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             On a Clear Day

         

         
            
               I’ve seen the Rocky Mountains

               and the Gulf of Mexico,

               the California surfers,

               and palm trees by the row.

            

            
               I’ve read the works of Shakespeare

               and seen Picasso’s paint,

               the sound of concert pianists

               and heard the bagpipes quaint.

            

            
               And all of these have thrilled me

               but not one could compare

               with watching collies working –

               a single or a pair.

            

            
               There’s magic in each movement

               that Mozart never had,

               And beauty in each turn

               that makes my heart feel glad. 

            

            
               There’s science in each answer

               of every whistled tone,

               That Newton never thought of

               nor ever was he shown.

            

            
               There’s feeling in the handling

               that only poets know,

               Or men that work with sheepdogs

               and feel the teamwork grow.

            

            
               Wherever life may take you

               in sunshine or in fog,

               You’ll never quite forget it

               when once you’ve worked a dog.

            

            
                                                     Tony Iley

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Introduction

         

         The first time I saw a working sheepdog was when I was about 16 years old. I lived on a council estate at Huncoat in Lancashire and had a crossbred terrier that ran amok in the district from dawn till dusk. He was called Rex. One day I was walking with him through the fields when I heard the sound of whistling and I looked over the stone wall. The local butcher was in the field with his Land Rover and trailer and was using a black, white and tan dog to load twenty lambs into the trailer. Just as they were about to go up the ramp, one lamb jumped over the dog and disappeared down the field. The butcher just said, “Look back Bing” and the dog left the nineteen and shot off after the escapee. In just a few minutes Bing brought it back up the field, reunited it with the others and the butcher closed the tailgate behind them and drove away. I was amazed and spellbound. From that very moment I knew that I would have to have such a dog and learn how to train it. After considerable badgering, my parents agreed to allow me to buy a sheepdog pup and install it in my allotment where I kept a dozen hens and a drove of pigeons. From that time onwards I spent all my free time with farmers and shepherds, learning all I could about sheep and dogs. Everything I learned, I wrote down.

         That first pup was called Shen and she progressed, learning the basics of the craft on ducks and later on sheep. At this time I saw my first sheepdog trial at Holme in Cliviger. I was still at school, had no means of transport and walked the seven miles to the trial. Five years later, after qualifying as a biology teacher and completing my probationary year as a teacher, I did what I had been longing to do: I got a job as a hill shepherd in Scotland. The notes and the learning never stopped and living alone, not seeing a soul from one week to the next, I began to put the notes into order and so my first sheepdog book was born, Sheepdogs at Work.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 1

            The Development of the Working Dog

         

         One of the wonders of the world is a Border Collie working in harmony with his master. Science and art are so closely combined as to make them inseparable. Each purposeful movement of the dog stems from instinctive knowledge and skilful training. The control of the sheep by the dog and the close-knit partnership between dog and man cannot fail to move even the casual observer. The enthusiast, however, will not be content merely to observe. He will want to probe deeper into the phenomenon of the working dog. In order to gain a deeper understanding, it is necessary to trace the development of the dog from pre-domesticated times.

         The origins of the domestic dog are not clear and opinions change with scientific developments. However, the grey wolf is now thought to be the closest living relative of the domestic dog although it may be descended from a now extinct form of canid. The first undisputed dog remains that are buried alongside human remains is from 14,700 years ago. It is believed that dogs were initially selected mainly for behavioural traits (unlike other mammals). A recent study found only eleven fixed genes that showed variation between wolves and dogs. It is quite possible that from an early ancestor, various species of wolves, foxes and jackals evolved. Given the uncertainty as to how our domesticated dogs emerged it is fair to speculate that they carry both jackal and wolf blood. The difference in character between the predominantly wolf-blood dog and the predominantly jackal-blood dog is quite distinctive. The wolf-blooded dogs include the Husky and the Chow. The jackal-blooded dogs include most of the common present day breeds, including the Alsatian and the sheepdog.

         Konrad Lorenz, one of the greatest and most respected authorities on animal behaviour, writes:

         
            “The dependence of a dog on its master has two quite distinct origins. One is largely due to a life-long maintenance of the ties which bind the young wild dog to its mother – and the other root of fidelity arises from the pack loyalty which binds the wild dog to the pack leader and other members of the pack.”

         

         The latter root is more pronounced in the wolf-blooded dogs which, in attack, rely on absolute and selfless loyalty for survival.

         In the sheepdog and other predominantly jackalblooded dogs, the harmony with its master has its root in its dependence on the mother animal. Thus, we must take care not to allow an excess of this childishness to persist into adulthood. If it does, the dog cringes painfully at the slightest hint of anger in its master’s voice. It rolls on its back and produces a trickle of urine, a typically submissive gesture normally displayed by pups up to the age of 6 months. The opposite behaviour is equally undesirable. In this case the dog “calls no man master,” and develops into a vagabond and delinquent. The ‘true’ dog should hold a suitable place between these two extremes. To a large extent its position is determined by its genetic makeup, but a pup can be moulded to quite a considerable degree by knowledgeable contact from puppy-hood.

         The first association between canines and man probably occurred in the form of packs of canids following the camps of nomadic man in order to scavenge. The animals surrounding the camps would also be useful in warning the community of the approach of marauders by their barking. No doubt at some stage pups were brought into the camp by children. These pups would eventually join in the hunts to receive a share of entrails. In this way the first step towards domestication was taken. From this time until somewhere around 1000 ad, the dog became man’s constant companion, and a degree of specialisation within the species emerged. The early shepherds in Britain were accompanied by the predominantly jackal traited fore-runners of the present day sheepdog. Their task at this time did not include working sheep: they were concerned with guarding them against thieves and predatory animals, mainly the wolf. The shepherds found it necessary to increase the size and viciousness of their dogs. As a result of this some of them tied their bitches deep in the forest whilst they were in season. The resulting progeny – half wolf and half shepherd’s dog – were larger, stronger and more self-willed than their dams, and proved superior in their ability to face the wolves.

         Others, however, carried a surfeit of wolf traits and took to a life of sheep worrying. These were more easily dealt with than the full wolf and were usually culled by the shepherd and his dogs.

         Thus over the next two centuries a fairly specialised kind of shepherd’s dog became more of a fixed type. In those days, according to Tristam, the dogs were used “only for guarding not for working, but, when the wolves disappeared from England, the dogs developed less in size and became more intelligent but some of the savagery remained.” As a result of this, the predominantly jackal-blooded dog gained popularity because of its more tractable nature. However, the former infusion of wolf blood contributed in some way to fixing the character of these early dogs.

         According to John Caius in his book Of Englishe Dogges (published in the sixteenth century), “Our shepherd’s dog is not huge, vaste and big; but of indifferent stature because it has not to deal with the wolf since there be non in England”. Perhaps most important of all, he makes the first reference to the working of sheep as opposed to guarding them:

         
            “… this dog, either at the hearing of his master’s voice or at his shrill and hoarse whistling and hissing or the wagging of his fist, bringeth the wandering whethers and straying sheep into the self same place where his master’s will and work is to have them, whereby the shepherd reapeth the benefit, namely, that with little labour and no toil or moving of his feet he may rule and guide the flock.”

         

         Again, we must exercise our imagination to fill the gap between the first mentioned guarding dogs and the working dogs referred to by Dr Caius. The dogs during this transitional period would be under the constant threat of the death penalty if they killed or mauled a sheep in any way. Even so, as the shepherds waved their arms, whistled and shouted to get the sheep into the folds, the dogs would vent their pent-up hunting instinct by running up and down excitedly and barking behind the shepherd and his flock. The shepherd, quick to see how anxious the sheep were to get into the fold at this running and barking performance, would encourage it amongst his dogs. Thus, through generations of primitive but fairly effective and selective breeding, several isolated families of shepherds evolved a type of dog which tended to work as we know it. Crosses between dogs belonging to various families, combined with a certain degree of planned and unplanned inbreeding, fixed this working trait in the dogs.

         Around 1600, Aldrovandus describes the ‘farm dog’ as follows:

         
            “In build he resembles a hound: he ought to be gentle to his own household, savage to those outside it, and not to be taken in by caresses. He should be robust with a muscular body and noisy in his deep bark, so that by his bold baying he may threaten on all sides and frighten away prowlers. He should have a fierce light in his eyes, portending the lightning attack of his teeth on the rash enemy. He shouId be black in his coat in order to appear more fearful to thieves in the daylight and being the same shade as night itself, to be able to make his way quite unseen by the enemies and thieves.”

         

         In approximately 1790 the presence of ‘eye’ was recorded by James Hogg, the Ettrick shepherd-poet. He refers to it in a matter of fact way without surprise, leading us to believe that it was not a new innovation. He tells us the story about his favourite dog, Hector. Hogg had put some sheep in the pens late one night and then returned home. On his arrival at home Hector could not be found nor encouraged to come by his master’s calling. Next morning:

         
            “… accordingly we went together to the fold to turn out the lambs and there was poor Hector, sitting trembling in the very middle of the flake [wooden gate] that closed it, with his eyes still fixed steadfastly on the lambs.”

         

         Again, referring to Hector:

         
            “… he had a mortal antipathy for the family mouser which was ingrained in his nature from puppyhood … Whenever he was within doors his whole occupation was watching and pointing the cat from morning to night. When she flitted from one place to another so did he in a moment; then squatting down he kept his point sedulously till he was either called off or fell asleep.”

         

         James Scott of Overhall, Hawick, (International Champion 1908 and 1909), said that he had not seen ‘eye’ in dogs until 1875, when he saw it in a bitch owned by John Crozier, a herd at Teviot Water, who got her from Northumberland. Because of this it can be concluded that ‘eye’ developed in various isolated families of dogs in the period between 1740 and 1870. At this time it would not be widespread, and its value would not be fully realised until the early trials began, starting with the first trial at Bala in Merioneth, Wales, in 1873. James Scott also remarks that dogs were harder to stop in those days (approximately 1880). However, in 1883, W. Wallace at the Hawick trial amazed everyone by stopping them with a mere hiss or low whistle and his quiet manner of working dogs. Doubtless, the separate and relatively simultaneous appearance of ‘eye’ would have developed in the Borders area. The reason that this area produced the phenomenon and its own type of dog was one of necessity. Here the finer art of handling would develop. In the Highlands, the barking type of dog which hunted in the rocks and bracken would be favoured. The same type would also be favoured farther south in England where the heavier, stiffer sheep would respond better to it.

         Perhaps the other important landmark in the development of the present day working dog occurred in 1894 when a Border farmer named Adam Telfer from Morpeth in Northumberland mated his own Roy, a very free-eyed and frank expression dog, with his bitch Meg. She was a shy and self-conscious bitch and in September of that year she produced a litter of pups which included the black and white, medium coated, Old Hemp. Before Old Hemp died in 1901 he had sired over two hundred pups. Old Hemp was apparently an excellent dog who rarely lay down and whose eyes blazed when he worked. Adam Telfer said, “He flashed like a meteor across the sheepdog horizon. There never was such an outstanding personality.” Adam Telfer won the International trial twice but Old Hemp had died before these trials began in 1906. Partly because of his excellence, and partly because of the development of roads, railways, sheep sales and trials, Hemp’s fame spread, and he became one of the mainsprings in the foundation of the type of working collie that we now know.

         In 2015 Simon Falla raised money from around the world to build a monument to Old Hemp. Caroline Chater, the great granddaughter of Adam Telfer and her builder husband, Les, did the stone work for the monument, which now stands in a lay by at West Woodburn near Woodhouse Farm where Hemp was born.

         From the time of Old Hemp, very little speculation is involved in the development of the breed as the International Sheepdog Society stud books provide a comprehensive and fairly reliable record right up to the present time.

         The very first recorded British sheepdog trial was held on Gartgoch, near Bala in Wales. However, the trial was not won by a Welshman but by Jimmy Thomson who was born in 1846 at Penpont in Dumfriesshire. Although he was born into a shepherding family he became a packman and headed south with his cloth and his dogs. He travelled miles in the Welsh hills and valleys with his cloth loaded on a pony and trap and on one occasion as far as London to demonstrate the worth of a working dog to Queen Victoria.

         After a visit home to marry Jane Johnston from Durisdeer he returned to Wales and became a tenant farmer on the estate of Mr R.J. Lloyd-Price of Rhiwlas. Lloyd-Price recognised the talent of his tenant and arranged the first ever recorded sheepdog trial. This was won by Jimmy with Tweed, a small black and tan collie which, according to Lloyd-Price was, “very compact built with an excellent foxy head and fair coat, bred from Highland parents.” Jimmy went on to tenant several other farms over the following years, one of which he was evicted from because he refused to vote liberal for the landlord.

         One of Jimmy Thomson’s seven daughters, Jonann recalled, “Father was always working with dogs and training them for trials. He would travel to the more distant ones by pony and trap. He got many prizes and sent a lot of dogs away and sometimes they came back on their own, crossing many rivers on their way.”

         Jimmy now lies buried in the Welsh soil of the Pontfadgo kirkyard. 
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