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INTRODUCTION


I don’t believe there’s an animal on the planet as loving, loyal and fabulous as a dog. They are our champions, confidantes, comforters, playmates and best friends. They cheer us, console us and get us outside in the fresh air. Always overjoyed to see us and thrilled to accompany us absolutely anywhere, dogs make our lives happier and richer. They’re also, to my mind, the funniest and most fascinating creatures on the planet with emotional lives as intriguing as our own. No wonder dogs are the world’s most popular pet and why in the UK alone, we share our homes with 12 million of them.


The immense love dogs have for us and the fun and joy they bring us every single day deserves a huge thank you and the very best way we can do that is by spending quality time with them, whether that means going on a long muddy walk, playing in the garden together or chatting to them as we brush their tangled hair.


In this book, there are 365 fun, varied and stimulating activities you can do with your dog. While it’s written as a month-by-month guide, aside from a few seasonal and weather-related activities such as sledging and playing in paddling pools, most things can be done at any time of the year.


As well as activities that are dog focused (tug of war, doggy sports day, retrieving), I have included some more human-friendly activities where dogs are encouraged to tag along (afternoon tea, the cinema, pub quizzes and boat rides) rather than sitting in the window at home pining for their human to return. Don’t underestimate a tag-along activity. All my dogs have wanted to go everywhere with me. A five-minute drive to the petrol station, a school run, a walk to deliver a parcel to a neighbour or books to the charity shop, a quick jog to the post box … these are all exciting and fun for your dog who just wants to be with you. Yes, I’d love to put the bins out with you. Yes, I’ll run upstairs with you when you’re looking for your glasses. What fun!


Not all dogs will love every activity in this book – they are as varied as we are. The idea is to spend time doing fun things that make your dog happy and skip any of the activities that your dog shows no interest in.


I’ve done many of these activities with my own dogs, past and present, and I’ve included reviews that will help you decide if it’s something that might appeal to yours. Some activities I haven’t done yet and others I won’t ever do as they are things my dogs, Dottie and Pippa, wouldn’t like at all – anything involving water or that requires them getting out of bed before noon. But as your dog may love all the things that mine don’t, I’ve included a number of water-based activities and ideas for long walks that require everyone to be up and out of the house early.


Each month, there are dog-friendly recipes (see page 237 for an overview of cooking for your dog), something crafty you can make for your dog (or with your dog), games, adventures and days out – something for every personality. There are also a few ideas for holidays, because most dogs are thrilled to go away with their owners. Don’t forget to pack my favourite toys and jumpers! When I take them on holiday, my dogs are as excited as I am to explore new walks, restaurants, pubs, shops, parks and beaches, but unlike me, they get to enjoy a whole smorgasbord of exciting new smells. If you’ve never taken your dog away for a holiday, you might be surprised at how much fun (and how easy) it can be, especially as growing numbers of hotels, B&Bs, cottages, restaurants, shops, pubs and cafes are now keen to cater to customers who consider dogs exceptional and essential company.


Let’s pack as many happy experiences and adventures as we can into our dogs’ short lives, showing them the love we have for them is as enormous and boundless as theirs is for us.


My review team


Despite living with dogs for over twenty-five years I still can’t get over my excitement that there are dogs on the planet. I can’t walk past a dog without saying hello. I hurry across roads and run after people walking their dogs just to get a closer look. (Yes, I am that woman, and apologies if I’ve chased after you and your Pomeranian.) I feel extremely lucky that I’ve been able to have dogs of my own. I’ve welcomed seven exceptional beings into my family.


Some of the activities in this book I have done with dogs who are no longer with me. Border terriers Alfredo and Luigi moved to Italy with me twice. They got to swim in the Mediterranean, make friends with goats and learn some words in Italian. Cinderella and Buzbuz – little mother and daughter rescue dogs I adopted when I lived in Malta – explored rock pools every night, ran along clifftops and sunbathed almost year-round in our backyard. Then there was Harry, another wonderful rescue dog, who had the most unique experiences of ‘writing’ a book with me, which involved taking a ferry to the Isle of Wight where he was a guest ‘speaker’ at a literary festival and doing interviews. He loved every minute. After spending seven years on a puppy farm as a breeder, he seemed determined to go everywhere, meet everyone and try anything new. Each of these extraordinary dogs is hugely missed and I treasure the memories of our many adventures.


Most of the reviews feature the dogs I have now, my little funny rescue dogs, Dottie and Pippa. Dottie is a rough-haired Jack Russell I adopted when she was two. Now, she’s twelve, and less keen to go on the long walks we used to do every weekend. She remains, however, extremely emotional, hugely loving and her aim is to be as close as she can to the object of her devotion. This often means she tries to wrap herself around my neck or sleep on my children when they are lying on the sofa. When not glued to a human, she might be sitting on the back of the sofa fulfilling her duties as our street’s neighbourhood watch. She is greedy and when younger would often be on the dining table ‘clearing up’ or stealing the sandwiches belonging to plumbers and builders who were doing work on our house. She loves to attack her toy birds Alan Partridge (actually a pheasant I mistook for a partridge) and Malcolm Mallard (definitely a duck), makes great eye contact, and is a sucker for tummy tickles. As she’s become older she often sits in the middle of the zebra crossing, holding up the traffic and is intent on being carried home.


Pippa is ten and was also adopted when she was two. A petrified dog desperate to escape from me when I first got her, with lots of love, gentleness, patience and a period where she had to wear a harness, collar, two leads and a huge coat to keep her feeling secure on walks, she’s flourished into a happy, funny, unusual soul. Fond of eating socks, bras, knickers, pens, chess pieces, reading glasses and newspapers, she also loves barking at foxes and having a nosey around my daughter’s bedroom, sure that she’ll find something to eat among all those piles of clothes. She’s definitely half shih-tzu and almost certainly half Border terrier and is blessed with a rather long body, a curly tail, Queen Anne legs, and the most kissable face. While still anxious about noises and strangers she loves a sandy beach, rolling in horse dung, and lying on top of Dottie. (She has no concept whatsoever of personal boundaries.) She is fond of galloping in the park but prefers to be driven there and looks woefully at her harness whenever I attempt to get her ready for a walk. She’s a bit of a homebody who is often sunbathing on my bed, staring at a chess board or sitting on the back of the sofa with her head resting on my shoulder. Like Dottie, she’s a love bug who wants to spend as much time as possible next to me.


As much as I wish we could, Dottie, Pippa and I can’t do new things every day. When I’m busy with work, I might take them out on their usual walk around the block between stints at my laptop, and we will often end the day in a heap on the sofa, watching television. Fortunately, I work from home and they are with me all day every day as I write. They are more than happy with this. But I try as often as I can to find interesting and new activities for them to do. Things that I know they will love, because they deserve the best, happiest and most fun life they can have.




BEFORE WE START


I have used some symbols in this book to help you decide at a glance which activity you and your dog could do today. Most activities you can do by yourself and many are free.
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	an outdoor activity.
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	an indoor activity.






	[image: ]

	something you can do by yourself with your dog.
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	a group activity (organised by you or for you) or an activity requiring another person.
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	an activity to save up for.
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	an inexpensive activity.
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	a free activity.







When planning an adventure that takes you away overnight, telephone ahead to find out whether a hotel or B&B will accept your dog. Out of season, they may be more amenable to several dogs staying and more likely to say yes to small and well-behaved dogs, so tell them this, if it applies. Do the same for restaurants and be prepared to order takeaways, which can be delivered to your hotel or B&B in some areas.


Check on beach restrictions and whether dogs need to be on or off lead. This varies so much. Dogs can still have a great time on a beach on leads, so don’t be put off if all the beaches near you have restrictions. Be ready to run alongside your dog rather than watching them race into the waves and be aware that not all people on a beach love dogs. Always remember to carry more poo bags than you think you’ll need.


On long walks or days out take plenty of food and water with you, have frequent breaks and check for roaming livestock. When in doubt always put your dog on a lead and avoid walking through fields of cows. If out for a while, check temperatures so no one gets too hot or cold. Pavements heat up tremendously in summer, and frozen paths can harm dogs’ sensitive paw pads.


On car journeys dogs need to be restrained safely, in either a pet carrier, behind a dog guard, or with a dog seat belt and harness on the back seat. Keep towels, first aid supplies, spare bottles of water, dog bowls and extra kibble in your car.


And now, let the fun begin!




JANUARY


After the festive indulgence of Christmas with its endless treats and long hours spent snuggled up on the sofa, January is a good time for dogs and humans to get active again. Venture out into frosty fields and parks, take your dog sledging, and film your furry friend’s amazed reaction to snow.


1st. Revel in the snow


January means resolutions and hopefully, some snow. Resolve to spend more time with your dog and begin right now with a walk in the snow. For dogs who’ve never seen it before, a light powdery snowfall is nothing short of magical and a quick run across a pristine snowy field should not be missed. Don’t forget to film your dog’s reaction.


I don’t believe that any dog has loved snow more than one of my old dogs, Buzbuz, a little mixed breed I adopted when we lived in Malta. She and her mum, Cinderella, had lived in Italy prior to Malta and I’m sure they’d never seen snow before. During our first winter back in England it snowed and Buzbuz ran through fields of the stuff, overjoyed, with a look of ecstatic disbelief on her little ginger face. Where has this been all my life! Watching her sheer delight as she galloped through the snow was wonderful.
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2nd. Practise doga


Considered to enhance the bond between humans and dogs as well as reducing stress in your pet, doga is a yoga class to do with your dog. While there aren’t many of these doga classes around you can find lots of instructional and inspiring doga videos online. Namaste!


I have tried doing doga several times at home. So far, my dogs have been more interested in sniffing my hair when I’m in downward facing dog than joining in, but I am intent on giving this another go.
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3rd. Set up a bird feeder


Bird feeders attract squirrels and placing one in front of a window your dog peers out of, guarantees lots of happy surveillance for your dog and potentially much barking.


Dottie is particularly captivated by the squirrel activity on the feeder that I’ve placed a metre from our living room window. It gives her hours of satisfaction. These squirrels, by the way, don’t seem at all bothered by the unblinking stare of a Jack Russell; we’ve even had one bang on the window for more attention as we’re watching television. We currently have a particularly plump squirrel who carries off bagels and biscuits I’ve left out for the foxes.
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4th. Disco in the living room


Most dogs get very excited when their owners dance. It is a definite invitation to play and an easy way to make them happy. Turn up the volume, shimmy across your living room and get dancing with your dog. Exaggerated dance moves are required to get some dogs to join in.


Mostly, Dottie and Pippa love this and join in excitedly, bouncing up and down, twisting and spinning. Other times, they sit on the sofa and look at me with great pity. Either way they are entertained.
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5th. Waltz with your dog


For some dogs, they’d rather dance with you than next to you, so pick them up and waltz with them. Dogs love the feeling of being close to their human and some dogs find the rhythmic movement soothing enough for them to fall asleep. (Large dogs may have to dance with their paws on your shoulders!)


I often slow dance with my dogs. They love the one-to-one attention and seem to take great delight in being that close to my face. That’s what she looks like! I love that she always smells of chocolate. Buzbuz was particularly partial to a slow waltz around our apartment in Malta and would look at me intently as we danced. She always wanted one more turn around the living room.
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6th. Go sledging


If your dog is a giddy adventurous type who loves snow, then put them on the sledge with you and whoosh down a snowy hill. For dogs who are not keen on speed but are happy to be out in the snow, put them on a warm blanket inside the sledge and pull them slowly over gentle slopes.


We’ve tried sledging several times but none of my dogs has been particularly interested in this. The most we’ve managed is a few seconds before they’ve hopped out and run across the snow to find something more fun to do.
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7th. Plate-licking time


This is one of those activities that horrifies some people while for others it is a normal part of clearing the table. If this is something that is never done in your house, take a deep breath, close your eyes and let your dogs at those plates, even if it is only this one time. The result: looks of thrilled gratitude and gravy coated beards. This is an extra-special treat and loving your dog means there should be a lot of treats like this.


A huge, enormous hit with my dogs. The plates are spotless, as long as you don’t look under a microscope, but obviously they do need to be washed properly. While we’re on the subject of plates, I know of a number of dogs who swarm the dishwasher as it’s being loaded and do a pre-wash of plates, pans and roasting tins, making sure that every scrap of meat, gravy and cheese is licked clean away.
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8th. Throw snowballs


This is great fun for dogs who love chasing balls. (Don’t throw the snowballs at them!) Never underestimate the thrill of that lovely surprise as the ‘ball’ melts in your dog’s mouth.
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9th. Snuggle on the sofa


Dogs make the best snugglers: warm, fluffy, always happy to have another nap, and never rude about your snoring. Stop what you’re doing right now and hurry to the sofa with your dog. A minimum twenty-minute snuggle is a perfect antidote to a cold January evening.


What’s not to love? A huge yes from every dog, everywhere. And their humans. To make it even more snug, I bring out a huge, fluffy blanket and make sure each paw, tail and tummy is covered up. Cinderella loved being entirely covered in a blanket; Dottie and Pippa always need to see what’s going on.
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10th. Special dish 1: Meatloaf


Dogs love a meatloaf, which is quite similar to one you might make for humans although the onion, pepper and garlic are replaced with parsley, which is not only great for your dog’s bad breath but soothes tummies too. This is a simple and very quick dish to prepare, so if you only cook one of my recipes for your dog, make it this one, and do it as often as you can.


Ingredients


500 g lean minced beef


100 g finely chopped cooked carrots


100 g cooked peas


90 g cooked rice


50 g rolled oats


A few sprigs of fresh parsley, finely chopped


2 eggs


20 g flaxseed meal (optional)


1 tbsp of cod liver oil (optional)


2 tbsp of grated cheese (optional)


Method


•Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4.


•Mix all the ingredients together (use your hands) so that everything is well combined and then put in a lined loaf tin, packing it in tightly and evenly with the back of a spoon.


•Bake for around 50 minutes. Cool before serving.


Harry had home-made meatloaf at an afternoon tea I took him to, and I’d never seen him eat anything so quickly. He could not get enough of the stuff. I asked for the recipe but was told it was top secret, so I decided to make my own. The results of this recipe are clear: I think this may be my dogs’ favourite food. It never fails to cause great excitement as those meatloaf smells waft around the kitchen and my dogs sit in front of the oven waiting for it to be cooked.


I’ve made this for friends’ dogs too and shared the recipe with lots of other dog owners. I can report that even the fussiest eater will find their appetite when this is put in their bowl. You can freeze it, but I guarantee you won’t need to, as it will be wolfed down over a couple of days.
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11th. Play hide and seek


This is another way to play with and make a fuss of your dog. Have someone hold onto your dog while you hide somewhere inside your home (although you can sneak away while they’re not looking, which is what I do) and then call for them to come and find you, making a huge fuss of them when they do. Once your dog understands the game, get creative with your hiding spots.


This is a hit with my dogs even when I hide in the same spot time and time again, which makes me think they may be humouring me. It was a lot of fun too when my children were small. The dogs would always find me first and my children thought this was remarkable. They’ve done it again! How do they know where you are?
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12th. Shop for snowshoes


Some dogs love wearing shoes and are especially appreciative when the ground is icy. For dogs who get on with them, snowshoes mean more time playing in the snow. (No sore, iced paw pads!) Take your dog with you when shopping for these, as it is impossible to guess what size they will need.
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13th. Play with empty water bottles


Remove the lid and give large, empty plastic water bottles to your dogs to play with. These make fabulous loud crunching sounds when dogs squash them and are a cheap and fun toy. Always supervise this activity and remove the bottles as soon as your dog punctures the plastic.


My Border terriers Alfredo and Luigi were obsessed with plastic water bottles. They’d carry them around the house, bashing them into walls and each other and then pouncing on them to make that lovely crackling sound. They were dogs that loved walks rather than toys but plastic bottles excited them in a way other toys I bought and made for them rarely did.
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14th. Go on a bridge walk


If you live in or near a city with a river running through it, the chances are there are bridges that you can incorporate into a good walk. Plan to take in as many of these bridges as you can. If they’re pedestrian bridges, all the better! This also works if you live near a canal.


Luckily for me and my dogs we get to walk across some fabulous bridges in London. There’s too many for one walk, so we do about three at a time. The top bridge for my dogs is the pedestrian Millennium Bridge that links Tate Modern with St Paul’s Cathedral (and featured in Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince film). We combine this with a walk along the Thames taking in food stalls (we like to linger here), trees (great for a sniff) and street entertainers (What are all the humans doing?). A walk with a difference.
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15th. Let your dog on your bed


Dogs are pack animals and love being able to sleep close to their pack leader (you!). Dogs on beds is common practice in my house but if this never happens in yours, having the occasional sleep on the big bed can be thrilling for your dog. It is not so bad for you either as dogs double up as fluffy water bottles who peer adoringly at you the very second you open your eyes in the morning.


Dottie and Pippa love sleeping on the big bed and get to do it around half the time, largely because no one would get much sleep if this happened every night. This is due to Pippa being a very loud and enthusiastic groomer who often thinks the ideal time for a good clean is about 3 a.m. She also likes to shake herself loudly (so noisy in the middle of the night) and thinks nothing of walking over us to get to a comfier spot on the bed. Harry, however, always slept with me. I’d often wake and find him with his head on a pillow, human-style, peering happily at me. It’s not a bad way to start the day! I miss him so much.
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16th. Bury toys in the snow


Bury toys, balls or bones under a light covering of snow and watch your dog dig them up. This is lots of fun for snow lovers.


Dottie and Pippa, however, have no interest in this whatsoever. Why would they dig in the snow when they could be snoozing under a warm duvet?


[image: ][image: ][image: ]


17th. Take your dog to an art gallery


Some art galleries allow dogs entry while others have exhibitions specifically for canine visitors, with installations and artwork created to appeal to dogs. Exhibitions for dogs are quite rare so if there’s nothing like that near you, have a go at holding your own: ask friends to create ‘art for dogs’ (it is fun seeing what they come up with) and have an exhibition at home, inviting over your dog’s friends for their honest critiques. (Anything that catches their eye and makes them linger is a hit.)


Smaller local galleries and those in tourist hot spots are much more likely than large national galleries to allow dogs inside but you can always call ahead and ask them. We often pop into little galleries at the seaside. (Seaside towns are often very dog friendly, I’ve found.) While my dogs are not keen on art, they love that this is yet another place they get to come with me, particularly if the gallery owner is a dog lover and has treats available.
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18th. Snack time 1: Toast


I’m all for giving my dogs healthy food but occasionally a half-slice of buttered toast is essential, especially on a cold morning in January. I’ve never met a dog who didn’t anticipate the sound of a toaster popping up. They all know what it means. So, share your toast and watch how they lick the butter off their whiskers. An extremely satisfying treat! And, if you want to go a step further, and why wouldn’t you, you can share some cheese on toast with your dog. Again, half a small slice will do the trick and will be extremely appreciated.


Toast is a 100 per cent hit in my house. The ping of a toaster even wakes Pippa, who is the deepest sleeper of any dog I’ve ever come across. In seconds, she and Dottie are racing into the kitchen, excitedly staring at the toaster and licking their lips. They also are very partial to a half slice of cheese on toast, too.
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19th. Visit a new park


Rather than going yet again to your nearest park – I’m very guilty of this – why not venture a little further afield and try somewhere new? You can make it a point to go to a new park every weekend. There will be fresh smells, new friends and unexplored paths. Dogs love going to new places. Whenever you do, take your time so that your dog can properly explore and absorb every new smell.


Pippa enjoys galloping across a grassy park and sitting on a park bench watching the world go by. But it’s the new smells that really do it for her and Dottie. I let them take all the time they need to stop at every tree, railing, shrub and discarded football. Their noses wrinkle in delight as they cover other dogs’ scents with their own.
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20th. Build a snow dog


This is an excuse to play outside with your dog as you build a snowy version of them in your garden or park. Enthusiastic helpers might also find you a good stick that can be used as a tail.


It’s no to snow and no to sticks, from my two. I’ve never had a dog who was interested in sticks, apart from Alfredo who was once very excited by one of those long sticks that people doing tai chi sometimes use. He had to be carried, stickless, out of the park.
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21st. Accomplishment 1: Sit and stay


Teach your dog how to sit and stay. Dogs understand hand gestures much more readily than words, but you may find it works better (for you and your dog) if you use both at the same time. When it comes to ‘sit’, you can gently nudge your dog into a sitting position and then show them your hand gesture as you say the word ‘sit’. The gesture I use for this command is to point my index finger out towards my dog and then to the ground. With ‘stay’ I use a flat palm facing my dogs. Use plenty of treats, praise your dog and limit practising to a few short minutes at a time. Keep it fun! Some dogs learn much faster than others, but most will get there in the end. And if they don’t, well at least you had fun trying.


I have to admit that none of my dogs has been particularly accomplished when it comes to commands. Apart from Luigi, who often behaved on a walk as though he was a prisoner breaking out of a jail, all of my dogs have either liked a good sit down, or stayed close to me when we were out and about. I have, however, tried to teach each of them a few commands and while none of them has really got the point, what they do like are the attention, the treats, and the way we march around the house together before each attempt at ‘sit’.


[image: ]


22nd. Photograph your dog


Take a beautiful black and white photograph of your dog that truly captures their essence, whether they are playing, napping or staring at squirrels out of the window. As well as being something you can keep, this is a nice way to give your dog some attention as you follow them around the house with your phone, trying to get the perfect shot. (It will take a while; possibly a very long while!) When you’ve got it, print, frame and hang it.
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