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About the Book

Graeme Sims discloses his gentle techniques for making any dog confident, happy and well behaved.

Graeme Sims – the man who ‘speaks dog’ – is hailed as one of the world’s most respected dog trainers. His approach depends on his matchless ability to get into the mind of the dog – to be truly a ‘dog whisperer’. He explains how our misinterpretation of dogs’ reactions can cause them unhappiness and contribute to behavioural problems. In a series of case studies, he shows how, with understanding and patience, we can reach the nervous, the difficult or the disturbed rescue dog, and help them finally to feel that they have a real home. His book gives you a chance to look at life from the dog’s point of view and to understand thoroughly what you see; it is for anyone who wants to earn the right to be their dog’s best friend.


About the Author

World renowned dog trainer Graeme Sims has spent many years working with dogs and honing his revolutionary techniques. Previously he worked as a demonstrator of dog skills for two theme parks in the West Country as well as running one of the biggest training and breeding centres in Devon. He now lives in South Wales with his numerous dogs, devoting his time to understanding what motivates them.


Praise for GIVE A DOG A HOME:
   
‘From the enchanting photograph on the front, through to the moving dedication and on through pages of good advice … a most useful and apposite read’ Clarissa Baldwin, Secretary and Chief Executive of Dogs Trust

‘A delightful book written by a man who understands and appreciates just how close the relationship between man and dog can be’ Rex Harper OBE, author of An Otter on the Aga and An Eagle in the Airing Cupboard 

‘I just loved this book! I’m ordering another copy for my sister who is thinking of buying a dog – I’d say it should be compulsory reading for anyone who’s contemplating taking such a step’ Mrs G. J. Kelly

‘[Give a Dog a Home] is not a step-by-step, what-to-do sort of book. It is far more than that … This is a memorable book. I enjoyed it. Lots to think about’ Janet Martineau

‘If your first book was a starter then this is a very satisfying main course’ Giovanna Tomaselli on www.graemesims.com

Praise for THE DOG WHISPERER:

‘The Dog Whisperer details [Sims’s] strategies, providing a comprehensive masterclass in pooch training that can make any man (or woman) a dog’s best friend’ Shari Low, Daily Record 

‘It reads so easily and works so well with all the examples of dogs you have met and worked with … It will help so many people understand their dogs better and be a better owner’ Julie Hill, presenter of Dogcast Radio

‘An excellent book about training your dog. The method requires a considerable amount of time and patience but pays dividends. Unusually for a book of the type it is very readable with some wonderful cartoons which left me howling with laughter. Highly recommended’ Sue Magee, The Book Bag 

‘Anyone who works with, lives with, and cares about dogs will enjoy and learn from this book. It is informative, entertaining and real in that the author does not pretend to have always got everything right. It has humility and humour, and a great deal of wisdom’ Work Wonders ‘Woof’

‘Get this if you want to read a witty, touchingly sentimental, practical and rewarding book that will help you train your dog. Also, though, it’s a superb read for those without a four-legged friend; it tells us how much can be achieved with a healthy dose of tolerance, compassion and time … two books in one. A bargain’ R. Jones


By Graeme Sims and available from Headline

The Dog Whisperer

Give a Dog a Home


I dedicate this book to all of the people who rescue a dog and change its life for the better by giving it a loving home. I remember all those animals that I have loved and lost and those whose furry, warm bodies I can still stroke today.


Dear Mr Sims, 

I’m so glad that you gave good advice to my ‘mummy and daddy’, don’t they realise that I’m sensitive? I was a bit miffed that they dwelt on seemingly negative parts of my behaviour. 

They didn’t say how I cheer people up with my wagging tail, and that I visited David’s mother, who has Alzheimer’s, when she was in the local cottage hospital and visit her now in a nursing home. The patients smile and look happy when they see what a handsome chap I am! 

I’ve stayed in hotels, where I always lie in a strategic position so that people have to comment on me. I tailor myself to them … I was very gentle with a lady with special needs, but got a little bit boisterous with the singer who owned dogs and horses. 

I’ve just been to the vet as I’ve had a little problem with my prostate. I couldn’t begin to tell you what the nice lady vet did … I am taking some antibiotics and returning next week. I had the last laugh, though – I cocked my leg over the vet’s doorstep as I left! 

Thank you, Mr Sims, you sound like a lovely man with a lovely family. I think my mummy is going to do a cross-stitch for you, it may be of a verse from the bible or of a Border collie … She’s full of good intentions! 

Lots of licks and woofs from Callum 

e-mail from Angela, David and Callum via my clinic pages on www.graemesims.com and www.simssheepdogs.co.uk
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Preface

Some people love my books and some don’t. Most find the answers to the problems they are having with their dogs but a few find nothing but shadows.

There is no single blueprint. There are no carefully measured recipes here – no lists of precisely weighed ingredients or strict methods of preparation. Training a dog is not a simple matter of saying, ‘take a human and a dog, and mix’, it is a far more complicated business.

Successful training acknowledges that there are many types of human and at least as many types of dog and that the problems both suffer have an enormous variety of causes: multiply each by each and you will begin to appreciate my point.

The dog is not an automaton but a creature of endless variation: there is no standard and training is not confined to training sessions – it happens every minute of every day.

I can be sure of just three things:


1 That there is always a cause 

2 That the gentle way can cure 

3 That the dominant way merely suppresses 



If you are looking for a mechanical list of ‘do this and that’ that you can follow slavishly, without the need to look hard and think much, this book is not for you. In fact, if you are expecting some kind of ‘read but don’t think’ formula, it could well be that a dog is not the perfect pet for you.

This is a good place to ask you a riddle: How is it that your dog knows that you are about to turn the television off? And what is so exciting to the dog about that event? Hopefully, reading this book will help you really think and solve the puzzle yourself.

The work I suggest here will have to be done by you. The thinking is for you to do. All I give you is a gentle, well-and-truly tested route which, if followed, will work.

If you can see the dog as a thinking, feeling, sentient creature well worthy of your best mental and physical efforts, then – welcome home.


Chapter One
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Auld Lang Syne

Christmas is over, tribes of small (and not so small) children have ceased to run screaming from room to room. Planes, trains and cars have departed taking their young passengers with them to various points in this country and abroad. No more need for continuous surveillance. A pin dropped two rooms away would now be as a clanging bucket on cold flags, for this is the kingdom of silence.

Adults lie down in quiet, darkened rooms (metaphorically). There is a quietness just waiting to be contemplated; you can almost touch it, like gossamer. Children are like sweeties: just enough is perfect but do not eat the whole packet.

In a forgotten corner the Christmas tree, prematurely retired, lonely now and uncelebrated, droops like an almost needle-free skeleton (either because of the warmth or, perhaps, the noise?), the presents have vanished but the lights live on, still encouragingly bright, twinkling as if to say, don’t forget, don’t forget.

Tonight, in splendid isolation, my wife Maureen and I will watch the old year go out and a new one begin.

No doubt someone, somewhere, on television or radio, will sing Auld Lang Syne and stir up memories of the past and anxieties for the future. Certainty belongs to the past, hope is the future’s word.

I have gone down to the kennels, as I do repeatedly, to check on the dogs.

Our kennels are built inside a double garage so there is a ‘second skin’ to protect against the elements. Each kennel is generously insulated as well as having central heating.

Some dogs like to sleep together while others are confirmed ‘loners’ so we have both single and double bedrooms. It is like a doggy hotel and I am the janitor and the provider of room service.

Bob, my oldest dog, had the canine equivalent of a stroke a few months ago. He was sick, then fell over and had to be helped to his feet and held there for some time until he recovered a degree of equilibrium. I carried him back to his kennel, panting under his weight.

I thought I would lose him there and then. For two weeks or so he was incapable of walking in a straight line, suddenly and disturbingly veering off to the left as lack of balance took hold.

We wanted to avoid all extremes, such as prolonged cold or rain or, indeed, too much of anything. Bob’s kennel central heating was switched to continuous and now, night and day, a red, warm light spills out of his house to make the whole kennel area look cosy.

At night I put his first daughter, Gemma, in to sleep with him; she is kind and will snuggle up to him all night long. Some dogs never show any awareness, or consideration, that the dog that is close to them is Mother or Father or that their companion is noticeably getting old, but Gemma treats her old dad the way I hope my daughters might treat me when I’m too old to fend for myself.

The sleeping area of each kennel measures four feet by four, the door between the outside run and the sleeping quarters is human size but has a pop hole in the middle so the dogs have easy access through their own entrance and, even though it’s not really necessary, each kennel has a weather strip (vertical strips of plastic covering the pop hole) to keep the draughts out.

Bob’s door is left open so that he can see what is going on. Isolating Bob will not help him as he has always lived among his own tribe and needs to see the comings and goings that are the pulse of each day. I aim for as much normality as possible but cosset as well.

Inside, he has the most luxuriously thick duvet which spills out of the kennel door like custard overflowing a pudding dish. In fact, it all looked so comfortable – the two dogs’ furry faces poking out – that I popped right inside to see them.

Old Friends

I make myself comfortable on Bob’s thick duvet and both dogs cuddle up to me. The infrared light glows on the featureless walls so that it looks like the inside of a spaceship and warms in a soothing way. Time is suspended, the outside world ceases to be.

Bob and Gemma’s fur is warm, and they stretch and turn in the same way we humans do in order to snuggle into newly found cosy patches.

The soft light brings back memories of wet lambs and of puppies and their mums, all being mollycoddled; and of farms and barns a long way off in a place now occupied by fond reminiscences. I remember puppies nestling in deep, golden straw and that very special scent of lanolin in the wool of my sheep.

Bob, Gemma and I sit together in this timeless – almost soundless – place and I find myself wishing that this could last for evermore but knowing that life is not like that because the end has to come to all creatures, for all time.

I try to be philosophical about the limited time we all have. ‘Try’ is the word, ‘succeed’ is not. Just a little more, then a little more again would do very nicely thank you.

The only trouble with having fourteen dogs is that one day we shall lose them – or they, us. Both dogs and humans are getting old and I am fearful sometimes.

In this warm and quiet place my mind wanders backward and forward. I remember the good years as a shepherd and the sights and sounds of dogs and sheep. I remember narrow, winding lanes and how, when returning from the dip, the evening sun would turn the sheep’s now yellow wool to rosy pink. And, of course, I remember each and every one of the dogs we have had. I can play them back in the film in my head with an intensity that never fails to surprise me.

I can remember sheepdog trials up in the hills of Exmoor and, in particular, I remember the sight and enormous satisfaction of Bob doing the job he loved with such style and grace.

In some ways I was good at being a shepherd and in some ways bad. I was always excused from having to weigh the lambs to go to market because I was unwilling to ‘play God’ – a kind of hypocrisy because, of course, I still played a part in the process.


I remember that I became more gentle as my knowledge grew, and how – much to the amusement of harder shepherds – I began to regard my dogs as equal partners and to treat them accordingly. 



When we moved to this beautiful Welsh valley – where we still live – I met a sheep farmer who has since become a good friend. One day (before we got to know each other) we stood chatting in his farmyard as the sun went down and he asked me a series of questions.

‘How many sheep do you have?’ he began.

I told him, then added that they were all rams and were now retired. The conversation went on with a question about our ducks. My answer included the fact that they were retired, too.

The last question was about the dogs. I can’t remember accurately what the query was but it was based around, did we still breed them and would I have any more new dogs. Whatever the exact words, the essence of my answer was ‘no’.

‘So you could say that you are going nowhere,’ he observed candidly.

His pragmatic response came as quite a shock – probably because it contained more than a thread of truth.

I thought long and hard about what he had said and determined that if a similar discussion should take place in future, I would be ready with a response that would accurately describe the reality of my situation.


My dogs, sheep and ducks are more than functional, more than just tools. 



During the many years that I spent working in theme parks, demonstrating the working intelligence of sheepdogs, the animals provided most of the spectacle. People came to watch me and my animals – whether I was training, herding or feeding them – and those people paid entrance money which I received a portion of. My furry, woolly and feathered creatures were fellow actors in the entertainment we offered, as well as being friends with whom I spent much of my time.

What was I supposed to do, then? Offer no more than a cynical ‘thank you’ before condemning my former troupers to an untimely end? Or pay my friends back properly with a long and hopefully comfortable retirement?

I suppose, to a farmer who takes sheep to market and comes back with money it could easily look as if we are ‘going nowhere’ because, on the outside, nothing tangible seems to be happening. But from where I stand we are, in fact, going to a very important somewhere as with each day I learn new things about the way dogs, and other creatures, communicate.

To some, I must look like an artist who sits forever before the same blank canvas yet never seems to apply the paint. But before we can teach, we must learn.


If you are going to be a good trainer of dogs you will need to look at your attitude toward them as carefully as you look at the dogs themselves. 



What I did not tell my farmer friend was that every night when I say my prayers I ask God if he will allow me to live just a little longer than my last dog. If I am going to rely on my prayer being answered then I must try to play fairly and not keep adding dogs – it might appear that I’m trying to live forever.

Would I do a thing like that?

I would if I could.


Chapter Two

[image: Image Missing]

Beagle or Bagel?

If we insist only on our own analysis of a situation we will get nowhere, but if we can step outside ourselves and try to imagine the dog’s observation of what is going on we will make more progress.


I believe that the biggest problem we have  when trying to train dogs is that we see things  too much from the human point of view. 



I do not expect to get the dog’s view absolutely right every time but I’m sure that attempting to see it from their angle adds a much greater degree of understanding and we are, therefore, much more likely to come closer to what is really happening.

My daughter Helen, her husband Bill and our granddaughter Kirsty joined our whole family for Christmas here at our home in South Wales. I single them out because they brought with them Helen’s new puppy to join our fourteen dogs.

Why have I got fourteen dogs?

For a little over twenty years I have earned my living training sheepdogs to a level where demonstrations of their skills have been sufficiently popular for me to be profitably employed. I have also trained a lot of other breeds but more of that later. For now, let’s deal with puppy Binky.

Binky is a beagle (or, by my daughter’s little American niece Rena’s definition, a bagel). Beagles are scenthounds and that description should provide more than just a hint as to what motivates this particular breed.

There was, of course, the ‘will it be all right if—’ telephone conversation beforehand, plus, of course, reassurances about the standards of good doggy behaviour already achieved. Anyway, we all agreed that to bring Binky would be acceptable, a good idea even. The conversation ended with a unanimous ‘yes’ plus an observation from me that I could always house the puppy in our kennels should she prove too difficult to keep indoors.

Daughter and family arrived bang on time complete with a ‘nose on legs’, a very neat sleeping basket and a pile of warm blankets. Binky ran around the kitchen to explore this new and very exciting place, made even more exciting to her by the fact that Ben (a now retired Welsh Border collie) lives indoors.

Ben has reached the age when a basket full of blankets is more exciting than a basket full of female. The dogs took just a few minutes to settle in to this new situation, as though similar meetings happened all the time. The humans, inevitably, had made endless mental notes about how they would handle the event and talked knowingly about tactics and strategies; but the dogs just got on with it.

I noted a fascinating comparison: the dogs took twenty minutes to settle down, the humans were still talking about it four hours later.

What’s in a Name?

Here is an interesting point and one that should help to shape the way we train our dogs. Welsh Border collie, beagle, cocker spaniel, Labrador, puli, or pug are names we give to certain types of dog – it suits our need to categorise. 


We can rationalise if we have a list – if we don’t have one, we can’t! Dogs don’t need such a complicated and unnecessary procedure. 



Dogs believe the straightforward evidence of their own eyes. When one dog meets another dog each would conclude, ‘Here is a dog.’ Actually, the conclusion would include one more, very important fact, ‘Here is a female dog’ – or a male dog, whichever the case might be. The need to name the type is a human construct.

A springer spaniel accompanying a hunter does not make the observation that it is classically suited to the task because of its man-given name any more than a St Bernard does when it goes to someone’s rescue. Rather, both find when given the opportunity (and training) that they have an extreme aptitude for the task. Only we know, or care, what they are called.

When I say I am married I don’t find the need to qualify the statement by saying what type of woman my wife is. I remember my four-year-old son Michael coming back from school one day and announcing excitedly that there was a new boy in his class.

‘What is he like?’ we asked.

‘Oh, he has red trousers,’ came the considered reply.

Sometime later when we met him, we noticed immediately that my son’s new friend was black. When I think back to this now, I feel glad that Michael did not find that fact worthy of mention; we adults, on the other hand, did. That could be why children and dogs make such good friends with each other – their energy is put into loving each other rather than specifying type.

When it comes to dogs, categories have been made so that we can know what sort of thing each breed is good at. Such categories also provide a kind of guarantee of the purity of a dog’s breeding and an indicator toward its likely performance as well as how big it will grow, how much it will eat, and so on.


To our friend the dog, the ‘type’ is of no importance whatsoever. What is of importance (especially with a working dog) is to understand that your dog will be ‘shaped’ by its breed. 



My daughter’s beagle will find the lure she’s drawn to investigate by her wonderfully perceptive nose much more worthy of attention than the commands Helen will call to her. However much Binky and Helen try to correct this compulsion they will not succeed completely.

Note, too, that ‘compulsion’ is our word for something bad whereas from the dog’s point of view it is doing what comes naturally.


If the training is not tailored to the tendencies of the breed little or no progress will be made. 



Binky’s magnet will always be the wonderful stories her nose is telling her. She will spend much of her exercise time on a lead because given the choice between fascinating smells and staying close to her mistress she will nearly always chose the former.

A human has an unimpressive five million scent receptors – just two per cent of those owned by the beagle – which is why a sniffer dog can find an ounce of cannabis in a ton of luggage while we could not detect it in one closed suitcase.

Quite a difference in capability!

The breed describes behaviour. It is with dogs as it is with people. I can manage anything that uses intuition or creativity but fall apart very quickly if faced with a column of numbers. Both my aptitude and ineptitude are ‘dyed in’ to me. So, if you have a Labrador, a setter, a poodle, a pug, or any other named breed, do some reading to find out how the task that your type of dog was bred for will affect the way they behave.

Get to Know the Dog You’re Dealing With

In most cases ‘compulsion’ would be a more accurate word than behaviour.

Herding dogs will round up your family and will not be shy about giving your ankle a small nip if you are not doing what you are told. They will also have a tendency to be restless; their brains will be as much in need of food as their bodies. If you do not give them enough exercise, both mental and physical, they will provide their own stimulation by perhaps working out how many minutes it will take to eat your sofa.


The choice of dog is all important, more important than I can sum up here. The big mistake, or the great satisfaction, will live with you for the next decade plus. 



So, with a named breed you can read all about it but what about the dog that doesn’t run true to type? What about the dog that is of uncertain ancestry? What about the dog that has suffered some sort of trauma in its early life that disturbs normal behaviour … the nervous dog? What about the dog that was removed too early from its mother and did not have time to learn its doggy lessons?

What about the rescue dog that comes with no kind of history and even age and breed are uncertain?


I will show you how to look at your dog (breed known or unknown) in a much more discerning way. 



I have written this book in such a way that it will be useful to anyone who has a dog – notice the simplified description – whether it be rehomed, rescued or obtained in the time-honoured tradition of buying a puppy. And what I set out to cover leans heavily toward the sensitive dog, the difficult dog, the dog that has some kind of obstacle preventing successful communication.

To this end, I have looked at other people’s dogs, especially rescue dogs, and made helpful observations from which all dog owners may benefit. In addition, in later chapters I document the training of my two ‘candidates’ Ceri and Jack – both of whom have built-in obstacles to anything that looks like training. This account of the dogs’ progress is set within a time-frame so that you might have a clear indication of how much time needs to be invested as well as how you need to adapt your method to suit the dog you are training. You will find, also, a range of case histories encompassing various breeds of dog and a host of problems.

Binky’s Christmas Celebration

Our doggy visitor was settled in a large conservatory which joins on to the kitchen. Ben slept there with her.

What did Binky do overnight in a strange house? 

During the long night she overturned and broke several plant pots, ate a whole packet of Christmas chocolates (including the silver wrappings), demolished a generous portion of Christmas cake and wet the floor several times. In the morning I found a largish quantity of potting compost and broken plant pots together with scraps of silver foil and a puppy with a very fat stomach.

Why did Binky do it? 

The conservatory has a wide, stone, internal window ledge running along two sides of it. Helpfully placed is a large armchair to serve as a puppy step from floor to ledge. The ledge directly overlooks a wood which comes up almost to the conservatory windows.

In the wood there are foxes, rabbits, hedgehogs, mice and voles and, to add to this, farm cats will walk down the path alongside the window. A host of most tempting scents!

The puppy is asleep in a kind of rural version of Piccadilly Circus. The air comes through the tiny gaps between the window frames and works like a magnet on the nose of baby Binky – humans would merely notice it as a draught but dogs (especially a beagle) can instantly analyse each individual wonderful scent. In addition, there is that panoramic view of the woods. Wanting to get closer she clambers up via the armchair and walks around the perfectly designed window ledge puppy path knocking over the plant pots on it as she goes. En route, she discovers a packet of chocolates, obviously placed there for her enjoyment by her considerate human friends.

Bear in mind that a beagle is a scenthound – a professional nose developed especially for the task. Consider, too, that she has been placed at the epicentre of all that smells intriguing and attractive and that chocolates have been left as an extra encouragement. The wet floor? Well, hard work like that makes a dog thirsty and what goes in—

So what is Binky? Is she already entrapped by a host of deep-seated behavioural problems? Is she bad? No, of course she isn’t! She is a puppy settled in the very worst place by humans (myself among them) who talked much but thought little.


Lesson: Think much, talk little. Try to see the scene or the situation as a dog does. 



Did I manage to settle Binky into one of our kennels? 

No! The kennels have an outside run. When the back door opens all the dogs dash into the run to see who is coming out from the house. Strangers (Christmas visitors) have been coming and going all day. Now, it is dusk so they can’t see too well.

‘Who’s coming?’ The dogs want to know.

‘It’s Dad with a strange dog!’

‘This is too much. First, strangers invade the house, now they’re going to take over our kennels.’ The lead dog barks.

‘Well, if she’s barking so will I, and me, and me, and me.’

A disturbing moment has been transformed into global conflict by my lack of thought.

What should I have done? Had I taken the time and trouble to include Binky in our afternoon walk, introductions could have been made in a more subtle and gradual manner and her entry into the pack’s special domain – as lodger for the night – would not have been seen by my other dogs as an unacceptable and threatening intrusion.

The detectives among you will have remembered Ben, the retired Border collie, sleeping in the conservatory with Binky. How do I know that he did not eat the chocolates? To be honest, he may have tried one, once they were on the floor. But silver foil and old teeth are not a match made in heaven. Of one thing I am sure, he would have been severely pained by baby Binky’s doings.

Empathise with Your Dog

The main difficulty in our relationship with dogs is that we seldom try to see things as they do even though they try to understand our requirements. We are well and truly hung up on the concept of our own superiority. If we can manage to throw that thought away our progress as dog trainers will be rapid indeed.

Someone, foolishly, asked me what the secret of dog training is, as if there was just one, wonderful, all-revealing key to a magic lock that once opened would show us all things.

The closest observation to a single secret that I can make is that there is a need for empathy. There is a real need to look at what did or did not happen from the dog’s perspective instead of from your own.


The most progressive realisation is when  you can explain why the dog did what it  did and understanding replaces anger. 



If you can reach this stage you are on your way to succeeding not only as a trainer of dogs but also at becoming a nicer person. Perhaps the latter is a more important point to make as ‘becoming nicer’ precedes being a good dog trainer: you can’t be one without the other!

In the bible Jesus picks two commandments and tells us that these are the most important of them all. The second of these is, ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’

When I was a vicar preaching to rural congregations I would notice a look of boredom crossing the people’s faces when I referred them to this. I could almost hear them thinking, ‘We know, we know. Tell us something we do not know!’

It is too simple a statement to consider seriously. Most people when asking a question about either theology or dog training prefer something much more obscure, preferably something that does not have an answer or something that will not put stress on them to deliver.

My observation of this attitude is that knowing and doing are a million miles apart and that the apparently simple can be the most profound, especially when we take the trouble to do it rather than scoffing at its apparent lack of substance.


Dog training is not for theorists but for doers. 



Friend dog is not a sceptic but an ever hopeful and loving creature. Only man has need of commandments!


Chapter Three
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The Valley of a King

The old brown ram lies half in and half out of the dappled shade of the green orchard, his fellows lie around and about, not so close as to encroach nor far away enough to indicate separateness. A woolly contentment.

I bought the ram from a farm in Shropshire after he survived an attack by dogs that had finished off the rest of his flock. He is one of a rare breed called Castlemilk Moorit. We call him Brave Heart as he, alone, fought back and held his attackers at bay until the farmer came. A sheep holding off dogs must be a rarity but if you look at his lean physique and the battering ram that is his head it is, in his case, not quite so surprising. The remains of a mobile phone that I’d kept in my back pocket during shearing bears testament to the force of his charge. Brave Heart’s massive, ridged horns are employed like a bony tripod, or elbows, keeping his head off the ground as he dozes. I wonder what he dreams about? Does he count sheep? (And, are they good looking?)

There is a calmness in this group of sheep that can’t be seen in commercial flocks – these ones have been with us for many years and it is as if they know that they will never go where most of their kind inevitably do. I can see that they feel secure, and that knowledge rewards me. They do not rush to browse the grass for there is an abundance of it. ‘He maketh me down to lie in green pastures’: experience brings the words of the twenty-third psalm to life and exposes the depth and meaning of them in a way that a vicar concentrating on the academic will never see.

This is, indeed, a most beautiful place for sheep, for dogs and for us. My words cannot describe it adequately for they are poor and cold things while this place lives and breathes. I can smell it, I can feel it both as it has been in the past and as it is now.

Imagine a giant pressing down on the land with the side of his hand and the land rising steeply out of the newly made cleft. In time, a river will run through the lowest part. This, now, is where we live: a man, a woman, a little white cat, fourteen Border collies, a flock of ducks and, of course, our sheep.

A sense of tribe and of place are important to me. It needs to be old soil so that our roots – dog and human – can be woven into the very fabric of the place. I do not believe that we are like some sort of futureless, tiny, sea anemone-like polyps building coral out of our bodies, living and dying. Here and then gone, leaving no record other than the structure our bodies made. There is more, much more, than just that, even though it is seldom apparent to the eye.

Y Garn Fawr: Our House and Our Home

Higher up the slope of the valley, on the ridge before it dips again into the forest, where sun, shade and dapple live in fern and mossy splendour, stand the kennels. In their sunlit yards contented sheepdogs lie in dream sleep: their walk was good. 


 ‘Cat-flapped pussies dream of mice 

And sheepdogs dry and full of meat

Twitch and run and sniff in sleep

Come by, come by, away to me’ 



It is quiet and the only voices distinctly heard have important things to say. If I spoke blackbird, house martin or jay I would pass on their news.

In the centre of all of this, seeming part of the land, as if grown organically from the earth, stands the house: large, solid and dignified. Its beams and flagstone floors whisper tales of those it owned before us – but to hear them, you have to listen carefully. How many lovers have lain beneath these ancient ceilings? How many have taken their first – and spent their last – breath in the bedrooms under the eaves? How many dogs have lived here and what were they like? How many others before me have stood exactly where I stand now, gazing down like an eagle from its eyrie toward the winding river? The river, the Usk, sparkles in the sunlight, I am lost in contentment. But we know it was not always peaceful here – arrow slots at sneaky vantage points in the house’s great thick walls look down on the land.

Our house is called Y Garn Fawr. Garn means cairn and fawr (pronounced vower) means great so, Y Garn Fawr means ‘the great cairn’ or, in plainer language, a huge pile of stones. In the Middle Ages the house was home to Thomas, son of Iddon, King of Gwent, and it was from the house that Thomas of Garn took his name. In ancient legend – or, perhaps, in truth – and long before Thomas was a twinkle in his mother’s eye, a king or chieftain was buried here and the stones piled high to mark his grave bore testimony to his greatness and his deeds. This house was likely built of those same stones.

We live in the land of no vowels, of the unpronounceable – a land and a language as old as time. Here, even the place names are like poems, or songs deserving to be sung. On still days we hear the shepherds’ whistles call like lost echoes and on damp evenings the clouds, like bonfire smoke, fall lower than the hills, hills that the Welsh always refer to as mountains. Sometimes we live in a house that is on land, sometimes in one that seems to float in the sky.

In my imagination, sheepdogs in barns on distant farms tell of their adventures in the fields, hills, lanes and farmyards and each dog passes on the story to the next one further down the valley, as they have done since the first shepherds came here with their dogs. There are no house names on the gates because in this place the names don’t change and in the lanes folk who look familiar are nodded to; there is solidarity and an understated seamlessness here. All the people and all the dogs, and every bird, sheep, rabbit and cow are owned by the valley just as, temporarily, they own it.

Maureen and I came to live here in the winter of our years because something tribal called us back. Not back to where we had been before (well, not in this life) but back to where we knew we ought to be. Back to a place we belong to, a place where people know what a sheepdog is. And a place where having as many dogs as we have is not seen as some unfathomable eccentricity but the act of a right and proper mind.

Wales is the home of the sheepdog, which is why they are called Welsh Border collies, so that’s where we decided to look for our home. With fourteen of them, plus a small flock of sheep and a dozen retired running ducks a normal house with close neighbours was not the perfect place to live.

We drew up a sort of shopping list of requirements: there would have to be several acres of pasture, some to be used for our sheep, and one field suitable to train the dogs in; ideally, we should be far away enough from our nearest neighbour for the odd dog barking not to be a nuisance. In a perfect world, there would be a private woodland walk so that all our dogs could rush, unrestrained, along the forest path with no danger of meeting people, other dogs or cars. To be able to never need a dog lead would be beyond our expectation. Most important of all there would be a secluded spot on which to site extensive kennels. The kennels would have electricity and central heating and would be close enough to the house for us to keep an eye on them.

Quite frankly, if we had found a house with half of these facilities I think we would have settled for it; luckily we found one with all we had hoped for, plus a few things we had not thought about.

This is where we live. Our days are full of training and exercising and feeding our dogs.


I have time to watch our dogs carefully and to learn what they are saying to me and to each other. Time to learn ‘dog’ thoroughly. 



Our dogs, who span all of the stages of a dog’s life, are all related. Bob, the greatest dog I have ever known, is now fifteen. He is, as his age would have him, a little deaf and shortsighted. He has the warmest kennel inside a stone garage. His fur is still thick and shiny and he remains handsome but I have to look after him carefully.

He does not work nowadays but does as he pleases. In his day he was clever, loyal and courageous and just now and again I spot a pale reflection of the dog he once was.

Bob made me look better than I was, doing the right thing when I had called the wrong. I owe him much. He also gave me something much more important – it is called love. Bob’s love has always been steadfast and reliable.


As I get older I realise that having the best behaved dog in the world rather misses the point – what we should aim at is to have the happiest dog in the world. 



When I was young I trained to be a chef, not because I wanted to but because my father believed that it would be a commercially rewarding outlet for my creativity. I gained excellent (impressive, even) qualifications but was quite useless, simply because I did not care about being a chef. I had no passion and I most certainly was not happy about doing the job. My younger brother Nigel has no qualifications in this area but cooks the most mouth-watering food. Sometimes, listening to the heart as well as the head reveals the real truth. 


Dogs, like people, need to be content in what they do. 



This book tells of love that is carefully aimed for there is no better fuel than love to run a dog, or a life, on.


Chapter Four

[image: Image Missing]

The Great Conundrum

There isn’t a book in the world that can tell you exactly how a normal dog feels let alone the more disturbed rescue dog. The nearest that even the best dog trainer can get is to observe the dog’s actions and, through these, try to discover its fears.

Let me state the blindingly obvious: we can’t speak dog and they can’t speak human. We tend to anthropomorphise, or to give a nonhuman, human characteristics. In our minds dogs think (and therefore respond) like we do.

The dog is a complex creature. Our dogs know when my car is minutes away that I am coming yet, if I stand absolutely still just twenty-four yards away from our kennels they do not know that it’s me and bark as though I were a stranger. If I stand half-a-mile away in a group of people my dog sees the group but not me, but if I wave my arms it sees me.


Dogs’ eyes are designed to function at their best when there is movement. 



If a rabbit runs past a hundred yards away my dog sees all there is to see but if the rabbit sits stock still at half the distance it will likely see nothing.

When we go out with our dog we have a very limited and local view of the world while our dog, through scent, hearing and other senses beyond our understanding, builds up a multi-faceted amalgam, or fusion, from an area miles wide. The dog’s world is an enigma to us as our world is based mainly on what we see with our eyes.


My dog understands part of my world yet I understand almost nothing about his. 



We are so poor in our understanding that we shackle our dog on a lead – sometimes one that tightens to strangle – and if through frustration our dog nips we muzzle it. But still we have the audacity to call it our best friend. If that is how we treat our friend then may heaven help our enemies.

Dogs are not human and humans are not dogs so how do we cross this unbridgeable chasm in order to begin to understand what is going on in their minds?

My method is based on over twenty years of living with and training dogs. I put myself in their place and try to see things from their point of view. If you can succeed in this technique – see the world from the dog’s, not from the human’s, point of view – then the reason why the dog did what it did will make a lot more sense.

Once this stance and philosophy is embraced it is possible to make a dramatic difference and the apparently insolvable problem can be put right. Frustratingly the right place to start depends on what has happened to the dog in the past and with a rescue dog, more often than not, we simply do not know. The one thing we can all agree on is that it can be a most difficult task.
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