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INTRODUCTION

AS A CHILD, I HAD ALWAYS WANTED A DOG. My parents didn’t want to take on the responsibility, so to get my dog fix, I became the neighborhood dog walker and pet sitter. I made friends with anyone who had a dog. For an introverted kid, dogs were my ticket to confidence, practicing talking to people I didn’t know.

Finally, in the winter of 2012, in the first year of my 30s, I began a relationship with someone who came with two dogs: Maxwell, an older rat terrier, and Sora, a beautiful blue merle Australian shepherd.

I instantly fell head over heels for Sora and, despite a fear of new people, she also took to me right away. I did everything wrong when I met her. You see, I was one of those people who used to believe that dogs love me because I love them. I took Sora’s face in my hands and machine-washed her head as my introduction. I’m very lucky that she didn’t bite me.

I thought I knew a lot about dogs from my days as the neighborhood dog sitter. Sora, however, taught me to forget everything I thought I knew. Rescued at three years old, Sora was nervous around new people, did not like children, and was reactive to other dogs. She didn’t appreciate when strangers petted her on the head or bent down into her face (as I’ve since learned, most dogs do not actually enjoy this).

I learned to cross the street if we saw others walking toward us. Hiking with her was stressful. I learned the hard way that she had not earned off-leash rights, and I fretted constantly about strange off-leash dogs approaching us on the trail. I learned to speak dog, read dog body language, and advocate for her on her behalf. Most importantly, I learned that not all dogs love me just because I love them.

Sora’s challenges shaped me into the knowledgeable dog owner I am today.

From 2015 to 2017, Sora joined us for a two-year bicycle tour across Europe and South America, an adventure that took us to twenty-four countries. Since we spent a lot of time on our bicycles, when we returned home to the Pacific Northwest, I was eager to get back on the trails.

Returning to my home state of Washington as an avid outdoorswoman in my adulthood, I took the opportunity to explore the trails in my own state and brought Sora along for every mile.

Before Sora entered my life, I spent many hours alone running on trails. Although there is really very little difference between trail running and hiking, walking alone on a trail in the woods felt more daunting. Sora gave me the confidence to face that fear, and soon we hit the trails as a duo regularly.
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Throughout the summer, we ticked off trail after trail. As the longer days waned, I discovered the striking fall colors in the North Cascades and Snoqualmie Alps. Come winter, we escaped the rain and went to higher elevations in search of snow. By spring, we could hardly wait for the array of wildflowers that would sprout once the snow melted.

She also helped me develop friendships with fellow dog adventurers all over the world.

I had started a blog called Long Haul Trekkers when we left for our bike trip, which told the stories of our adventures on two wheels. That blog eventually evolved into a source for adventure dogs, offering information about getting outside with your dog. I developed my photography skills and grew our online presence, particularly on Instagram.

Usually a bit of a Luddite, I had never taken to social media; however, I wanted to share Sora’s story, and in the process I created a community with fellow adventure dogs and their humans all over the world. We met Tala and Jura in Ecuador; Sora became the voice of adoption for a rescue organization during an extended stay in Medellin, Colombia; and fellow cyclists Didier and Kyla spotted our telltale dog trailer while battling the brutal Patagonian winds and pulled over just to meet Sora.

When we departed on our bike trip, we noticed a small black growth on Sora’s right paw. Our vet waved it off as a corn and we thought nothing of it until it began to grow, and eventually bleed. A biopsy in Berlin confirmed our worst nightmare: cancer. A nerve sheath tumor with a propensity to return.

For three years, Sora battled this cancer. The lump would return, we’d have it surgically removed, including twice during our bicycle trip, and hoped that would be the end of it. Unfortunately, each time the tumor grew back, it did so with a vengeance, becoming more and more difficult to fully remove, thanks to the medusa-like roots that intertwined with her muscles and tissue. Eventually, we chose to resort to cancer treatments, including electrochemotherapy and radiation therapy. Neither worked.

Sora never fully recovered from her last treatment, but she continued to join us on the trails. I massaged CBD oil onto her leg, the skin now fully exposed from the radiation therapy, wrapped her damaged skin in bandages, and we’d set off in the mountains. During her last summer, we took a road trip throughout Europe, meeting friends old and new, continuing to show her the world.

Days after returning from that trip, she stopped eating. For a dog that would knock down a wall for a nibble of food, I knew this sign indicated the end of our adventure together. A few weeks later, when her oncologist told us she had something in her lungs that was pushing on her diaphragm, making it painful to eat, we knew what we had to do.

We took Sora for one last adventure.

Too weak to hike from the lack of eating, we set off to the beach and arose early for short sunrise walks. We paddleboarded in the Mediterranean Sea and sat with her on the patio while she basked in the sun.

Days after our return, we made the most heartbreakingly painful decision of our lives and gave Sora one final gift: freedom from cancer and pain.

Today, I am back in the Pacific Northwest, exploring the trails with my adopted cattle dog, Sitka. Like Sora, he comes with his own set of challenges, and together we work through them, building our bond and establishing our roles as an adventure team, ticking off hike after hike.








WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?


THIS BOOK IS FOR ADVENTURE DOGS AND THEIR PEOPLE.

It is especially for those who used to be the dog owner I once was, the dog owner many of us once were. These are the dog owners who love to take their dogs along on the trails, who love their dogs more than anything, but who don’t understand dog behavior and how it impacts the trail experience.

I have made many mistakes with my dogs. I have allowed them to run off leash with abandon, believing they could only have a good time when let loose and free, resulting in unwanted and embarrassing interactions with other trail users.

Since I rescue and love herding dogs, my dogs are typically reactive to other dogs and sometimes people. I so badly wanted my dogs to be that off-leash dog that would come to me when called and walk by my side, but I didn’t understand the amount of training and dedication involved to make that happen.

The most humiliating encounter I ever had occurred 16 miles into an 18-mile trail run, when Sora and I came upon a group of senior bird-watchers. Two of them had dogs, and Sora was off leash on a leash-required trail. I was tired and out of treats and therefore not of value to Sora.
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She went straight up to the first dog and lunged at him, causing him to yelp, which sent an echo of horrified shrieks down the line of birders. She did the same with the second dog. A man at the end of the line tried to corral her for me, and I had to practically leap to the ground in front of him to stop him from approaching her.

Never again did I allow Sora off leash where I didn’t deem it safe for her, and for all other users.

I am the dog owner I am today because of the mistakes I have made with my dogs. We will all make them at some point, and my hope with this book is that I can show you how to be an exemplary trail user with your dog in order to avoid uncomfortable and potentially dangerous situations for you, your dog, and others in the outdoors.

I also want you to have fun with your dog. I have met so many people who became avid hikers, all thanks to their dogs. My goal is to teach you about dog behavior, provide training advice, and incorporate etiquette suggestions so that you and your dog can share a lifetime of outdoor adventure together.

With that said, I want to make it very clear that I am not a dog trainer, nor a dog behaviorist. I am not a dog nutritionist, and I have no veterinary background. I am a dog mom who has been blogging and writing about dogs for many years. My journalism background and my passion and interest in the subject matter mean that I spend a lot of time researching and asking questions of qualified individuals. I have provided the information in this book to the best of my ability, based on what I have learned and studied from professionals and other highly knowledgeable individuals.
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CHAPTER 1
 FINDING THE RIGHT ADVENTURE BUDDY
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I SHOULDN’T HAVE SITKA, THE DOG I HAVE NOW. After a fall relationship breakup left me dogless, I borrowed friends’ dogs for hikes and runs while I searched for my own. With an out-of-town winter holiday cat-sitting gig, I knew I’d have to wait until after the holidays to find my next best friend.

Of course, that didn’t stop me from perusing adoption sites online in the meantime. I was looking for a very specific dog and I knew it would take awhile to find. As a way of putting my search out into the Universe, I announced what I was looking for on my Instagram feed: an Australian shepherd or cattle dog with a tail.

In November I found the profile for Dakota, now Sitka, and saved it, knowing that I’d likely never meet him.

But then an Instagram friend sent me his profile and offered to go meet him since she lived in the same small town. I hesitated, but when another friend also sent me his profile, I obliged. “Yes, please go meet him,” I said to the friend whom I only knew through photos and comments on a social media app.

She did, and hesitated to tell me how much she adored him, since she knew I couldn’t get him until after Christmas.

On my way down to my cat-sitting job in Bend, Oregon, I made an appointment to meet Sitka. Moments after walking into the backyard to meet him, he tore a small tooth mark puncture into my jacket. I knew right then and there that he would be mine. If I had puncture marks in my favorite coat, it was going to be from my own dog.

Of course I fell for him, but I had to figure out what to do with nearly a month before I could take him home. I again put it out to the Universe to see if he was really meant to be mine.

Thanksgiving came and went and nobody came to claim him. Then, another Instagram friend, another whom I had never met, offered to foster him for the remaining time until I could pick him up on Christmas Eve and take him back home with me to Seattle.

Most dog owners will tell you that story of the moment they knew they had found the right dog; often the story goes that the dog selected them. No matter how the story happens, that first day is just the beginning of many wonderful years ahead.


SO YOU GOT A NEW PUPPY!

How very exciting! Congratulations on the new member of your pack. My hope is that this book will guide you through the steps toward shaping your new puppy into a wonderful adventure buddy.

The hardest part for me about having a puppy isn’t all the potty training and enduring razor-sharp teeth meeting my skin on a daily basis, it’s (not so) patiently awaiting the day it can join me on the trail.

Puppies have seemingly endless energy, and many falsely believe that the only way to tire out a puppy is to let it run all day long. This is a common misconception among dog owners and can result in long-term effects down the line.

While the research and opinions are varied, most sources will say that puppies should partake in limited “forced exercise” activities until their growth plates have finished growing. Forced exercise simply means anything dictated by the human and on leash, such as going on a 5-mile hike because that is the length of the hike, as opposed to a beach trip where your puppy can run free and rest when it feels tired.

Many veterinarians will agree that allowing your puppy to engage in too much forced exercise before its growth plates have finished growing can result in a number of osteo problems, including hip dysplasia and arthritis.

The general guideline states that puppies should have 5 minutes of exercise per month of age, no more than twice daily. For example, a six-month-old puppy can go for two 30-minute walks or easy hikes per day.

Other medical professionals will argue that it depends on the dog and your lifestyle and suggest using common sense. Learn the signs of fatigue and base your adventures according to their abilities.

The bottom line is that there is no strict recipe when it comes to hiking and dogs. Larger dogs take longer for their bones to complete growth than smaller dogs. The average length of time before a puppy has full clearance to exercise ranges between twelve and eighteen months, depending on the breed and size.

Either way, too much too soon is asking for injury. Regular hikers or runners may be able to increase average weekly mileage in their puppies sooner than weekend warriors, simply because their dogs will have that base.




ADOPTING VS. BUYING FROM A BREEDER

If you had asked me even just a few years ago, I would have told you that buying a dog from a breeder is irresponsible and contributes to shelter animal deaths. Like many beliefs I once held about dog ownership, this is one where I have unlearned the assumptions I was taught to believe and instead began to listen to those who have chosen to get their dogs from responsible breeders.

While I personally will likely always adopt any new companions from a shelter, there is nothing wrong with others choosing to buy a dog from a breeder. Neither option is “good” or “bad.” What is most important is that the dog lives in a good home.

Regardless of where you choose to get your dog, understanding the options and process for both will ensure that you find the right dog for you.


ADOPTING

If you’re not picky about the breed of dog you want, are looking for an adolescent or adult dog, and want a dog sooner rather than later, then you’ll have no trouble finding a dog in a local shelter or online.

A common misconception is that shelter dogs were all abused or have behavioral issues. Dogs are surrendered for a number of reasons, including divorce, moving, lack of time, and more. You can find a great companion from a shelter.



Local Shelters

Your first instinct might be to look for pets at your local shelters. Here you can see the dogs in person and meet them. Most will allow you to take the dogs out to spend one-on-one time together, and introduce them to your other dog if you have one already.

This gives you the opportunity to get an idea of the dog’s demeanor and personality, but keep in mind that life in a shelter is very different from life at your home. The dog may behave differently once in a new place.

If you are looking for a specific breed, then expect to wait awhile before your pup arrives at the shelter. Dogs come and go constantly and they have no idea what they will get from week to week. Let the staff know exactly what you are looking for and ask them to call you if that dog arrives.
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Foster Homes

Often, shelters and rescue organizations will send dogs to foster homes to live instead of staying at the shelter. Sometimes they do this because there is no space in the shelter, because the dog has special needs, or for any number of other reasons.

Getting a dog that has been in a foster home will give you a better idea of how it behaves in a house, possibly even with other animals, if the foster home has pets. They can tell you more information about the dog, and if they are an especially great foster home, they will start working on obedience skills with it.

You can visit their home, take your potential new friend for a walk, and ask the foster parents very specific questions.

I got Sitka from a foster situation, and I spent about an hour with him. I asked a friend to bring her dog so we could see how he does with other dogs, and the foster parent kindly brought him to a veterinary office to see how he did with cats.





The Internet

These days, you can find dogs to adopt from across the country and even the world, thanks to the World Wide Web. There are many sites available that will allow you to search by breed, age, size, and more. You can save dogs you like and set up notifications to alert you when the dog of your dreams appears.

If you are willing to drive the distance or pay to have a dog transferred to your state, then your search widens exponentially. If you are searching for a very specific dog, you’re sure to find it on the many pet-finding websites.




Breed-Specific Rescue Groups

For those looking for specific breeds or even classes of dogs (i.e., Australian shepherd vs. herding dogs), breed-specific rescue groups are the way to go. They specialize in that specific dog or class of dog and will more likely have the ideal dog for you at some point.

These are very popular and dogs adopt out quickly, so make yourself known to these groups and ask them to keep an eye out for you if you’re looking for a specific dog.




Facebook Groups

Breed-specific Facebook groups, local dog groups, or hiking groups will occasionally post about dogs needing to be rehomed. Join a few groups, introduce yourself, engage, and let the group members know what you’re looking for. You never know who knows what, and they might just know where your new pal might be.


	Adoption pros:

	
› It’s more affordable.

	
› You could be saving a life.

	
› It’s easier to find a fully grown dog.

	
› You can find a mutt.

	
› You can take home a dog that day.




	Adoption cons:

	
› You don’t really know what you’re going to get.

	
› It can take a long time to find the right dog if you are looking for something specific.

	
› The health and history of the dog is unknown.

	
› It can be more difficult to find puppies.

	
› Dogs may require more training to unlearn old undesirable behaviors.








BUYING FROM A RESPONSIBLE BREEDER

If you decide to get your dog from a breeder, you will want to do a lot of homework to ensure that you have selected a responsible breeder. Here are some tips for finding a trustworthy breeder.


Meet the Breeder and View the Facility

You’ll know within minutes if a breeder is running a clean operation during a visit. The facilities will be spotless and puppies will appear healthy, clean, and well fed. They won’t be crowded in cages and they’ll have space to roam. The puppies and the parents should be outgoing with strangers.

During your visit, you should ask to meet the parents. This will give you some idea of what you can expect from a puppy in terms of temperament, size, and appearance.

A good breeder will be there for your dog throughout its life. If, for whatever reason, you need to give your dog up, a responsible breeder will take the dog back.




Ask the Right Questions

Since the breeder knows your potential pup and its parents better than you ever will, he or she should be able to answer your questions easily and without hesitation. You can never ask too many questions. Breeders want their dogs to go to good homes and will welcome any and all inquiries.

Take note of how the breeder responds: Are they patient and do they have the answers to the majority of your questions off hand? If not, have they promised to look up the answer and get back to you?

Here are a few sample questions to ask:


	
› What is your breeding history and experience with the breed?

	
› What health tests have been performed on the parents to ensure they have no genetic diseases associated with the breed?

	
› How do you socialize the puppies?

	
› Have you turned down a sale before? (The answer should be yes, which indicates that they don’t allow their puppies to go home to just anyone.)

	
› Are the puppies up-to-date with their vaccinations?

	
› Are the dogs members of the AKC or another breeding club?

	
› Do you provide a health guarantee and contract?

	
› When will I be able to take the puppy home?

	
› What requirements do you seek in those looking to buy a puppy?

	
› Are you as breeders involved with any local agility, tracking, performance, or obedience clubs?

	
› Do you sell your dogs to pet stores, online, or to brokers? (The answer should be no.)






Prepare for Questions from the Breeder

A quality breeder will actively seek out the right home for their puppies and won’t sell them to people on the spot. Many will take reservations for future litters once they have evaluated that you are a good fit.

Be prepared to answer a few questions and provide documentation in certain cases. Breeders may ask or require:


	
› Why you want a dog and why this specific breed.

	
› They will ask about your experience with dogs and with the breed.

	
› If you live in an apartment, rental home, or condo, they may request written confirmation from your landlord as proof that you are able to have a dog.

	
› They may ask about the rules you will require of the dog at home and where the dog will spend most of its time.

	
› If you have had other pets, they may request a veterinary reference.

	
› They may require that you sign a contract indicating that you will spay or neuter your dog, provided you don’t plan to breed or show it.






Ask for Referrals

Ask your breeder to provide references of other families who have purchased dogs from them. You can talk candidly with these families to get a better sense of what to expect when you get a dog from this particular breeder.
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	Breeder pros:

	
› You will have a better idea of your dog’s temperament.

	
› You can get exactly what you are looking for in terms of appearance, coloration, and breed.

	
› You have the medical history of the parents.




	Breeder cons:

	
› It can be tough to find the right breeder.

	
› You may have to wait years before you get your dog.

	
› Purebred dogs are pricey.

	
› Breeders can be selective about who their dogs go to (which is a good thing).











PLACES TO AVOID SEARCHING FOR A DOG


Whether you get a dog from a breeder or from a rescue, keep an eye out for red flags. Both routes include irresponsible methods, so it’s important to know the signs and stay far away.

BACKYARD BREEDERS (BYBS): Backyard breeders are dog breeders with little knowledge or experience of breeding dogs. They don’t generally know the medical and genetic history of the parents and therefore do not selectively breed to avoid common diseases. Dogs are not registered with any kennel or breed clubs.

PUPPY MILLS: Puppy mills are large-scale breeding operations. Think of them like factory farms that value profit over the well-being of the dog. The puppies are housed in unsanitary conditions and are not healthy or well fed.

They call themselves kennels and breeders, so it’s easy to be misled. If your prospective breeder cannot provide any of the requests listed above, there’s a good chance something fishy is going on and you should look for another breeder.

DOG FLIPPERS: Most common in the Midwest, dog flipping is a terrible business that involves stealing a dog and then selling it on a website like Craigslist for a reasonable fee. This tricks buyers into believing they are getting a purebred dog for a steal (pun intended).

If you suspect a dog you find online has been flipped, check local Facebook groups for reports of missing dogs.

PET STORES (BUT NOT ALWAYS): Puppy mill dogs often end up in pet stores. The caveat is when a pet store runs a local adoption drive or hosts dogs from a legitimate rescue group. There will be representatives from the group at the store or there will be information available if the store is acting as a foster for the pet.

CRAIGSLIST AND OTHER SIMILAR SITES (BUT NOT ALWAYS): Accidental pregnancies, common in more rural areas, are not all that uncommon. The result is unwanted puppies, and these can be found on sites like Craigslist. If you don’t mind getting a dog with an unknown genetic history, then you can take a chance. The owner should charge a nominal fee, mostly to weed out people wanting a free dog.




HOW TO PICK THE RIGHT DOG FOR YOU

It’s too easy to fall for a cute face, certain breed, or beautiful fur pattern when you go in search of your new adventure buddy, but don’t let your emotions take over the practical side. This is a ten- to twenty-year commitment, and you need to be sure that this is the right dog for you and your family.


WHAT BREED DO YOU WANT?

If you want a dog, there’s a good chance that you have a breed or two in mind. Maybe it was the same breed your family had growing up, or perhaps your friend has a dog of this breed that you adore. If you are inexperienced with the breed, then make sure you do your research to understand the dog’s needs.

Don’t get a border collie if you work all day and can only take it out on the weekends for short runs. Don’t get a Great Dane if you run ultramarathons. Are you willing to secure your yard if you choose a husky (who are notorious escape artists)? Pick a breed that matches your lifestyle and know exactly what you’re getting into if you want that breed.




PUPPY VS. FULLY GROWN DOG

Puppies are adorable. They’re also a lot of work. If you are not up to the task, then opt for a fully grown dog. I’ve adopted puppies and I’ve adopted 8-year-old dogs. Age doesn’t always mean less work, but rather different work, depending on the past life of the dog.

With a puppy, you are in the position to shape that dog from the start of its life, especially during that crucial impression phase of its life. However, getting an older dog doesn’t mean that you can’t shape it to behave how you envision, it just may take more work.
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