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Learning the value of silence is learning to listen to, instead of screaming at, reality: opening your mind enough to find what the end of someone else's sentence sounds like, or listening to a dog until you discover what is needed instead of imposing yourself in the name of training.

— THOMAS DOBUSH, Monk of New Skete (October 9, 1941–November 7, 1973), in Gleanings, the Journal of New Skete, Winter 1973

 

I love inseeing. Can you imagine with me how glorious it is to insee, for example, a dog as one passes by. Insee (I don't mean in-spect, which is only a kind of human gymnastic, by means of which one immediately comes out again on the other side of the dog, regarding it merely, so to speak, as a window upon the humanity lying behind it, not that,) — but to let oneself precisely into the dog's very center, the point from which it becomes a dog, the place in it where God, as it were, would have sat down for a moment when the dog was finished, in order to watch it under the influence of its first embarrassments and inspirations and to know that it was good, that nothing was lacking, that it could not have been better made . . . Laugh though you may, dear confidant, if I am to tell you where my all-greatest feeling, my world-feeling, my earthly bliss was to be found, I must confess to you: it was to be found time and again, here and there, in such timeless moments of this divine inseeing.

— RAINER MARIA RILKE, New Poems, Translated by J. B. Leishman

 


But now ask the beasts and let them teach you,

And the birds of the air and let them tell you,

Or speak to the earth and let it inform you,

And let the fish of the sea recount to you.

Which among these does not know that the hand of God has done this,

In whose palm is the life of every living thing,

And the breath of every human being?



— Job 12:7–10







 

 


Preface to the Second Edition of How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend

Twenty-four years is a long time for any instructional book to go unrevised, but particularly when it applies to a field as dynamic and lively as dog training. Perhaps our biggest reason for delaying such a project until now involved priorities: determining what would be of most help to dog owners and their dogs in the nitty-gritty of their relationships. Experience convinced us that a separate book on puppyhood and a comprehensive set of training videos were of more immediate need, so we applied our energies to those projects.

Still, for a long time now we have wanted to come out with a revised edition of How to Be Your Dog's Best Friend that included the most current ideas about training and dog care. Doing so means being faithful to what we have learned through our experience. In the years following the original edition's publication in 1978, New Skete has been privileged to continue its work with dogs and to share in the growing understanding of all things canine. Many of the insights and intuitions that we first articulated have had the chance to age and become more refined. We have also continued to learn much that is new, benefiting from the work of many talented trainers and animal behaviorists, as well as from the generosity and openness of dog owners and friends who have brought their dogs to the monastery. More significant, our own sense of the mystery that a relationship with a dog brings us into has deepened, too. The result for us has been a more mature and comprehensive understanding and love of training and the human-canine relationship.

We hope that this revised edition will inspire and enable you, our readers, to create a more satisfying relationship with your dog, while at the same time discovering the deeper significance and spiritual value of life with your best friend.






 

 


Acknowledgments

 

 

 

All trainers, whether or not they attend schools and clinics themselves, develop a great part of their philosophy and techniques through personal exchanges with others in this field. Many people have helped us through the years, in both our breeding and training programs, and we would like to make special mention of them here.

From the early days of our work with dogs, several veterinarians were in touch with us on a regular basis through our mutual referrals and their active cooperation with us in handling problem behavior, especially Drs. Joel Edwards and David Wolfe, Shaker Veterinary Hospital, Latham, New York; Drs. Eugene and Jean Ceglowski, Rupert Veterinary Clinic, Rupert, Vermont; Dr. George Glanzberg, North Bennington, Vermont; Dr. Robert Sofarelli, Saratoga Springs, New York; and Dr. Charles Kruger, Seattle, Washington.

A great many professional trainers helped us during their visits to New Skete or in many other ways: Joyce and Don Arner of Westmoreland, New York; Jack Godsil of Galesburg, Illinois; Fred Luby of the United States Customs Office in New York City; William Lejewski of the Baltimore, Maryland, Police Department; Sidney Mihls of Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey; and Diane Moorefield of Atlanta, Georgia.

For supplying invaluable source materials dealing with the whole spectrum of canine-human relations, Dr. Benjamin Hart, University of California at Davis; Evelyn Mancuso of Natick, Massachusetts; and Lynn Levo, C.S.J., of the College of St. Rose at Albany, New York, were most generous, as were the following, whose general assistance and encouragement helped make the original book a reality: Elizabeth Ryder and Marian Finke; Helen and Jack Dougherty; Alice Riggs and Marie Leary; Eva and Ernest Seinfeld; Barbie and Bill Fleischer; Roby and Charles Kaman; Gordon Johnson; Ilse and Tony Govoni; Holly and Paul Carnazza; Roger Donald, Richard McDonough, and Diane Muller of Little, Brown; Jody Milano; the Nuns of New Skete; and our many clients who have entrusted us with the care and training of their dogs.

Since the publication of the original edition of this book, many new friends have been extremely helpful to us in our work. We are especially grateful to Ruth Anderson, Donna Malce, Miriam Barkus, Teresa Van Buren, Dennis McCabe, Cathy Wagoner, and Jeanne Carlson for their friendship and openness in sharing with us insights they have gleaned from working with dogs. Jane Hunter MacMillan has been most generous in supporting our work. Our veterinarian, Tom Wolski, has been a close friend and trusted expert through the years and has had an important role in caring for our dogs. For the new edition of this book, we owe a huge debt of gratitude to John Sann, who came to the rescue with his photographic expertise; to Nicholas Hetko and the Nuns and Companions of New Skete; to our agent, Kate Hartson, whose friendship and professionalism have helped us enormously in our writing endeavors; and to the folks at Little, Brown who have been directly involved with this project, especially Terry Adams, Chika Azuma, and Steve Lamont.

Finally, there is no way that can adequately express our thanks and affection to Helen (Scootie) Sherlock, who throughout these many years of friendship has expended incalculable hours of advice, guidance, and encouragement in every phase of our life and work with dogs here at New Skete.






 

 


An Introduction to Training


 

 


1

Myths, Mutts, and Monks



It may strike readers as odd to find a book associating monks and dogs. Well, both have been around for a long time. Dogs, we must say, have monks beat by many a century, for according to some legends they even predate humanity.

American Indian myths furnish the most ready examples. For the Kato Indians of California the god Nagaicho, the Great Traveler, took his dog along when he roamed the world creating, sharing his delight in the goodness and variety of his creatures with his little dog. Among the Shawnee of the Algonquin nation who once inhabited the upstate region of New York where our monastery is located, creation was brought about by Kukumthena, the Grandmother, and she, too, is accompanied by a little dog (her grandson tags along as well). Creation in this myth is perpetuated by none other than this mutt, for each day Kukumthena works at weaving a great basket, and when it is completed, the world will end. Fortunately for us, each night the dog unravels her day's work. Those of us who have lost portions of rug, clothing, or furniture to a dog's oral dexterity may never be convinced it could be put to a positive use such as forestalling the end of the world. Still, the myth says a lot about the interrelationship between dogs and humans.

The place of dogs in mythology is by no means limited to North American Indian cultures. It appears to be universal. Greco-Roman literature, for example, features dogs in various roles. Think of Hecate's hounds; the hunting dogs of Diana; and Cerberus, the guardian of Hades. More well known is the tale of Argos, the faithful dog of Odysseus, which is recounted to us by Homer in The Odyssey. It is set in the context of Odysseus' return home after a twenty-year absence — ten years fighting at Troy, and the following ten trying to get back to his wife and son. Over the years, everyone comes to believe that Odysseus died in the war, though his wife, Penelope, continues to refuse the amorous advances of various suitors, always believing that she will see her husband again. The irony of the tale is that when Odysseus finally does arrive back home in the guise of a beggar, neither his wife nor his faithful servant recognize him; the only one who does is his old dog, Argos, who has been waiting faithfully for his master to return.

Then there is Asclepius, god of medicine, who as an infant was saved by being suckled by a bitch. As were, of course, Romulus and Remus, founders of the city of Rome (to stretch a point). Egypt's dogs have been depicted prominently in ancient murals, and many dogs have also come to us intact as mummies. Persian mythology features a dog in the account of creation. The Aztec and Mayan civilizations include one as well. Various tribes of Africa, the Maoris of New Zealand, and other Polynesian cultures, along with the venerable Hindu and Buddhist faiths, have all found some key place for a dog in the legends that have been handed down in both oral and literary traditions.

Stories about dogs abound in Zen literature since many Zen monasteries keep dogs, usually outside the gates. The principle koan "Mu" is used to foster enlightenment and involves a paradoxical question about whether a dog has Buddha-nature or not. In another story, a monk is caught in an ironical game of one-upmanship with a dog:


Once a Zen monk, equipped with his bag for collecting offerings, visited a householder to beg some rice. On the way, the monk was bitten by a dog. The householder asked him this question:

"When a dragon puts even a piece of cloth over himself, it is said that no evil one will ever dare to attack him. You are wrapped up in a monk's robe, and yet you have been hurt by a dog: why is this so?"

It is not mentioned what reply was given by the mendicant monk.





And in another, a continuation of the above story, the unpredictable nature of some dogs is equated with reality itself:

As he nurses his wound, the monk goes to his master and is asked still another question.

Master: "All beings are endowed with the Buddha-nature: is this really so?"

Monk: "Yes, it is."

Then pointing to a picture of a dog on the wall, the wise old man asked: "Is this, too, endowed with the Buddha-nature?"

The monk did not know what to say.

Whereupon the answer was given for him. "Look out, the dog bites!"*


 

We should not shortchange the Judeo-Christian inheritance that many of us share. But in fact the Bible, for reasons we cannot examine here, has only an occasional mention of dogs — for example, "Lazarus' wounds being licked by dogs" or "even the housedogs get the crumbs" in the Gospels. However, the dog reappears in other religious literature, sometimes as a symbol of faithfulness, sometimes as a little detail that lends a warm and human touch to the story of a saint's life. Perhaps the most vivid example of this penetration of folk legend into church tradition is the story of Saint Christopher. Many people will be startled by the way he is pictured in Eastern Christian art. The Menaion, or Book of Calendar Feasts, includes a brief account of each saint's life. We learn from this book that Christopher was a descendant of the Cynocephali, a legendary race of giants with human bodies and canine heads. He is pictured thus in icons. He has the head of a dog but otherwise resembles the conventional image of a martyr, down to the cross in his hand. He was miraculously converted and baptized, and given the name Christopher, which means "Christ-bearer."

[image: ]

When depicted in iconography, Saint Christopher has the head of a dog. Later he is turned into a handsome brute.

Many saints in the Orthodox tradition are called God-bearer or Christ-bearer, a salutary title meaning these saints carry divine qualities within and manifest them in their daily lives. In the West the title was taken literally with regard to Christopher, and the legend subsequently developed in which the man (an unattractive giant still) carried the Christ Child across a flooded stream and was transformed into a handsome brute instead. In Middle Eastern tradition he journeyed to Syria to attempt to make an evil pagan king, Dagon by name, see the light. The king was not impressed, even by so formidable a messenger as a dog-faced man. Christopher was imprisoned instead, and in the midst of his martyrdom (he was given the first hot seat on record: Dagon ordered him to be chained to an iron throne and then had a fire built under it — so hot, it is recorded, that both chain and chair melted) he was transformed and received the face of a man.

There is a story, perhaps still told in Romania, where it is thought to have originated, that gives a charming account of how the dog itself was created.*It seems that Saint Peter was taking a stroll in heaven with God when a dog came up. "What's that?" said Saint Peter. God told him it was a dog, adding, "Do you want to know why I made him?" Naturally Peter was interested. "Well, you know how much trouble my brother, the Devil, has caused me . . . how he made me drive Adam and Eve out of Paradise. The poor things nearly starved, so I gave them sheep for meat and warm wool to clothe them. And now that fellow is making a wolf to harass and destroy the sheep! So I have made a dog. He knows how to drive the wolf away. He will guard the flocks. He will guard the possessions of man."

Historically, two groups of monks have been responsible for breeding and training dogs. The canons of Saint Augustine (technically not monks, but members of a religious order) have raised Saint Bernards at their hospice in the Swiss Alps for more than two centuries. The dogs are still bred there, although they no longer perform their well-known rescues of travelers lost in the Pass — airplanes and snowmobiles have limited the need for dogs in that capacity. But occasionally the canons and their dogs still do go out on a search. The famed brandy cask is a myth. It is probably based on the fact that the lost traveler, once found, was usually offered brandy by the Brother who accompanied the search dog. But it was the Brother who carried the brandy, not the dog.

In Tibet quite a different group of monks developed the Lhasa Apso dogs. They raised them in their monasteries and frequently gave them as gifts to nobles. It's interesting to note the disparity in size between these two monastic breeds, as well as that two quite dissimilar groups of monks found working with dogs a fitting monastic occupation. We can attest that raising and training dogs fits into monastic life very well. Dog care takes a lot of labor and affection, and monks usually have both in abundance. On another level, the dog typifies in many ways the mature monk: loyal, steadfast, willing to please, willing to learn.

Monks should not be thought of according to the stereotype that no doubt rests in the back of the minds of many — otherworldly romantics, who with bowed head and folded hands walk in silent procession down medieval cloister walks. Nor does the Friar Tuck image apply, though good nature, healthy appetite, and a bellicose streak will be found to varying degrees in most monks. Actually, the best image to capture what a monk is can be found in the words of the Russian author Dostoyevsky, who remarks in The Brothers Karamazov that a true monk is nothing more than what everyone ought to be.

Still, that is certainly debatable: "what everyone ought to be." Obviously, he did not mean that all of us should be celibate. Instead, he was pointing to an attitude of heart that he believed was characteristic of monks. The key to human happiness and fulfillment — for monks and nonmonastics alike — lies in a wholesome spiritual understanding that is supremely rooted in reality. Though monks certainly have no exclusive claim to such an understanding, we do attempt to pursue this in a professional way, passionately searching for the truth of who we are and what life is all about. What we have learned is that for the person who is truly open, the whole of life has the capacity to speak, to become a word leading us to greater wisdom and understanding. We have but to listen. From such a perspective, it is hardly surprising that our dogs have taught us much about ourselves, in many subtle ways showing us how we ought to be, as well as how we ought not to be. Because of their association with humans, an association that the stories we mentioned above show to be as old as human consciousness itself, dogs are in a unique position to offer humanity a reflection of itself.

Anyone who knows someone with a pet does not have to search too far to find similarities between the two, in little things, perhaps, in behavior quirks, in outgoing friendliness (or the opposite, suspicious reserve), and even — and often the most amusing — in appearance. Some cartoonists (such as Booth and Price in The New Yorker) get a lot of mileage out of the latter. On a deeper level, when we pay close attention, dogs mirror us back to ourselves in unmistakable ways that, if we are open, foster understanding and change. Dogs are guileless and filled with spontaneity: unlike people, they don't deceive. When we take seriously the words they speak to us about ourselves, we stand face-to-face with the truth of the matter. We can easily learn to reflect on these words — they are inscribed on their bodies, in their expressions, in the way they approach and interact with us. There is more raw material for meditation here than in many a spiritual book, which is why we offer our experience with dogs not just for the benefit of your dog but in the hope that you, too, might learn something about yourself through interacting with your dog. A better insight into your dog may suddenly give you a glimpse of your own humanity. Just as important, it often heightens the sense of responsibility we humans have, not just for our fellow creatures but for one another and for all creation.
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How New Skete Went to the Dogs



In Egypt, there is a devoutly religious tribe called the Nuer. The Nuer live near the Nile River and raise cattle for their livelihood. But their cows are more to them than just a source of income. Barns, cow halters, and electric fences are foreign to the Nuer. Instead, they integrate their cows into the total fabric of their daily lives, utilizing them in work, letting them mill around, sleeping near them, and meticulously grooming and bathing them. Each cow has a name and a personal history, known by all the tribe. Daily life is characterized by incessant conversation (or so it seems to an outsider) about the cattle. Each tribesman has plenty of stories to tell about his cows, cows he has owned, or cows he hopes to own. The Nuer are always looking for the "ideal cow." Cows even attend some religious services, and Nuer ritual is full of references to you know what. Nuer religion has been studied extensively and is considered by anthropologists an archetypal primitive religion. The Nuer are, on the whole, physically healthy and psychologically wholesome. They live totally integrated with creatures that are on another level of existence.

Now, what has this to do with the training and breeding programs at New Skete? In some ways our lives at New Skete resemble those of the Nuer, and so we can appreciate many parts of their culture. We, too, consider our animals more than merely a source of money. Each monk is personally responsible for one or two German shepherds, whom he comes to know intimately in the course of his life with them. We structure our monastic life in such a way as to include our dogs on as many different levels as possible, implicitly making room for our dogs not only on a physical level but in our minds as well.

Though this might strike some as peculiar, it is actually entirely in harmony with the ideals of monastic life. Traditionally, monks have had a profound reverence for nature and the animal world because they manifested something essential about the mystery of God. This insight came from working intimately with nature, caring for it and learning its secrets, not just reading about it. Genuine monastic living means living a life without division, looking for God in the soil of each and every moment of daily life, not merely when praying and worshiping. Living in close association with our dogs helps us avoid a temptation that is always present in contemplative life — the temptation to live narcissistically in the dreamy world of ideas. We do not "find" God solely in the interior realm, and when we live our lives as if we did, we fall victim to a dividedness that has profound spiritual consequences. Being responsible for our dogs, living creatures that are needy and vulnerable, helps ground us in reality, forcing us to appreciate the mystery of God in all its length and breadth. There is no conflict here with the ideals of monasticism, only a challenge to live those ideals more fully and integrally. For us, the result has been a mind-expanding experience.


First Steps

New Skete monastery is in the hills outside Cambridge, New York, near the Vermont border. Early in our community experience, from 1966 to 1969, we had a full-scale farm. At one point or another, goats, chickens, pigs, pheasants, horses, Herefords, Holsteins, and sheep all dotted our landscape. Without realizing it at the time, we were beginning to enter the psychic realm of animals. Our observation of the different farm animals began to educate us in a natural, organic way about animal psychology and behavior. We had a German shepherd dog and had thought about eventually breeding. Meanwhile, the farm animals were an excellent preparation for us. In a sense, training and raising German shepherds is the apex of our long experience with animals. Our farm had to be phased out, since the new property we moved to, high on Two Top Mountain, could not sustain a farm. We then made the decision to enter professional breeding and training.

Brother Thomas Dobush, who died tragically in an automobile accident in 1973, showed a keen interest in breeding and training as early as 1966, when Kyr, our first German shepherd, came with us from our former monastery as we founded New Skete. Kyr was a male,
[image: ]

Kyr, New Skete's first German shepherd dog, in late 1966.

a former Seeing Eye student, and a dynamic, intelligent shepherd. After he passed away, the monastery felt so empty without him that we decided to purchase a bitch and plan a litter. From the beginning we studied our breeding and training plans carefully. We acquainted ourselves with any and all information we could find on the subject. We contacted prominent breeders and trainers, asking for advice and counsel. Professionals recognized our sincere interest and desire to learn, and shared their knowledge with us, in time helping us develop a sound breeding program. We owe them a lot, and we shall be forever grateful for their generosity and help.

Our knowledge in dog behavior and training grew naturally out of our experiences with our own dogs. Brother Thomas began training our German shepherds to live in the monastery as a group and maintain quiet and order, important to monastic life. Later our skills appealed to other dog owners, and we began to train other breeds as well. Whenever a new monk entered, he was apprenticed to Brother Thomas and learned training skills. More than merely instructing his apprentices in handling skills and techniques (at which he was an expert), Brother Thomas tried to communicate an intuitive way of dealing with dogs. He emphasized "listening" to the animal and "reading" the dog's reactions. His training and handling skills were thus passed on in an oral tradition that is still alive at New Skete.

[image: ]

Brother Thomas Dobush (d. 1973) having a ball with Jessie and Bekki, New Skete's first two female German shepherds.

For more than thirty years we have lived in a communal situation with our German shepherds. The dogs live in a colony of approximately fifteen animals, of different ages and temperaments, and constitute the core of our breeding program. The breeding program itself is modest, with our primary goal being to produce beautiful, healthy dogs of exceptional character and temperament in harmony with the breed standard. We also run a three-to-four-week obedience-training program that specializes in teaching dogs (and by extension, their owners) the standard obedience exercises in a manner that easily integrates into the owners' daily lives. We limit the number of students we take at any one time so that each dog can enjoy personal attention. Though we are familiar with obedience classes, we feel more comfortable with an individual approach, which fits better into our monastic circumstances, in which a quiet, reflective environment must be maintained. This quiet, we believe, helps humans and dogs alike to learn better.

As in the case of neighboring Egyptian tribes wanting to have Nuerquality cattle and learn Nuer techniques, so too have we had people
[image: ]

Brother Job Evans (d. 1994) with Zanta and one of her pups. (Photo by Holly Anderson)

seeking us out for advice. We feel both honored and humbled by this, and to the extent possible, we always try to be generous and conscientious with our help. We consider each dog we train or breed to be a reflection on our monastery and an indication of what we stand for as trainers and breeders. Additionally, we have tried to make what we have learned available to the broader public. Aside from this book, we have written a second one more specifically devoted to puppyhood, The Art of Raising a Puppy,*and produced a three-part video series titled Raising Your Dog with the Monks of New Skete.**We are currently working to expand our website, www.newskete.com, to include resources to help owners with questions relating to their dogs, and we continue to study and keep up with the latest advances in training and dog behavior. In a sense, we are always beginners, and we have found a learner's stance to be beneficial in increasing our knowledge of training and breeding.

[image: ]

An aerial view of New Skete monastery. The outdoor pens for dogs are in the upper left, and the puppy kennel building is at the bottom right of the photograph.
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East side view of New Skete's puppy kennel. These are the secure runs for older pups and the German shepherds being bred. The horizontal purlins are to hold a clear poly cover to protect from winter wind and snow.
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What Is a Dog?



Dogs and humans have been together as close companions for the past fourteen thousand years, if not longer. The origin of the domestic dog is still somewhat unclear. We know, for example, that when people and dogs began to live together, the only other animal with comparable dental characteristics was the wolf. The wolf is certainly a proven, but most likely not the only, ancestor. Most authorities believe that the dog is directly descended from the wolf, but others subscribe to a modified theory that teams up the wolf with some other close relative that may have looked more like a dog. The evolution of different breeds is a fascinating study beyond the scope of this book. For those interested in training or just in becoming better friends to their dogs, one fact is important to remember: every dog claims the wolf as an ancestor. Understanding wolf behavior helps you understand your dog.

There is still a great deal of prejudice against the wolf. Today it surfaces when environmentalists and others clash with those who believe that wolves deplete the deer population and attack livestock and even small children. (The fact is, the wolf can aid deer survival by eliminating the weaker members of a herd, and to our knowledge there is no documented case of a wild wolf killing a child.) Since the wolf is a pack animal, it is sociable with its own kind but wary of humans. Many people confuse the hunting habits of the wolf with those of the fox. Though the wolf moves pretty much with the pack, the fox is a solitary hunter. Wolves invariably stay as far away from humans as possible.

Unfortunately, prejudice against the wolf thwarts a possible way of appreciating the dog, since despite their differences, wolf and dog have striking similarities. Both are innately pack-oriented and prefer not to be isolated for long periods of time. Both are hunters who chase down their prey instead of ambushing it like some of their other close relatives. Both are responsive to leadership from an "alpha figure" to whom they look for order and directives. Both use a wide array of body language to communicate within the pack and with outsiders. Some researchers have noted the presence of a kind of altruistic love in wolf packs, the willingness to please another member of the pack without any reward, and the ability to show caring. These last two traits are well known in domestic dogs.

To learn about dogs, learn about wolves. There are a number of exceptional books about Canis lupus that can provide you with invaluable background about your dog and his behavior. We present those we have found to be particularly enlightening in the Select Reading List. Reading about wolves in order more fully to understand your dog and his behavior is not going the long way around the mountain. If you reflect on the behavior of wolves, as reported in these books, you will discover an ironic fact: many books on wolves help you to understand and appreciate your dog's behavior better than some of the dog-training manuals currently available. Many of the techniques in this book dovetail with what we know about the dog's close ancestor, the wolf, and, most important, help us avoid unnaturally sentimentalizing our relationship with our dogs.

Today's dogs belong to the family Canidae, along with their relatives the wolf, coyote, jackal, and fox. This family of animals is remarkably diverse, but all members are carnivores, all hunt for food (whether alone or in a group), and all are potentially trainable and tend to learn easily. That said, it is important to voice a strong word of caution. With the recent surge in fascination with wolves has come an alarming and potentially disastrous side effect: people rushing out to purchase wolf hybrids as companion animals. It is tragic that at a time when reeducation about wolves has helped overcome age-old prejudices and has allowed us to appreciate them anew, and where controversial and hard-fought reintroduction efforts have restored healthy wolf populations to several select western locations, perhaps the most serious threat to the wild wolf population is the breeding and purchasing of wolf hybrids.

Hybrids will not help perpetuate the species. The unpredictable mix of wolf and dog features often results in a highly dangerous animal (even despite a high level of socialization), and wolf experts are unanimous in discouraging them. People getting a wolf hybrid usually have no idea what they're in for, and for a good reason. For all their similarities to dogs, wolves possess some genetic and behavioral characteristics that in many ways prevent them from adjusting to domestic life. As we have already said, although they are strong, highly intelligent pack animals, wolves have developed an instinct to completely avoid humans, and are naturally adapted for traveling vast distances each day, something that allows them to easily avoid human contact. As such, they pose no danger to humans. When crossed with a dog, however, the wild and domestic ancestries often come into conflict, making for a very dangerous, unstable creature. Having spent fourteen thousand years transforming a wild animal — the wolf — into an animal well suited for human society, it makes little sense to create a highly unpredictable hybrid, particularly when there is so much statistical evidence of their danger. When a biting or mauling incident occurs involving a hybrid, it only adds fuel to the fire against the wolf and makes the good work of wildlife biologists and wolf experts all the more difficult. The best way to care for wolves and their conservation is by not supporting hybrid breeding. Instead, support those groups whose purpose is wolf education, conservation, and the careful reintroduction of the wolf back into the wild, where it belongs.






 

 


4

Some Important Terms




Relationship

Dogs have been bred over the centuries for a wide variety of purposes, but the more grounded these reasons are in a sound, respectful relationship with the human caretaker, the more the unique nature of each dog blossoms. Dogs are essentially social creatures who thrive when directed positively. For this reason our approach emphasizes the social relationship as the single most important factor in your life with your dog.

Developing a healthy relationship with your dog depends foremost on establishing a climate of mutual trust and respect. This begins at adoption and continues throughout your life with your dog. It presumes your willingness to understand a dog as a dog by being humble enough to learn how he is naturally. Crass anthropomorphizing, however well intentioned, makes unfair assumptions about the dog that hinder the relationship and ultimately his full potential.






The Pack

When we talk about "the pack" in this book, we usually mean the immediate members of the dog's social circle, both human and canine — in short, the dog's owner and those who live with the dog. Sometimes we refer to this group as the "family pack." As previously mentioned, all dogs — from the tiniest Maltese to the Great Dane — have the wolf as an ancestor, and wolves are pack animals. Through domestication, the dog has adapted to life with humans and has adopted us as his new pack. A dog perceives the people he lives with as fellow members of a pack. Once a dog owner understands this, he or she can utilize training methods that intentionally include the dog in the pack while intelligently and humanely lowering the dog in the pecking order.






The Alpha

Strictly speaking, within every wolf pack there is an alpha pair, the alpha male and the alpha female, who keep order within the male and female branches of the pack, respectively. Though the alpha male is likely to be the single most dominant member of the pack and the one most responsible for its leadership, alpha females have been known to lead packs and they also strongly influence pack activities. The alphas settle disputes between other wolves and may even run interference for younger members of the pack. Depending on the individual pack, the alpha male's role might be that of dictator or guide, or he might adopt either of those roles at different times. All subordinate wolves look to the appropriate alpha wolf for direction. Wolf packs are stable and successful to the extent that the hierarchies are clearly defined.

Domestication of the dog has not nullified this instinct to lead or be led. This becomes a problem whenever an individual dog does not receive proper guidance, through training, and fancies himself to be the leader, or alpha. There should be no question in a dog's mind about who the alpha figure is in his life — you are, whether you are a single owner or a couple. The owner(s) must act as the leader(s) (if two people assume a role of leadership, they should also use the same approach to training). This is not crass domination of a subordinate creature but provides the dog with direction about his proper place and role in the pack.






Eye Contact

One way the alpha wolf communicates and keeps order within the pack is by making eye contact with the other members. A piercing glance can often stop a fight from developing and settle disagreements. A kindly glance can signify acceptance. We emphasize eye contact in
[image: ]

Making eye contact and watching the trainer's face are critical to the training process.

this book because we feel that it is an essential part of the way dog and owner should naturally relate. It can prevent behavioral problems and help stop them if they happen. Gentle looks (not threatening stares) serve to deepen the relationship, communicate acceptance, and establish trust. A hard, penetrating, and sustained look can help stop bad behavior dead in its tracks. It expresses dominance and helps elicit attention and respect. But before the dog can read your eyes, she must look up at you. The techniques in this book encourage the dog to look up, so that eye contact can be made for whatever reason.






Training

The concept of training as we define it in this book begins when the puppy is born. Training is not simply a set of exercises (heel-sit, sit-stay, down, down-stay, and so on) that a dog must learn when he has reached a certain age. Instead, we approach training holistically as an integrated process that spans the dog's whole lifetime and includes the many different facets of the canine-human relationship. Even though we always insist on the importance of the traditional exercises, we additionally treat many different types of activities as an intrinsic part of training. Training happens on many levels in a dog's life — not just in obedience school. J. Allen Boone puts it well in Kinship with All Life when he distinguishes a narrow definition of training from a holistic one:


If you would understand this secret, you must first understand the distinction between training an animal and educating one. Trained animals are relatively easy to turn out. All that is required is a book of instructions, a certain amount of bluff and bluster, something to use for threatening and punishing purposes, and of course the animal. Educating an animal, on the other hand, demands keen intelligence, integrity, imagination, and the gentle touch, mentally, vocally, and physically.*
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Selecting a Puppy or Older Dog




What Breed?

If you 	are considering buying a purebred, you probably already have specific breed preferences. As you get ready to look for a dog, you might review whether the particular breed you like is suitable to your environment and personality. The best way to find out is to talk to someone who has a dog of the breed you are considering. Almost every breed has a national breed club, and these organizations are happy to level with you about the attributes of their breeds. The American Kennel Club can provide you with a listing of national breed organizations.*Some popular books (Paws to Consider, by Brian Kilcommons and Sarah Wilson, and The Right Dog for You, by Daniel Tortora, are good examples) provide detailed breed descriptions that can help guide you toward a realistic choice for your own unique circumstances.

As for which breed is most trainable, we have our definite opinions, but really no pat answer is possible. In recent years there has been much discussion about the relative intelligence of dogs and inquiries into which breeds rank higher on the scale of canine intelligence.**Unfortunately, it is easy to take the hype surrounding such surveys simplistically, in a way that is misleading and elitist. Although some breeds seem to be more trainable than others and thus seem "more intelligent," this perception usually applies to formal obedience training and should not be generalized in an absolute manner. Breeds ranking low in obedience skills, thus earning them the reputation as being "stupid," may simply be more instinctively adapted to other functions and roles. For example, put a beagle in the context of a hunt and it no longer seems to be the stubborn, dim creature that was so difficult in obedience class.

Furthermore, though most experienced trainers will concede that there are definite differences in the trainability and intelligence of various breeds, they also recognize that there are great differences and variations among individual dogs belonging to the same breed. The environment in which a dog is raised — plus the skill of the owner/ trainer — often has a profound effect (both positive and negative) on the overall intelligence of an individual dog. Over the years we have worked with many individual examples of breeds that have not ranked high in obedience training yet proved to be eminently trainable because their breeders and owners were extremely sensitive to issues of socialization and good handling. As one might expect, the reverse is also the case. Not every German shepherd is the Einstein that some "shepherd chauvinists" like to think. If truth be told, subtle or not-so-subtle prejudices emerge whenever the intelligence level of different breeds is discussed.

To be useful as a category, canine intelligence needs to be nuanced. As Stanley Coren's work makes clear, the total measure of a dog's intelligence is composed of three different dimensions: adaptive intelligence, which refers to learning and problem-solving abilities in which dogs adapt to their environment; working and obedience intelligence, the capacity of dogs to respond appropriately to learned commands and to accomplish tasks in the real world; and instinctive intelligence, those aspects of a dog's mental makeup that are genetically passed on from generation to generation. Factor into this personality traits such as the desire or willingness to work with the owner, submissiveness, or high levels of dominance, and one realizes that it is difficult, if not impossible, to apply absolutes in determining the intelligence of various breeds. The best we can hope for are general guidelines to help keep our expectations realistic. Any opinions you may hear should be qualified with direct experience with that
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A dramatic example of canine growth. Before you bring your puppy home, make sure you know how big he will get to be.

breed. Whereas some breeds may have a natural tendency to exhibit certain behavioral traits, the genetic makeup of the individual dog and the specific environment in which he lives will hide or amplify these traits.







Male or Female?

Just as the potential owner usually has definite breed preferences, he or she often leans toward one sex or the other, sometimes for good reasons, sometimes not. If it is difficult to express any absolute opinions about different breeds and their characteristics, it is harder still to make flat-out statements about male or female characteristics. Within every breed there are males and females who are docile and pliable, and others who are domineering and harder to control. Remember what we said about the alpha male and female. In many breeds, there is no appreciable difference between the protection potential of a male and that of a female; in others, the males are protective, but the females tend to wilt in the face of danger. Specialists in different breeds have more detailed information. In general, we counsel novice dog owners to start with a female. Females are usually more resilient, smaller than males, cleaner, and more easily trained at an earlier age. However, if the breeder honestly suggests an individual pup of one sex over the other and seems to have assessed your situation correctly, then it may be a good idea to take the advice. The breeder probably knows more about your chosen breed and this particular litter than you do and is interested in making a good match between you and your puppy. That said, no good breeder would place a puppy simply on the basis of sex. It depends very much on the individual animal.

The prospect of spaying a female should not be a determining factor in which gender you select. For the vast majority of dog owners, neutering and spaying their pets, male and female alike, is highly recommended for both behavioral and medical reasons. Besides preventing unwanted pregnancies at a time when the pet population is skyrocketing to the detriment of our pets, spaying a female prevents the annoyance of regular heat cycles (twice a year for approximately three weeks at a time — plus the undesirable presence of many local male "suitors" at your doorstep), stops pyometra (a uterine infection), and reduces the risk of mammary cancer. Spaying can also have highly desirable behavioral side effects. The fabled weight gain of spayed bitches is due primarily to overeating and lack of exercise (and hence easily preventable), but many dog owners do report that their spayed bitch is mellower and more responsive and retains commands better.

In males, the benefits of neutering are equally compelling. Medically, the neutered dog has no possibility of testicular cancer and a lower incidence rate of prostatic disease and cancerous anal growths. Behaviorally, since many undesirable behaviors in male dogs are sexually based, neutering tends to reduce aggression, roaming, marking objects with urine, and mounting other dogs and human legs, and generally makes the dog calmer and more trainable. Fears (usually on the part of men) that neutering will turn their dogs into wimps or that the dog will be depressed about its inability to have sex are purely anthropomorphic projections. There is nothing romantic involved in canine breeding: it is simply biology, triggered hormonally in the male only when a bitch (if there is one around) comes into estrus, or season. At other times, the male is completely uninterested. Furthermore, neutered males hardly turn into wallflowers. Though generally they tend to be calmer in domestic situations, they are as vigorous and athletic as their intact counterparts and can easily be taught acceptable forms of protectiveness. Throughout the years of our involvement with dogs, we have never seen neutering have a negative effect on a dog's behavior. Either the dog's behavior improved or it remained essentially the same. Considering the facts, the only reasonable excuse not to neuter or spay your pet is a serious intention to breed, and thus your criteria for getting a male or female should rest on other factors.

Be realistic. For the vast majority of dog owners it is unwise to choose one sex over the other because of a desire to breed their first dog with a second dog later. Not only may these plans never materialize but most people have little idea of what is involved in breeding and raising puppies. To do it well is demanding and stressful, requiring large amounts of time, serious knowledge of breeds and bloodlines, and possibly high veterinary bills. Don't even think of getting into breeding as a profit-making venture. The money you are likely to spend breeding a litter of pups far exceeds what you'll make from selling the pups. Breeders do it for love of the breed, not money. Well-meaning parents who want to expose their children to the miracle of birth would do far better to rent or buy something like our video series, which includes a dramatic presentation of canine birth and early puppy development. Furthermore, we do not recommend breeding if your dog is not a registered, pedigreed purebred, certified free of genetic disorders such as hip or elbow dysplasia, and of sound temperament. By no means is it a sure bet that whatever puppy you select will turn out to be breedable, for a variety of reasons. Unless you are a knowledgeable, serious breeder, choose your puppy on the basis of his or her merits alone, not as part of a future breeding team.

All dogs bond deeply with their owners, relating in physical, psychological, and emotional ways. The well-trained male displays qualities of dedication and devotion that have inspired awe in many a sensitive human being. Brother Thomas, who began our breeding and training programs at New Skete, once wrote, "We are to listen to a dog until we discover what is needed instead of imposing ourselves in the name of training." Dogs have much to relate to the owner who takes the time to listen.

Nevertheless, people often express a personal preference in selecting male or female, which should be respected. Though there is always the exception to the rule, there are some very prominent characteristics in each sex of the species. As previously mentioned, females are usually smaller and easier to handle, are more affectionate, and train more quickly. On the whole, males tend to be more high-spirited and dominant, more in command of the situation. In spite of their size — from the smallest poodle to the majestic German shepherd — most can accommodate themselves to an apartment or country mansion.

The following is an excerpt from a letter from a doctor and his family who had a New Skete male German shepherd named Azzo. The letter was written after the dog's death, but the essence and spirit of the male of the breed has been captured beautifully.


His devotion was an example, and his restraint. He conversed continuously in silence and displayed a sense of humor and playfulness without which man would be unbearable. His imagination was a joy; his defense of "his" children was so ferocious that he turned robins and paper bags into dragons. Bees were monsters to be attacked, and he consumed more than were good for him. And never in his short life did he have any understanding of his size. His intelligence and selflessness and sensitivity were a challenge. He expected us to be wiser than he was and where reasoning was superior, we could be, but in all else he led us and made us better. His acceptance of our failures and weaknesses made us humble.










Where to Get a Dog

There are a number of good sources for obtaining a wonderful pet, each with some pros and cons. There are also several possible sources you should avoid.


Reputable Breeder

An excellent place to get a puppy or older dog is from a reputable breeder. Good breeders have a comprehensive understanding of the breeds they raise and often have committed many years to producing quality representatives in their puppies. They usually have at least one
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A loving mother. Try to see the sire and dam of the litter, if possible.

of the parents on hand for the client to meet, and tend to be forthright in evaluating whether an individual pup (or for that matter, the breed itself) is suitable, since they have the best interests of the pups in mind. A bad match leaves everyone unhappy. When a good match seems probable, purchasing a pup from a breeder establishes a personal connection between client and breeder that becomes a valuable resource for information and advice in the future. However, not everyone who breeds merits the designation "reputable." It is wise to avoid backyard breeders whose interest in breeding is primarily either financial or sentimental and who have little interest in breed standards. Since you will be paying substantially more for a purebred dog than a randomly bred dog, the breeder should be responsible enough to make a guarantee of temperament and health as well as provide the appropriate health information, a detailed pedigree of at least three generations, and an AKC registration slip. The facilities should be clean, and the breeder should also be affiliated with a local or national club dedicated to understanding and improving the breed. To find a reputable breeder, the best place to start is the AKC website to conduct a Breeder Referral Search. You will be directed to the nearest parent club, which can direct you to reliable breeders in your state or region. Another possibility is to speak with your local veterinarian, who may be able to recommend good breeders whose integrity he or she can attest to.






Adopting a Dog from the Animal Shelter

An animal shelter is another good source for finding a dog, especially a mixed-breed dog. There are a number of reasons why dogs end up in animal shelters. Some (usually puppies) are there as the result of accidental (and unwanted) breeding; others, because of a family move, divorce, or illness. Still others arrive there because of owner ignorance about the time and commitment involved in caring for a dog. Once the novelty wears off, many owners take the easy way out and simply deposit their dogs in the local animal shelter. Many of these dogs, even if untrained, have the possibility of becoming wonderful pets when given the proper love and training. Shelter dogs are inexpensive and often quite trainable. Owners adopting them provide a humane alternative to the darker fate of euthanasia.

However, there are certain risks a prospective owner takes when adopting a puppy or older dog from a shelter. Owner negligence and incompetence often explain a dog's presence in the shelter, but not always. Sometimes the dogs have manifested problems that, despite the owners' best efforts, were unable to be solved and may require serious time, energy, and expense to rehabilitate. Also, though a young pup ideally should have been with his mother and littermates until seven weeks of age and been properly socialized with human beings, pups may be left at shelters too young (prior to six weeks), well before they've had enough chance to interact with their mother, siblings, and human beings. This can lead to serious behavioral problems later on. Even when he has been socialized well and raised conscientiously, the longer the pup stays in the shelter, the greater the likelihood he may develop fear-avoidance behaviors that are the result of being under-socialized during the fear period (eight to ten weeks of age). Since there may be no way animal-shelter personnel can adequately socialize the great number of pups they receive, the youngsters may be neglected at a critical time. Thus, if you decide to adopt a puppy from a shelter, it is usually best to do so when it is between six and eight weeks of age.

This said, the ASPCA (American Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, headquartered in New York City) and independent local humane societies have made serious efforts to help place dogs responsibly with new owners. Many shelters have introduced behavioral programs for dogs in the shelter to improve their adoptability: dog walking, environmental enrichment, and rudimentary training. The ASPCA's website (www.aspca.org and the related www.petfinder.com) offers profiles of dogs who are up for adoption throughout the nation. Just because your local shelter may not have what you are looking for does not preclude the possibility of finding a suitable pet at another shelter in your general vicinity.

When you decide to look for a pet from a shelter, the following information will help you to do so in a more informed way and minimize the chance of taking home a potential problem. First, try to find out whatever you can about the dog that interests you. Ask shelter personnel about the background of the animal. Sometimes information is not always available; sometimes it is. Did this particular one live with a family? Has he been around children, noise, stairs, city life? Why was he brought to the shelter? When you view the dogs themselves, try to "read" each one individually without staring; glance back and forth in an unthreatening manner and form a general impression. Bear in mind that many dogs react aggressively when confronted with a barrier such as a kennel or cage, so as you pass by, squat down in front so that you face the cage sideways, not head-on. This posture is less threatening. Offer the back of your hand on the outside of the cage for the dog to investigate and smell, and speak to the dog in a soft, gentle manner. Never put your fingers through the bars. Look for even-tempered approaches: a cheerful greeting — paws on the front of the kennel with tail wagging, rubbing its body along the wire as if to solicit petting, or simply a quiet, unthreatened observation of you. If you are interested in a particular animal, ask to take her for a walk on leash, in a controlled area. Even then, though, you may not get an accurate reading of the dog, since she is in a strange environment, with a strange person. Be patient, and from time to time sit down and let the dog adjust to you. If she is overly aggressive or shy, reconsider taking the dog. Try to remain coldly objective. Don't be swayed by sorrowful eyes, mournful whimpering, or "friskiness" on the part of the animal. If you are considering a puppy, use the guidelines further on in this chapter to help you evaluate temperament; if possible, take along someone knowledgeable about dogs to help you make a selection and provide a second opinion.

One final tip: if you are looking for a dog and find an appealing one who has been spayed or neutered, chances are good that the dog came from a situation in which the owners felt enough responsibility and concern for the animal to have it altered. Above all, don't go to a shelter on a lark. Shelter dogs are every bit as worthy of a serious commitment to love and companionship as purebred dogs. There is never any justification for a cavalier attitude that says, "No problem, he's just a mutt — if things don't work out, I'll simply get rid of him."






Breed Rescue

Another good source for finding a purebred dog is a breed rescue club. These clubs have come into existence in response to the alarming number of purebred dogs showing up at animal shelters. Generous purebred fanciers who are sincerely committed to their particular breeds open their homes and kennels to individual dogs who, for whatever reason, need a new home. During their stay at the rescue home, the dogs are checked for overall health and evaluated for temperament, basic obedience skills, and house training. Volunteers often work with dogs who need to improve in specific areas to meet the requirements of adoptability. The last thing people working in breed rescue want is an animal to be recycled for adoption again and again.

Checking with a breed rescue club is both a sensible and an exciting choice for someone who is looking for a purebred dog yet may not be able to afford a puppy from a breeder, or prefers a slightly older dog. As is the case whenever adopting a secondhand dog, however, try to find out as much about the dog's background as you can. Pay close attention to the impressions the temporary owner has formed of the dog while in his or her care. Generally the standards of breed rescue clubs on temperament are demanding, particularly regarding aggression, since nothing is gained by placing a poor reflection of the breed into society.

Breed rescue clubs exist for almost every registered breed and can be located by contacting the AKC, or visiting the websites of Canine Connections (www.canine-connections.com) and Pro Dog Networks (www.prodogs.com).










Where Not to Get a Dog*



Pet Stores

If there is one thing professional breeders, trainers, behaviorists, and veterinarians all agree on with respect to dogs, it is this: avoid pet stores when contemplating adopting a puppy. We are not aware of one respected guide to adopting and caring for a puppy written in the past twenty years that recommends pet stores as a place to find a pup, and for very good reasons. Pet stores are profit-making institutions, suitable places for obtaining pet merchandise perhaps, but wholly inappropriate for obtaining a puppy. They acquire the vast majority of their puppies from puppy mills, notorious breeding factories where dogs are bred as livestock, repeatedly and without concern for the health of the dogs, in filthy, inhumane conditions. Socialization is unknown, and vaccinations are rarely given. Puppies are routinely separated from their mothers and littermates prematurely, shipped cross-country to pet stores, often arriving at their destinations weak, dehydrated, and in poor condition. After a superficial sprucing up, stores then often sell them for prices that exceed those of a reputable breeder. With no information on the parents' temperaments or on how the puppy was raised, prospective buyers are making an expensive roll of the dice for the convenience of taking a dog home immediately. Who knows what sickness might be incubating that several weeks later leads to serious veterinary bills, or the behavioral problems that may arise several months down the road because of inadequate socialization? There is, of course, the chance that you may get lucky and get a decent pet, but what is the wisdom in supporting an industry that is overall so abusive to the interests of the dogs?

Also be aware that pet stores are increasingly recognizing the public-relations disaster stemming from their dealings with puppy mills. Don't be deceived by pet stores that reassure you that their puppies come from "local breeders." Let's get the label correct. These are "backyard breeders" who breed their dogs for profit, with little knowledge of the science of breeding and little real concern for improving the breed (which is obviously why we would not recommend adopting a puppy from such a breeder directly). Even granting their good intentions, we have heard of far too many horror stories to ever recommend such breedings. Furthermore, in our judgment, no ethical, reputable breeder would ever sell his or her puppies to a pet store that allows the pups to be sold to a buyer with nothing other than a valid credit card. Period.











Choosing a Puppy from a Litter

As breeders, we have had years of experience in placing puppies. We have found that it is not a good idea to allow prospective customers to view a whole litter and pick a puppy on their own. Many times they choose the wrong puppy. All litters have their loners, aggressors, and retreaters. Most people feel that the puppy who immediately breaks out of the litter group and runs up to them, jumping at the fence or barrier, is "the dog for me." We've often heard people say, "I didn't choose him, he chose me — he ran right up to me, and that's how I picked him." The trouble is, often the pup that "runs right up" is the most dominant, and possibly the most prone to behavioral problems in the wrong situation. Clients who are emotional pushovers and are charmed by puppy antics always fall for this approach. Meanwhile, they may ignore other puppies who come up less quickly or who linger for a while. Yet one of them might actually be the right puppy.

When viewing puppies, try to see each individual one alone, in a separate room. This is the only way to get an idea of each personality. Don't try to evaluate a puppy in his litter. It's next to impossible. If you are a novice at this kind of selection process, read up on it before visiting a breeder. The test we use to help us evaluate the personality and temperament of puppies was developed by Jack and Wendy Volhard and is described at length in both our puppy book and video series. Understanding Your Dog, by Dr. Michael Fox, and Behavior Problems in Dogs, by William E. Campbell, also contain basic puppy-evaluation tests.

Ask the breeder for help in selecting the right puppy. Having observed the pups intimately for close to two months as well as tested them at seven weeks, he or she will have a much more accurate sense of each puppy than you will be able to form in one viewing. For this reason, some breeders insist on making the choice for you. If this is the case, don't be put off by a breeder's thoroughness. He or she might interview you extensively beforehand, to find out what your needs and desires are in a dog. Try to answer these questions honestly and completely. It is an effort for the breeder to do so, and thus it is wise to be a little cautious of breeders who do not. If one does interview you as to your feelings about a dog, it is a sure sign that he or she wants to place the puppies carefully. The breeder will then match a puppy to you and your situation as closely as possible. If you are new at selecting puppies, or if you are in a deadlock position between two puppies you are considering, trust the breeder to make the right choice. The breeder wants to make a good match and will not try to foist a bad or inferior puppy on you. It is in the breeder's best interest to make a good match between clients and puppies. Most breeders have had previous experience in placing puppies, know how to evaluate puppy behavior, and should be willing to share the results of their observations with you.
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Researching Canine Roots



Newfoundlands invariably like to swim, retrievers like to retrieve, dachshunds like to dig and burrow, and Siberian huskies love to cavort in the snow. Why? That's what they were bred to do. An amazing number of otherwise educated people do not know the original occupation of their breed of dog. In a time when many people are concerned about their "roots," dogs' roots go unexplored. Yet knowing the background of your chosen breed can help you appreciate your dog more fully and even aid in solving behavioral problems.
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Newfoundlands love the water. At a water trial, a Newf tugs a canoe out to a "drowning" victim, at the same time rediscovering her canine roots.

Dogs are divided into seven basic groups, plus a "miscellaneous" class. There are the sporting breeds, like the spaniels, setters, and retrievers. The toy group includes smaller dogs like Yorkshire terriers, Chihuahuas, or the papillon. Terriers include the Airedale, schnauzer, and fox terriers. The working group, for the most part, comprises larger dogs like the Newfoundland, the rottweiler, and the Doberman pinscher. Hound breeds feature the borzoi, the Afghan, and the droopyeyed bloodhound. The so-called non-sporting dogs include the much-loved Lhasa Apso, the Dalmatian, and the poodle. The herding group includes the German shepherd dog, the Welsh corgi, and the collie. The miscellaneous class includes breeds not yet fully recognized by the AKC (e.g., Neapolitan mastiff and Beauceron), who are not yet eligible to achieve a championship degree.

These categories do not always help explain the original occupation of the breed. For instance, standard poodles are placed in the non-sporting group, but this doesn't give a hint as to their origins and exceptional retrieving capabilities in the water. It is a very ancient and noble breed, though the public's conception seems to be influenced more by its unusual hairstyle than by its intelligence and high working abilities. It's a similar story with many breeds. Sometimes a considerable amount of research is required to find the raison d'être of a given breed.

The objection that your breed's original occupation no longer exists is no reason to deprive your dog of its genetic heritage. You can provide some kind of modified activity. For instance, Newfoundlands are rarely called upon to rescue drowning victims anymore (except on the coast of France, where they are still so employed), but they might serve as good lifeguards and companions for children on a swimming expedition. A German shepherd living in New Jersey won't have much chance to herd sheep, but it may be of real service as a baby-sitter and protector. The borzoi, a coursing hound, might no longer have the opportunity to chase down wolves, especially in a country where wolves are on the endangered species list, but it might enjoy galloping freely over a wide-open field or golf course. Siberian huskies and other sled dogs were bred selectively to have a strong fore assembly to pull heavily laden sleds. Is it any wonder that many an urban Siberian husky owner has trouble keeping the dog at a strict heel?

It's outside the scope of this book to explore the working history of every breed. But it's a good idea to get a book about your particular breed, and if you have a mixed breed, find out what combination you have — and get two or more books if necessary. Some libraries are stocked with books on the better-known breeds. The more obscure breeds usually have a national club that is willing to send out pamphlets.

Once you find out the background of your dog, spend some time thinking about how you can reach back and enliven his area of interest. Don't be surprised, however, if you get no reaction from your dog. Many Irish setters are no longer interested in pointing, and some cocker spaniels may have absolutely no interest in a woodcock or even in going into the water. In general, breeds that zoom in popularity tend to lose some of their working ability, and their original essence is often diluted as a result of overbreeding and indiscriminate breeding.

On the other hand, searching out your dog's background might give the dog a new lease on life. We once had a Labrador retriever with serious chewing and house-soiling problems. While the dog was with us, we took it into the woods. Immediately, a light went on in the dog's eyes, and when the dog returned from an outing, he was quiet and mellow. Since his master liked to hunt, we suggested having the dog trained in hunting work. Needless to say, the companionship that comes from hunting probably did the dog a world of good, but the chance to express deep-seated instinctual drives might have helped the dog's behavior, too. Chewing and house soiling ceased after the dog became a field dog, and he continued to live in the house.
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How to Read a Pedigree



Millions of people today are delving into their past, researching their family trees. Nowhere is genealogy currently more popular than in the United States. We are intrigued by seemingly unexplainable talents or tendencies, physical traits, drives, illnesses, or depressions, so we look back to those individuals, living or dead, whom we find melded into the pot of our existence. They provide a strong clue to the mystery of who we are. Though environmental influences play a major role in what we become, they can never increase or decrease what is already within us.

Owning a dog is much like having another member in the family. Here, too, we marvel at all that has gone into the creation of this devoted friend. A mongrel can be a surprise package — a great addition to home life or a mistake that we learn to live with. A purebred often gives us a better idea of what's in store for us. Knowing the history of the breed is an invaluable aid in zeroing in on the individual dog. Knowing the more immediate ancestry is better still.
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