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FOREWORD


By the Duke of Devonshire, Chatsworth





I am delighted to write a foreword to this remarkable book by Nij Vyas. Sheepdog trialling is very much part of the culture of the Peak District, where I am lucky enough to live. Trials were started with the simple object of testing one shepherd’s skill with his dog against another. Longshaw Sheepdog Trials, of which I have had the honour of being President twice in my life, is the oldest established sheepdog trials in England, having now been run for the last 111 years.


To witness the competitors on the beautiful open landscape above the Hope Valley is an experience that all true lovers of the countryside should experience at least once. It is enthralling and fascinating, and it has a crucial practical application: good sheepdogs save a shepherd a vast amount of walking, and enable him to look after his flock. For the relationship between dog and handler to be successful, an enormous amount of dedicated practice is required.


Nij Vyas was not born into farming, but as you will discover from this book he has become an experienced and successful sheepdog handler. His commitment is even greater than most as he has to travel twenty miles to work and train his dogs every day, and in this case every day means just that, every single day.


This book is not just an account of one man’s love affair with sheepdogs and sheepdog trials. The author has many fascinating and sometimes provocative new ideas. His aim is to give hope to newcomers, but also to help people who are already experienced in the sport. He has many tips to overcome the difficulties that all of those who participate will have met.


I can commend this book with great enthusiasm for anyone who is the slightest bit interested in sheepdog trials, be it participant or spectator. There are many new ideas here, and the story of the author’s involvement in the sport is fascinating: together these strands make for a compelling read.
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The Duke of Devonshire, Chatsworth, Derbyshire. (Photo copyright Earl of Burlington)
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INTRODUCTION





I recall Glyn Jones, of Bodfari in North Wales, saying many years ago that you can kick a quad bike but a dog you can talk to. This struck a chord with me, and made me think that what all species have in common, including man, is the need for understanding and resentment to change.


The purpose of this book is to enable sheepdog handlers and enthusiasts to discover and use the many wonderful and natural attributes the Border Collie possesses for working with sheep. Even before any training takes place the collie is gifted with raw but natural abilities for speed, diligence, guile and tenacity. And being blessed with so many abilities the Border Collie must never be turned into a robot, simply waiting to be given commands: there are many situations where the collie’s natural reactions will not only be correct, but quicker than any command you can deliver, and these reactions and instincts are frequently the correct ones.


I hope this book will offer an insight into what is necessary to be successful in sheepdog trials, and that it will help improve both your own and your dog’s performance. It is also designed to give you a structure for your training, and a realistic expectation and self-belief of what you can achieve with your dog. In no way is it a criticism of other handlers’ methods or styles of handling: rather it is based on observations of success achieved in other human and canine disciplines and sports, by other sheepdog handlers, and of course drawn from my own experience. I am full of admiration for any man, woman or child who takes the time to go out with their dog and try their hand at working with sheep, and even more so for those who are happy to impart their skills and knowledge unselfishly so that others may experience the joys of winning. Very few of us enter trials for the prize money; however, all of us work, train and compete with our collie friends for the pleasure of a job well done, punctuated with a ‘That’ll do’ to mark our satisfaction with our dogs.


In every discipline there are ‘horses for courses’, and some dogs will undoubtedly have greater potential than others. However, I honestly believe that given time and understanding handlers can improve their own ability and that of their dogs, and at least fulfil their potential. By recognizing your own failings you will be better placed to maximize your dog’s potential. If you do not, or cannot, accept that you are at fault, then you may well conclude that your dog’s poor performance is because the dog is being inept. In some cases this can result in the dog being rehomed, and in many cases handlers can become angry, frustrated and disillusioned with trialling. You only have to look at the large number of cases where dogs have failed to fulfil their potential and have been sold, then subsequently have gone on to achieve success with their new handlers. This newfound success can only be due to a change in the training regime, or because the dog is allowed a bit more time in which to mature. Of course some dogs will suit some handlers more than others, and this is why the process of selecting the right puppy or dog to match and compliment your handling style is so important.


At every trial there are just six places for the winning dogs. This book will hopefully lead to more people challenging for those places, thereby raising the level of competition; in turn this will improve the standard at which Border Collies work. If more people can go home feeling that their dogs have worked to their potential, then my aim will have been achieved. Because trialling relies on an element of luck, it can be a great leveller, and I hope that by trying to improve the standard of handling and training, the hobby triallist will play a more significant part and be able to hold their own against farmers and shepherds. But whichever group of handlers you belong to, we all have one thing in common, and that is the tools we work with, namely the Border Collie. And a good worker never blames his tools.


Apart from the dog, the other major factors that come into play are the opportunity to work with large numbers of sheep on a frequent basis, and the type of terrain available. There is no doubt in my mind that those with access to hill or mountain terrain or moorland to practise their daily shepherding tasks will always have an advantage over those with smaller flat fields, as the former offers a greater opportunity for the dog to rely on and practise inbred instincts. We all have hidden strengths, but we can only ever realize them when we are put in a situation that tests us to the limit. On hill terrain, greater decision making on the part of the dog is called for. Many dogs resist aspects of training if they cannot see the reason for having to work in a particular way, whether it is a wide flank or to work at a greater distance from the sheep, at a particular pace. For example, dogs that work the hill learn very quickly, and in a quite uncontrived manner, that they need to run wide to cover the whole flock, as there may be dips and hollows where sheep could be hidden from view. It is the nature of the terrain itself that makes the dog realize why he needs to run wide.


Dogs will also become far more at ease with having to run blind or unsighted from the sheep, often using their sense of smell to find them. If in everyday work all a dog has to do to locate its sheep is to look a short distance in front, its sense of smell will be less developed and fine tuned than that of a dog which has to find its sheep over difficult terrain. Although all dogs are gifted with a keen sense of smell they nevertheless need to be able to practise using their nose, and to develop confidence in their ability to use it. The very nature of hills and mountains obliges the dogs to rely on their other senses, rather than sight alone.
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Peak Forest looking out on to Eldon Hill.











My own dog Jade, who suffered from CEA (collie eye anomaly, see p. 22) and was partially blind in both eyes, came to rely almost totally on sense of smell when she was old and when the light faded in the evening. Whilst out on walks she would wander off, as old dogs do, yet she would unerringly return to the car on her own by using her nose.


Not everyone is lucky enough to have a hill or a mountain in their near vicinity, but one thing I am sure of, and that is that just as our children go to university to further their education, to be successful in sheepdog trials both you and your dogs must be taken out of your comfort zone if you are going to graduate and find your hidden strengths. To achieve success you must be prepared to go the extra mile, to study your dogs and your techniques, to look at both the faults and what you do well. The advent of the video camera in particular has provided the means for handlers to improve their skills and to learn from their mistakes, to analyse and assess the finer points of technique from the comfort of their living room. The availability of DVDs of international and world sheepdog trials is also a great resource and a means to learn and progress, to watch top handlers and glean knowledge from them. It may seem an obvious thing to say, but should you need advice, ask someone for it. And if you want something desperately enough, then you must be prepared to work hard for it.


I, like many others, cannot afford, nor do I have the inclination to buy or indeed keep lots of dogs, and therefore believe that you have to make the most of what you have got. Also many people are not comfortable with selling dogs. I hope that this book gives hope if things are not going quite to plan. Bearing in mind that most of us spend more time with our dogs than our partners, dogs, like marriages, need to be worked on over a long period of time. There will be good times, there will be some bad times, there may even be some sad times, but if you persevere the memories will indeed be special. It is a privilege to share my life with my collie friends, and I strive to do my best by them, as they do for me.


There are four names that feature regularly in the prize lists: John Ryan Griffiths (Talysarn), Tim Longton (Quernmore), Aled Owen (Ty Nant) and Jim Cropper (Bacup). Their handling of dogs is the envy of many people and each of them has described, in this book, in their own words, what it is that makes them successful handlers, what they look for when selecting a dog, and whether luck has played any part in their success.


Whether you choose to breed and train your own pup or to buy one which is ready trained, your journey will be an exciting one, with many highs and lows. The rest of this book will take you through the journey from being a young hopeful prospect to a useful trials dog. It will provide you with the means to resolve some major health, training and behaviour issues, as well as prepare you for becoming a successful and competent sheepdog trainer for trials or simply farm work, using methods and theories that are innovative and modern. We are living in times when the countryside and country sports are under close scrutiny. The welfare of sheep and sheepdogs is paramount, and it is my intention that handlers will learn to adopt a caring and empathetic, yet highly effective training regime.


BLENDING THE OLD WITH THE NEW


Old-fashioned methods of training dogs invariably involved a combination of force, reward and punishment. Handlers were heavy handed and relied on force rather than subtlety and psychology to effect change. The 1990s, however, brought about a new emphasis, that of training with kinder, gentler methods, using food to shape behaviour, rewarding positive behaviour and ignoring bad behaviour. Karen Pryor’s book Don’t Shoot the Dog – The New Art of Teaching and Training Dogs had a profound influence on me, as not only did it discuss changing the behaviour of dogs and other animals, such as dolphins, but also that of humans. Teaching dogs to stand, lie down and so on became more enjoyable; results were quickly attained, and the dogs seemed happy to work for rewards. Using these methods to teach the basics became the norm for me, prior to taking dogs to sheep, particularly because dogs as young as six to seven weeks old responded well to this form of training.




Guiding Principle


‘Power is of two kinds. One is obtained by the fear of punishment, and the other by acts of love. Power based on love is a thousand times more effective and permanent than the one derived from fear of punishment.’


Mahatma Gandhi





The term ‘sheepdog trial’ suggests that working with both sheep and dogs can be a testing time. This is indeed true; however, the term does conveniently leave out ‘man’ from the equation. The real trial is when the handler is asked to participate in it too, and work with two different species, each with a mistrust of one another and subjecting them to unnatural and gruelling demands. Both sheep and dogs have a naturally intrinsic mistrust of their human counterpart, having no idea, concept or inclination of what consequences will ensue. To earn the trust of two different species without losing faith and respect, and without inducing fear and trepidation, is truly the biggest trial of all. For me, to achieve this with no experience of sheep and no mentor to guide me, became the ultimate challenge, with only my experience as a dog trainer to fall back on.
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Honest we mean you no harm!








My wife Jo and I become dog trainers in 1988 and I started our own club, Bertie Dog Training, in 1991. I have worked with a large variety of dog breeds, dealing with issues involving basic pet obedience to quite severe behavioural problems such as sheep worrying and killing, with dogs suffering from separation anxiety to those which have been maltreated, and aggressive dogs. I also train farmers and Border Collie enthusiasts to work sheep either for trials or to help in their daily work.
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Gwyn Morgan, my friend and confidant.








Through a series of chance meetings with people from both breed shows as well as trialling, my interest in the Border Collie was further intensified by one man: Gwyn Morgan. Gwyn farms in the midst of Snowdonia, near Caernarfon. His farm stands a mile or so off the beaten track at the top of a hill, surrounded on the south side by an ancient forest overlooking the Snowdon Mountains. Having farmed some 120 acres, of which 80 acres is grassland and 40 acres forest, Gwyn keeps sheep, cattle, poultry and horses. He has since scaled down so that he can enjoy and spend more time training and working his dogs. His influence over my life and subsequent trialling career has been immense, and as was the case when we first met in 1987, he remains my adviser, my confidant and my dear friend. North Wales is where the journey started; where it ends remains to be seen.


Having been encouraged to work my dogs I then took it a step further, competing in my first trial in 1992 at Pontllyfni, North Wales. Being a novice not only to sheepdog trialling but also working with sheep, I generally found advice very difficult to come by, though this was with the exception of that offered by Allan Heaton (Brandsby, York), John Griffiths (Talysarn, North Wales) and later, Aled Owen (Ty Nant, Corwen). I was generally met with either one-word answers or simply told to ‘watch the top handlers’. This was good advice; however, I needed a lot more: I needed to know what I was supposed to be looking out for, and why. In many cases the genius of the top men was not always evident at trials, apart from their success, but rather it was the manner in which they trained their dogs that the true genius could be observed. I recall ringing Allan Heaton in 1992 for his opinion on Aled Owen’s Ben (129820), as I was thinking of using him at stud. Allan’s response was ‘Ben is a great dog, but I don’t know how much of that is due to Aled as he is a great trainer and handler’! (Quote courtesy Allan and Mary Heaton.)


As a rule I found the top handlers’ dogs worked very well; however, what I needed to know was what aspects of their training made them perform to such a high standard. I was once given the following advice by a friend: ‘If you look at something long enough or often enough you will discover something new that you haven’t noticed before.’ I have found this advice to be true time and time again. I found myself watching handlers, and slowly but surely the picture started to unfold. I began to break down what they were doing into the smallest parts, constantly asking myself why they did things in a particular way, and more importantly to be able to put a label to it. For example:




[image: ] Why did they not ask the dog to lie down at the end of an outrun?


[image: ] Why did they take so long to open the pen gate?


[image: ] Why did they keep the sheep moving towards the pen?


[image: ] Why did they take so long in the shedding ring rather than make an opportunity?


[image: ] Why did they move purposefully into the shedding ring?





Ask ten farmers how and at what age they train their dogs, and each one will probably give a different answer based on their own experience and how they were taught and what they found to be successful. I managed to untangle all the information I had acquired, and slowly but surely began to make sense of what the handlers were doing – and what was more important, why. Then began the experiment of putting into practice what I had learned. With each young puppy I reared I tried something different until finally I was happy with how my dogs were turning out. I remain cautious, however, and constantly remind myself that the quest for knowledge is a never-ending process, and am excited by learning new ways to manage age-old, traditional shepherding tasks.
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Mr Jim Easton presents the Wilkinson Sword to Allan and Mary Heaton.








Above all I make it a priority that my dogs work willingly and with enthusiasm, based on mutual respect between dog and handler. Hopefully this book will go some way to sharing with its readers the finer points that I was able to discover on my journey, which started on the greens of a cricket field when I was eleven years old, and progressed to when I took up sheepdog trialling in 1992, culminating in representing England at the Kelso International Sheepdog Trials in 2006 with Skerry.



















CHAPTER 1


WHETHER TO BUY OR BREED YOUR OWN DOGS





TAKING CONTROL OF THE BREEDING PROGRAMME


There are of course advantages and disadvantages to both breeding and buying in dogs. Ultimately which path you follow will be determined by your views, your personal preference and circumstances.


Ever since I can remember, my life has followed a similar pattern, that of listening to the voice in my head, despite the anomalies it throws. At least then I could either take the blame for my resulting actions, or indeed the credit. Most of all, however, doing things in my own way gave me a tremendous opportunity for learning and developing my own concepts about training and breeding.


Monitoring Seasons


A bitch will normally have her first season when she is about eight to ten months old (sometimes later), and then will have one on average every six months. However, in my experience the science has never been so exact, and I have found that working bitches, like modern-day women, want to concentrate on building a career first before settling down to family life. For the past twenty years I have found it to be the norm that if the bitch is working, her first season is actually delayed, with the first at about twelve to fifteen months, and subsequent seasons following at around eight to fifteen months.


Due to the irregular nature of my bitches’ seasons I found it useful to chart their occurrence on the computer: I would note the date of the season, and over time would be able to project when their following seasons might occur, based on their historical sequence. I also kept details of the bitch’s associated behaviour. After a period of four or five years it became apparent that each female followed a certain pattern. Lara, for example, always came into season every eight or nine months. Two months prior to her season her moods would fluctuate and she would become aggressive and intolerant of other bitches in the pack. She also lacked concentration at trials during this period. When she finally came into season it was not unusual for her to go off her food for a short while. She was always ready for mating on the ninth day of her season, and would be mated for a second time on the eleventh day.


Fly came into season for the first time at nine months but with a false season – there was no bleeding, but the dogs were very interested. Six months later she came into season properly. Her second season then followed eight months after the start of the first season, but she would not stand for mating until the sixteenth day. Her third season was exactly six months later, and on this occasion three months before she came on heat she developed aggressive behaviour, she also lost concentration whilst working, and suffered a loss of appetite. After five years of age her seasons were between fifteen months and two years apart, also her seasons seemed to last considerably longer and she stood for mating far later than was normal for Border Collies. Once her season was finished it was not unusual for her to repeat the cycle only a few days later. Fly was mated to Aled Owen’s Bob in April 2000, but this mating revealed no pups when she was scanned. She then came back into season four weeks later and was mated again. This time it was successful, and she had a litter of seven pups, of which I kept Spot (251155) and Skerry (251154)


Skerry inherited her mother’s seasonal behaviour and took it a stage further. On average her seasons were around fifteen months apart, and her last two seasons were each four to five weeks long; they also consisted of two cycles, with only the second one being fertile. She was only bred from once, and this mating took place over her two cycles; she produced six pups sixty-one days after the last mating. Just to be totally safe she was mated on six occasions – I didn’t pay much attention to science on that occasion!


Had I not kept records on Skerry and Fly, it is unlikely that I could have timed the mating correctly and had any puppies from either of them.
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Skerry nursing her one and only litter.








How Many Litters?


I have always believed that breeding should be a matter of quality and not quantity, and have only ever bred from a bitch when I wanted a pup for myself; financial gain has been furthest from my thoughts. I have also, on more than one occasion, had to put up with problems that were not of my own making, which has been a bitter pill to swallow: in terms of dog breeding I like to be in control of my own destiny, and have always been more tolerant of mistakes that I have made, as opposed to living with the consequences of other people’s mistakes. This is not to say that my policy is infallible, but simply pointing out that in any walk of life people always cope better if they own up to their mistakes.


I am not an advocate of breeding from a bitch at her every season, or even every other season. Having only ever kept a small number of dogs I have always preferred to have my bitches competing and working, rather than nursing countless litters of puppies.


To my mind puppies receive their first and most crucial lessons from their mother, and this is from the moment they are born. Furthermore their strength of character is closely associated to the time, effort and bonding that takes place from birth to six or seven weeks, both between littermates and with their mother. A good breeder should allow for the puppies’ education to be as natural as possible, and should trust their mother to provide guidance at the different stages of growth. Between the ages of four to twelve weeks is a critical period of development for the puppies, and it makes sense that the time and experience they share with mum – feeding, being groomed, being stimulated through licking, the rough and tumble of play, and being disciplined – lays the foundations for a stable and balanced upbringing. This is when they learn about dominance, and become armed with the strategies that will help them cope with different situations for the whole of their lifetime.


It also makes sense to conclude that if the brood bitch is a stable, well balanced and well socialized type, she will be a positive role model for her puppies. If, on the other hand, a brood bitch has been extensively bred from, it is understandable that she will not relish the caring and nurturing role, and her puppies’ education will be greatly compromised. Furthermore she will resent any attention from the puppies during feeding and playtime.


There have been many occasions at my dog club where I have observed puppies as young as seven or eight weeks looking lifeless, and petrified of life in general – and this includes their owners. In some cases this was due to poor socialization, but in the majority of cases we identified that these pups had been separated from their mother either at birth or at around five weeks, or they were bred on puppy farms. Even one extra week in the life of a puppy spent with its mother and littermates can have tremendous benefits, as long as the experience is a positive one.


Some puppies were not only frightened, but screamed when their owners touched them or picked them up; some even growled and were aggressive, and looked thoroughly traumatized. They had evidently failed to thrive either amongst their littermates, or since leaving the litter and moving in with their new families, and sometimes their antisocial behaviour was reinforced by their owners, who felt terribly sorry for them. Many of these pups were too inhibited to play, or chase around, or tug at toys, but would hide under a chair with a look of resignation, quivering and shaking in anticipation of any new experience.


With regard to breeding etiquette, I have always tried to observe the following principles:




[image: ] Not to breed from a bitch until she is about two years of age, at the earliest, coinciding with her second season.


[image: ] To limit the number of litters produced by any one bitch to four in her lifetime at most, although the average has been about three.


[image: ] Not to breed from a bitch after the age of eight.





The only time I have deviated from the above points was when tragically I lost Skerry in 2006. I was desperate to replace her for the forthcoming summer season, but just couldn’t find the right dog to buy. Then amazingly, after a two-year break, Fly finally came into season – but she was just over nine years old, so I was in a dilemma: in my book she was too old to breed from, yet she was in peak fitness and still working hard, and had produced only two litters to date. Finally I decided to have her checked over by a vet, who gave her a clear bill of health. She produced a litter of five puppies with no problems, and was the model mum in raising her litter. I kept a pretty young bitch called Skye.


Why I Prefer to Breed my own Pups


It is very rare for me to consider buying a puppy because I prefer to have control not only over how the puppies are raised, but also how the pregnancy is managed. The care of the brood bitch is crucial, and careful management of her nutritional and health needs during pregnancy and lactation can have a profound effect on how the pups develop both physically and neurologically.


I also believe in having my bitches scanned, normally on two occasions, between four and five weeks after mating and around eight weeks after mating, just before the pups are born. Some people do not believe in scanning, but I have found it invaluable, not only so that I know how many puppies to expect, but also whether they have a healthy heartbeat or not. Also by the time the bitch is scanned for a second time the pups are ready to be born and it is possible to see if they are facing the right way, or if they are breeched, where the rump is presented first with the hind legs tucked under the body. Furthermore, if you know how many puppies your bitch is expecting you can increase the diet accordingly, thereby ensuring that their nervous system is not starved, which could lead to later complications and subsequent behavioural problems. Information regarding problems during pregnancy and during birth can be invaluable in predicting and coping with future problems.


In 2009 Gwyn Morgan’s bitch Gwen produced twelve pups. As Gwyn had not had the bitch scanned, each pup after the seventh born was a surprise to him. After the ninth pup Gwen took a breather, and Gwyn assumed that she had finished giving birth and took her for a short walk. On her return Gwen then produced three more pups. You can imagine the relief Gwyn must have felt that Gwen had produced each pup without the need for veterinary assistance. Had there been complications Gwyn would have been very much in the dark and not been forearmed to help Gwen. (Information courtesy of Gwyn Morgan.)




Tip


Remember that during pregnancy bitches require increased amounts of food: this can be up to a 50 per cent increase in their normal daily amount, and during lactation up to a 90 per cent increase in the third week. The amounts depend on the size of the litter, and should be increased and decreased gradually.





The main reason I like to breed my own puppies is because I can influence their education right from the start, and can observe them when they are feeding and starting to develop play behaviour. Almost from the very onset you might observe that the same puppies nearly always take up a position at the rear teats, where the milk is usually more plentiful. This not only shows strength of character but also decision making, and by keeping notes at the different stages of growth you may notice a pattern between a puppy that suckles from a rear teat, and subsequent behaviour traits as mentioned above.


Another aspect of training you can achieve early is to introduce a recall whistle every time you bring food to the puppies. As puppies are fed many times a day they will become easily conditioned to a recall whistle. Many of the puppies that I have bred and subsequently sold to new owners will react positively to my recall whistle, even as adults, despite my not having played a hand in their upbringing.


Early socialization is absolutely crucial to the development of a dog’s character, and given that between four to twelve weeks is a critical period in the puppies’ development, the breeder is best placed, apart from the mother, to educate them. This can include exposing them to the following situations and experiences:




[image: ] Frequent car journeys from as early as four weeks so they become accustomed to motion.


[image: ] Contact with children and adults, and learning to be frequently handled.


[image: ] Contact with pets such as rabbits and guinea pigs, ducks, hens and so on.


[image: ] Mental stimulation by offering them toys, and obstacles to overcome such as steps, or placing a big box with a hole cut in it so they learn to find their way out. In this way puppies are obliged to develop ‘coping’ strategies.


[image: ] At four weeks old I place the puppies in an outdoor kennel, giving them the opportunity to experience different weather conditions and various outdoor stimuli.


[image: ] Controlling feeding regimes can either make them keen eaters and, therefore, highly motivated by food, or lazy eaters that are less greedy (see Chapter 4, The Passive Resistance Theory).





Hereditary Defects


When breeding, it is easy only to consider the working traits of the parents, for example their outrun, power, natural pace and so forth. However, it is just as crucial to take into account the dog’s genetic makeup and any hereditary defects and abnormalities as well as conformation. Although progress has been very slow, many farmers and trials competitors have now started to embrace sensible breeding practices, such as DNA testing for congenital eye defects, testing for hearing (the BAER test – brainstem auditory evoked response), hip dysplasia and so on. These good practices are crucial to the survival of what I consider to be the finest dog breed of all, so that nowadays it is quite rare to find quality collies being advertised by the roadside at £50 – although there are instances of this still happening.


The three main areas currently causing debate concerning the Border Collie are collie eye anomaly (CEA), centralized progressive retinal atrophy (PRA) and trapped neutrophil syndrome (TNS): these are discussed below.


Collie Eye Anomaly (CEA)


I have always ensured that my Border Collies are tested for CEA, optimally when they are between five and six weeks of age, either by the breeder or by me, as recommended by the British Veterinary Association (BVA). And when a breeder did not routinely have a litter screened, it was not unusual for me to pay for the whole litter to be eye tested, prior to buying a puppy, thereby giving me the peace of mind that I would have sound breeding stock. In its simplest form CEA causes tiny holes in the retina, resulting in partial blindness in mild cases, and in the worst scenario, total detachment of the retina, though this is extremely rare. CEA is produced by a recessive gene, so for a dog to be affected both parents would have to be carriers or affected. The limitation of the BVA scheme is that it only determines dogs that are actually affected: it does not identify carriers.


Breeding from affected or carrying stock has always been discouraged, both by the International Sheepdog Society and the Border Collie Club of Great Britain. Nowadays DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) testing, in the form of either blood or swab tests, has made it possible to determine whether dogs are normal, carriers or affected. The cost implication of DNA testing is, of course, greater; however, this is offset by the fact that where two genetically ‘normal’ dogs are bred from, the resulting pups will also be ‘normal’ and will not require testing. As a result, breeders are able to charge a higher price when selling ‘genetically normal’ puppies.




 





Expected Results of Breeding Strategies for Inherited Recessive Diseases (see References, ‘Outcomes of breeding’) (Courtesy Susan Pearce-Kelling, OptiGen, LLC, copyright holder.)
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Centralized Progressive Retinal Atrophy (PRA) (see References)


The BVA recommend that dogs are checked regularly for CPRA, which has been observed in dogs of between eighteen months and nine years of age. As yet there is no genetic test available for CPRA. Peripheral vision is retained for a long time. Generally, vision is better in low light, and better for moving or distant objects. Not all affected dogs go blind. Secondary cataracts are also common.


Trapped Neutrophil Syndrome (TNS) (See References)


TNS is an autosomal recessive condition that affects the immune system. Neutrophils are required to protect the body from infection, and symptoms are quite varied, with some pups born looking normal, whilst others are rather small, with fine bones and a small head, traits that become more obvious at around sixteen weeks of age. One of the first indications of TNS is a bad reaction to vaccination, when the pup will show signs of fever.


Frazer Allen and Boyd Jones were the first to describe TNS and its related symptoms, in 1996; until that time Border Collie owners were all but ignorant of the condition. Indeed many people in farming circles and on the sheepdog trials scene are still unaware of what TNS is. Although blood tests can be used to determine low levels of neutrophils, TNS can now be diagnosed by DNA testing at the University of New South Wales, Australia.


Ongoing Health and Conformation Issues


In recent years two other conditions, namely ceroid lipofuscinosis (CL), or storage disease, and glaucoma have also become associated with the Border Collie. Reported incidences of these conditions have been rare, however, and research in these areas is ongoing.








[image: ]

Mac shows perfect poise and guile.








The Border Collie Breed Council is to be congratulated for leading from the front in providing the facility and funding for research and testing on health matters, and for providing up-to-date information on current and ongoing health issues.


Sometimes a certain trait may not constitute a defect as such, but nevertheless is an important determining feature. For example, the size of a dog is often significant, as is the type of bone structure it has: thus a strongly built, tall dog with heavy bone can tire easily and lack in stamina, particularly if it is the type of dog that gives 150 per cent effort all the time, rather than working in a quieter, more conservative manner. Nevertheless, a number of farmers who graze their sheep on the Welsh mountains prefer this type of dog: big, strong and well boned. Often the answer lies in particular breeding lines, in that in some the propensity is to be able to work all day, whilst in others the dog will tire more easily and suffer in a hot climate, particularly if it has a rough coat. Of course, stamina also depends on the amount of work that a dog does, combined with its age and experience. On their own many of these characteristics may not be particularly significant; however, when com bined the results can be extremely influential.


Like many others, I tend to place greater significance on the dogs in the first four generations of a pedigree, because these dogs are accessible to us, or we can relate to many of them. In many cases we have seen or heard of them, or know of people who have knowledge of, and information about them. However, it never ceases to amaze me that whenever I breed a litter of pups, with great regularity one of them appears to be a throwback to maybe the sixth and seventh generation. This is a good reminder that you can try and follow a set pathway, but nothing is ever written in stone!


Line Breeding or Outcross?


When breeding your own dogs it is important always to bear in mind that all dogs and lines have their particular faults, and a good breeder will always aim to breed out the faults and focus on improving the strengths. Of course, what one person considers a fault, another may class as a strength, depending on their level of experience and particular farming needs. Furthermore, some people may want what is commonly known as a ‘Saturday afternoon dog’ as they do not have enough work for their dogs, whereas others need a strong dog that can move a flock of 400 ewes with ease. The breeders of Border Collies carry a huge responsibility as to how the breed evolves, and to ensure its continuity as the world’s premier herding dog.


I have heard many discussions over the years at both trials and breed shows, and have been worried by a change in ideals in both disciplines. It is indeed quite true that there are fewer shepherds now than thirty or forty years ago, and the large sheep producers of yesteryear are few and far between. Average flock sizes are now greatly reduced, and farmers are tending towards having a softer, weaker type of dog that is equally at home on the farm as a trial field. But is this really the way to go? Once the qualities that make a truly strong farm dog have been lost they will take decades to restore back into the breed.


In trialling we have been, and are truly blessed with some great handlers who have experience of driving flocks in their thousands on horseback with eight dogs or more working in unison and under control, over mountainous terrain. Each year the International Sheepdog Trials set out to provide a test for dogs which simulates these conditions. However, I would like to see more open trials that test the dogs to this standard, and which incorporate double gather elements (occasionally), shed and singling. Furthermore, trials should reflect and enhance the strengths of a Border Collie. For example, the fetch element in a trial should require minimal commands: if a dog cannot bring sheep to the handler and balance them without minimal commands, then this reflects a flaw either in the dog or the handler’s training methods.


I have always preferred to stick to lines that I am familiar with, purely because I have grown to understand them and to cope with certain faults. But even with successful bitches, when selecting for breeding I try to be honest with myself about them, and make a list of their faults and the frustrations I have experienced with certain aspects of their work. I then look for stud dogs that do not have these faults, as well as characteristics and aspects of their working style that I admire. I prefer to find dogs that can compliment my bitches, rather than choosing dogs that are successful and winning frequently. Furthermore, if I find a dog that has all the characteristics I am looking for, then often I will use the father of that dog as well as consider the maternal side of the pedigree.





[image: ]

Spot – never a Saturday afternoon dog.








There has always been great confusion between the terms ‘inbreeding’ and ‘line breeding’. Many breeders believe that if the percentage of breeding is greater or equal to 50 per cent, this is classed as inbreeding: however, there is confusion even between geneticists, and some do not adhere to this theory. The following pedigree shows the level of inbreeding: 
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Mock inbreeding pedigree.








Roy has 25% + 12½% + 12½% + 6¼% = 56¼%


Nell has 25 + 12½% = 37½%




 





The above pedigree shows, in mathematical terms, that there is line breeding to Nell 37½ per cent and inbreeding to Roy 56¼ per cent. Ultimately it is the virtues or shortcomings of both dogs that are of greatest importance.


Puppy Selection


The first dog I ever bought was a red merle Border Collie by the name of Oliver, named after Oliver Hardy. We went to a farmer in Church Greasley, in Derbyshire; he opened the door to an outbuilding, and several strangely coloured pups ran out in every direction. One pup stood out as bolder and noticeably independent from the others; he was differently marked and outgoing in character (some would argue that the pup was my mirror image). Without hesitation I chose him and called him Oliver. He πgrew into the most stunningly handsome and outstanding dog: he had presence, he was strong and fearless, and he was far too good for a novice handler. I don’t mind admitting he was wasted on me. He worked sheep and cattle equally well and took his commands, except the stop, the very instant they were delivered. What I would give now for a dog of his character!





[image: ]

Oliver – my first Border Collie, a red merle bred back to Bosworth Coon.








Talking to farmers I have come across a variety of methods of puppy selection – as well as a lot of old wives’ tales. One Welsh farmer told me that his father would only pick a pup with a dark palette, another that a mottled puppy was the one for him.


Floppy ears are considered to attract ear mites and difficult to keep clean, and a prick-eared pup is preferred. Some farmers won’t touch a puppy that eats grass; some leave selection to chance, and keep the last one left unsold out of a litter; others trust in their wives (good for your marriage)! Many keep the boldest or most confident pup. A wall-eyed dog is often quite popular – and so on. These days half white-faced dogs are all the rage.


Having listened to the various theories, I remained unconvinced that these were the best methods for selecting a puppy that would be successful at trials. Then in the late 1990s I came across a sheepdog training video and booklet produced by Bruce Englefield, which examined puppy selection in a more systematic way. It placed less emphasis on luck, and more on set criteria required for successful working dogs as well as good household pets. The selection method was based on tests conducted by Clarence Pfaffenberger, whose book The New Knowledge of Dog Behaviour, first published in 1963, offered a way for dog owners and, more importantly, breeders to predict their pup’s adult temperament. Although the test would not measure the extent to which genetics determines a pup’s temperament, due to environmental factors such as the nursing bitch’s behaviour towards her pups from birth, it was nevertheless a good tool in helping to predict the future behaviour of dogs.


Following on from Pfaffenberger’s work and from similar testing not just on puppies, but based on studies of children’s development and learning stages, Wendy Volhard developed perhaps the best known test, known as the Volhard test, or PAT (puppy aptitude tests). Wendy recommends testing pups at forty-nine days of age, as this is when they are neurologically complete and when learning begins. The Volhard test is simple to administer, and tests ten elements, with each scored out of six (see References). The aim of the test was to match the right puppy for each handler, given their own style of handling and preferences for the dog. The tests were as follows:




	Social attraction to people – testing confidence and dependence.


	Following – willingness to follow a person.


	Restraint – degree of dominance or submission combined with ease of handling.


	Social dominance – degree of acceptance of social or physical dominance.


	Elevation – degree of acceptance of dominance whilst having no control, for example being examined by a veterinarian.


	Retrieving – degree of willingness to work with a human.


	Touch sensitivity – degree of tolerance and sensitivity to touch.


	Sound sensitivity – sensitivity to loud noises such as thunderstorms or fireworks.


	Sight sensitivity – chase instinct or response to moving objects such as bicycles, livestock.


	Stability – degree of startle response to a strange object.





(Courtesy Jack and Wendy Volhard, copyright holders)




 





The first time I used the Volhard PAT test was in the year 2000 when I bred from my own Fly, and used Aled Owen’s World and International Supreme Champion Bob. I kept two pups from the litter: Spot and Skerry, both of whom went on to a successful trials career. Both scored mainly twos and threes (and of course there was an element of liking these pups, too). The attributes are shown below. The major difference between the two was their response to the sight sensitivity test; also Spot had a greater tendency to grip than Skerry. This was certainly borne out as they grew older, as Skerry settled into her work almost straightaway, once she was trained, whereas Spot was nearly four and a half before he began to settle. Spot was the more forceful and more positive (not always an advantage), whereas Skerry was kind to her sheep, which made her a lucky dog.


The Volhard interpretation of the high to mid-range scores is as follows:




 





Dogs achieving mostly twos:




[image: ] Like to have leadership aspirations.


[image: ] Will be hard to manage, and have the capacity to bite.


[image: ] Have lots of self-confidence.


[image: ] Should not be placed into an inexperienced home.


[image: ] Will be too unruly to be good with children and elderly people, or other animals.





Dogs achieving mostly threes:




[image: ] Are good with people and other animals, but can be difficult to live with.


[image: ] Need training, do very well at it, and learn quickly.


[image: ] Great dogs for the second-time owner.





(Courtesy Jack and Wendy Volhard, copyright holders.)




 





My reason for selecting dogs with scores of mainly two and three was based on Clarence Pfaffenberger’s recommendations. Where more than one dog scored the same I invariably kept the dog that I liked the most in terms of character and classical markings. Of my current dogs, both Skye and Mac scored mainly twos and threes, with one marked difference: Skye scored a two/three on sight sensitivity, while Mac scored a one. Skye also scored better at the retrieve test. The interpretations of these scores for sight-sensitive dogs are as follows:





[image: ]

Skye, my precocious young dog, uses her nose to find sheep.













[image: ] A score of one indicates that the puppy looks, attacks and bites.


[image: ] A score of two indicates that the puppy looks, then barks with its tail held up.





The differences between Mac and Skye as adults, shown in the table below, make interesting reading:








 





	Work elements

	Mac aged three years

	Skye aged two years






	Outrun

	Good on both sides but difficult to redirect. Stubborn

	Good on both sides, easy to redirect






	Lift

	Naturally strong – needs holding back

	Easy on sheep, very kind. Can stop short on left outrun if sheep still, and eye






	Natural pace

	Good pace but needs watching, head comes up

	Good natural pace and holds top line beautifully






	Pen

	Good

	Good






	Shed

	Good but prefers to head sheep, can see red on single (shed)

	Good






	Flanks

	Taught to wide flank, can cut in

	Naturally wide flanking but can stick due to tiny bit of eye






	Gripper

	Not any more – is self-assured

	Has potential to grip with rams or difficult ewes






	Positive

	100 per cent

	90 per cent






	Lucky

	Will be with age

	Extremely






	Confident

	Yes, but can have uncertain moments during shed if near another packet of sheep

	Yes, but can hang back on heavier sheep. Will improve with age






	Flock work

	Prefers flock, is quietly assertive

	Not as good as Mac but will get a job done






	Sensitive

	10 per cent

	5 per cent






	Driving

	Good

	Good






	Temperament

	Good, but very work oriented; this will lessen with age

	Excellent, loves people, dogs and children






	Easily conditioned

	Is obsessive, compulsive and cannot switch off easily from work

	Easy to mould and a quick learner. Less intense






	My favourite strengths

	Is self-assured and can move anything

	Is nimble-footed and tames sheep





















[image: ]

Mac – out of my Skerry and Michael Longton’s Moss.
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Happy at work – Skye.








Both dogs were initially quite difficult to break, with both running through the sheep and scattering them to all corners. However, Skye learned a lot more quickly and was less of a liability than Mac. Mac caused sheep to split by placing too much pressure on them, and couldn’t cope with ewes on their own: he became predatory, and in his anxiety to put the matter right, caused more problems. Also after work if he was not immediately placed on a lead he would take the opportunity to run back to the sheep even when they were out of sight a long distance from us.


Since the year 2000 when I first used the Volhard test I feel that I have been lucky with the dogs I have chosen. This might have been coincidence, or it might have been attributable to the test: only time will tell us the true impact of selecting puppies in such a way. If you have been one of the lucky ones that have represented your country regularly or won the bigger trials, then perhaps you already have the right system for you – although I would also like to know how many dogs have been discarded in the process.


If, on the other hand, your kennel is full of dogs that are ‘neither useful nor ornament’ because you have selected them on the basis of what they look like, or gut instinct, then you should think hard: why follow a path you know has not been fruitful in the past? You can do no worse than by trying something different. It is far better to pick a dog that suits your handling style and temperament, unless you have the knowledge and willingness to change your style of working with dogs.


I have heard it said many times that ‘You are lucky to have one really good dog in your lifetime’ – but why is it that certain handlers always seem to be lucky, and always turn out good dogs? Are they lucky, gifted or talented?


As far as I can see, the strength of the Volhard test comes from the fact that it matches the right type of handler to the right puppy. I have spoken to and heard many stories of handlers who sold pups that did not work for them or suit them, only to discover several months down the line that those very same dogs were achieving success with their new partners. Now imagine that you were able to pick the right dog from your litter, and following months of training you achieved all you dreamed of: wouldn’t that be just the perfect outcome for you and your dog?


Although many farmers and breeders do not consciously follow any set selection criteria or procedures such as the PAT test, they nevertheless do look for similar traits as described in the tests, and this manner of selection can be just as effective as any formal testing.


BUYING AN ADULT DOG OR PUPPY


This can be a chancy affair. A pedigree is only worth the piece of paper it is written on, and without DNA paternity testing there is no guarantee that the sire is as stated on it. A great deal of trust is required, and the best way to ensure that the above problems are overcome is to buy a puppy from a reputable breeder/competitor. By attending sheepdog trials as a spectator you will get to know competitors and their dogs. Don’t be afraid to ask questions, and talking to different handlers will enable you to make an informed choice about the right puppy for your needs. Also read lots of books, not just on training, but on health and breeding practice, too. You might also want to find out whether you will be able to choose a particular pup from the litter. Many pups are sold or promised before they are born or grown up, especially from top competitors, and choice is not always possible. Remember it is your money, so spend it wisely.


Breeders vary immensely in their breeding practice, with some moving with the times and others following traditional practice, so always find out in advance how the litter will be reared. It is the responsibility of the breeder to ensure that puppies are well socialized, and grow up confident and bold; however, it is your responsibility to ensure that the puppy you choose reflects this. If you have any doubts whatsoever, listen to the voice in your head. This is not necessarily intuition: rather it is the voice of reason built on experience. You do not have to commit yourself to buying a particular pup. If you like someone and the information they give you, then this is a good start. Alternatively if a breeder does not have time for you, or seems to mind answering questions, then trust your own judgement. The more inexperienced you are, the more litters you should go and see so that you can develop an idea of the type of pup you like. Many breeders are happy for you to visit them more than once to see the pups, and this is a ‘must’. Pups can be very lethargic when fed and sleep a lot, so depending on when you visit, what you see during the first visit might be totally different to the next visit. Question the breeder about their temperament, as he is best placed to offer you detailed information.


Dog or Bitch?


Whether you choose a dog or a bitch again depends on personal preference and circumstances, although as you will discover later, the facts do speak for themselves. I have run both dogs and bitches over the years and have not been disappointed with either, where trials or farm work are concerned. Many people, however, avoid bitches primarily because the trials calendar is often disrupted by them coming into season or nursing litters. Some bitches also change character when they are in pre-oestrus, as discussed before, and can run inconsistently, besides which at some trials they are not allowed to run until later in the day.








[image: ]

Pups should be keen, alert and outgoing.








Depending on the lines you choose, some dogs can take longer to train than bitches; however, once trained they can sometimes offer greater consistency than bitches. What is an interesting fact, however, is that in the past fifty years only six bitches have won the International title, which is quite staggering. As a stark contrast, in the past fifty years forty-eight bitches have won the national from the home nations, as opposed to 152 dogs. Many handlers feel that in the long run dogs offer greater longevity and consistency, as well as a stronger presence and command over sheep, than bitches, although there are always exceptions to the rule.


Buying an Untrained Puppy or a Part-Trained Dog


There are many top handlers who neither like training young dogs nor breeding their own. The late Alan Jones (Pontllyfni), for one, preferred to buy in part-trained dogs, or sent dogs for training and then had them back to fine tune them for trials. Alan was probably one of the most respected and successful triallists of all time. (Reference and information courtesy of Medwen Lloyd Jones.)


The major risk with buying a puppy is that there is no guarantee that it will work, and there is then the long wait for it to grow up before it is quick enough to keep up with the sheep. The advantage, however, of starting with a young pup is that you can shape and mould it exactly how you want. You can socialize it, and build up a bond with it, as well as undertake the early obedience training and generally build up a trusting relationship, which is crucial to sheep work. The biggest advantage of training your own puppy is that you will develop the skills to train your own dogs – and once you have trained one dog, training others will become that much easier. Of course you will make mistakes, but learning from them will make you a better trainer and handler.
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