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Introduction


Prior to any training, you should know that your dog already has the ability to smell and track. This is an inherited ability bestowed on every dog at birth. Since the dog is already proficient at this, you are actually going to teach him to identify a specific scent and lead you to its origin.


The information contained within these pages will help teach your dog to track a specific type of game, track a blood trail left behind by wounded game, find a lost person, or identify the presence of any scent, whether you are using your dog for hunting, working, or competition. I have used and taught these methods for search and rescue, tracking, cadaver, narcotics, arson, and game dogs with a great degree of success.


After spending a considerable amount of time studying human scent, I have concluded that all animals have their own individual scent. There is a common scent within each species, but each individual has a complex composition of cells that personalizes his or her scent. This individuality makes it possible for the dog to identify a specific scent and locate the source of that scent.


In training a dog to search for the source of a specific scent, you must realize that he knows the differences in these various scents. Your job is to teach him what and when to track. He can do that—and more—if the proper training is applied.


After reading this book, you may believe that this all sounds too simple. You must maintain your patience when training if you want your dog to understand what it is you are asking him to do. He does not understand human language, and you will have to learn to read the dog’s actions and body language to know when he is working and what he is doing. You will have to learn to accept what the dog is trying to tell you and trust his judgment. Once he is taught, you will have a dog that will track almost any scent. It is just a matter of isolating the scent so that he knows what it is you want him to locate.


The greatest problem you will encounter in this training is your acceptance of the fact that the dog knows where the track is and where the scent is coming from. You will inevitably second-guess your dog and have him prove to you that you are mistaken before you come to realize that he knows what he is doing. Accepting this is the hardest thing for any handler to overcome. Following your dog into areas that you believe are incorrect is very hard, but when he shows you the source of the scent, you will become a believer. Dogs do not lie, and to them this is simply a game of hide-and-seek. Your dog is not going to take you out into strange areas just to make you look foolish.


The first dog I trained to track wounded prey was a Louisiana Catahoula Leopard Dog. Using the methods described in this book, I began training her at the age of seven months. In six short weeks, she successfully tracked and located her first wounded deer.


All dogs can detect scent, but some have a nose better suited for scent work and a stronger drive to locate the source of that scent. Shorter noses or the lack of this drive is what deters the use of some breeds for tracking. This book contains guidelines that will help you choose the right dog within a litter. You will have to decide which breed you want to use for the job.
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The most legendary nose in dogdom belongs to the Bloodhound.




Chapter
1


The Dog’s Nose


Of all the dog’s senses, the sense of smell is the most well developed, and the one on which he depends most throughout his life. Puppies are deaf and blind at birth and remain so for the first ten days of life, but they can locate their source of food (mom) within minutes of being delivered. When a birthing female leaves the den or whelping box to relieve herself, eat, or exercise, her puppies instinctively find a corner and bunch up for warmth. The pups know when she returns and can locate her, despite not being able to see or hear, because of their acute sense of smell.


The sense of smell is vital to mature dogs’ social skills. It enables them to quickly distinguish between known and unknown humans and other animals. In the male of the species, it is a primary factor in his ability to determine whether a female is in heat and receptive to mating. A dog also can smell certain changes in human body chemistry that influence his behavior. For example, in a state of fear or panic the human body produces adrenaline. Dogs can sense the odor of adrenaline—the smell of fear—which provokes reactions ranging from heightened alertness to aggression. Through a combination of instinct and training, a tracking dog will be more motivated and work more intensely when searching for a person who is exhibiting fear.




Human Versus Canine Smell







A. First sense to develop:


Dog         Smell


Human    Touch


B. Primary sense for recognition:


Dog         Smell


Human    Sight


C. Last sense to fail:


Dog         Smell


Human    Touch/taste





How Keen Is the Dog’s Sense of Smell?


By various calculations over the years, many individuals have estimated that dogs can detect scent ten times better than humans can. In truth, no one knows the exact capacity or efficiency of the dog’s nose, because no man-made instrument is capable of measuring it. We can only speculate as to what degree a dog’s nose is more sensitive than a human’s, but there is evidence that the dog can detect and identify scent better than any instrument devised by humans.


Estimates of efficiency differ for different odors and different breeds. But even though some dogs’ ability is better than others’, the dog’s keen sense of smell is definitely a genetic trait. A 1972 study of German Wirehaired Pointers by G. Geiger, using a sample of 613 males and 573 females, concluded that 46 percent of the breed’s tracking ability and 39 percent of its scenting ability are inherited, whether the offspring come from working or nonworking parents.


When the cells of the nose are measured in the area of one square inch, the dog, with one sniff, allows more than 10,000 scents to be distinguished, categorized, and memorized. With that same sniff, the human can distinguish only 4,000 scents.


In Milo Pearsall and Hugo Verbruggen’s book Scent, the sensitivity of the dog’s nose is described as follows: “The dog can smell some odors at as much as one part per trillion (1 in 1,000,000,000,000).” The following example is given:


One of the substances released by human perspiration is butyric acid. If one gram of this chemical (a small drop in the bottom of a teaspoon) were to be spread throughout a ten-story building, a person could smell it at the window only at the moment of release. If this same amount were spread over the entire city of Philadelphia, a dog could smell it anywhere, even up to an altitude of 300 feet.


This example shows that a dog does not suffer from nose fatigue or acclimation to any specific scent. A human, on the other hand, acclimates to the smells around him. When you walk into a florist shop, the combined fragrance of the flowers and plants can be overwhelming. It is very difficult for humans to identify and locate any specific scent in this powerful mixture of perfumes. If you were to remain in the shop for a day, however, like those who work there, the powerful smell of fresh flowers would fade, and you would not notice the aroma as you did when you first walked in. The dog, on the other hand, can smell the individual scents and identify their origins.
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Another impressive nose is that of the Basset Hound. Taking a hound for a leisurely walk can be a challenge, as the dog always wants to stop and sniff.
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The long ears of the scenthound are designed to help gather and hold scent.


The Anatomy of Smell


The ability to detect subtle odors and follow a scent depends on cellular structures called olfactory receptor cells. The olfactory receptor cells are found in the moist lining of the entire length of a dog’s nasal cavity. Protruding from the surface of the olfactory cells are hairlike fibers known as cilia. The cilia are believed to be the part of the cell that is stimulated by the molecules of various airborne odors. The dog’s nose contains approximately 220 million olfactory cells, with 120 to 200 cilia per cell. By comparison, a human’s nose contains approximately 5 million olfactory cells, with six to eight cilia per cell. This would give the dog an estimated olfactory capacity a thousand times greater than that of a human. (By cilia count alone, a human’s sense of smell comes closest to that of the frog. A frog’s nose contains six to twelve cilia per cell, leading some to conclude that even frogs have a better sense of smell than humans do.)


Mucus membranes in the lining of the dog’s nose secrete a thin clear layer of mucus. In addition to its dirt-trapping function, the mucus keeps the olfactory cells moist and helps capture, absorb, and dissolve scent molecules, concentrating them in the cilia as the dog inhales or sniffs. The cilia stimulate the olfactory receptor cells, which are connected by a rich network of olfactory nerves to the olfactory lobe in the dog’s brain, where the scent molecules are identified and then categorized in the dog’s memory.


The dog also has a secondary olfactory cavity, called the vomeronasal organ (VMO) or Jacobson’s organ. This pair of fluid-filled sacs, above the roof of the mouth behind the incisors, is also lined with olfactory receptor cells, but unlike the cells in the nasal cavity, the VMO cells have tiny cellular protuberances instead of cilia that are stimulated by odor molecules. VMO cells transmit impulses directly to the olfactory lobe and, it is believed, to the parts of the dog’s brain that are associated with sexual behavior and the detection of pheromones, or chemicals that trigger a natural behavioral response in other animals. The vomeronasal nerve, along which these impulses are carried, may also be stimulated without inhaling, such as when the dog’s nose is submerged in water. The dog’s well-developed VMO could explain dogs’ superior ability to recognize individual people and other animals by scent.


A third sensory nerve, the trigeminal nerve, lies at the back of the nasal cavity. This nerve sends impulses to the brain to indicate the presence of foreign material within the nasal cavity, which triggers a sneeze. When a dog sneezes or blows his nose, he clears debris that may be interfering with his ability to detect scent, and he distributes additional moisture to the olfactory cells.


Brain anatomy also helps explain why dogs’ sense of smell is so much better than humans’. Researchers say the olfactory bulb of the human brain is approximately the size of a pea. A dog’s olfactory lobe is up to eight times larger; a bloodhound’s olfactory lobe, for example, is about the size of your thumb.


Another anatomical contrast between human and dog involves the capacity of the nasal cavities. The volume of air required to fill the human nose is 1.5 cubic inches; the volume of air required to fill the average dog’s nose is 6 cubic inches. The dog therefore has four times as much air swirling over his olfactory receptors. When a dog sniffs, he can hold several bursts of airborne scent molecules in the nasal cavity at once.
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The diagram in figure A is a cross-section of the dog’s nasal cavity and indicates the locations of the olfactory, trigeminal, and vomeronasal structures.


During the normal breathing cycle (figure B), air is taken in through the nostrils, flows upward, curves approximately midway in the canal, and is directed into the lungs.


During the sniffing cycle (figure C), air is taken forcefully through the nostrils and fills the entire cavity. Sniffing causes air to be pushed against the upper and back walls of the cavity. Inhaled air stays in the nasal passages longer, so more scent molecules can be accumulated and identified. The air then curves and passes into the lungs.


Factors That Affect the Sense of Smell


The more olfactory receptor cells there are, and the greater the nasal capacity, the more olfactory data can be processed by the brain. We would naturally conclude, therefore, that dogs with elongated noses appear to be better suited for scent work. In fact, long-nosed breeds are most often chosen. This is not to say that a short-nosed dog cannot do scent work. It is merely to point out that the elongated nose has the advantage of drawing in more scent when sniffing.
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With his long muzzle and amply sized nostrils, the German Shepherd Dog is prized for his scenting ability.
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Brachycephalic, or short-faced, breeds have the facial structure that is least advantageous for tracking.


Environmental factors also influence a dog’s scenting ability. Conditions that cause the dog’s nose to dry out can significantly reduce his ability to identify specific scents. Working in hot, dry weather for extended periods is one example. Under such conditions, moisture applied to the outside of the dog’s nose will aid in keeping it moist.


Certain diseases can also interfere with the dog’s ability to distinguish and identify scent. Among these illnesses are parain-fluenza (kennel cough), distemper, rabies, central nervous system disease, hypothyroidism, and Cushing’s syndrome. Another cause of the loss of scenting ability is the use of a nasal vaccine. These vaccines, such as Bordetella, which may be administered intranasally, could cause a temporary loss of scenting ability for up to seventy-two hours.


The cells in a dog’s nose regenerate on a two-week cycle. This natural regeneration will help the dog recover from any temporary loss of scenting ability. Cell regeneration is a normal function that occurs without any noticeable or outward signs from the dog.


In spite of the above facts, humans still tend to second-guess a dog when he is leading them down a scent trail and toward the origin of a specific scent. Even today, with dogs’ record of tracking success and growing scientific knowledge of the capabilities of the dog’s nose, humans will still second-guess the dog. It appears that people just have trouble accepting the fact that the dog’s nose is better equipped to locate a trail and reveal its origin more efficiently than anything else known to man today. Learning to accept what their dog is telling them is the biggest obstacle for dog handlers to overcome in working with tracking dogs. Perhaps, sometime in the future, an instrument will be invented that will outperform the dog, but until then try to accept the fact that the dog’s nose knows.
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Along with large nostrils and long ears, scenthounds typically have jowls and folds of skin around the head, neck, and chest, also for gathering and holding scent.
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Sighthounds tend to have long, narrow muzzles and smaller noses than scenthounds.
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Hunters on horseback have traditionally been accompanied by packs of scenthounds—Bloodhounds, Beagles, foxhounds, and so forth—long prized for their superior noses.




Chapter
2


Scent


Scent, as defined by the American Heritage Dictionary, is: (1) a distinctive odor; (2) a perfume; (3) the trail of a hunted animal or fugitive; or (4) to detect by smelling. All of these definitions will apply when describing your dog’s actions while in training or when working.


Just as a fingerprint is unique to an individual, a scent is a distinctive odor derived from each individual’s genetic material and the chemical activity within his or her body. With the exception of identical twins living in the same household, each living creature has a unique individual scent. It is commonly thought that identical twins carry the same scent because they developed from the same fertilized egg, which split during gestation. In recent tests involving tracking identical twins, however, some dogs could correctly track and identify the correct subject.


Telltale Scurf


The distribution of scent cannot be controlled. It is a perfume that cascades from the body and leaves an invisible indicator of where we are and where we have been. This distinctive odor is distributed by means of sloughing off dead skin cells, known as scurf. Humans shed approximately 10,000 of these dry dead skin cells per second. Although undetectable by the naked eye, these cells create a path that a dog, using his sensitive nose, can follow.


Visualize a lawn mower moving across a lawn. As it cuts, it discharges grass clippings outward along the same path that the mower travels, leaving behind a clear indication of where the mower has been. We can easily see and easily follow the trail. Similarly, scurf cascades from the body, leaving behind a path that the dog identifies and follows when he is tracking.


In Charles Shultz’s cartoon Peanuts, the character Pigpen provides a great visual example of scurf. Whenever Pigpen appears, a cloud of dust surrounds him. Keep the image of Pigpen in mind when you observe any living animal. Although our own “cloud” is invisible, this is exactly what is taking place every minute of every day. Those microscopic particles that continually cascade off the body would appear as a dust storm if they were visible. It is the unique dust cloud that each of us leaves behind that enables the dog to recognize the specific scent of a person, or an item that has been handled by that person. Whether animal or human, we all leave behind a mapped trail, generally undetectable by humans, but a mere sniff away for canines.
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