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I dedicate this book to my sons, Andre and Calvin, because I want them to learn that many different people from varying experiences can come together for the common good. As a father, I want to train my kids to know that they can have a meeting of the minds with people who might come from different belief systems than they do. I want them to always keep their minds open to new ideas and knowledge, because only with an open mind can we change the world for the better. I don’t want to leave my boys great material wealth. I want to bequeath them a wealth of knowledge so they become men of integrity with the power to transform their world.
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INTRODUCTION

People don’t usually seek me out when their dog won’t sit on command.

They beg me for help when their dog is destroying their life.

In the opening of my show, Dog Whisperer with Cesar Millan on the National Geographic Channel, I always say, “I rehabilitate dogs; I train people.”

Yet, still, the press refers to me as “dog trainer” Cesar Millan. And owners constantly ask me for my favorite training tips.

The first part of this book recounts my early experiences in the world of dog training and relates how I came to do what I do today. I grew up in a Third World country, a place where you can’t always run down to the local supermarket or shopping mall to get what you need. In rural Mexico, we learn to adapt and to work with what we have. For me, it turned out to be a way of living that really promoted my personal creativity. From a very early age, I knew I wanted to work with dogs, and I knew I had a gift for it. I didn’t have any formal training, or access to scientific studies, but I did have my passion for dogs—and the advantage of growing up around packs of them. I spent years side by side with them, working with them, and, most of all, observing them. I’m proud of how I was able to use my own ingenuity to become successful at rehabilitating so many hard-to-reach and “last chance” dogs.

Since I began my TV show in 2004, I’ve had the opportunity to work with hundreds of different dog owners, and through these experiences, I’ve learned that in the vast majority of cases, it’s the people who usually need the most training in the human-dog relationship. The Dog Whisperer show has given me a working classroom in which to hone my abilities to communicate with and reach out to people, and to help them to see that everything they do—often, things they themselves are unaware of—influences the way their dogs behave. It’s not easy to look in the mirror and admit, “I am the problem.” But I hope that with kindness and love I have helped many of the owners who have appeared on our show to do just that. So many people who have been on our show come back years later to relate how the experience totally transformed both their dogs and their own lives.

When I finally gave in to requests that I write a training book, however, I decided that my own experience and special ability were not enough to give readers a comprehensive view of all the options for dog training that exist out there. So I reached out to some of the most experienced and acclaimed dog trainers, educators, and animal behavior professionals in the world. I am so grateful that so many of them agreed to participate. Some of the professionals in this book have openly disagreed with me in the past, and yet here they are, pooling their knowledge and experience with mine on these very pages. That is a beautiful thing, and it tells you a lot about their strong commitment to bettering the lives of dogs and dog owners. These open-minded leaders in their fields have helped me make this volume perhaps the very first place where you’ll find such a wide range of training theories and methods all fairly represented between the covers of the same book.

One of the things I love most about America is that it is a place of many options. I am grateful for all these choices. I want my readers to know that there are so many possibilities available, they are sure to find something that works for them and their dogs.


MEET THE TRAINERS

An impressive array of trainers and other experts graciously shared their vast knowledge and experiences with us for this book. Here’s a guide to their varied and amazing backgrounds:


Robert E. Bailey, even as a small child, had an interest in science, and especially in animals. His mother had to contend with live rattlesnakes in the refrigerator and rocket fuel in her kitchen. Studying fishes, reptiles, and birds at UCLA in 1958 was Bob’s first exposure to behavior analysis and ethology. After a stint in a biochemistry lab and another in the field as a fish and game biologist, he became the first director of training for the U.S. Navy Marine Mammal Program. Joining Animal Behavior Enterprises (with Marian and Keller Breland) in 1965, Bob became research director and then general manager. Over the years, Bob has trained more than 120 species of animals and thousands of individuals, including many in a free environment using long-range control and guidance systems. Bob is also an inventor, designer, writer, teacher, diver, photographer, and video editor.

http://www.behavior1.com/page8.html


Bonnie Brown-Cali (IACP, APDT) has professionally trained dogs since 1990 and is the owner of Dog Dynamics. Bonnie was a master trainer for AppleGate School for Dogs Inc. and American Detector Dogs. She is an evaluator for the American Kennel Club and a certified field representative for Paws With a Cause, an organization that trains service dogs for the disabled. She has worked as a canine field handler for the University of Reno, the Desert Research Institute, and Working Dogs for Conservation and as a trainer for the Contra Costa County Sheriff’s Office, the California Rescue Dogs Association, and the California Office of Emergency Services. She has conducted national workshops on training and deploying service dogs, dog behavior and obedience, reliable retrieving training, and the ethical use of training equipment.

Bonnie teaches weekly community group obedience classes and offers private instruction as well.

http://www.dogdynamics.org/about.html


Patrick Burns, who has had terriers for more than forty-five years, is a passionate defender of working dogs in general, and working terriers in particular. He is a monthly columnist for Dogs Today in the United Kingdom and has also written for Dog World, True Grit, and Just Terriers and appeared on ABC’s Nightline to talk about the need to protect pedigree dogs from both inbreeding and exaggerated and contrived standards. Patrick is the author of the how-to book American Working Terriers, and his Web site and its associated blog (Terrierman’s Daily Dose) are widely read and pull few punches. Most weekends Patrick can be found hunting in the fields and forests of Virginia and Maryland. He has worked with teckels (working dachshunds), Patterdale terriers, border terriers, fell terriers, Jack Russell terriers, and dogs “of pedigree unknown” and says he is “less interested in the paint and pedigree on a dog than the engine inside and the performance in the field.”

http://www.terrierman.com/


Martin Deeley (IACP, CDT) is an internationally recognized companion dog and gundog trainer, writer, and commentator. In the field he specializes in spaniel and retriever training and is renowned throughout Europe and America as an authority on training both dogs and their owners. In 2007 Martin was voted U.K. Gundog Trainer of the Year by the readers of the leading magazine Countryman’s Weekly. Martin is also the only journalist ever granted a personal interview with Her Majesty the Queen of England (herself a talented hunting dog trainer and handler). Martin considers this 1993 interview the greatest honor of his life because it reflected the confidence and trust that Her Majesty had in his integrity to fairly and honestly portray her, her love of dogs, and the effect they have had in her life. This rare and unique interview was published worldwide.

Over the years Martin has trained and guided many to succeed in the world of dogs as the Florida Dog Trainer (www.floridadogtrainer.com). The International School for Dog Trainers was established in response to demand for his expertise in providing training for both experienced and prospective dog trainers. Martin is also the executive director, past president, and co-founder of the International Association of Canine Professionals (www.canineprofessionals.com), a certification organization established to maintain the highest standards of professional and business practice among dog trainers. His bestselling book Working Gundogs has recently been reprinted.

http://www.martindeeley.com/


Barbara De Groodt is the owner of From the Heart Animal Behavior Counseling and Dog Training in Monterey County, California. The motto of From the Heart is “Respect your pet: train without the pain!” All programs at From the Heart are behavior-based rather than based on the older compulsion training methods.

Barbara was one of the founders of the Association of Pet Dog Trainers (APDT) (under the guidance of Dr. Ian Dunbar); she is also a professional member of the International Association of Canine Professionals (IACP) and several behavior-based organizations. In 2005 she was given the Devoted Animal Friend of the Year Award. She has lectured around the world to veterinary groups, law enforcement agencies, trainers, and pet owners. Each semester she is a regular speaker at Western Career College, where she addresses the Animal Health Department. Barbara works closely with shelters and rescues in her area, giving discounts for all shelter/rescue dogs for classes and providing a good deal of pro bono services. Having worked for rescues in both the Katrina aftermath and the 2010 Nashville floodings, she understands the special bond between dogs and their owners.

http://www.fromtheheart.info/about.html


Dr. Ian Dunbar is a veterinarian, animal behaviorist, and writer. He received his veterinary degree and a special honors degree in physiology and biochemistry from the Royal Veterinary College (London University) and a doctorate in animal behavior from the psychology department of the University of California–Berkeley, where he spent ten years researching olfactory communication, the development of hierarchical social behavior, and aggression in domestic dogs.

Ian is a member of the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons, the American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior, the California Veterinary Medical Association, the Sierra Veterinary Medical Association, and the Association of Pet Dog Trainers (which he founded). Ian joined the Society for Veterinary Ethology (SVE, now the International Society for Applied Ethology) over thirty-five years ago, at which time he was the only member specializing in dog and cat behavior problems. Later he was involved in the establishment of the American SVE (now the American Veterinary Society of Animal Behavior). He also founded SIRIUS® Puppy Training, the first training program for young puppies at a crucial stage of development. There are very few educated trainers who have not been strongly influenced by Ian Dunbar’s dog-friendly, fun-and-games dog training from the dog’s point of view.

http://www.​siriuspup.com​/about_founder.html

Fate cast Mark Harden, a professional animal trainer for motion pictures and television since 1978, in the role of “Jack of All Trades—Master of None.” “I wanted to specialize,” he says, “but I decided the ability to put a multitude of animals on film is itself a specialty.” Since embracing that notion, he can proudly boast the creation of many principal characters, including the Golden Seal (The Golden Seal, 1983), Virgil the chimp (Project X, 1987), Dodger the capuchin monkey (Monkey Trouble, 1994), Paulie the parrot (Paulie, 1998), Snowbell the cat (Stuart Little, 1999; Stuart Little 2, 2002), Butch the dog (Cats and Dogs, 2001), Ben the Gambian rat (Willard, 2003), and Midnight the Egyptian Mau (Catwoman, 2004).

To see a more comprehensive listing of Mark’s credits, please visit the Internet Movie Database (www.imdb.com).

http://​www.boones​animals.com/pages/​3102/​Mark_Harden.htm


Katenna Jones has been a lover of animals all her life. She was the first animal behaviorist for the Rhode Island Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA), as well as a special agent helping with cruelty investigations, conducting state vicious-dog hearings and playing an active role in animal legislation.

Katenna now works for the American Humane Association in the Human-Animal Bond Division as a humane educator and animal behaviorist. Her job is to handle all animal behavior– and training-related information and also to help create new humane education programs and materials.

http://sites.google​.com/site/​katenna/​howitallbegan


Joel Silverman turned a childhood dream into a thirty-year career, from training killer whales at Sea World, dolphins at Knott’s Berry Farm and Magic Mountain, and birds, dogs, and cats at Universal Studios to training animals to star in live shows, Hollywood films, and television programs and commercials. As a host of the popular television series Good Dog U on Animal Planet and the syndicated show Dog Training with Joel Silverman, Joel has problem-solved behavior issues with a wide variety of dog breeds and owners.

Appearing on national programs such as Live with Regis and Kathie Lee and CNN, MSNBC, and FOX news programs, as well as hundreds of local morning news programs, Joel has offered advice on pet care and training based on his lifetime commitment to the welfare of animals and their special place in our lives. Joel does dog training seminars across the nation to promote his book What Color Is Your Dog? He resides in Rancho Santa Margarita, California, and offers dog training classes as well as private sessions.

http://www.​companions​forlife.net​/Meet_Joel.html


Jerome M. Stewart has been involved in the sport of herding since 1986, when he acquired his first Shetland sheepdog. He has been teaching all-breed herding classes since 1988 and currently teaches three classes a week in Southern California. In addition, Jerry offers clinics each year throughout the United States and has given numerous lectures on the sport of herding. He organizes and puts on demonstrations so that the general public can see herding dogs in action. His students have finished over twenty herding championships, and several have become licensed herding judges. Jerry is an AKC (American Kennel Club) and AHBA (American Herding Breed Association) judge, licensed to judge all breeds in the trial and test classes. His articles have been published in many herding magazines, including Pet Trader, The Herdsman, and Wag-N-Tale. Jerry and his dogs have also been the subject of many new stories, including being featured on CNN and in the L.A. Times.

http://home1.gte.net​/jerstew​/biography.html


Kirk Turner, a professional dog behaviorist, is the head trainer for the Pine Street Foundation, which researches dogs’ scent capabilities in the detection of cancer. He has trained multiple dogs to detect breast, lung, ovarian, and pancreatic cancers using breath samples for clinical trials performed in 2003 and again in 2009. Kirk got his start in dog training at the Pro Train Academy, a professional dog trainer school, in Venice, California, in 1989. From there, he moved to Eztrain, another professional dog training company, and also the San Francisco SPCA, a local shelter for abandoned dogs. He worked with the worst problem dogs to make them more adoptable and rescued many dogs from euthanasia. Kirk reached a career training record in personally training over four thousand dogs to be good canine citizens and provide comfort for their owners. Since 2003, Kirk has organized and presented many seminars and published articles in scholarly journals and is currently writing three books and creating four training videos.

http://www.kirkturner.net/
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THOSE MAGICAL AMERICAN DOGS

My Evolution from Training Dogs to Training People
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Cesar favorite Rin Tin Tin


The television set was an old black-and-white Zenith made of plastic that was supposed to look like wood. When you walked into our Mazatlán apartment, you could hear it before you could see it as you walked down a narrow hallway into the living room with a floor of large black-and-white tiles and a couch against one wall. My mother loved to watch her telenovelas—the daily soap operas that were so popular in Mexico. My sister loved the program Maya, which was about an elephant. But me? I had only two favorites: Lassie and Rin Tin Tin.

I still remember the way the Rin Tin Tin television show opened. Over a distant shot of a low-lying fort set in a cradle of mountains somewhere in the American West, there came the sound of a bugle playing reveille. At the sound of the call, American cavalry officers in Civil War–era uniforms rushed from their posts inside Fort Apache to fall into formation. Then there was a cut—the one I always waited for—to a shot of a magnificent German shepherd dog, sitting stoically on a rooftop, his ears pointed high, on alert to the bugle call. When Rusty, a little boy, joined the formation line, Rin Tin Tin barked, leapt off the rooftop, and got into the line of soldiers, just as if he were a soldier himself. By the end of the opening credits, I was filled with excitement and anticipation, wondering what incredible adventure Rusty and Rin Tin Tin would face this week.

Then there was Lassie. None of the dogs on my grandfather’s farm looked anything like Lassie, with her downy cream-and-white-colored coat and her elegant, pointy nose. Our dogs had raggedy coats and muddy faces, but Lassie was always meticulously groomed. Every week Lassie’s boy owner, Timmy, would get into some sort of trouble, but Lassie would never fail to save her master and help Timmy’s parents teach him a life lesson, all within the span of one thirty-minute show.

By the time I saw Lassie and Rin Tin Tin on television, I was nine or ten years old and already entranced with dogs. From as early as I can remember, I was fascinated by, drawn to, and in love with the packs of working dogs that lived with us on my grandfather’s farm in Sinaloa. They weren’t pretty like Lassie or obedient like Rin Tin Tin, but sometimes I felt more a part of them than I did my human family. I never tired of just watching them—the way they interacted and communicated with one another; the way the mothers so effortlessly but firmly raised the pups; and the way they managed to solve disputes with each other quickly and cleanly, usually without even fighting, then move on to the next thing without bitterness or regret. Perhaps in some way I envied the clear and simple rules of their lives compared with the complexity of the human interactions in my own close but sometimes troubled family. All I knew then, however, was that dogs fascinated me, took me out of myself, and made me want to spend every spare minute learning everything I could about them.

Then Lassie and Rin Tin Tin came into my life through television, and I began to wonder if there wasn’t something about dogs I was missing. You see, at first I was totally fooled by these professional performing dogs. As a father, I used to watch my son Calvin watching kung fu movies on television when he was younger, and I could see by the look in his eyes that he believed the guys were actually fighting each other. He didn’t realize that the fight was choreographed by a stuntman behind the scenes. Well, I was the same way in my beliefs about Lassie and Rin Tin Tin. As primitive as television may have been back then, it did a great job convincing a naive little Mexican boy that there were amazing magical dogs in America that were born being able to communicate with humans, march in the army, and always manage to save the day. Before I even knew that there was a trainer behind the scenes, signaling to Rin Tin Tin to jump off the roof, I got it into my head that somehow, someday, I just had to get to America to meet these amazing dogs that could talk to people, leap over fences, and get mischievous little boys like me out of the trouble we were always getting into!

I think I believed Lassie and Rin Tin Tin did the things they did all on their own because the dogs on our farms seemed to do everything we wanted of them without being told or coerced by us to do it. They would naturally follow my grandfather out into the field and help him corral the cows. They would naturally accompany my mother or sister along the road, as guides and escorts. We didn’t reward them with food every time they followed us across the river or when they barked to alert us of a predator in the area. We did ultimately reward them—but always at the end of the workday, with our leftover meat or tortillas. So I already knew dogs that seemed to be able to communicate with people. To my mind, Lassie and Rin Tin Tin were just a cut above that.

By the time I realized that Rin Tin Tin and Lassie were specially trained dogs, I was a few years older and living with my family in the city of Mazatlán, always wishing for the weekends when I could go back to my grandfather’s farm and be with nature and the animals again. Instead of being disillusioned by the discovery that humans were manipulating those dogs’ behaviors, I was even more excited. You mean, there are people who can make their dogs do these things? How? What are their secrets? It became even clearer in my mind that I would have to get to America as soon as possible to learn from the Americans about creating these amazing behaviors in dogs.

One weekend when I went back to my grandfather’s farm I decided to see if I could teach some of the dogs there how to do specific behaviors. First, I tried to teach the dogs to jump on command. I started with my leg. I’d stick it out in front of me and hold a ball right on the other side. When they’d go over my leg to get it, I’d make the sound “Hup!” Gradually I raised my leg higher and higher until they were jumping right over it. Within the span of a day or two, I could make the dogs jump over my back when I bent down and said, “Hup!”

These dogs were already conditioned to respond to what humans needed from them—not in a “trained” way, but as part of doing their job. And it was a job they wanted to do, because it challenged them and fulfilled their need for a purpose in life. Doing their job was also the way they survived from day to day. We didn’t use leashes for our dogs on the farm. I couldn’t imagine a dog on a leash. Other than every once in a while when my grandfather would get the old rope from the barn to do something like get a donkey out of a ditch, I didn’t know what a leash was until I moved to the city and saw rich people walking their dogs on leashes.

Because of their lifestyle, my grandfather’s dogs naturally wanted to follow me, and they naturally wanted to please me. When the dogs were in a playful state, I caught the energy of that moment and used it to create something new. And they didn’t ask for anything in return except, “What are we going to do with our time?” I learned that I could teach them how to crawl on the ground just by encouraging them verbally and letting them imitate me crawling. Dogs are great at copying behavior—that’s one of the many ways in which they learn from one another when they are pups. And dogs’ brains crave new experiences. If a dog finds what you’re doing interesting, and he is interested in you, and it’s a challenge for him, he naturally wants to be a part of it. The learning experience, the figuring it out, becomes such a thrill to a dog when it’s fun.

Every weekend at the farm I’d try to teach the dogs a new behavior. I wasn’t using food rewards to get this behavior—that strategy wasn’t yet in my mental tool kit. But the dogs wanted to be with me and wanted to do what I wanted. When you have a dog that is eager to do things for you, he doesn’t need food rewards. And to make him eager to do things for you, you have to motivate him with something he wants. What I was offering these dogs was a challenge, plus the entertainment value of it all. It was fun for me, and it was fun for them—an overall positive experience for all of us. By the end of a few weeks I could get them to jump over me, crawl under me, and jump up and give me five. The dogs were happy to be doing it. And with verbal encouragement and just my general enthusiasm, I let them know very clearly how happy I was that they were doing it for me. The outcome was a deeper bond between us.

To me, that was the whole point. Ultimately, you want your dog to do things for you just because you love him. And he loves, respects, and trusts you.

THE SEARCH FOR A TEACHER

My quick and easy experiences training the farm dogs to do simple behaviors encouraged me to learn more about training, any way I could. It was obvious that it might be a very long time before I’d be able to go to America to meet the magical dogs and their trainers.

When I was a teenager, I learned of a man in Mazatlán who was the only person I’d ever heard of who called himself a professional “dog trainer.” He was from Mexico City, and he would train dogs to do tricks for performances. That was the first time I saw, from behind the scenes, how a dog can fake getting shot. The guy would fire off a gun, and the dog would fall down. I was fascinated by the hand signals and other cues the man used to get the dog to do the behaviors. For the first time, I also saw someone using verbal commands (“sit,” “stay,” “come”). On the farm, it hadn’t occurred to me to use human words (in my case Spanish words) to get a dog to do something. It was interesting to see a dog responding to human language as if he were a person who actually understood what the words meant.

I was intrigued by how this man accomplished all this and asked him if I could volunteer to clean his kennels and help him, sort of like an apprentice. It was the first opportunity I’d had to learn from someone I thought was a real professional.

Meeting this man and seeing him work behind the scenes was my first experience of being totally disillusioned by a dog trainer. Unlike the dogs on the farm, this man’s dogs did not seem particularly excited about doing the things their trainer wanted them to do. The man was very forceful. As I watched him pry open one dog’s mouth and tape in the item he wanted the dog to carry, I became extremely uncomfortable. I left that situation very quickly because even though I had no formal training, I knew in my gut that there had to be a better way.

FROM BAD TO WORSE

I was a pretty trusting kid, I was naturally honest, and I tended to believe what people said to me. I didn’t understand then that there are people who are in the animal business not because they love animals. Sometimes they are just in it for the money. My next two experiences in trying to educate myself as a dog trainer taught me that lesson the hard way.

The next man I met who said he was a trainer claimed that he had trained animals—including dogs—in America, the land of the magical dogs. He worked in the city where I was born, Culiacán, so I went to see if I could learn from him. But when I arrived, I found that the real way he made his money was as an illegal exotic animal broker. This was pretty shocking to me, but this man swore up and down that he could teach me how to work with dogs. So I tentatively waited around in order to be this man’s student. In the meantime, I volunteered by cleaning the dogs’ kennels, feeding them, and generally looking after them.

One thing that probably should have tipped me off right away that this guy was not someone I should be around or learning from was that he had a lot of out-of-control and aggressive dogs. I remember wondering, How could he be a very good trainer if his dogs are like this? I used to take his dogs out and walk them, and he seemed amazed that I could do it. Here comes this kid who can easily walk these dogs that were aggressive with him and biting him. To me, it was easy. It was just common sense. If a dog shows teeth to me and growls at me, I don’t become afraid and I don’t get angry or blame the dog. I try to understand why the dog is growling and gain the dog’s trust. Then I walk with him. I spent time with these dogs, mostly walking them for hours. By the time the walk was over, the dogs and I understood one another. There was trust and there was respect, something they did not have for their owner. Forget about training—this was the beginning of what I would later call “dog psychology.” Of course, I didn’t know it yet.

It wasn’t long before I learned why this man’s dogs were out of control and aggressive. I saw him give the dogs some kind of injection that made them really go crazy. I don’t know what he gave them, but I knew right away that this was not dog training, and I left in a hurry. This experience was traumatic for me at the time, but today I think it was important that I got to see the worst of the worst right up front, so that I would always know the difference.

I was still determined to find someone in Mexico who could help show me the way to train dogs. I kept hearing about other dog trainers, but they were always far away—in Guadalajara, in Mexico City. And I was just a teenager. When I was fifteen, I met another man who offered to take me to Mexico City to meet two brothers who were amazing dog trainers—the champions of the champions—but it would cost me one million pesos. Today that would be about $10,000. You can imagine how overwhelming a sum that would have been for a fifteen-year-old working-class Mexican kid. But I had been saving money from my job as a kennel boy at a vet’s office and some other odd jobs for a very long time. I planned to go to Mexico City during my school vacation to learn from the “best of the best.”

The man who took my money drove me to Mexico City—which was over five hundred miles from my home in Mazatlán—and dropped me at the place where he said the brothers did their dog training. I went to the address, but there was nobody there. I’d been conned. Not only that, I was stranded and had to find a place to live while I figured out how I could get back home. Fortunately, a very kind woman took me in. She happened to have a German shepherd that was out of control. So I said, “Señora, while I’m here, can I just do something with your dog so I can pay you back for your hospitality?” And that’s what I did. The dog was obviously frustrated from pent-up energy because he lived in the city and the owners never walked him. One thing I knew from the farm was that dogs really like to walk. So I just started walking him at first. I would tire him out until he was calm and relaxed. And then I tried a little training on my own. The woman and her family lived in front of a park, so I would go there with the dog and ask him to wait, ask him to stay, ask him to come—just basic stuff. Mostly I captured the behavior that he was already doing. I had no idea that capturing a behavior an animal is already doing is one of the core tenets of operant conditioning–based animal training. I had no idea what that was, or what those words meant. It just felt very natural to me to encourage a dog to do more of what he was already doing right. So I ended up taking a class in animal training after all, except that this German shepherd ended up being my teacher.

Eventually I got a ride back to Mazatlán. I never told my parents what had happened to me—that I’d been tricked out of my money.

THE PROMISED LAND

Despite all my setbacks in Mexico, my dream of making it to America and becoming a real dog trainer was still at the forefront of my mind. In fact, my dreams had become even bigger. I wanted to become the best dog trainer in the world.

In my first book, Cesar’s Way, I tell the story of how I crossed the border into America, got a job as a groomer in San Diego, and finally made it to Los Angeles. It didn’t work out the way I’d fantasized—which was that I’d walk into Hollywood; ask, “Where is Lassie? Where is Rin Tin Tin?”; and get apprenticed to one of the big-time movie trainers to work with him on his next movie. But I was practical—I knew I had to start somewhere. So I took a job as a kennel boy at a very big, successful, and busy dog training facility. Most of my work involved cleaning kennels and feeding, grooming, and walking dogs. We were very busy: with people dropping off dogs every day, there were thirty to fifty dogs at any one time waiting to be “trained.” It wasn’t unusual for me to work fourteen-to sixteen-hour days.

People brought their dogs to this facility to be trained in what was called Basic Obedience, which was “sit, down, stay, come, heel.” Basic Obedience was divided into three courses. The most common course was on-leash obedience; after going through this course, the dog would be ready, the facility promised, in two weeks. This was in the early ’90s, and the course cost $2,500. Then there was off-leash ground obedience, which was the same thing except now the dog was dragging the leash on the ground. Learning off-leash ground obedience was supposed to take three to four weeks, and the course ran about $3,500. For the hefty sum of $5,000, the final course was off-leash obedience: the dog stayed at the facility for two months, after which we would return the dog to the owner able to perform basic obedience completely off-leash—or at least, capable of performing off-leash with our people, in the little yard of our headquarters, where we would give the owner a demonstration to show off what we’d accomplished. The facility offered sessions for the owner afterward for an additional cost. And owners could get a pretrained dog as well—if they could afford the $15,000 price tag.

The methods used at this facility back then were what most people today would consider very harsh. There were no food rewards, and there was no positive reinforcement. It was all about choke chains and prong collars. If the first didn’t work, we moved to the second, and finally to the e-collar if all else failed. That was the protocol. Now that I’ve worked with hundreds of dogs myself, I believe that these tools have their places in some specific situations, but almost never in simple obedience training. To my mind, the whole training methodology being used at this facility was flawed because it was based on a ticking clock . . . and a ticking clock that just wasn’t realistic. I have come to believe that patience is the most important quality anyone who works with animals can possess. When we work with animals, we have to be prepared to first gain the animal’s trust, then wait for as long as it takes to develop communication with the animal and earn its respect.

This isn’t to say that the trainers at this facility were unkind to the animals—I’m sure most of them didn’t intend to be. A lot of accusations of “animal abuse” are thrown around today when people don’t agree with one method or another, and I’ve been at the center of some of those accusations myself. I like to remind these critics that most people who go into animal-related fields do truly care about animals and that very few people who train or work with animals make a lot of money at it. They do it for the love of the work itself and their love of animals. And the jobs are hard to come by.

When I first arrived at the dog training facility, I had no opinion one way or the other about the methods being used there. But after a little while I came to see that those methods worked only to the extent that they created short-term changes in outward behavior; they had no effect on a dog’s state of mind. Because the dogs would do the behavior just long enough to get the trainer off their back, I doubt very much that the “lessons” they learned stuck with them. In addition, many of the dogs had no motivation to learn the behavior because not only did they have no real relationship with the trainer, but the process of learning wasn’t pleasant or fun for them.

The man who ran this facility may well have been a good dog trainer, but I never saw him train a dog personally. Most of what he did for the company was sales. He was the best salesman in the world. He would bring in a dog that he had purchased in Germany and that had been through advanced training for a number of years, give a demonstration with that dog, and then say, “This is what your dog will be able to do when it leaves here.”

The key problem was that he didn’t tell owners how their dog was going to be able to learn these things, but most people back then didn’t know enough to ask that question. I don’t remember people being concerned about how their dogs were going to be trained; no one asked questions like: “What method do you use?” “Do you use positive rewards?” “Are your trainers certified?” I don’t think for a minute that these owners asked no questions because they didn’t care. I’m certain they cared a great deal about their dogs, as most dog owners do. I truly think they just didn’t have the right information to know what questions to ask.

I did a lot of observing during my time as a kennel boy at this place, and that’s when something in my mind clicked. I began asking the question, “Is obedience training really what this dog needs right now?” Many of the dogs were fearful and insecure, and the process of training made them worse. They might have left the facility being able to respond to commands, but they still had the behavior problem they’d come in with. Observing these dogs, I began to think about the idea of dog rehabilitation as opposed to dog training. I also noticed that the owners were never encouraged to be a part of the process. They would drop off their dogs at the place expecting them to be fixed, like a car or an appliance. No one considered the possibility that the owners’ own behavior was contributing to the dog’s problem behavior.

The issue was that the owners didn’t know what to look for. What the dogs needed was behavior modification; obedience training did not help them, especially the nervous ones, the fearful ones, and the extremely aggressive ones. Facing a behavior issue with their dog, owners were told, “You’ve got to train that dog.” Nobody told them, “You have to rehabilitate that dog.” Nobody told them, “You need to fulfill the needs of that dog.” The word for all of that—for everything that had to do with behavior—was training, the assumption being that a trained dog was going to be okay. I could see from the dogs that came through the facility day after day that this absolutely wasn’t the case.



Cesar’s Rules FOR CHOOSING A DOG TRAINER


1.  First, ask yourself what you want your dog to learn. Is your dog like one of the extreme cases on my show Dog Whisperer? Then learning “sit,” “stay,” “come,” and “heel” is not necessarily the first lesson your dog needs. Some dog trainers don’t do rehabilitation, some don’t do obedience work, and some do both. Choose the right tool for the job you need done.

2.  Think about your own philosophy and ethics. For example, some people are opposed to choke chains. I am not opposed to them and find them helpful in some cases, when used correctly. But I will not use a choke chain or any other tool an owner objects to, because if the owner feels badly about the tool, I guarantee you that the dog will have a bad experience with the tool. And there could be other reasons why I might not be the right trainer for you. You have a world of options when it comes to dog trainers, as I hope this book will show you. Make sure that the trainer you choose agrees with and supports your own values, because you are the one who is going to live with your dog and work with him every day.

3.  Check out a trainer’s certification.1 There are many gifted dog professionals out there who aren’t certified (I used to be one of them!), and the truth is that there are no hard-and-fast rules that necessarily mean a certified trainer is an expert. But having certification ensures that the person you hire has had to pass some minimum requirements, put in some hands-on hours with dogs, and do some studying. Certification also makes a trainer accountable to some basic standards and guidelines, which you can research.

4.  Get referrals. This may sound obvious, but even if you find a trainer in a phone book, ask if you can talk to a couple of his or her previous clients. They can give you an idea of the trainer’s methods, “bedside manner,” reliability, and willingness to follow through.

5.  Make sure the trainer includes you as part of the training process. There’s nothing wrong with a trainer who asks you to drop off your dog in order to work with him. I do that myself from time to time, because often an owner is the cause of the dog’s bad habits and he needs to be away from his owner in order to learn new ones. But I make it clear to my clients that I don’t “fix” broken dogs. I work closely with the owners on identifying their own issues and behaviors so that they are able to change as much as their dog changes. If you’ve watched my show, you already know that more often than not it’s the owner who needs the most “training.”






TRAINING AT THE CAR WASH

I knew I wanted to become a different kind of dog “trainer,” but I didn’t have a handle on exactly what to do or how to do it yet. I left the professional facility anyway and went to work for a businessman who had been impressed with the way I handled his dog. He hired me to wash his fleet of limos and also threw me extra work training his friends’ dogs on the side. Because they were his friends, he asked me not to charge them very much, so I would bring the dogs to my job with me and work with them during my breaks. While I was working, I wanted to keep the dogs occupied and give them something challenging to do. So I taught them how to help me wash the limos.

There was a German shepherd named Howie whose owner wanted me to teach him obedience. I didn’t want to use the methods I’d left behind at the facility, and I remembered how easy it had been to train my grandfather’s dogs back home, especially when they wanted to be a part of what I was doing. So I figured out a way to teach Howie how to carry the bucket of water and bring it to me as I washed all thirteen cars.

Most dogs naturally love to chase prey, and many naturally retrieve. With Howie, I started by throwing the bucket instead of the ball, so he’d go and retrieve the bucket. He would naturally bite the inside of the bucket to get a hold of it and carry it to me sideways. I realized that wouldn’t work if I wanted the bucket to hold any water, so I put a tennis ball on the bucket handle. Howie was immediately attracted to the tennis ball, and that’s how he learned to grab the handle and carry the bucket to me upright. We worked on that for a long time. Eventually, Howie learned how to raise his head and walk very proud and tall carrying the bucket. That’s when I started putting just a little bit of water in it. But before I put the water in it, I would tell him with my energy and body language to stay where he was, to build up his eagerness to get the bucket. As soon as I saw that intensity in his posture—that he really wanted to get the bucket—I’d let him go. This was new: the bucket was not being thrown, it was in one place, and he was expected to bring it from that place to me. I eventually took the tennis ball off the bucket handle and replaced it with layers of thick tape, to make the handle easier for Howie to hold in his mouth.
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