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INTRODUCTION
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I could have written this book many years ago. It crossed my mind on more than one occasion. What kept me from following through? History. I was a third-generation dog trainer with a grandfather who already had two dog training books published and a father who had filmed a dog training video. What, then, could I bring to an already crowded table? Simple. I could bring answers to the questions dog owners face every day. While the tricks for TV and movies my family taught were amazing, how many people really need to teach their dog all these things? It was then I realized my calling has always been more as a dog behaviorist than a trainer. So, as you read the following chapters, keep in mind that when I speak of “training,” I’m doing so in the context of “behavior modification.”


Forget for a moment that my grandfather, Rudd B. Weatherwax, not only trained seven generations of Lassie going all the way back to 1941 with the original Lassie (“Pal”), but also trained some of the earliest canine stars such as Asta, the popular terrier in the Thin Man movies. Rudd’s roots can even be traced as far back as the silent film era when he assisted with the training of “Petey” from the earliest Our Gang comedies.


My father, Robert W. Weatherwax, not only assisted his father, Rudd, on the Lassie television series for eleven years, but also continued the Lassie legacy as head trainer after Rudd’s death. In fact, I assisted my father as a young trainer on the 1989–91 series The New Lassie. It was my father who trained the first dog to travel through time (Einstein from Back to the Future). Between those two men alone, hundreds of dogs were trained for various TV and film roles.


Then there were my great-uncles, Frank and Jack Weatherwax. Rudd’s older brother, Frank, was responsible for training numerous dogs for Hollywood, with Old Yeller and A Dog of Flanders being his most well-known canine vehicles. Can anyone forget Rudd’s younger brother Jack Weatherwax’s work with Toto from the classic The Wizard of Oz?


You can see how my own lengthy stint training dogs for TV and film could get lost in the shuffle. My credits as a trainer include such films as Beethoven, K-9, and Dennis the Menace. Plus, there are my TV credits, including such shows as The Flash, Just the Ten of Us, and Married with Children.


When I first began working for my father after serving in the Navy, he hadn’t fully embraced me as a trainer. He gave me a female Briard named Betty and said, “Here, you can train this dog. She’ll never work, so don’t worry about screwing her up.” The truth is, I always worried about the repercussions of “screwing them up,” which actually made me very good as a trainer.


I’ve always been a motivational trainer—always putting the focus on the positive while minimizing the negative. That Briard my dad said would never work eventually became so well-trained that I ended up paying my dad to take her off his hands. Later, after Betty had done two feature films and made numerous TV appearances, my father would tell others of how I “stole” the dog from him.


During my film training career, developing dogs became my calling card. Even my father’s competitors in the industry—who also employed me—considered me a “soft trainer.” That meant I could work the subpar dogs and get them through their first film or television role. Eventually these more troubled dogs could work for any trainer.


Later, I carried this soft approach into my private dog training practice. My specialty quickly became fixing the problems that dogs often have, in addition to teaching them tricks. I then pass those dogs back to their owners as I did for my father years before. Now my hope is to have the same conversation with average dog owners that I have with my own clients. My goal as a trainer isn’t simply to correct any problems the dog may have, but also to convey to the owner why the method I use is appropriate. Understanding the logic behind the training is the key to everything. If you haven’t identified the problem then it’s nearly impossible to eradicate its existence. This is where experience is more valuable than schooling.


My hope is that reading this book will give you the skills and insight—as well as a consistent process—to fix any problem you may run into with your canine friend.


Before you jump into Chapter One, turn to page 180 and take a look at a short glossary of some dog training terms I’ll be using in this book.




CHAPTER ONE


MY HISTORY WITH DOGS, DAD, AND GRANDPA


[image: Image]


To help you understand how and why I became the trainer I am today, I want to give you a little more background.


When I started out as a professional motion picture and television dog trainer in late 1986, it represented a second beginning for me. I had just completed four years’ active service in the Navy. I looked at this as a time to pursue my perceived destiny following in the footsteps of my father and grandfather. Unlike when I entered the service—at which time my grandfather owned and trained Lassie— the responsibility for training now fell upon my father.


Grandfather Rudd had died in February 1985, and my father then inherited the title of owner and trainer of TV’s most famous canine. I held on to this crazy dream that I would erase a bumpy past with my father by achieving my potential as a dog trainer and work harmoniously under his tutelage. That was not to be the case.


I learned a great deal from Dad, but the experience made the work harder than it should have been. Soon the jobs I took for my father’s company decreased while my work for his competitors increased.


Later this would prove beneficial as I would learn alternative methods from other great trainers like Dennis and William Grisco, and Karl and Teresa Miller, among others. William and Teresa followed in their fathers’ footsteps as I did—back then, that was the only way someone ended up as a trainer in the film industry. They learned it from their family, not from any eight-week dog training course. It was passed on from generation to generation.


Born in 1963 to Robert Walter and Linda Jean Weatherwax, I grew up an only child. Being raised with no siblings in a canine-rich environment gave me a much different perspective than most children when it came to the importance of a dog. The dogs in the Weatherwax home were major economic contributors to the household and a topic of most family conversations. These occupants were far from just being pets; the dogs always ate first and were of the highest priority. This heightened my belief that there was something quite special about dogs and that imitating them might be the key to my own significance.


Even as a baby I could frequently be seen crawling around on the floor with the dogs and drinking out of their water bowl. As soon as I had teeth, I often tested them by playing tug-of-war with the dogs. It was during those early years that I taught the dogs how to fetch and pad (play with a sock or cloth).


My father benefited from this childhood activity as it’s typically very useful for movie dogs to know how to play. The sudden appearance of a favorite toy can be used to bring a frightened dog back to calmness on a movie set. So beginning as a toddler, and continuing throughout my childhood and teen years, I was the guy who taught my father’s dogs how to decompress and embrace play. Then Dad would train those dogs to levels few of his competitors could duplicate.


It wasn’t my original goal as a child to be a dog trainer. It seemed like a turbulent existence and my mother reminded me of this as often as she could. Growing up I looked at the dogs as a tremendous responsibility—one that could never be taken lightly. A glamorous life it wasn’t, but my association with Lassie led other kids in elementary school to consider me some sort of celebrity.


I was only eleven at the time Lassie went off the air in 1974 and fourteen when my father went into business for himself. During those three in-between years, my father worked for an animal supplier named Lou Schumacher doing tough jobs with untrained dogs and becoming stressed out doing it. He didn’t have the luxury of preparing a dog the way he needed to in order to get optimum results on the set. He was often given a newly acquired dog with expectations that the dog be prepared for a job immediately—sometimes as soon as the very next day. This led to my father working toward becoming a dog supplier for film and TV himself, which he did in 1976. Because of this new position, we moved about twenty miles north from Van Nuys to Canyon Country (now Santa Clarita).


The creation of my father’s own animal supply company, Weatherwax Trained Dogs, turned out to be quite an undertaking. In the beginning there was just a house, a lawn, and three acres of imagination.


Suddenly kennels were being built and new dogs were being acquired. By the summer of 1977, twenty kennels had been completed. Before a fence around the kennels was erected, it was my responsibility to walk all the new dogs individually in the canyon behind our home. My mom and I rotated feeding the growing collection of dogs; my father seldom took part in these activities once he became his own boss. He believed his job was to just train the dogs, so their care was left to Mom and me.


During my teen years I was quite heavily involved in the development of my father’s business. Looking back, I should have been spending more time hanging out with my friends. But I felt a responsibility that was implied, if not actually spoken, by my parents. Initially I didn’t have many friends in the area anyway, as I was attending a military school near where I grew up in the San Fernando Valley.


From the time my father began the business until I left for boot camp in February 1983, I would typically clean kennels before going to school. I also still fed and walked the dogs much of the time. Joining the military liberated me from the unending worry about dogs being fed, groomed, and exercised. It was the first time in my life I only had to worry about myself.


My father’s business grew during the years I served in the Navy, and by the time of my honorable discharge in 1987, there were a number of trainers working for Dad. That being the case, my dad didn’t elevate me in the business as I had hoped (and assumed). Instead, I went right back to feeding the dogs and cleaning their kennels. While I felt rejuvenated working with the dogs again, I didn’t feel I should be doing the “grunt work” anymore. Eventually, thanks to skilled in-house trainers like Richard Calkins and Steven Ritt, I began as their assistant trainer. I even began working as a head trainer on some of my father’s various jobs and on his competitors’ gigs. My career as a freelance trainer began to climb. I simply went where the jobs were and many times during the years 1991–96, I had more jobs than I could possibly handle. I even worked in Austria for a year and a half assisting talented trainer Teresa Miller on Kommissar Rex.


I gained valuable experience working with great trainers like Karl Miller and Boone Narr, giving me new options in my dog training methods. I learned from every trainer I ever worked with during my time in the film industry and adopted the best techniques from each one. There were just so many talented dog trainers back then and each one offered something unique. It was the heyday of movie dog training.


Then, during the latter half of the 1990s, the industry started to change and it became harder to stay employed as a flood of young trainers entered the business—most without the responsibility of raising a family and thus willing to work for less money. The movie roles for dogs seemed to decrease as fast as the roster of trainers needing work grew.


When I came back from the job in Vienna in 1997, it was like starting over. The suppliers I used to work for had started using new trainers in my absence and by then they had achieved seniority over me. This led to me taking on other regular jobs as well as embarking on private training to supplement the sporadic movie work I was getting. I even found myself wrangling insects and livestock for film, even though this wasn’t really my forte.


The day I found myself wrangling chickens for a William Hurt movie was the day I decided to walk away from training dogs for Hollywood. It had become clear that I wasn’t going to be involved with Lassie as Dad had taken on a dog training assistant to avoid burnout. This led to Dad’s assistant working in my father’s place on a Lassie project in Canada.


Eventually, it was an easy decision to sever relations with my father when Broadway Video had the option to buy the name of “Lassie” from the Weatherwax family in 2002. My father had always told me “when I die, Lassie dies.” He was wrong about that; he simply eliminated the possibility of my being involved in Lassie’s future.


Regardless of the outcome of my movie training career I was determined to continue training dogs, even if only for private owners rather than movie directors. During the lean times that followed, I held other jobs but was always training dogs after work, on week-ends—anytime I could. I simply couldn’t get it out of my system.


Even when dogs weren’t on my mind and I was working in the corporate environment, people constantly asked me about dog training. It made me think back to when I was a kid and my parents’ friends would ask, “So are you going to be a dog trainer like your pop and your granddad?”


Having been named Robert Weatherwax like my dad meant that there was no escaping that conversation. The only problem was that much of the movie and TV work I had done previously was either credited to my father or overlooked entirely. This is simply because he was the first Robert. I was born Robert Ruddell Weatherwax and my dad was Robert Walter Weatherwax. I was given the first name of my grandfather Rudd as my middle name, much like my father, who had his grandfather Walter’s first name as his middle name.


When I became a member of the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) in 1989 playing a villain in Eyes of an Angel with John Travolta, I took the Internet Movie Database (IMDB) and Screen Actors Guild (SAG) name of R. Ruddell Weatherwax to try to distinguish myself from my dad. Obviously, I’m still left with my grandfather’s name, which I consider more of a tribute than anything else. I think if Rudd had lived long enough to see me become a dog trainer, I may have seen a different and longer journey as a Hollywood trainer. I spent many summers with Rudd during the late 1960s and ’70s at his ranch helping him train the current Lassie. I was his living prop and he made me feel very special being a part of Lassie’s training. He even put me in two Recipe dog food commercials with him before I was ten years old (Recipe was the official dog food of the Lassie series during the syndicated years of Lassie from 1970–74; it was called Recipe because it was based on my grandmother’s beef stew recipe). It was Rudd who planted the seed that led to me becoming a dog trainer.


So you can see that dogs have defined me from the very beginning. I didn’t choose dog training, but rather feel that it chose me. I still train dogs privately as I have ever since the end of my movie dog training years. I learned to appreciate my current clientele and have always felt that this career was for a bigger purpose than training a dog for a movie that might simply go straight to video.


I often run into repeat clients wanting me to train their second or third generation of dogs, sometimes decades after training their first. It tells me I’ve made a difference in their lives. There are many dogs I’ve trained where the training was the difference between permanent membership in a family and being returned to a shelter.


I hope this brief explanation of my experience will help you understand my motivation for writing this book. Nothing makes me happier than watching a dog owner with his or her well-trained companion.


Now let’s talk about how to choose the right dog for you.




CHAPTER TWO


FIRST THINGS FIRST: CHOOSING THE RIGHT DOG
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Before a dog can be trained, it must, of course, be chosen. Matching your desire to own and care for a dog with the right dog can make a world of difference in both your happiness and your dog’s happiness. If you’ve already acquired your new pet, this chapter will still be useful in deciding how to adapt your new dog to your lifestyle.


The art of making a good canine acquisition involves doing a little research. Keep in mind this special soul could be living with you and your family for as long as a decade or more. It isn’t a decision to be taken lightly. Accordingly, you must consider a number of factors before taking that plunge. As you read the information in this chapter, I suggest you make a checklist of the things you’re willing to do daily and how much time you’ll have to do them. Prior planning can make all the difference in how enjoyable dog ownership is to you—and to your dog.


ENERGY RATING


The first factor to consider is the energy level of the dog you want as your companion.


Typically, I use a scale of one to ten in determining my energy rating for a dog. This simply means how much time and effort a dog will require. A dog with a low score would be considered less active (and therefore less demanding), while one with a high score would be considered very active, thus more demanding. Then you must also give yourself a score and see if the two of you have compatible scores.


Let’s say you’re a jogger and lead a very active lifestyle. In this case you might be very close to the top of the human scale, making you naturally more capable of handling a high-energy dog. On the other hand, if you’re very sedentary or limited physically, you probably want a dog that’s more docile and controllable. It all comes down to your personal preference and capabilities.


Two factors in determining a dog’s energy rating are its breed and its size. If your canine choice is a “mutt,” then you must determine the combination of breeds that exist in that dog—or at least a close estimate. Keep in mind that size is a critical factor when you live in a condo or apartment, making a very large dog impractical regardless of the dog’s energy score.


BREEDS


Let’s look at which breeds tend to be at the higher or lower end of the energy spectrum.


If your score revealed you can handle a breed at the higher end of the scale you would probably seek a dog among the working, sporting, herding, or terrier breeds. These four broad categories of dogs were bred originally to accomplish a specific mission for his or her master and thus their natural drive typically puts them near ten on the scale.


Among the working dogs are the German Shepherds, Rottweilers, Dobermans, Mastiffs, and Huskies. Their mission was to find, protect, or serve man. Among the sporting breeds are the Pointers, Setters, Retrievers, and Hounds. Their purpose was to either find or recover the prey of man. Then there are the herding breeds which include Collies, Border Collies, Australian Cattle Dogs, and Australian Shepherds, as well as various types of Sheepdogs. The term “herding dog” refers to those breeds specifically created to herd different types of livestock.


Finally, among the working dogs are the Terriers. These can be among the most tenacious of all breed groups since their goal was not merely to find, recover, or herd animals but to destroy them— mostly small rodents.


The aforementioned breeds represent the dogs that typically need more space to live. They need more play. They need more frequent walking. If this is something you can provide, then you’re probably choosing the right dog. It’s not enough to have a big backyard—but it doesn’t hurt. Never confuse a walk with simply walking around the backyard. To the dog, there’s just no comparison. Nothing is more wonderful to a dog than exploring the neighborhood. For them, every sniff is like getting a letter in the mail. A life without frequent walks isn’t good for working or nonworking dogs.


It’s fairly easy to determine which are the nonworking breeds. They’re simply all those breeds not previously mentioned. These are dogs who were not put on this earth for a specific purpose other than to please their human companion. Poodles, Shitzus, Maltese, and other nonworking dogs fall into this category.


It’s no coincidence that most of these breeds are smaller dogs; they’re easily portable, giving an owner the option of carrying the dog. Size, too, is an important consideration in making your choice. Will a large dog have the space it needs to be happy?


Keep in mind there are exceptions to the rule regarding how breeds rate on my one-to-ten energy scale. This rating system is simply designed to give you an expectation of the general disposition of a particular breed. However, you may run into a typically feisty Jack Russell Terrier who isn’t wired to the hilt like most of their breed . . . but it’s unlikely. You might find a typically laid-back older dog that has the energy of a puppy, but that too is unlikely. These are simply trends based on my experience training well over one hundred different breeds. If you’re selecting a mixed-breed dog of unknown pedigree from an animal shelter, a simple eye test is your best bet. How is the dog acting? Is he bouncing off the walls or sleeping in the corner? (For a more complete listing of dog breeds and how they rate on my energy scale, see page 183.)


OLDER VERSUS YOUNGER DOGS


In addition to breed and size, another consideration is age. Older dogs can be a great fit when you want a specific high-energy breed but don’t want the juvenile version of that dog. Typically, older dogs tend to require less exercise overall. Acquiring a more mature dog also means you’ll most likely be acquiring a dog that truly needs a home, whether it’s from a shelter or from an owner no longer able to keep their dog. The downside is that an older dog may involve more medical costs, especially in purebred dogs.


My family has always preferred mutts. We’ve found it interesting to discover quite unusual mixed-breed dogs at the shelters, and the financial investment is typically less, too. Plus, getting a dog from the animal shelter saves a life that already exists.


Since my family supplied dogs to the entertainment industry, we almost always found our stars at the local pound, though Lassie was an exception. Purebreds are the dogs viewers see with the most frequency in movies and there’s a good reason for that—they’re easy to “double” when necessary. Many mutts are truly unique looking, making finding a suitable stunt double problematic. Choosing a mutt has the advantage of owning a one-of-a-kind dog.


RESCUE DOGS


Admirably, many people want a rescue dog to save the life of an animal that might be put to death. Keep in mind that a rescue dog will come with problems you had no part in creating. Their formative years likely came during an extended transition. There probably was nothing consistent for this dog in flux. Meals came sporadically; walks even less, if at all. Then there was the emotional aspect of living in a dysfunctional household or being re-homed at least once.


These dogs never knew structure, or if they did it was constantly interrupted. This lack of structure leads to the problems many dogs end up displaying. These are the dogs that are anxious or destructive. They’re dogs desperately looking for attention. I always say that, to a dog, even bad attention is better than none. If you adopt a rescue dog or one from a shelter, are you able to cope with that dog’s history and the current problems you may have to tackle—problems that aren’t present with most puppies?


If your goal is to acquire a “rescue” dog, finding a local shelter is a great option as all sizes of dog—purebred and mixed—can be found there for a reasonable sum of money. The standards of care at the typical larger city shelter are above average but an online search can give you a numerical rating. There are other independent shelter options as well. In fact, the ASPCA is a good place to begin your search for a quality shelter. They normally publish a list of recommended shelters on their website, based on your location. In these days of heightened awareness on humane treatment, settle for nothing short of a “No Kill” shelter. You can also ask friends, groomers, and your local veterinarian for advice.


Growing up, my family always found our future movie dogs at one of two LA County animal shelters. We didn’t have the Internet then so we had to do the “eye test” in making our choice initially. We went to the facility and checked out the cleanliness and the condition of the dogs being housed. We asked questions about the dogs we were interested in. You want to gather as much information as possible regarding the emotional and medical background of the dog. There are no stupid questions when acquiring a shelter dog.


Then, once we found success acquiring dogs from a particular shelter, we saw no reason to experiment with other facilities unless a superior one emerged by chance. It’s extremely important to do your due diligence before settling on a source for your pets. It isn’t a decision rooted in emotion. Even the most loving families accidentally end up with sick, aggressive, or even dying dogs all because they didn’t know how to identify a good shelter.


Go to a shelter with something specific in mind—I mean specific in the way of personality, not looks. Typically, the dogs that are more relaxed—yet not at the back of the kennel—tend to be the dogs with the least issues. Even a dog that jumps up and down to meet you could be a very good dog, but might require more training than the more mellow dog. The dogs that are pacing or anxious may have some personality issues that need attention. The dog that’s hiding could be shy, sick, or aggressive. You want to look for that “magic” to occur; that connection. You’ll know. Sometimes a dog that may be shy with one potential owner is outgoing with another. You want to look for a connection and an energy level that seems manageable, based on your own personal standards. It’s a relationship. Don’t base it on what you want the dog to be but rather what he or she is now.


ACQUIRING FROM A BREEDER


You might be tempted to seek a breeder in acquiring your new best friend. Perhaps you have sentimental reasons for wanting a quality purebred. Maybe the type of dog you seek can’t be found at a local shelter.


Finding a good breeder is often even more challenging than finding a quality shelter. The biggest reason is simply that shelters contain mostly older dogs whose emotional or physical shortcomings are already clearly evident. When you’re buying a puppy privately there may be health or behavioral issues that don’t surface until they become adults.


A reputable breeder could also be referred to as a “hobby breeder.” This means they don’t breed puppies for a profit, but rather for the betterment of the breed, the love of dogs, or simply for the fun of it. Since these breeders are investing more in the welfare of their dogs they will normally charge more for the puppies. You should be very wary of breeders who sell their dogs too cheaply. The term “backyard breeder” typically refers to those breeders who sell low in order to unload the puppies as quickly as possible. The sooner they unload the pups, the better their profit margin. Keep in mind that for developmental reasons puppies should not even be made available for purchase until they are at least eight to ten weeks old.


Since the inhabitants of any shelter or breeder all need homes, the hardest task will be in settling on just one dog, assuming that’s your immediate goal. If your ambition is to acquire a pair (to provide a built-in playmate), I suggest mixing dogs of opposite sexes, especially if the dogs are already adults. Opposite sex blending will give you a higher probability of the two getting along well from the start and for years to come. If the two dogs in question are either littermates or puppies, same sex pairings become much easier due to either previous familiarity or overall adaptability. Adult shelter dogs often have a checkered or unknown past, making same-sex pairings potentially problematic. These older dogs are also more set in their ways, making behavior modification more challenging.


Avoid searching for any breed—mutt or purebred—on web pages like Craigslist that don’t specialize in dogs. It’s one thing to search there for a nonliving entity, like a computer, but not one that requires proper care and feeding. There are just too many so-called “breeders” out there who are simply out to reap their “puppy harvest” while investing the least in their actual breeding and handling. These are the places often referred to as “puppy mills” or the aforementioned “backyard breeders.” There are no standards of care in these places and limited accountability if you get a physically or emotionally damaged dog. Risking redundancy, dogs in these places are raised in quantity for profit; not in fewer numbers where overall quality is easier to achieve.


These makeshift facilities are often poorly maintained and overcrowded. There isn’t a great deal of human interaction for the dogs— which is important for developing canine minds. These breeders often have little experience and didn’t begin the line with stellar ingredients.


Many a genetic line of dog begins with a dog that has some sort of defect, like hip dysplasia or epilepsy. You may not be aware of it at the time you first acquire the offspring of such a dog, but the long-term implications will be more difficult to overlook. This is why visiting the site of the breeder is recommended no matter what reputation precedes them. The eye test is certainly a must. Have you seen the parents? If you’re not able to witness the health of the “line,” you should be wary.


Ask your veterinarian if they know of a reputable breeder in your area or ask close friends who own healthy dogs of the same breed as your target dog. You can also contact local breed clubs or visit professional dog shows and strike up a conversation with participants or spectators to see if they know of a good breeder.


You can also find out if a breeder is in good standing with the AKC (American Kennel Club) by contacting AKC customer service at (919) 233–9767 or info@akc.org. Whether it’s at a kennel or at the breeder’s home, a face-to-face meeting is a must. Don’t rely on the phone. Go in person.


As mentioned, the best time to acquire a puppy from a breeder or elsewhere is somewhere around ten weeks of age. I’ve run into many clients who acquired puppies prior to the tender age of eight weeks only to find that these puppies seem to have more socialization defects than dogs that stayed with their mother and siblings a bit longer.


MALE OR FEMALE


As to your new dog’s gender, males and females tend to have very different dispositions—again with exceptions, of course. My experience is that male dogs tend to be a bit more active than females, and also more outgoing.


My father was so convinced of the male dog’s outgoing nature that he didn’t choose to train female dogs after going into business for himself. He simply felt that a male would be a bit more emotionally stable than a female. Though there may be some truth to that, I’ve loved working with female dogs. They can be a bit more sensitive. I know my grandfather Rudd considered them better learners than male dogs but like my dad, felt they were less resilient.


It was me who ended up training Dad’s female dogs. I was so good at building up dogs that I normally was given the less confident dogs, not only on Dad’s jobs but also his competitors’ jobs. That was my specialty. If there was a dog that was a little shaky, I ended up working with them and breaking them in for other trainers to work later. I always took more pride in elevating the underdog to perform than training the naturally good dog to perform. It could be more challenging but it made training success with them all the more rewarding.


My female Briard, Betty, from Dennis the Menace and Top Dog was much like my dog Prince when I started with her. A few years later she was among the best trained of her breed in the industry and ended up working more than many of my dad’s male dogs. Along with Buck from Married with Children, she put this then-rare breed on the map.


I may have spent some extra time with exposure and confidence as I trained Betty, but it was the best investment I ever made. She ended up becoming tolerant to everything and as a result became more resilient. She was always very trainable but without the exposure she would never have endured the chaos of a movie set.


The one thing that never changed with Betty was her softness. While she became a very brave and tolerant dog, my voice tone was always a bit elevated with her. Since she lacked natural energy, it was my voice that got her going. I never said “no” to Betty. It just wasn’t necessary. Offering praise or omitting praise were my only training options. Betty never gave me cause to reprimand her since any harsh tone made her crumble emotionally. That was the last thing you’d want to happen on a movie set.


Speaking of a dog’s emotions, please know that dogs, like humans, do have emotions! In fact, most of their emotions are mirror images of their owners. If their owner gets upset in certain situations, the dog will pick that up and show similar anxiety, even in the absence of the owner who created it. Dogs are also very sensitive to vibrations and can detect changes in the heartbeat and breathing of the people around them. When a dog senses fear it has a distinct smell that often resembles aggression.


DOGS AND CHILDREN


I’m often asked what the best breed of dog is for children. This is difficult to answer because I believe in the individuality of all dogs, regardless of breed. However, as a general rule, Retrievers tend to be the most reliable choice as they are typically the most tolerant and gentle of all breeds.


While Goldens and Labs are generally considered hunting breeds there are many herding breeds that are great with kids, as they’re natural guardians. Breeds like Collies, Border Collies, and Briards can be good choices. In general, the female gender works better with kids as they tend to be less excitable than their male counterparts. Again, this is just a general rule and there are always exceptions.


By the way, speaking of kids, I feel that allowing the kids to have a specific role in training will keep them from becoming too much of a distraction. Kids can get jealous of the attention given to the dog, so we want to keep everyone in the loop so that young egos aren’t damaged and no jealousy is created.


I’m also frequently asked which breed is my personal favorite. My favorite small breed is the Beagle, as I had one as a kid. They are also a great choice for a family with children. My favorite larger breed is probably the Collie for obvious reasons. I like both the Rough and Smooth versions of the breed.


GROOMING


Another consideration when choosing a dog has to do with grooming. Are you willing to put in the time and money to keep a long-haired dog adequately groomed? I often see owners with very exotic long-haired dogs whose coat is a complete disaster. They’re either matted or simply shaved out of necessity. The owners didn’t take grooming or maintenance into account when they chose their dog. Grooming requirements will play a big part in the basic needs of your dog.


Betty, my Briard French Sheepdog was quite a challenge to keep well-groomed. I had the energy then to brush her constantly, but I’m not sure I’d want to spend that much time doing it now. It’s a lot of work. The good news is that during the summer you can give your dog a summer cut. I didn’t have that luxury with Betty as she landed movie work due to her distinct shaggy look.
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