—so we’ll analyze it. In the animal world, food is a primary motivator. Wild canines have to hunt for food, expending enormous energy to find sustenance. We make it easy for our domesticated pets, and so we should. But we do not think of nourishment in the same way our dog does. Learn to use food well and your dog will be not only physically nourished but also psychologically satisfied.
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Holly encourages Charlie to sit for his treat. (Photo by Jim Darow)








Space. People don’t usually think about space until they’re hunting for a new home and they look for more (or less) space. Most people only think about space when someone stands too close to them at a party, or when another driver drifts into their lane… or steals their parking spot. But dogs think about space constantly, consciously and otherwise. We can use this to our advantage. An example of using space correctly is to teach a dog to respect a small child (and vice versa). Another is using space to teach dogs not to jump on guests or bolt out an open door.


Time. “What do you want to do?” “I don’t know… what do you want to do?” Such phrases bounce back and forth between childhood friends and adults alike. In human culture, it’s normal to negotiate activities. Negotiating also happens among dogs, as well as between dogs and people. Have you ever had a friend who never seemed to care about what you wanted? Who never took your ideas or needs into account? Who always insisted on his plan? In dog-human relationships this can happen in either direction. Some dogs are so insistent on playing ball that you hide the toys; then they claw up the floor looking for the one lost ball under the couch. On the other hand, some dogs just want a walk now and again, yet the owner can’t be bothered. If you parcel out the activities a dog needs, your dog will find it easy to give you the tranquility in the home that you need.


Toys. Many dogs love them. But just as children can learn the wrong lesson when you give and give and give, so too can dogs fail to understand that it’s “just love” when you stuff the box to overflowing. Some dogs become possessive and confrontational with “their” belongings and the toy store employees who clean and stock the place. (That’s you by the way!) But if you use toys as an educational resource, you can teach your dog to respect you and the rules that help you keep your dog safe.


Emotion and affection. These days the only reason anyone in Western culture lives with a dog—with the exception of working dogs, such as service dogs, gundogs, and sniffer dogs—is for emotion and affection. But working dogs are well loved too and are among the most contented, well-adjusted dogs you’ll ever meet. That’s because they have a job to do, and the relationships they enjoy with their handlers revolve around an enormous level of mutual respect for the rules of the game. Owners of guide dogs for the blind do not randomly pet their dogs and shower them with affection. Instead, they strategically and pointedly reward them on and off—usually in quite small ways—during the workday. When the dog is off duty, the owner removes the harness and the dog becomes a pet with normal hug privileges. Why are those dogs so much happier and less neurotic than dogs that receive a far, far greater amount of overt affection from their owners? We’ll talk about that and help you get it right.
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Growing up with too many toys and not enough responsibilities can accidentally teach puppies an undesirable sense of entitlement.








At the end of the day, it’s not whether you will provide resources for your dog. You will. What makes the difference in your relationship will be the how, when, and where, and we will be extremely detailed in helping you understand that.


BROTHER CHRISTOPHER Often the most satisfying clients to work with are those who face a real challenge with their dog but don’t give up, who are willing to listen and apply themselves to realize their dream. Take Fred. The fact that Fred bought a puppy in the first place was somewhat surprising. In his sixties and single, Fred had worked for most of his adult life as an executive at a national company headquartered in Manhattan. Not one to make impulsive decisions, Fred was much more of a risk-versus-reward type of thinker. He had recently retired from his high-powered job, however, and for the first time since Fred could remember, there was a hole in his life. Then he walked into a pet store and fell in love.


“I didn’t know what I was getting into,” Fred said to us.


The puppy, a Jack Russell terrier, was named Eddie. Although it’s understandable that Fred was smitten, Jack Russells aren’t exactly a couch potato breed and can be a handful, especially for someone uneducated about dogs, which Fred was.


Predictably, Fred encountered all sorts of preliminary problems with Eddie, from house soiling to obstreperous behavior to chewing furniture. Fred even had trouble controlling Eddie on leash during walks, enduring the frustration of Eddie pulling him down the sidewalk.


When Fred brought Eddie to the monastery, the puppy was seven and a half months old. Fred had found out about the Monks of New Skete through The Art of Raising a Puppy. In reading our book, Fred realized he hadn’t fully considered the change that the addition of a puppy would bring to his life, and he hadn’t thought through all that goes into the formative training of a puppy. He also hadn’t any idea how important the puppy’s background was—Eddie could’ve come from a puppy mill for all Fred knew.


Puppy mills are horrid places, where puppies are bred solely for profit and live in factory-like conditions. They receive minimal human contact during those first formative weeks, they aren’t vaccinated, they sleep in their own filth, and then they’re placed in a shipping crate or cage, sometimes for as long as a week. That’s the puppy you typically buy at a pet store, and that’s why we don’t recommend purchasing puppies from pet stores.


As challenging as Eddie was in those early months, Fred wasn’t about to quit on him. Whatever he saw in Eddie’s eyes that day in the pet store had lodged somewhere in Fred’s heart.


Eddie’s situation wasn’t hopeless by any stretch. By following the principles described in our puppy training book—especially putting Eddie on a regular routine of three good walks a day plus making a concerted effort at socializing him with both people and dogs—Fred had made some real progress with Eddie, and that made our job much easier. In no time, we had Eddie walking politely on leash down our road, as well as doing down-stays and recalls with little rebellion. We discovered that Eddie was very toy motivated, so we concluded our training sessions with a vigorous game of fetch that Eddie looked forward to and delighted in. When Fred came back to pick Eddie up and observed him working happily in the demonstration, he was thrilled with the results. During the outtake interview, we presented Fred with a blueprint that expanded on how he could incorporate Eddie more seamlessly into his life.


The list of suggestions we provided was centered foremost on a predictable daily structure that included exercise, simple training methods, and play sessions—all ordinary things but extremely important in stabilizing Eddie’s behavior once he returned home. Most important, we coached Fred on how to claim a leadership role in the relationship in order to help Eddie integrate what he’d learned with us. We showed Fred how to use his voice and body language to express confidence and encouragement in working with Eddie, and Fred did his best to follow our lead. He came to understand that real love isn’t just that initial spark of attraction; real love is what follows the chemistry. Real love comes from the attention that goes into a lasting and healthy relationship. We promised Fred that if he followed our suggestions, his relationship with Eddie would not only be manageable but also enrich his life.


Our tale of Eddie and Fred has a happy ending. The letter we received a month and a half later said it all: “It isn’t just that Eddie has maintained what he learned at New Skete. Far more importantly for me, he actually wants to be with me throughout the day and I’ve come to experience an entirely new dimension to the relationship than before. I’m spending more quality time with him and he’s far calmer now. He’s drawn a better part of myself out in the open and I’m so much the better for it. Thank you.”


Fred made the transition to retirement in no small measure because of the happy companionship he found with his Jack Russell terrier. Eddie filled something that was missing in Fred’s life. Yet it’s not only the lonely who can profit from a relationship with a dog. The type of relationship Fred and Eddie found can be experienced by anyone, whether you’re young or old, from a big family, or living on your own. Dogs have the power to change your life for the better, but only when they’re allowed to be who they truly are, and only when you take a leadership role.
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Rescuing the True Nature of Your Dog




The more we learn of the dog’s evolution—of its behaviors and instincts, of its needs and desires—the more we appreciate the mystery of its nature.


—Bless the Dogs




BROTHER CHRISTOPHER Perhaps living in a community with nine other monks and a dozen or so German shepherds sensitizes us to pack dynamics. A natural pack structure is on display each day among our dogs, and that structure clearly includes the monks as part of the pack. Each of us cares for at least one dog. In my case, I take care of two,* and all of us look to include the dogs we care for in our lives. For me, that means any number of basic things: My dogs sleep in my room. I’m responsible for feeding them, and I take walks with them several times a day. If we go hiking in the woods or on the mountain where New Skete is located, I take my dogs with me for companionship and exercise. One of the greatest joys I have is seeing my dogs frolic in nature, so obviously fascinated with the feast of scents that surrounds them. I groom my dogs at least once a week (more when they’re shedding!), and this includes touching them all over, checking for tics, burrs, or any sore spots. I also clean their ears, check their teeth, and trim their nails, all on a regular basis. I’m fortunate in that I can take my dogs to work with me each day at our training kennel. I use them for distraction with the training dogs, and this allows me to connect with my dogs frequently in a natural way. In the afternoons, the dogs will sometimes play with one another for a time in an exercise pen.
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Brother Christopher walks with his dogs along New Skete’s private road.







At dinner, there are often five or so dogs surrounding the dinner table, peacefully holding down-stays behind our chairs, relaxed yet seemingly grateful to be included in the pack of people and dogs present. After dinner and chores, we routinely gather in our recreation room to watch the news or a good television show or movie, or simply to share with one another the events of the day. On any given evening, you’ll find a half dozen dogs on down-stays at the feet of their respective monks, chewing on a bone or toy or just relaxing.


Since we’re in the business of breeding German shepherds, each of our dogs is part of the breeding program. When a bitch comes into season she’ll spend that time in the puppy kennel under the watchful eye of monks and the lay staff who see to the breeding. When a bitch is ready to be bred, we bring the stud over from the monastery and let nature take its course. Usually, the bitches are bred three times during the cycle, and after the litter is born, mothers will stay with their pups until they are weaned.


One of the most vivid illustrations of pack behavior is a mother interacting and playing with her litter of pups. I remember the last time Daisy had a litter of puppies: I brought her and her pups out from the breeding kennel to our spacious front yard, which also serves as a cemetery. This isn’t as grim as it sounds: In addition to our monks and nuns, many of our friends wish to be buried at an Orthodox monastery, and the cemetery is a salutary reminder of mortality. The simple wooden crosses keep quiet watch over a peaceful landscape of rolling terrain filled with birds, bushes, trees, and ever-changing colors that follow the seasons. And the puppies certainly don’t seem to mind. We let them play in the open sections of the yard, always respectful of the nearby graves, but also secure in the knowledge that our departed brothers and sisters would happily approve.


On this occasion, Daisy played with her little pack of puppies as they crawled and tumbled over one another. At one point, a particularly bold little female strayed from the group toward a nearby cross. Before I could move to head her off, Daisy skillfully intercepted the pup, herding her back to the group, where Daisy could keep a mother’s eye on all of them at once. Daisy’s vigilance freed me simply to observe and enjoy the dogs’ antics, and to provide them with outside time. The pups were enchanted with their surroundings, often sniffing the ground and picking up a leaf or a stick. Invariably, once one of them had something, the others wanted it too, and the little pack would swarm and run, several times ending up in a tumbled pile of German shepherd pups.
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An older dog teaches a puppy not to stray from the pack by intercepting her and guiding her back to the litter.








They were drawn together, and Daisy dutifully orchestrated the symphony, keeping the pack in place. And when that one pup thought about going her own way, Daisy brought her right back with the others. Occasionally, one of the puppies would try to nurse. Because Daisy had already fed them, she would nudge them off, giving a very clear message: not right now. I smile recalling how one pup tried to latch on while Daisy was distracted by the others. By this time the puppies had sharp little teeth, and this guy must have grazed Daisy with a tooth because she nudged him sharply with her nose and then held him down for an instant. The pup gave a tiny cry, but Daisy held him until he relaxed, only a matter of seconds. Then she let him up, licked his face, and sent him back to play with the brood.


In some ways, this is the nature of the pack, and it’s a scene I could easily imagine happening in a wolf pack. The dogs are drawn together. If one commits an infraction of some sort, another is bound to give him an instant of clear education, and then they resume whatever they were doing.


Call of the Wild


From a scientific point of view, the evolution of the dog from the wolf reflects a complex and mysterious history that continues to be uncovered. We still don’t know absolutely how the process occurred. There are several theories—from the simplistic older view that dogs resulted when humans domesticated wolves, stealing litters and then raising the young pups, to the view of the biologist Raymond Coppinger, who believes the dog was derived from a self-taming group of wolves that capitalized on feeding from human garbage dumps after the last Ice Age.


More recently, a theory has emerged suggesting the dog gradually evolved from more social wolves that recognized the benefits of associating with hunters and gatherers in Europe thirty-two thousand years ago. The wolves, the theory goes, would eat the carcasses left behind by the human hunters while keeping other predators away. This formed a mutually beneficial relationship that evolved over the years.*


Though divergent, these theories of the evolution of the dog acknowledge the same wild progenitor, a fact that is verified by DNA evidence. In 1993, both the Smithsonian Institution and the American Society of Mammalogists classified our beloved domestic dog, or Canis lupus familiaris, as a subspecies of Canis lupus, the gray wolf.


Whether our relationship with our best friends began as the result of humans domesticating wolves, wolves domesticating themselves, or some combination of these two theories, one thing is for certain: Humans and wolves were drawn to each other by virtue of their intense sociability and curious nature, and slowly but surely, this familiarity resulted in the emergence of the dog. In the illuminating book How the Dog Became the Dog, Mark Derr writes that the association between socialized wolves and humans was consensual and mutual, and “in response to the needs and desires of both species, as well as to exigencies of rapidly shifting environmental conditions.… They helped each other out, and they adapted together to a changing world.”


In order to fully understand your dog, therefore, and why your dog behaves as he does, it helps to understand his true nature. In the classic study of dog development Genetics and the Social Behavior of the Dog, J. P. Scott and John L. Fuller state that dogs are capable of all wolfish behaviors except when humans have changed their physical and learned responses through breeding.


So what wolfish behavior still exists in dogs? In this chapter, we will identify some of those behaviors and then provide an overview of how you can take them into account in relating positively with your dogs.



Driving Force


The well-known dog trainer Wendy Volhard notes in her work that, like wolf behavior, dog behavior is rooted in fundamental drives that have been inherited and strengthened over time. These drives include prey, pack, and defense. For our purposes here, the most important of the three is pack drive—behaviors associated with reproduction, being part of a group, or pack, and learning to follow the basic rules or guidelines of the pack.


Put very simply, by being a strong pack leader you will strengthen your dog’s pack drive, which in turn will lead to good behavior and a happy relationship.


You can do this easily from day one. For example, whether you have a new puppy or even an older dog you’ve adopted, you can facilitate bonding by having your dog follow you around the house wherever you go. We call this tethering. Just keep the dog on a leash held in your left hand while you are moving about. When you sit down for a length of time—to work on a computer, for example—help your dog lie down. If he doesn’t know that command yet or if he is restless, step on the leash to hold him in place. Don’t pin him to the floor. Give him just enough leash to remain comfortably next to you. Your dog may initially put up a fuss over this, but if you are patient and calm he will gradually settle and relax. The basic lesson this teaches is that your dog should follow you. It naturally puts you in the position of pack leader and conditions your dog to stay with you. If you practice this simple exercise for twenty to thirty minutes several times a day, you’ll be amazed at how your dog will begin to look at you with newfound respect. Only a pack leader has the right to tell another pack member where to put his body. Remember how Daisy herded her recalcitrant puppy back to the pack? She was merely acting as pack leader. This is a role you too can fulfill for your dog, and it appeals to his natural sense of pack drive.


The other drives will also express themselves in positive ways. A good expression of defense drive is to bark when the doorbell rings, to alert the owner that a visitor has arrived and to let the visitor know that there’s a dog in the house. But most people also want to control the amount of barking, i.e., to get the dog to stop barking when told. This will involve successfully switching drives in the midst of the situation; for example, you can teach your dog to go to a dog bed and wait until you release him (pack drive), something he can learn with a reasonable amount of practice. Even quieting a territorial bark on command asks the dog to switch into pack drive.
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Arizona trainer Tawni McBee and Shanti share a relaxing moment. A dog in pack drive is more likely to relax than one exhibiting prey-drive behaviors. (Photo by Beth Gouwens)








Pack drive, to fit into the group and to collaborate with a coherent, benign leader, is what people mostly want from their dogs. Here are some characteristics of a dog in proper pack drive: He’s attentive and happily follows directions; he rarely barks, except as a way of protecting the pack leader or the pack as a whole; he’s calm and doesn’t react negatively to stimuli he encounters, such as dogs, other animals, or people.


Yet many pet owners find that their dogs pull and lunge on the leash, or growl at other dogs or at people, expressing a defense drive. Or maybe your own dog can barely go for a walk because he reacts by jumping hard at every bird, rabbit, squirrel, and cat that he sees because he’s constantly flipping into a state of prey drive.


What you really want is for your dog to enjoy the walk calmly by your side, either ignoring or politely acknowledging the presence of people, dogs, and other animals. In other words, you would like your dog, for the duration of the walk, to choose pack drive over either defense or prey drive. And he can. Some dogs gravitate to this desired state of mind naturally, either due to breed tendencies or their individual personality, or because they’ve been taught by their owner that calm, cooperative behavior is the only acceptable activity while on a neighborhood leash walk. Some dogs choose the behavior you want all on their own. Most have to be taught to select behavior that you desire, however, and this means you’ll need to show your dog how to change his mind-set so he can actually deliver what you want. If your dog charges ahead of you, you might need to practice abruptly changing direction to reinforce your leadership role. Your dog will follow your lead when he realizes it is not optional, and then you can reward his cooperation with warm praise. As your dog experiences the benefits of this—love and encouragement—he naturally starts to pay better attention by walking close to your side, and you can make this his default choice with more praise and encouragement. Your dog will respond to you if you know how to communicate that you are the leader of the pack, the provider of all things good—the inspiring teacher whom all students naturally want to please.
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Going for a walk is more enjoyable for Illinois trainer Mary Mazzeri and Mia when the dog isn’t lunging at every squirrel she sees. (Photo by Steven Drew)








After all, this is what your dog deserves. In the millennia since dogs and human beings have chosen to associate with each other, we have seen how each species has enriched the other. Dogs have proven themselves so much more than simply “useful.” Apart from the myriad ways they have helped human beings throughout history, dogs have at the same time shown a capacity for relationships that has inserted itself in the human imagination, and that is an expression of their true nature. When we meet dogs’ natural need for social order, they will meet our needs and make our lives better. This means making an intentional decision on our part to provide for their mental and physical health, both of which are important for good behavior. Dogs require meaningful and structured quality time. Good intentions aren’t enough. You can block out time in your calendar if necessary to make sure that you fulfill your good intentions. Otherwise, due to the challenges of contemporary culture, your dog can end up spending far more time alone than ever before. Then when you do spend a bit of time with him, you may be tempted to spoil your dog rather than lead and educate. That is the chief reason we’re seeing so many behavior problems as dogs become alienated from their basic nature.


Honoring Nature


We have seen what happens when the fundamental nature of the dog is respected… and when it is neglected. One gratifying aspect of our work with clients is when we see a dog that has been conscientiously integrated into the life of its owner. The dog’s basic needs have been met: He is not only fed a quality diet and given essential veterinary care but also given regular, structured exercise appropriate to his age and breed. Normally, the exercise takes place at predictable times of the day, and the dog looks forward to it. This helps cement the bond with the owner in a completely natural way. Additionally, the responsible owner makes sure to provide the dog with solid socialization—with both humans and other dogs—so that the dog can interact positively with his environment. Sometimes this will involve making playdates with friends and their dogs; other times it will involve utilizing a doggy day care. Owners who make the conscious effort to socialize their dogs optimally in puppyhood (or, in cases of adopting an older dog, in the first several months of ownership) reap the long-term benefits. These basic ingredients are nonnegotiable: They lay a foundation for a transformative relationship that makes sense to both person and dog. The dog, even if he hasn’t had any formal training, is basically well-adjusted, primed to learn, and he takes to the process in a willing manner. The training builds on a beginning that has already been put into place, and the results are delightful.


By contrast, we work with some clients who expect training to replace their dog’s basic need for companionship and attention, and who fail to recognize their own responsibility to provide that. How many times through the years have we heard clients whine, “I never dreamed he would suck up so much of my time!” That’s precisely the point: When we love and respect someone, do we ever think of him as “sucking up our time”? The key is using the time you have together wisely, and this goes for your relationship with your dog as well. You can’t disregard the fundamental nature of the dog and expect it to flourish. When we try to cram a dog into a modern container that doesn’t have ample room to accommodate its basic nature, we’re going to witness all sorts of problems. That’s what we’re seeing plenty of today.


For example, people who are away from home for nine to eleven hours a day working, and who then spend significant time at home engaged in solitary behavior in this online, click-and-scroll world, or who frequently go out with friends after work, will no doubt see certain predictable negative traits develop within their dog: destructiveness, antisocial aggression, hyperactivity—the list can go on and on. To be perfectly frank, bringing a dog into your life means a commitment of time, energy, and money. You don’t want owning a dog to be a hardship. It wouldn’t be good for you, and certainly wouldn’t be fair to the dog. That said, even people who have demanding jobs, but are willing to invest in the relationship, can have a dog that will enrich their lives. We will give specific recommendations for those who fall into this category later in the book, but the primary requirement is your intention. Are you willing to provide the dog with what it needs to flourish? Will you honor its nature? Before taking a dog home, consider the dog and your circumstances. The chance of behavioral problems is greatly reduced in homes where people spend quality time with their dogs. And here’s the kicker: The payoffs are great! Maybe the greatest gift dogs give us is that they draw us into the kingdom of “now.” A dog’s natural appreciation of the world that surrounds it is contagious. When the dog spots the squirrel, so do we. When the dog sniffs the flowers, we may notice the flowers for the first time. From our dogs, we catch the joy of the moment.
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Every dog needs contact with nature now and again.








The Importance of Leadership


Fortunately, the list of ingredients for a happy relationship with your dog is pretty simple. There are the basics, of course: good food, plenty of water, exercise and play, lots of praise and bonding, teaching moments where you show your dog what it is and is not allowed to do, and ample time to rest and relax. Supply your dog with those essentials and you’ll be well on your way to having a contented dog.


Part of a successful relationship with your dog also includes an understanding of obedience exercises, and we have covered these at length in our other books. Taking the time to teach your dog the basic obedience exercises is a key factor in being able to include your dog optimally in your life. Above all else, these exercises help teach the dog to look to you for guidance. They also require a certain amount of consistency and discipline. Now, we realize the word discipline evokes all sorts of emotional responses from people, from positive to negative, so it is vital that we understand the word in the manner we are using it. As we wrote in How to Be Your Dog’s Best Friend, discipline shares a similar etymological path with disciple, “one who follows.” The Latin root for disciple is discere, which means “to learn.” Discipline in this context is not punishment. Indeed, it is a part of good teacher-student relationships: It clarifies for the dog what you are expecting from him. Further, it is consonant with how canines in the wild communicate with one another in order to maintain pack harmony. Often the pack leader is able to stop unwanted behavior in the pack with a sharp growl and/or penetrating stare. The message is unmistakable: Stop what you’re doing… now! Not surprisingly, the same dynamic has its place in the human-dog relationship.


Trust us, there will be times in your relationship with your dog when it will be necessary to correct him, to stop him from exhibiting inappropriate behavior. A correction can take many forms. Think of correction as a way to interrupt a behavior that makes the behavior less likely to recur. This is part of your responsibility as pack leader to keep your dog safe. For example, it is incumbent upon you to teach your dog to come when you call him regardless of distractions. Otherwise, every squirrel he sees can become a race toward a busy street or out an open door. But there is a right, sensible, fair way to approach correction. First, your dog must understand what you’re asking of him. Part of this clarity is consistency. If you want your dog to come unfailingly, for instance, you have to follow a logical progression. Initially you’ll teach him the recall at leash length (six feet), then extend it to greater distances using a longer lead (twenty to thirty feet). By associating something positive with obeying the command (such as a high-value treat), you create the motivation for your dog to really learn the command. You can then repeat the exercise in the face of distractions, using longer and longer lines attached to the collar. But you always need to enforce the command. You can never let the dog get the message that it is okay not to come when you call. Eventually, as you get better and better compliance in the face of distractions, you can begin to reverse the process by slowly shortening the line a bit each week.


The same kind of consistency helps with regard to other common problems. If you don’t want your dog jumping on the couch, but sometimes you get busy and allow him to, the message you’re sending him is that he might as well take the chance. It would not be fair to correct your dog for a behavior about which you don’t faithfully educate him.


Second, you must reinforce the rule under all and ever more distracting conditions so that your dog learns his responsibilities one step at a time. Most owners successfully teach their dogs to sit upon request. So they believe the dog knows “sit.” But try issuing that command immediately after the doorbell rings. You’re likely to find that, under that circumstance, your dog doesn’t know the sit command at all. The command probably won’t even register.
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Valerie Ann Erwin, a New York trainer, teaching off-leash behavior with a long lead and a watchful eye.








The solution is not to jump immediately to correction for a situation that you’ve never practiced. Instead, work on the sit command at various times. Yes, sometimes it’s fine to hold out a treat as you do so, but mix it up: Sometimes there is a treat, sometimes not. Practice in your living room during commercials if you’re watching TV, but don’t forget to repeat these exercises in other locations where sight, scent, and sound might distract your dog. Once your dog truly understands “sit” under all conditions, it is inevitable that you will encounter a situation in which your dog hears the command but sends you the following message: “Get back to me later on that sit thing. I’m very busy right now.” What you do next determines whether your dog learns that the exercise is not optional or whether he learns that crime pays. How best to correct your dog in this circumstance will depend on various factors, including the temperament of the dog, the age of the dog, and the nature of the infraction he has committed—minor, moderate, or major. There is a vast difference between a dog that has failed to sit on command and a dog that has lunged aggressively at a passerby. One infraction might merit a simple upward leash pop and a strong verbal no,* while the other might require something slightly more dramatic such as an abrupt about-turn.**


The critical point is not whether to use discipline. What’s important is that you discipline consistently and fairly so that your dog (and you) may profit by it. Too many owners ignore their dog’s troubling behavior only to explode in a fit of pique when their patience is finally at an end. Remember that you really do need to teach your dog every step of what he is to do before you can hold him fully accountable.


BROTHER CHRISTOPHER It’s only from an appropriate philosophical perspective—that of respecting the true nature of the dog, its need for companionship and direction—that obedience training fulfills its true promise. Training is never meant to mask the dog’s true nature but to let it blossom. For that to happen effectively, it’s crucial to understand the dog as dog, as Canis familiaris, a pack animal that is oriented to follow and to cooperate with intelligent leadership. We don’t have to apologize for exercising positive leadership. Our dogs will thank us for it, for in such a dynamic the dog understands what is being asked and is clear about how to respond.
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