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Opposite page: Aside from being a magnificent, beautiful representative of the dog world, the Shetland Sheepdog is a warm, loving pet for millions of homes around the world.



HISTORY OF THE SHETLAND SHEEPDOG



Stand atop a hillside overlooking an emerald valley. Feel the soft summer breeze rising up from the land below to bring you the scent of green grass and lush vegetation. Scan the valley that runs for several miles beneath you. Notice the beige cloud that slowly undulates across the valley, then look again.


It’s not a cloud. It’s a flock of hundreds of sheep moving as one across the field. Wonder now at what keeps them together and forces them to move in such beautiful symmetry. Focus on the sheep cloud as your eyes adjust to the scene. Only then will you notice two small dark creatures around the outside of the flock.


Those dark specks are Shetland Sheepdogs, developed for use in the Shetland Islands off the northern coast of Scotland. The dogs are doing what they’ve been doing for hundreds of years: keeping the flock together and guiding the path of its travel. They are herding sheep.


They take directions from a distant herdsman who whistles his orders to them. The sound of his whistling starts and stops the dogs, turns them backwards and forwards, right and left. He often directs them to go fetch a stray ewe as she wanders away from the flock.


As you watch the dogs work, marvel at the wonder of these small creatures handling hundreds of sheep, each of which weighs many times more than a Shetland Sheepdog.


Now wonder no more: Here within these pages is the story of how and why these little dogs manage such great feats. Their story truly is remarkable, considering that they are descended from the great strong collies of ancient Scotland.


This whole Shetland thing began thousands of years ago in the rugged mountain country of Scotland known as the Highlands. It is the dogs’ skill and intelligence at handling animals such as sheep, cattle and reindeer that fostered their development and has sustained them as unsurpassed herders, even into the 21st century.


Lacking authentic historical records regarding the origin of Shetland Sheepdogs, we are left to take bits and pieces of information—stories, occasional written references, paintings, old tales passed from one generation to the next—to recreate a most probable scenario for the breed’s beginning. Thus goes the story.


 The Shetland Sheepdog, though originally bred for herding sheep, has also shown great skills and aptitude in herding cattle.
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As far back as Neolithic times, 3500 to 2000 BC, there were collie-type northern sheepdogs that were finding their way south into the Mediterranean countries. From there, they eventually traveled with merchant traders to the British Isles.


Going back even further, we find that these collie-type dogs descended from northern European and Asian wolves, thus making the dogs genetically predisposed to herding and manipulating large flocks of animals. Wolves obtain food by using this method of rounding up their prey in order to pick out a candidate for the kill. The collie-type dogs of today therefore still carry within their genes the traits for herding.


In addition, modern collie-type dogs rely on a master, a human, to oversee their work. This trait comes from the original wolves that needed an alpha wolf to guide them in the roundup and the hunt. Absent a leader, neither the wolves of ancient times nor the dogs of today would survive and prosper. Both are social animals.


About the time that the collie-type dogs were settling in  England and Scotland, the farmers of the Shetland Islands, known as crofters, were using dogs to herd their flocks of sheep. They paid little attention to the size and uniformity of the dogs—they were concerned only with the dogs’ ability to work.


However, when they visited the mountainous Highlands of Scotland, they became fascinated with the large collies of the mainland. The intelligence and dedication of those big dogs were qualities much desired in working dogs, and the Shetland Islanders began using them to improve and refine their own “toonies” or local “township” dogs.


Scottish, Dutch and Scandinavian fishermen also stopped at the Shetland Islands with some frequency. Occasionally they brought with them dogs they kept on board their vessels. On one occasion, as an old yarn tells us, a yacht touched the island and on board was a black-and-tan King Charles Spaniel. This dog eventually bred with some of the island dogs, thus launching the true beginning of the Shetland Sheepdogs.


Their size was the only problem. Shetland sheep are about one-half the size of the blackfaced sheep of Scotland. The Islanders realized from the beginning that they needed smaller collie-type dogs than those found in the Highlands. Thus they chose the smallest Scottish dogs to breed to their own toonies. Eventually, they produced very small collie-type dogs that they named Shetland Sheepdogs.
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The black-and-tan King Charles Spaniel has been associated in folk legend with having been introduced into the bloodlines to create the Shetland Sheepdog.


The end result produced a dog of distinction. The Sheltie, as it became known, closely resembled a large collie in appearance, with the happy disposition and friendly characteristics of the spaniel, and the heart, stamina and dedication to master of the English Collie.
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THE ISLANDS OF “TINIES”


The Shetland Islands are not just known for miniature collies. They are also known for other diminutive animals such as cattle, sheep and ponies.






Even later dogs were crossbred with native dogs of Greenland known as Yaks. Traces of these crosses are seen today in the large erect ears and heavy coat of the Sheltie. It seems safe to say that today’s Sheltie is a combination of old native island dogs, large northern Collies, spaniels and Yaks from the frigid climate of Greenland.


The earliest record of the true Shetland Sheepdog dates back to 1840 in the form of an engraving of the town of Lerwick, capital of the Shetland Islands. It shows a Shetland pony in the background and a small collie-type dog in the foreground.


Then, in 1944, a traveler to the Shetland Islands wrote an article about the local sheepdogs that herded the flocks by day, then played and slept in the house of the herdsman by night.


As time passed, the crofters began managing larger flocks that in turn required larger collie-type dogs. Collies from the mainland were again introduced to increase the size of the Shetland dogs, and it was at this time that Shetland farmers recognized the need to stabilize the size and appearance of the dogs, thus safeguarding the breeding of the Shetland Sheepdog for all time.


The dogs possessed great intelligence and stamina with fine muscular development and thick coats due to the harshness of their island environment. These traits were carefully retained while size was added to bring the dogs to the size of 15 inches or 16 inches at the shoulder.


As the breed became stable and people could accurately predict the appearance and size of the Sheltie puppies, they began to be exhibited at local shows in and around Lerwick. In 1906, the breed was shown for the first time at Crufts Dog Show in London, where the dog-show community enthusiastically received them. Then, in 1908, the Shetland Collie Club was founded. It wasn’t until 1910 that Crufts offered a separate classification for the breed for the first time. Both Scottish and English exhibitors provided a large entry that the public immediately embraced. Shortly after that, the Ladies Kennel Association established classes for the dogs and their popularity exploded, with entries equal to that of the regular Collies.


Even though small in size, when compared to a Collie or another larger herding breed, the Shetland Sheepdog still can handle very large animals in its herding mode.


[image: 009]


 [image: 010]


The Rough Collie is recognized in three colors, including sable, black and blue merle, shown here. The close relationship between Collies and Shelties is evident from the sharing of these three color varieties.



THE SHETLAND ISLANDS


In 1472, the Shetland Islands became officially annexed to the Scottish Crown, giving the islanders a solid connection with the mainland. Following annexation, the islanders increased their travel between their island and Scotland to a point where they began comparing farming techniques and dog-raising with their own methods.
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The Shetland Sheepdog in the UK is a smaller dog with less coat and a different head piece than its American counterpart.
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THE SHETLAND SURVIVES


World War I was almost the downfall of the Shetland Sheepdog. Breeding was almost completely halted and size and type were nearly lost. One breeder, however, introduced a collie crossbred into a limited breeding program, thereby preserving the uniform type of well-boned sturdiness and size into his line. This act set the uniformity for future generations despite four years of war.





In 1911, the breed crossed the Atlantic and appeared at American shows with equal enthusiasm. However, the matter of size and type still plagued the breed in America.


In 1914, the English Sheepdog Club was formed and urged the adoption of a standard for the breed that included the specification of “the general appearance of the Shetland Collie as approximately that of a show Collie in miniature, ideal height at the  shoulder, 12 inches.”


Later that same year, The Kennel Club joined the Scottish and English Shetland Clubs to grant the breed individual classification. Now the Shetland Sheepdog was recognized as a breed on its own, not just as a miniature Collie.


Though controversy over size continued for several decades, the matter was finally put to rest in 1929 in America. At the famous Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show, the American Shetland Sheepdog Association united with the English and Scottish clubs to describe the breed as “resembling a Collie (Rough) in miniature” with size being designated as 12 to 15 inches at the shoulder, the ideal being 13.5 inches. Eventually, the American Shetland Sheepdog Association changed their standard to read “between 13 and 16 inches” with disqualification of any height above or below that range.


The difference of an inch or two in the size of the Shetland Sheepdog is certainly secondary to its fundamental character. Molded by the rugged land from which it came, the dog is a hard worker despite the rigors of the island’s climate. His traits of intelligence, agility, soundness and dedication come from his relative, the large Collie. His love of master and family, his instinct to guard and protect and his sweetness of disposition, together with his fondness of the outdoors, come from his spaniel and herding progenitors. These traits remain true and obvious even today and are what make the Sheltie a dog of distinction.
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Erect ears that tip forward are a hallmark that is shared between the Shetland Sheepdog and the Collie. In general appearance and color as well as expression, the two breeds are remarkably similar.


Proof of the continuity of these traits lies in the fact that the Sheltie is still used today for herding and droving in the British Isles, the Shetland Islands and America. Sheepgrowers in the western United States—Montana, Utah, Colorado and Idaho, for example—employ Shelties because they cover ground so well and experience little difficulty in working in snow country. Their light weight prevents them from sinking deep into the snow as they drive the flocks. In addition, Shelties are found to be more gentle with ewes at lambing time than some of the larger herding dogs.
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THE FIRST MILLION


“Lord Scott” was the first Sheltie registered with the American Kennel Club in 1911. “Sheltieland Alice Grey Gown” was the one-millionth Sheltie registered in 1935.





The Smooth Collie is one of the Shetland Sheepdog’s close relatives. Of the two Collies, the Smooth is much less popular than the Rough. Shelties cannot be smooth-coated.
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Though the Shetland Sheepdog is an ancient breed, as evidenced by literature and art, the breed has managed to keep up with its master’s changing lifestyles. A perfect example of this modern Sheltie phenomenon is a lovely little bitch named Tassie. Her story exemplifies the intelligence and versatility of Shelties and epitomizes the dogs’ dedication to their masters.


Today Tassie lives in the tropical state of Florida with her owner, Bert Jenks. Until she retired, Tassie’s life was anything but casual or leisurely. Jenks and his wife, Joan, lived on a 36,000-acre ranch in the rolling hills of central Colorado at the foot of the Rocky Mountains in the western US. Rolling High Jenks Ranch was a 52-square-mile cattle ranch. The mountain peaks that surround the ranch reach heights of 14,000 feet.


Tassie was purchased by the Jenks in Florida, where they spend the winter months on the small island called Sanibel in the Gulf of Mexico, off Florida’s western coast. When spring arrived and Tassie was a mere six months old, the Jenks packed up and returned to their cattle farm. At the time, the Jenks’ house was not surrounded by a protective fence, so all manner of wildlife made a habit of foraging on the flowers in Joan’s beds. Squirrels, rabbits, antelope and deer were regular unwelcome visitors.


Tassie, working a herd of yearling cattle on a ranch in Colorado. Tassie is owned by Bert Jenks.
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Tassie, besides being a successful herder, is also a very beautiful dog. She resides happily with Bert and Joan Jenks in their retirement home in Florida.


Every day, Bert would take Tassie with him to work the cattle and whenever he was home, he and Tassie would chase off the wildlife in the garden. Out on the range, Tassie worked with a part-dingo dog named Buddy. Lessons from Buddy plus her natural instincts for herding taught Tassie how to move the cattle at the direction of the cowboys. Because of her small  size, Tassie was usually assigned to work the yearling cattle, both heifers and steers. Though these animals weigh an average of 600 pounds each, Tassie quickly learned to stay out of their way while at the same time remaining close enough to move them according to the voice and hand signals of the herdsmen.


Tassie’s life took on a regular rhythm of working cattle in Colorado and wintering in Florida with her owners. While in Florida, Tassie’s life was not without purpose, however. She and Jenks enrolled in an obedience class and Tassie’s formal education became a reality.


Following basic obedience training, Bert and Tassie moved up the ranks of various levels of difficulty until they reached the level known as “Skills.” In the Skills class, Tassie developed distance control, hand signals, retrieving, jumping and scent discrimination, including narcotics detection. In other words, Tassie had reached the peak of canine performance and had done it with ease.


Shelties are easily trained for agility exercises such as the tire jump. Shelties make excellent candidates for agility and obedience trials.
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All the while Tassie was perfecting her training in winter, she continued herding cattle and chasing off wildlife around her home in summer. At night, regardless of where she was, she would sleep beside Bert’s bed and keep watch over the house.


At age eight years, Tassie, along with her family, left the ranch they loved and retired to Florida. She still works out each week with her Skills class and has joined a dog-owner dance team.


Tassie proves an interesting theory: A dog with strong genetic factors for certain behaviors can be transported to an artificial environment and still exhibit those traits. Tassie, through hundreds of years of genetic breeding for herding, retains the herding instinct while at the same time adapts to a completely different lifestyle and excels at both. Further proof of the power of genetics and controlled breeding seems unnecessary.
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Whether Shetland Sheepdogs are bred for showing, herding or pet life, their natural instincts remain intact.









CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SHETLAND SHEEPDOG


The Shetland Sheepdog’s unique heritage has given the breed certain qualities that endear it to modern owners around the world. As we’ve seen, genetics is what it’s all about and the particular behavioral traits bred into the Sheltie so many years ago have given it the ability to adapt so successfully to modernday living.


For example, their intelligence and natural tendency to obey with a minimum amount of training give them a decided advantage in today’s busy lifestyle, and in various dog activities such as obedience and agility competition. Their grace, speed and nimbleness carry over from their lives on the range to today’s farm work and recreational activities such as agility trials, jumping and other sports. They are, in fact, one of the most popular breeds used in obedience trials.
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TENDING THE FLOCK


Shelties love children and will spend their waking hours trying to gather their “flock” together in one room rather than being scattered throughout the house. Since the children of the family are the Sheltie’s chosen flock, the Sheltie feels a great responsibility for their safety and keeping them close together.





The Sheltie has adapted remarkably well to our modern lifestyles. Whether you live on a farm, in a city apartment or in a beach house, the Sheltie can occupy himself.
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Their watchdog instinct make them great alarm dogs around home and property, just as it did in guarding flocks against poachers and predators. Their docile nature, coupled with a keen awareness of their environment, makes them perfect family companions. Their devotion to family makes them a pleasure to live with and a joy to train.


Because of this devotion factor, Shelties are best obtained as puppies rather than as mature adults since, as adults, they have most likely bonded strongly with their first owners. The transition to another owner later in life can prove extremely stressful. Sheltie owners have often told how their dogs sulk or yearn for them when they go away.
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Intelligence, friendly temperament, working ability and beauty—the Shetland Sheepdog is a breed that has it all.


Shelties make ideal family pets and are very tolerant of all children. Actually, they love little children and usually watch over them as would a nanny. Owners must be mindful, however, of infants and toddlers who may wobble and fall on the dog, causing injury to the dog.
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COAT CARE


Due to the heavy coat of the Sheltie, he can withstand cold climates very easily. However, that same coat requires daily brushing and owners must expect heavy shedding at least once a year. If you don’t like brushing a dog—or are allergic to dog hair—seek a different breed.






Shelties make wonderful pets, especially when brought home as a puppy and allowed to bond with all family members.
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Owners will often observe their Sheltie trying to round up the children as if they were his own little flock of sheep! The Sheltie likes to see his human family members clustered together rather than separated and apart from one another.


Shelties can also be very vocal. With a high-pitched bark they express frustrations, concern, excitement and even calls for attention. This vocalization is best limited by teaching the dog not to bark excessively at an early age. Allow the dog to warn you of visitors to your home, but discourage unnecessary barking, for example, when he’s excited about something or in anticipation of dinnertime or friends’ coming by for a visit.


Shelties are busy dogs. They do not enjoy being left around the house with nothing to do or forced to be inactive for too long. In these instances, they can become distressed and neurotic. They need daily exercise and regular physical activities that get them outdoors and doing things such as hiking, walking in the park, jogging with owners, etc. Remember, this is a dog bred to run for miles each day without tiring; a two-mile run will hardly be considered a challenge!



A HERD OF BIRDS?


In many countries, young Shelties are first trained to herd on ducks. Since the ducks easily cluster together and can be moved in a tight flock from one place to another, the Shelties manage the birds more easily than sheep during the learning process. In South Africa, because of their larger size, Collies are used to herd ostriches.






HANDLE WITH CARE


The Sheltie is a calm, dignified dog that does not take well to unpredictable owners. Rough and erratic training methods are not successful with Shelties. These herding dogs respond best to patient, gentle training methods and, because of their intelligence, learn quickly and eagerly.





The Shetland Sheepdog’s perception of his owner’s moods is remarkable. He senses all manner of human emotions and reacts accordingly. He worries with the sad owner, celebrates with the excited, happy one and so on. Actually, dogs are much like humans when it comes to emotions—they experience many of the same emotions as humans.


The ideal Sheltie owner is an active person who enjoys working with his dog, teaching him new things and going places and doing things together. He is a person who also enjoys the few minutes each day required to keep the Sheltie’s coat free of mats and looking clean. A person who enjoys outdoor activities in all seasons makes a good candidate for Sheltie companionship. Because of the dog’s love of master and family, a Sheltie owner must be a demonstrative person who will give love and enjoy receiving the love of a Sheltie.


One final word about the ideal owner of a Shetland Sheepdog: Due to the dog’s intelligence and love of physical activity, Shelties should be trained at an early age. They love learning and are quick to conceptualize behaviors. They willingly practice a particular behavior several times with the owner and then suddenly refuse to repeat the behavior again. From those few repetitions, they learn the desired behavior; practicing too many times proves boring to them. It’s their way of saying, “You showed me what to do. I’ve done it. Now let’s do something else. This is boring.”
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Shelties make ideal companions for children of all ages. It is of course essential that the children understand how to treat a dog so that mutual respect is established.


 Shelties are dignified, clever dogs that adapt quickly to family life. Many Sheltie owners are amazed at how easily their dogs are trained.
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Herding dogs, designed to respond to a shepherd’s command and hand signal, are among the brightest of all canines. The Shetland Sheepdog, with his amenable disposition, leaps to the head of the class in all endeavors.


The next day, the owner will be amazed to see that the dog remembers the behaviors and performs them to perfection upon hearing the commands. The Sheltie truly is one of the world’s brightest canine students.



TEMPERAMENT COUNTS


Shyness, timidity, stubbornness, snappiness and bad temper are all considered major faults in Shetland Sheepdogs. They must be avoided at all costs to preserve true Sheltie temperament.
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BREED STANDARD FOR THE SHETLAND SHEEPDOG


The Shetland Sheepdog is a small, robust dog, well rounded in appearance, with no sharp angles or rigid lines when viewed from front or back. He wears a rough longhaired outer coat with a soft, dense undercoat to provide warmth in cold climates. The soft, furry undercoat must be so thick that it forces the harsh outer coat to stand up rather than lie flat against the body.


In males, the mane should be particularly abundant and impressive. Both sexes sport a large wide collar of fur around the neck, often referred to as the ruff. Overall, the Sheltie presents a symmetrical appearance, with the males being masculine and the females obviously feminine.


Coat colors are varied enough to please the most discriminating human taste. Black, blue merle and sable, ranging from golden tones to deep mahogany, are the color choices. Small amounts of white are permitted but more than 50% white is considered a fault in the show ring.


Fore and hind legs carry ample feathering down to the hock joint (ankle). Below that, the hair is short and smooth against the skin. The tail is a large full plume that the dog carries low when at rest and extended when he’s working or running. Hair on the face, ears and feet should be short and smooth. For show purposes, the hair on these parts may be trimmed to present a clean look.


The dogs should weigh 25 to 30 pounds and stand about 14 inches at the shoulder. Males are slightly larger than females.


Keeping in mind that the Shetland Sheepdog should give the appearance of a Collie in miniature, any deviation from that look should be considered a serious fault in the show ring. That “Collie look” has dominated the breed for centuries—it must be fostered in every future generation. The breed standard is designed to ensure that it does.


A breed standard is a word picture of the ideal dog of a particular breed. The breed standard for the Shetland Sheepdog spells out what the dog should look and act  like in detail. Features such as size, proportion, substance, head, neck, body, forequarters, hindquarters, coat, gait and temperament are all addressed in the standard.


The standard in each country varies slightly, so it’s important to familiarize yourself with the standard of perfection for the Shetland Sheepdog in your country. In the US, of course, the standard used is the standard recognized by the American Kennel Club.


In addition to specific standards for desirable traits, the standard also spells out faults, both physical and temperamental, that demerit the dog if any of those faults are present. Some breed standards also include disqualifications, which forbid the dog from competing in a show if he possesses any of these egregious faults. For example, the American standard states that a short, choppy gait with stiff, jerky movements is a serious fault.


The reason that gait is considered so important in the Sheltie is that traditionally the dog must travel many miles in a day as he herds cattle or sheep. Anything less than lithe, smooth and graceful movement—in essence, effortless—would tire the dog so severely that he could not perform his job. Thus, he would not be considered an ideal Sheltie.


The Shetland Sheepdog should look like a Rough Collie in miniature, always symmetrical and magnificently coated.
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