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HISTORY OF THE


AUSTRALIAN CATTLE DOG
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The well-bred Kombinalong Born to be Super is a great example of what an Australian Cattle Dog should be. At only five months old, “Kylie” is working cattle in the breed’s homeland.
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The land rolls on for miles ahead of you. The grass is dry, brown, summer-hot and barely moving in a breeze that just can’t get started. Cattle begin to stir. A small dark figure appears out of nowhere and begins to circle the herd. The dog is going to work. From somewhere off in the distance, a series of sharp whistle notes tells the dog to start the herd moving toward the river.


Some cattle balk at the orders. Quickly, the dog convinces them to move out. As they do, dust rises up from the ground and, momentarily, the dog is lost in the cloud. Can you picture the dust rising? The cattle synchronizing their movement? The occasional cow that refuses to stay with the herd?


Watch the dog and you’ll see what he does best. Seeing a cow drifting away, the dog races up behind the animal. With lightning speed, he bites the hock of the cow’s rear leg. Instantly, dust flies again. The errant cow lashes out at the dog with flying hooves. But the dog is safe.


Years of careful breeding have insured that the dog will bite, then duck low beneath those driving hooves. When the cow’s  hooves thrash back and upward, the dog drops below the cow’s line of fire. Inbred instinct keeps the dog safe to drive the herd another day. Training tells him how to enforce the herdsman’s orders.


You have been privy to an amazing display of a dog working together with man to accomplish what the man alone could never do. The dog is an Australian Cattle Dog.


Just as the name implies, the Australian Cattle Dog is a tough, fearless, loyal, all-business kind of dog. In action and at a distance, he looks like a miniature tank with fur. He goes where others dare not go, he’s unstoppable and he’s afraid of nothing. These traits also make him a devoted companion to his owner and a dedicated protector of the home.


He’s been bred for herding cattle in Australia since the early 1800s, when settlers realized they needed a dog to help them move and control the cattle in the open country, where there were no fences. Initially, it took years of experimenting with various breeds of dog to produce what we know today as the Australian Cattle Dog or Blue Heeler.
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DOG-UMENTATION


Did you know that documenting the existence of dog breeds can be done in various ways? For example, literature, ancient artwork, spoken stories, songs, riddles and even children’s games often help to document certain breeds and the dates when they became popular.





Back in those early days, ranchers used bob-tailed dogs called “Smithfields” to round up and herd the wild cattle that roamed the bush country. However, the Smithfields possessed some traits that the ranchers didn’t like. They barked almost constantly, bit too hard when working the herds and did not cope well with the extreme heat of the outback.


The year 1830 saw the beginning of a series of experimental matings of various breeds of dog to get the desired traits needed in the cattle dog. First, a man named Timmins from a town north of Sydney crossed his dogs with a Dingo, the native wild dog of Australia. The pups were quiet, quick and a great improvement over the Smithfields. However, they possessed one serious fault—when beyond the supervision of a drover, some of their inherited Dingo traits caused them to bite and chew the cows so severely that the animals could not be marketed. The Stumpy Tail Cattle Dog derived from Timmins’ stock.


More experimental breedings followed. Mixes of Collies, Bull Terriers, Welsh Herders, Kangaroo Dogs and Russian Poodles were tried. None of these crosses  worked satisfactorily for herding cattle. Biting and chewing the cattle was unacceptable. Excessive barking served to rattle the cattle; thus, the cows became unmanageable. Some of the crosses suffered so greatly from the extreme heat of the rugged terrain that they were drained of energy and unable to work the long hours required.
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The Dingo is one of the four breeds that made up the original Australian Cattle Dog.


Then, in 1840, a rancher by the name of Thomas Hall, of New South Wales, began experimenting with a combination of Welsh Heelers and Dingos. The resulting puppies proved to be exactly what the cattle drovers needed. The pups, known as Hall’s Heelers, worked quietly and quickly, and they only nipped at the heels of straggling cows rather than ravaging them. In addition, they exhibited a desirable Dingo trait: They crept up silently on the cattle, nipped their fetlocks to get them moving and immediately flattened themselves on the ground to prevent being kicked by flying hooves.


Drovers and graziers alike approved of Hall’s Heelers. The dogs possessed long-distance stamina and the ability to cope  with the extreme heat, and the rugged terrain never stopped them from moving and controlling the cattle. The dogs, it seemed, could work anywhere, anytime, under any conditions. The Welsh Heelers of Scotland and the Dingos of Australia apparently were the winning combination.
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GENUS CANIS



Dogs and wolves are members of the genus Canis. Wolves are known scientifically as Canis lupus while dogs are known as Canis domesticus. Dogs and wolves are known to interbreed. The term “canine” derives from the Latinderived word Canis. The term “dog” has no scientific basis but has been used for thousands of years. The origin of the word “dog” has never been authoritatively ascertained.





In appearance, the dogs looked like shorter, heavier-set versions of Dingos. In color, they were either a rich red or blue merle, a mottled blend of black and white. They had broad skulls, brown eyes and pricked ears that emerged from the corners of their wedge-shaped heads. Overall, they portrayed the image of powerful working dogs, possessing great stamina and agility.
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The Kelpie is another Australian native, added to the AuCaDo mix for working ability.


About the same time, a Queensland rancher named George Elliot produced some outstanding herding dogs, also mixes of Collies and Dingos. Their pups, too, were in great demand and soon appeared in Sydney markets, working the cattle in confined spaces as well as on the vast ranges of the outback.


The cattle sale yards were the proving grounds for Hall’s Heelers when Fred Davis, a butcher, used them to move the cattle from one small yard to another as the animals came up for sale. Seeing the outstanding ability of his dogs, Davis began breeding them. Soon two brothers, Jack and Harry Bagust, purchased some of the Davis pups and began breeding them with an eye to perfecting their working ability.


First, they crossed one of their blue merle bitches with a Dalmatian, which changed the blue merle to blue speckled, the color and pattern that is known today. The purpose of introducing Dalmatian genes was to enhance the dogs’ ability to work with horses and strengthen their devotion to their masters.


Finally, to reinforce a strong working driver, the Bagusts introduced Australian Kelpie blood into their dogs. Bred to herd and control sheep, Kelpies are superior herders, extremely intelligent and easily controlled. In appearance, the breed resembles a heav-ier version of the Dingo. Along with the blue or red speckling, modern Cattle Dogs carry red or blue patches around their eyes, which they inherited from the Kelpie.
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Aust. Gr. Ch. Kombinalong Super Octane, the youngest Grand Champion in the breed, with owner/breeder Narelle Robertson.


Once the newest Blue Heelers were genetically set in looks, temperament and working ability, they attracted the interest of a man named Robert Kaleski, a journalist and dog fancier. In 1893, Kaleski began breeding the Blue Heelers and, by 1897, he introduced them at dog shows for the first time. Since no more experimental breeding was done after the infusion of the Kelpie, Kaleski wrote the standard for the breed in 1902 and submitted it to the Cattle and Sheep Dog Club of Australia and the Kennel Club of New South Wales for approval. The standard was approved in 1903.


Eventually, the breed assumed the official name of Australian  Cattle Dog. In addition to being known as Blue Heelers or Queensland Heelers, they’re often referred to as Blueys.


In the United States, the breed was accepted for registration by the American Kennel Club in 1980, and they are officially recognized as Australian Cattle Dogs. The term “AuCaDo” is another name used for the Australian Cattle Dog in America. Whatever they’re called or wherever they live, this hardy breed has changed little from the dog it was in the early 1900s. That fact has served the breed well in keeping it free of genetic problems often seen in other breeds subjected to breed tampering.



NIPPING COUSINS


The AuCaDo’s lesser known cousin is known as the Stumpy Tail Cattle Dog, originally referred to as the Timmins Biter. The breed was created by a cattleman by the name of Timmins, who crossed the native bobtailed Smithfield, Dingo and a blue-merle Smooth Collie. Once thought to be a variant of the AuCaDo, the Stumpy Tail is not an Aussie spinoff without a tail. The breed does not derive from the Kelpie, as does the AuCaDo, and there are some important conformational differences. The Stumpy Tail cannot have tan markings, has a more wedge-shaped, less broad head, has a square body, high-set smaller ears and an undocked, natural “stumpy” tail.
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An example of the consistent type and quality of the breed world-wide is this beautiful Australian Cattle Dog from the UK.
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The Australian Cattle Dog (bottom) incorporated existing Australian working dogs with the following: Dingo (upper left), a native wild dog, for endurance and athletic ability; Dalmatian (upper right), for affinity for horses and humans and for sound running gear; Smooth Collie (middle left), for herding ability and affinity for and loyalty to humans; Bull Terrier (middle right) for just a touch of toughness and aggression to deal with free-range, undomesticated cattle.









CHARACTERISTICS OF THE


AUSTRALIAN CATTLE DOG







IS THE AUSTRALIAN CATTLE DOG RIGHT FOR YOU? 


In every breed of dog, there are certain characteristics that set that breed apart, separating it from all other breeds of dog. These characteristics form the defining signature that stamps the dog as a specific breed, even though the individual dog is also a member of the canine species. Breedspecific characteristics are a breed’s mark of distinction. These comprise how the dog looks, the way he acts and the subtle little (and sometimes big!) mannerisms that he exhibits in daily life.


Frequently, such habits as high-pitched, excited barking are genetically engineered into the dog for a reason. Shetland Sheepdogs, for example, bark in this manner when they’re herding. Dachshunds often bark when they go to ground in their hunt for vermin. Once underground and out of the owner’s sight, the yipping of the Dachshund helps the owner keep track of his dog’s whereabouts.


In the case of the Australian Cattle Dog, there are a number of important physical and behavioral characteristics that set the dog apart from all others. First, the AuCaDo is extremely intelligent, capable of making decisions regarding himself, his owner and family, his job and his home territory. This ability is a result of a combination of his instincts, experiences, intellect and innate desire to function effectively within his own pack.


Probably the best way to get to learn about a particular breed of dog is to talk with those who own members of the breed. In the case of the Australian Cattle Dog, characteristic traits are never kept secret. Owners are eager to share what they know about their dogs and even more anxious to have you understand that the AuCaDo is not the right breed for everyone.


Owners will tell you that the Australian Cattle Dog is courageous, alert, curious and capable of long hours of hard work in rugged conditions. He’s athletic, quiet, versatile and aloof. His protective instincts are strong; his loyalty to his master and family and his home and property are without question.


The AuCaDo is strong-willed, selective in making friends, suspicious of strangers and aggressive when he, his family or his home is threatened. On the other hand, he loves children, is playful and eager to please and requires a  firm but gentle type of discipline in management and training. Most of all, he is not a couch potato and will never be content to live a sedentary life with just a short walk around the block every day.


This high-energy dog wants to work, needs to work and works superbly at whatever task he is taught to perform. He has tireless energy that must be channeled into productive behavior every day of his life. A hike in the park on Sundays will not satisfy this working dog. He must live a full, active life with a master he loves and respects.


Unlike some breeds of dog whose characteristics are spelled out in one paragraph of the breed standard, the AuCaDo’s characteristics are listed in detail and at great length. For example, included in the characteristics of the breed, emphasis is placed on the fact that AuCaDo puppies should be placed in their new homes before they reach adolescence. This way, they will develop strong bonds with their masters, with whom they will permanently live (and possibly work). Adult AuCaDos do not do well in cases in which they must change homes and masters once they reach maturity. Their bond is for life, and they do not adjust easily to new owners once they become adult dogs.


Furthermore, it is so important that AuCaDo puppies begin their lives in appropriate homes that the details of the dogs’ needs are given high importance in the breed standard. If placed inappropriately in homes where they will not be given jobs to do, the dogs will likely end up being shifted from home to home because they develop undesirable behavior problems. Sometimes these problems become so severe that the dogs are turned over to animal shelters and cannot be rehomed.
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WHAT’S THAT “SOUND”?


Did you know that the word “soundness” used in describing a breed of dog refers not only to the physical makeup of that breed but also to a sound temperament, thus making the dog’s personality characteristics predictable.





Who, then, makes an ideal AuCaDo owner? Obviously, it’s a  person who has the time and need for a working dog. Since the dog is an active one, a large property such as a farm or ranch makes for a perfect home where the dog can perform daily tasks to help his master around the property. Again, it must be emphasized that Australian Cattle Dogs do not make good house pets that will “hang out” around the home and do nothing most of the time. They need to have a meaningful purpose in life to be well-adjusted companions. If his requirements are met, the AuCaDo will make a lifelong friend, devoted to his master and family.
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Living on a farm is not a prerequisite to AuCaDo ownership, but the ideal owner will provide outlets for her dog’s energy. Training for and participating in various areas of the dog sport are great ways to keep the breed mentally and physically challenged.


Physically, the Australian Cattle Dog must be first and foremost a sound dog. He is a compact, muscular dog with great strength. Correct physical structure allows the dog to be supple, quick, athletic and capable of tireless effort for prolonged durations. In short, the AuCaDo is an athlete in the truest sense of the word. Without these attributes, he will not be able to perform his job, thus making him useless as a working companion. And let it be understood that a good, well-trained Australian Cattle Dog can often do the work of several ranch hands without even breaking a sweat.


I recall the time I spent on a large property in Tasmania, Australia. One day, I was watching an AuCaDo working with some cattle, when a cantankerous bull kicked him in the side and sent the dog flying many feet away. When he hit the ground, the dog rolled over, stood up, shook his head and came back with a vengeance to bite the hock of the bull. As his teeth made contact with the bovine’s hind leg, the nolonger-stubborn bull turned and jogged away just as the dog had originally indicated for him to do. Suddenly that 1500-pound bull became a docile critter at the mercy of a determined dog!


Once you witness an Australian Cattle Dog at work, you gain a surprising respect for the breed. It’s amazing to witness such an intelligent animal, doing what he’s bred to do and doing it    so well. It’s then that you realize that this dog would be absolutely miserable in any other type of lifestyle. He needs to do what he loves most to do—work.
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The Australian Cattle Dog loves children and the feeling is mutual; but, at the same time, the breed is strong-willed and may attempt to herd toddlers.
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HEART HEALTHY


The Australian Medical Journal in 1992 found that having pets is hearthealthy. Pet owners had lower blood pressure and lower levels of triglycerides than those who didn’t have pets. It has also been found that senior citizens who own pets are more active and less likely to experience depression than those without pets.





Owner Mary Ann Mullen, who lives in Virginia, loves to tell people about her Australian Cattle Dog, Cassie. The dog’s registered American Kennel Club name is R-Bar’s Roshara Mama Cass, UDX, NA, HIC. She has earned the coveted Utility Dog Excellent title in obedience competition, plus a Novice Agility title, and she’s Herding Instinct Certified. At six years of age, Cassie keeps busy despite the fact that Ms. Mullen does not live on a large property. Cassie does not herd livestock, but her many other activities replace the usual farm work and provide that necessary feeling of fulfillment.


“Cattle Dogs have extremely strong chase instincts and movement of any kind serves as a trigger,” says Ms. Mullen. “As much as they love children and will guard them as their own, I don’t recommend getting an Australian Cattle Dog for a family with little children. The dogs frequently nip at the flying feet of the children in an attempt to herd the kids and keep them all together. Older children do well with the dogs and strong bonds of affection, minus the nipping, develop easily.”


Ms. Mullen contributes another important recommendation: “Australian Cattle Dogs are not for the first-time dog owner. They must be trained in basic manners and control and an experienced dog owner is better equipped to accomplish this. The dogs can be stubborn and need firm guidance from an owner who realizes they are not little people in fur coats.”


Cattle Dogs are not for everyone. They’re stoic and need to be understood and respected by owners who have some knowledge of basic dog behavior. Once you understand them, you’ll admire their serious nature and devotion to home and family. In the correct environment, Australian Cattle Dogs make superb companions for life.







PHYSICAL PROBLEMS OF CONCERN 


As with most breeds of dogs, there are some hereditary and congenital problems that have been seen  in AuCaDos. For example, deafness is occasionally identified in the breed. This condition is probably caused by the Dalmatian genes and is often identified when the dogs are puppies.
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Even the most stoic Australian Cattle Dog appreciates a cuddle with the owner he loves.


Some dogs are deaf in both ears, some in only one. Puppy ear canals do not open until the puppies are around two weeks of age, so evaluating them should not be done until the puppies are five to eight weeks of age. BAER (brainstem auditory evoked response) testing is an electrodiagnostic test that can be performed on puppies younger than this age, but limited availability of testing sites make this prohibitive in many cases.


In the case of total deafness, there is a poor probability that the dog will enjoy a full and rewarding life. Most breeders will euthanize puppies that are totally deaf. Partial deafness, however, does not tend to be as devastating to the dog once he reaches maturity since the dog learns to compensate for his disability.


Hip dysplasia (HD) is another area of concern. In this condition, the hip joint is misaligned so that the ball of the thigh bone does not sit correctly into the socket of the hip. Each time the joint is moved,  bone rubs on bone, creating a painful and debilitating condition. In some severe cases, surgery can alleviate the dog’s discomfort, but it cannot create a new joint.


Frequently seen in many dog breeds, HD must be identified via radiographic diagnosis by a veterinary expert. Sending the resulting film to an evaluating organization will result in getting the dog’s hips graded and his grades registered with that organization. The OFA, Orthopedic Foundation for Animals, certifies various levels of HD and allots a grade of involvement to each case. There are other certifying organizations for HD in other countries. Since HD is hereditary, dogs with HD should not be bred, as the puppies will probably carry the problem as well. In short, only dogs who obtain hip scores that certify them as free of HD should be bred.


Luxating patella is another name for dislocated knee joints. As with HD, the problem can be severe and is hereditary. Passing on this painful condition to the dog’s puppies is cruel. Therefore, dogs affected with patellar luxation problems should never be bred.


Finally, we need to mention the degenerative eye disease known as progressive retinal atrophy (PRA). Sometimes referred to as night blindness, PRA causes the retinal cells to deteriorate so that the back of the eye no longer is capable of sending electrical signals to the brain. The nerves atrophy and the dog becomes blind.


The onset of this condition is often observed when the dog stumbles into things at night and seems unable to get his bearings. During bright daylight, however, the dog seems to be fine. Unfortunately, there is no cure for PRA and the condition usually reaches its peak when the dog is between the age of four and eight years.


A veterinary ophthalmologist is the only person qualified to test for PRA and can detect it in very young puppies. Both parents must carry the gene for PRA, but when only one parent carries the gene, it is considered autosomal. In that case, some of the puppies will show signs of PRA, some will merely carry the gene and a few will be clear of PRA. Therefore, buying a puppy from certified clear parents is the only way to assure yourself of having a dog with no potential for PRA.


Despite these physical problems seen in Australian Cattle Dogs, they are a far cry from some breeds in which the reported health problems are counted in the dozens. The way to avoid these conditions to the best of your ability is to purchase your AuCaDo puppy from a reputable breeder who tests the parents and puppies for known health and hereditary problems.



DO YOU KNOW ABOUT HIP DYSPLASIA?
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X-ray of a dog with “Good” hips.
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X-ray of a dog with “Moderate” dysplastic hips.


Hip dysplasia is a fairly common condition found in pure-bred dogs. When a dog has hip dysplasia, his hind leg has an incorrectly formed hip joint. By constant use of the hip joint, it becomes more and more loose, wears abnormally and may become arthritic.


Hip dysplasia can only be confirmed with an x-ray, but certain symptoms may indicate a problem. Your dog may have a hip dysplasia problem if he walks in a peculiar manner, hops instead of smoothly runs, uses his hind legs in unison (to keep the pressure off the weak joint), has trouble getting up from a prone position or always sits with both legs together on one side of his body.


As the dog matures, he may adapt well to life with a bad hip, but in a few years the arthritis develops and many dogs with hip dysplasia become crippled.


Hip dysplasia is considered an inherited disease and only can be diagnosed definitively by x-ray when the dog is two years old, although symptoms often appear earlier. Some experts claim that a special diet might help your puppy outgrow the bad hip, but the usual treatments are surgical. The removal of the pectineus muscle, the removal of the round part of the femur, reconstructing the pelvis and replacing the hip with an artificial one are all surgical interventions that are expensive, but they are usually very successful. Follow the advice of your veterinarian.












BREED STANDARD FOR THE


AUSTRALIAN CATTLE DOG


The standard of perfection for a specific breed of dog gives detailed information about how the breed should look. The physical conformation of a breed is described by the parent club of that breed and usually includes more than just a cursory explanation of the dog’s general appearance.


Behavioral characteristics are often included in the description. Statements that help to define the breed are important to anyone seeking a representative example of that particular breed. Words like “an impression of strength and agility” help clarify the typical example of a breed. Characteristics such as “suspicious of strangers” and “dedicated to home and family” enhance one’s understanding of just what makes up the total dog of any given breed. The standard of perfection is superbly spelled out for the Australian Cattle Dog.
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