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Physical Characteristics of the Border Collie


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Skull: Relatively flat and moderate in width. The skull and muzzle are approximately equal in length. In profile the top of the skull is parallel with the top of the muzzle.


Muzzle: Strong, tapering slightly to the nose. The underjaw is strong and well developed.


Eyes: Set well apart, of moderate size, oval in shape. The color encompasses the full range of brown eyes; dogs having body colors other than black may have noticeably lighter eye color.


Nose: Color matches the primary body color. Nostrils are well developed.


Ears: Of medium size, set well apart, one or both carried erect and/or semi-erect (varying from ¼ to ¾ of the ear erect).


Neck: Of proportional length to the body, strong and muscular, slightly arched and blending smoothly into the shoulders.


Chest: Deep, moderately broad, reaching no further than the point of the elbow.


Loins: Moderately deep and short, muscular, slightly arched and with a slight but distinct tuck up.


Forequarters: Parallel when viewed from front, pasterns slightly sloping when viewed from side. The shoulder blades are long, well laid back and well-angulated to the upper arm. Shoulder blades and upper arms are equal in length.


Feet: Compact, oval in shape; pads deep and strong, toes moderately arched and close together with strong nails of moderate length. Dewclaws may be removed.
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Topline: Back is level from behind the withers to the slightly arched, muscular loins, falling to a gently sloping croup.


Tail: Set on low and moderately long with the bone reaching at least to the hock. The ideal tail carriage is low when the dog is concentrating on a given task and may have a slight upward swirl at the end like a shepherd’s crook.


Hindquarters: Broad and muscular, in profile sloping gracefully to the low set tail. The thighs are long, broad, deep and muscular. Stifles are well turned with strong hocks that may be either parallel or very slightly turned in. Dewclaws should be removed. Feet, although slightly smaller, are the same as front.


Coat: Two varieties are permissible, both having close-fitting, dense, weather resistant double coats with the top coat either straight or wavy and coarser in texture than the undercoat which is soft, short and dense.


Color: All colors or combination of colors and/or markings.


Size: The height at the withers varies from 19 to 22 inches for males, 18 to 21 inches for females.
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The Border Collie has been called the “most intelligent dog in the world.” He can be a wonderful pet, guardian and loyal friend.
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Perhaps the Border Collie is not the most obvious choice of most pet owners given its fantastic reputation as a working sheepdog on fields in Great Britain and ranches in America. The breed’s prowess in moving ornery flocks up and down hills is surely well known, as is its willingness to obey the shepherds. In our modern age, however, the Border Collie has gained new fame as “the most intelligent dog in the world,” as certain popular dog books have acclaimed and the breed’s accomplishments in the arenas of obedience and agility trials attest. For the pet owner, this intelligence and willingness to obey translate into a tractable and loyal companion dog.


It is human nature rather than animal nature that becomes a consideration in this discussion of the Border Collie. We have all seen the individual who chooses to drive the sleekest racing machine along the common thoroughfare to work and back, or perhaps the person who purchases the all-terrain technological triumph, a vehicle ready for the Indy 500, for the trip to school or the mall. To so under-employ such technology or expertise must be a factor of imagination or conspicuous display. Or perhaps admiration.


Let us agree that it is admiration and the love of so perfect and honorable a breed that compels the new potential owner, who lives nowhere near a farm or ranch and whose business with sheep occurs only during sleepless nights to purchase and share his life with a Border Collie. Given the breed’s original purpose, owning a Border Collie as a pet is, in the strictest sense, incorrect. The history, purpose and heart of the animal itself converge upon one utilitarian theme: work. This is a working dog, and those who choose it as a pet for whatever reasons of admiration, emulation or reverse snobbery must understand and accommodate its practical soul.


[image: Image]


Admirers of the Border Collie do not live exclusively on ranches or farms. Today the handsome Border Collie attracts owners from coast to coast.


The ancient and necessary truce that first brought man and dog together is slightly outside our scope. The relevant point is that the working Border Collie evolved from early guarding and herding animals. Most writers call upon the 1570 Treatise of Englishe Dogges by Johannes Caius as the first printed reference to the working sheepdog:


“This dogge, either at the hearing of his master’s voyce, or at the wagging and whisteling in his fist, or at his shrill and hoarse hissing bringeth the wandering weathers and straying sheepe into the self same place where his master’s will and wishe is to have them, whereby the shepherd reapeth this benefite, namely, that with little labour and no toyle or moving of his feete he may rule and guide his flocke, according to his owne desire, either to have them go forward, or to stand styll, or to drawe backward, or to turne this way to take that way. For it is not in Englande as it is in Fraunce, as it is in Flaunders, as it is in Syria, as it is in Tartaria, where the sheepe follow the shepherd, for heere in our country, the shepherd followeth the sheepe. And sometimes the straying sheepe, when no dogge runneth before them, gather themselves together in a flocke when they hear the shepherd whistel in his fist, for feare of the dogge (as I imagine) remembering this (if unreasonable creatures may be reported to have memory) that the dogge commonly runneth out at his master’s warrant which is his whistel. This have we often times diligently marcked in taking our journey from towne to towne. When we have heard a shepherd whistel, we have rayned in our horse and stood styll a space to see the proofe and trial of this matter. Furthermore with this dogge doth the shepherd take the sheepe for ye slaughter and to be healed if they be sicke, no hurt or harme in the world done to the simple creature.”
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A SCOTTISH “TWEED”


The winner of the very first sheepdog trial was a sheepdog from Scotland by the name of Tweed. He was owned by Jaime Thomson and won the event at Bala in North Wales in 1873. The entry fee was an astounding £10, a hefty sum in 1873.





Although the appearance of the dog is not described here, the performance is that of the modern Border Collie. The essence of that performance has not changed for hundreds of years, and in regard to sheep herding, neither has the Border Collie. Skills have been refined and perfected as prized workers were selectively bred and sold. Appearance, although never a true concern of breeders and owners of this working dog, changed little since 1790 when a woodcut in Bewick’s History of Quadrapeds depicted a shepherd’s dog that bears a pronounced resemblance to today’s Border Collie.




KING OF THE HILL


While many farmers have attempted to replace their dogs with mechanical devices, most have failed miserably! As any shepherd will confirm, a good Border Collie is worth his weight in platinum! The Collies that work in the hill country have the most difficult of tasks and terrain. Neither tractors nor motor bikes can maneuver over rocks, hills and streams, where the Border Collie is called upon to cast out the hill sheep, which are about as light and agile as the Collie himself.
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The Rough Collie, sometimes called the Scotch Collie, is closely related to the Border Collie. It is a more substantial dog with an abundant double coat.


Of course, a shepherd’s dog, a sheepdog, is any dog that works with sheep and not necessarily a “collie.” Although the origin and exact meaning of the name remains unknown, some contend that it comes from the word coley, denoting black; others say it comes from the Welsh word coelius, meaning faithful; while still others claim that the name comes from colley, referring to a Scottish type of sheep. The designation “Border” is easier to trace, describing the areas where the dogs were prominently used, the Scottish border of England.
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The English Shepherd is an American spin-off of the Border Collie. Not widely known in its homeland, the English Shepherd is primarily a stockdog.


Today there are five popular incarnations of the collie, each regarded as a separate breed: the Rough Collie, the Smooth Collie, the Shetland Sheepdog, the Bearded Collie and the Border Collie. The popularity of these breeds with the British people began with the favor bestowed upon them by Queen Victoria, who owned several. An 1860 portrait of one of her dogs, Gypsie, shows us a mostly black animal who today would be taken for a pure-bred Border Collie. Although the Rough Collie was more commonly seen in artwork, it can be inferred that the Border Collie was the original type from which the more elegant breeds were developed. These Rough Collies were bred taller, with more emphasis upon a full coat, longer, narrower heads and refined color.




BEYOND THE SHEEP AND COWS


The Border Collie has been offered employment on a variety of livestock beyond the usual ovine and bovine types. Reports of Border Collies as poultry pushers, working successfully with geese, chickens, turkeys and ducks, have stared “down” many feathers. Some Collies have even ruffled the ostrich’s feathers. Of the four-legged varieties, the Border Collie has stared down the likes of buffalo, emu, goats, pigs, alpaca, rhea, fallows and sitka deer. Given the breed’s talents, this roster could one day be as lengthy as Noah’s!





In addition, there are many other types of herding dogs in the world bred from Border Collie stock, including the Australian Kelpie and the American cousins: the Australian Shepherd, the Farm Collie, the English Shepherd and the McNab. The histories of these colonial relatives are as similar to the Border Collie as are their looks and characteristics. All are working stockdogs and were imported into the US and Australia during the late 19th century along with the Scots and the sheep who began the vast sheep ranches. Many of these working animals were not registered because many farmers never bothered with such matters and the dogs’ ancestors arrived before there was a registry in England.
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The Australian Shepherd is American, not Australian, despite its name. Approximately the same size as the Border Collie, the Aussie is squarer, heavier coated and slightly taller.
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Doing what he does best, this Border Collie shows the intensity and love of work that make the breed singularly exceptional.




NIPPING THE BOVINE


Barking and baying at sleeping cows is no pastime for the quick-minded Border Collie. While many of the traditional cattle dogs, such as the Bouvier des Flandres and the Australian Cattle Dog, stir their cows by barking, the Border Collie is a quiet worker that moves the cows by nipping at their feet The cows often try to kick the dogs, but the Collie’s low stance keeps them out of hooves’ way.





The Border Collie, not molded to a particular physical standard, continued to be bred for work and work alone. While modern Border Collies can all be traced to a few distinguished forebears, other breeds have been introduced from time to time with the aim of improving working performance. In fact, the most famous characteristic of the Border Collie, the power of the eye to control stock, was bred into the breed from gundogs like setters, pointers and spaniels. James Hogg, the Scottish shepherd poet, wrote in 1790 a description of a dog showing “eye” which is applicable to any Border Collie today:
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The Shetland Sheepdog, a close relation of the Border Collie, is a miniature version of the Rough Collie. He stands only two-thirds the height of the Border Collie.


“Whenever the dog 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; and then squatting down, he kept his point sedulously till he was either called off or fell asleep.”
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The Border Collie’s farm work necessitates that he be able to work with all types of animals.




SEE AMERICA’S FIVE!


Although the United States has originated comparatively few of its own breeds of dog, breeders have yielded five interesting sheepdogs, all cousins to the Border Collie. The only breed to be fully recognized by the American Kennel Club is our “first cousin,” the Australian Shepherd. The Aussie, as he is often called, standing 18 to 23 inches, is a handsome symmetrical tailless stock dog with an elegant medium-length coat. The English Shepherd is a stockier, squarer dog than the Border Collie, from which it derives. These lesser known sheepdogs developed in the Midwest and East and are nearly identical to the Farm Collie. The Farm Collies are merely crosses of Border Collies imported into the US used for various types of farm and ranch work. The McNab, named for its importer Alexander McNab of California, is a medium-built dog with a smooth coat and prick ears. Like the Border Collie, it is usually black and white. The Basque Shepherd is a direct descendant of the Australian Shepherd, appearing identical except that he maintains his tail! Unlike his tailless brother, he is not recognized by the AKC.





A related result of this early crossbreeding with gundogs is the well-developed scenting ability and retrieving instincts of Border Collies. These abilities are made good use of in obedience trials but are sometimes a problem for dogs that are tempted away from work at the scent of a rabbit.


The International Sheep Dog Society (ISDS) was created in 1906. These early owners and handlers set out to protect and improve the breed through working trials and a registry. A stud book was first compiled in 1951, listing over 14,000 dogs. The book has grown by over 6,000 registrations each year since then. A common entry in the stud book would show the influence of the bloodlines created by J. M. Wilson, the most renowned Border Collie breeder and handler of all time. His Whitehope dogs are the basis of many modern pedigrees.




A COLLIE BY ANY OTHER COLOR…


In England and Ireland, the Border Collie is a black and white affair. In the US, however, where the diversity of the “Rainbow” persistently shines, other colors are beginning to become commonplace. The once rare chocolate or liver has become popular. Other colors that can be spotted on Border Collies include: silver (black with white speckling), blue merle, slate gray (or blue), sable, lemon (yellow), ginger (red), fawn (a dilute liver) and brindle (combination of brown and black). Let’s not forget that solid white Border Collies are not frowned upon in the US as they are in the UK.
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In the UK and US, the Border Collie has enjoyed a winning reputation in the show ring as well as in trials and on farms.


THE BORDER COLLIE IN AMERICA


Although the Border Collie ranks as one of the most popular breeds in Britain, the breed has gained a considerable following in the United States as well. Since the 19th century, when Americans were expanding westward, the Border Collie secured an important place in US history. The California Gold Rush drew thousands of pioneers westward and their sheepdogs accompanied them, moving cattle and sheep and protecting their livestock. The wide expanses of land attracted sheep ranchers and cattle farmers, and experienced Scottish, Spanish and English shepherds brought over dogs. Many of them were Border Collies.
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Not known primarily as a show dog, the Border Collie fends well in conformation, as evidenced by this handsome winner and his rightly proud young owner.


Sheepdog trials, which enjoy a large cultural following in Britain, have never caught on with great intensity in the US. Nevertheless, by the 1920s and 1930s, trials were held around the US, not only in the West but in the Midwest and East as well. Small trials were held as a part of agricultural fairs, and larger trials sponsored by the sheepdog registries became well known in working-dog circles. In recent times, the United States Border Collie Handlers Association (USBCHA), formed in 1979, exists to regulate the way trials in the US are held. The organization also sponsors two annual trials, and the winners of these trials are held in very high esteem.


A number of ranchers maintained their own private registries (for their own dogs); McClain, Perrot and Topliff are examples of early registries. The North American Sheep Dog Society (NASDS) began registering Border Collies in 1940. Prior to this, dogs were registered with the British registry, ISDS, which remains an affiliate of most major registries today. James Reid along with his fellow ranchers, sheepdog handlers and enthusiasts founded the new American organization. About a decade later, in 1952, the American International Border Collie Registry was founded by a band of disgruntled NASDS folk from Iowa. Today both registries continue to function and promote the breed and its working ability.


The American Border Collie Association (ABCA), founded in 1983, was the third registry to be formed and became the most active registry, with over 9,000 members. They can be contacted on the Internet at www.american-bordercollie.org.


The Border Collie might be considered lucky to have so many parent clubs, though the situation involving the breed’s three parent clubs does somewhat resemble a never-ending divorce and custody trial. Among the parent clubs are the Border Collie Society of America (BSCA), the American Border Collie Alliance (ABCA) and the United States Border Collie Club (USBCC), the latter of which strongly opposed the breed’s entrance into the ranks of the American Kennel Club (AKC). The USBCC, founded in 1975 to prevent the breed’s becoming a “show dog,” promoted the breed’s working ability and participation in obedience trials.


The breed’s involvement with AKC dates back to the 1930s when the Border Collie began competing in obedience trials. When the Miscellaneous Class was formed in 1955, the Border Collie was one of its inaugural members. The breed remained in the Miscellaneous Class (whose members are denied championship status) for four decades, enjoying its admittance into obedience trials but rarely competing in conformation shows. In a controversial decision, AKC accepted the Border Collie into the Herding Group as its 139th breed, effective February 1, 1995. AKC acceptance also indicates that the breed is registered with the organization as well. The AKC accepts Border Collies registered with the American Border Collie Association, the American International Border Collie Registry and the North American Sheepdog Society.


Although hundreds of Border Collies compete in AKC show rings every year, the breed’s accomplishments and reputation in the performance trials are much more impressive, including the top Obedience Trial Champion of all time, OTCh. Heelalong Chimney Sweep, owned by D. and K. Guetzloff, and numerous other top obedience, agility and herding titlists.




THE EYES HAVE IT!


Border Collies possess a unique working trait in their ability to move stock with just their eyes. This ability to “stare down” the sheep in order to move them is called “strong eye” and is believed to be inherited from crosses to gundogs years ago. While some herding dogs bark, circle and nip to move their woolly charges, the Border Collie merely uses its unswerving stare to move the flock along.
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The Border Collie’s character is entirely related to the breed’s occupation and purpose. While this holds special relevance to the owner of working Border Collies, the pet owner can appreciate these long-developed characteristics of the working dog and will see evidence of these herding instincts in his pet. In many cases it would require specific training to fully revive and solidify these instincts, but understanding the dog’s background gives the pet owner insight into his Border Collie’s behavior, personality and natural aptitudes. Let’s discuss the unique terms that are used in defining the Border Collie’s traits and working ability.




STAR QUALITY


The inborn qualities of a top Border Collie must include:


• A natural cast or outrun


• Sufficient eye to gather and control sheep


• Power enough to face down and direct a single sheep without rushing or biting


• Intelligence, which allows him to take the initiative when necessary


• Temperament amenable to training and occasional correction without sulking, snarling or running away


• A strong constitution
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A Border Collie’s work is not limited to sheep; they often work with cattle as well.


THE BORDER COLLIE DEFINED


OUTRUN



The Border Collie must not simply chase sheep but must also be able to turn and direct them. The dog does not travel in straight lines, but runs out wide to gather the sheep. The dog who lacks an instinctual cast, or turning ability, will cut in too close to the sheep, merely startling them, not gathering them. A dog with a good outrun will naturally know how to keep the proper distance between himself and the sheep.
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“Eye” is a unique quality of the Border Collie. This dog approaches the sheep with the characteristic stare and his head held low.


EYE



Eye is one of the most unique qualities of the Border Collie and the most interesting instinct that you may observe in your pet. It is an attribute that has taken many generations to breed into the animal. Eye is a mesmerizing gaze that the dog levels at sheep, holding them in position. The Border Collie’s stance is rigid, with the body and head held low, roughly similar to a gundog as it points. This ability, in fact, may have been added to the Border Collie from breeding with hunting dogs. Strong-eyed dogs can hold a small flock of sheep in the open with little running about.


POWER



Power is the rather undefinable ability of the top dog to dominate and assert mastery over sheep without aggressive barking or biting. A dog with power holds authority over his flock without terrifying or spooking the sheep.




A BORDER COLLIE’S WORK IS NEVER DONE


The usual and rightful occupation for the Border Collie is farm work. Here these silent working and strong-eyed dogs are employed in several categories of work, which may be described as:


• work with sheep on hills


• work with lowland sheep


• work with dairy cows


• work with dry cattle


• work with rough cattle (drovers and dealers’ dogs)


• work loading and penning sheep


• work in yards (shearers’, dealers’ and contractors’ dogs)


No single dog is capable of this variety of performance. Training and environment therefore further divide the Border Collie into categories of hill dog, lowland sheepdog, cow dog, cattle dog, rough cattle dog and sheep dealer’s dog.
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INTELLIGENCE



Intelligence in the Border Collie cannot be likened to that of his human master. It is so closely bound with working instinct and the desire to please that it may not be describable out of this context. In the working dog, intelligence is not inventive but innately correct when confronted with any decision involving the task for which it is bred. It is wonderfully clear but humanly puzzling in its adherence to a functional and practical hierarchy. Consider the dog’s allegiance to her master, so unyielding that a bitch will allow that person to take her puppies away, without anger or objection.


TEMPERAMENT



The strongest desire bred into the Border Collie is the desire to work. This is the result of centuries of development and dominates even the survival instinct in some Collies. These dogs can become frustrated and destructive if they find themselves in an environment with nothing for them to do. A dog of this sort does not always make a good pet, and yet the careful and considerate owner can surmount this instinctual difficulty by making his Border Collie a functional and important part of the family. Guarding his human family and their property is also demanding work. The important thing is to keep your dog interested, occupied and active. The ranch or farm, after all, has probably more down time built into its schedule than the average on-the-go, weather-impervious modern suburban family.


Dedication to work, which is obviously not a fault in the working dog, can result in neurotic pet dogs and is the consequence of breeding for performance rather than temperament. Nervousness, in general, is the most common personality problem in the Border Collie. There is, of course, only a fine line between the sensitively tuned working animal and one that exhibits nervousness. The distinction is related to environment and occupation.


The fact that obedience is such a strong instinct makes training the Border Collie a truly rewarding enterprise. No dog learns faster and retains what he has learned longer. Remember, however, that because your Border Collie is so eager to perform and please, and consequently so disappointed at failure, your training should be gentle while being firm. Rough bullying methods may seem to get obedience, but obedience without trust will soon be forgotten.




WHAT’S IN A NAME?


There is more that goes into naming a Border Collie than meets the eye. While for a pet dog any name that you fancy is fine, there is a convention in the naming of working dogs. A working dog requires a short name that is simple to pronounce and will be unmistakably heard in the long-range, abrupt and often complicated communications of the farmer or shepherd. Classic popular names for males have been Ben, Lad, Roy and Cap; favorites for bitches have included Nell, Meg and Jess.
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