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INTRODUCTION
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This book has been my dream for a long time. I am a dog trainer and behaviourist and I live and work in the city. I live the life my clients lead, so I understand how hard it can be to work out what is best for my dog in this environment.

Urban living is wonderful – it is diverse, interesting, noisy and, most of all, there is always something happening, which I personally adore. That isn’t to say that I don’t yearn for a secluded cottage by the sea as a weekend getaway every now and then! However, my day-to-day time is built around the complexities of a city. My dog, Cookie, a seven-year-old deaf English bulldog, is also known as The Unicorn as she is white with a brown spot perfectly positioned on her head. She has only ever known what it is like to live in London. She thinks that buses driving past every couple of minutes are normal, and it’s sometimes hard to remember that I’ve raised a dog in one of the toughest, most stimulating environments that is humanly possible.

Now living a life in the city certainly isn’t for every person and it isn’t for every dog. There are some dogs that excel at it and there are others that really suffer and hate it. The selection of your dog is key to making your life in town as a dog owner as easy as possible. You may be thinking of moving out of town in the next few years, but if that is still some time away, for now you need to focus on your immediate situation. (Some of my clients are lucky enough to live in the city five days a week and in the country two days a week. That for me sounds idyllic but isn’t how most of us manage to operate.)

Urban dogs will usually have less space to live, may not have a garden, will travel by public transport, will see hundreds of dogs in a month and will be expected to accept everything they come into contact with from pub to train to kids scootering past and high levels of background noise. But if their needs are met, they can lead happy lives in the city, and bring joy to an owner’s home.

This book is not designed as a training manual, instead it’s here to help you navigate the unique challenges and pleasures your city throws at you and your dog. It will encourage you to think outside of your world and see things a little differently: to get down on your dog’s level and see what he sees, understand what he may find hard to accept and the reasons why. It will show you how to find, select and introduce a dog into your city life, and help you achieve a lifestyle that will suit you both.
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WHY DO YOU WANT A DOG?

[image: image]

There are a million and one reasons why people decide to take on a dog. Here are just some of the many I have heard over the years:

‘I had a dog growing up and always wanted a four-legged companion of my own.’

‘I want my children to grow up with a respect for animals. Having a dog, they’ll get as much love back as they put in.’

‘I want a dog to join me on my daily run. It will make it fun!’

‘I work from home, and want a companion to keep me company and get me out the house.’

‘We have been together for a while now and feel ready to take on the responsibility of a dog. We are desperate to share our lives with one.’

‘When I think of all the dogs in shelters it’s just heartbreaking. I want to offer one a home.’

I have worked with the full spectrum of city people who already own dogs or who are about to find one. The reasons vary hugely and it’s always interesting to understand why owners wanted to bring a dog into their life – the reason has a huge impact on the type of dog that they end up with. Spend time discussing with friends, family, and your partner why you actually want a dog.

Is it for companionship, to go running with you, to have someone to come home to or because you have always dreamt of owning a particular dog? Whatever that reason, you now need to decide if you are able to give that dog what it requires.

If you think about it, no dog would ever place an advert looking for an owner that said: ‘Wanted: owner who is out of the house for twelve hours every day, who wants to go to the pub after work and not see their dog very much. Very little exercise or stimulation offered, and hours spent alone during the week guaranteed.’ Unfortunately this situation arises all too often in our cities.

You see, owning a dog is not just about what we want. The first and most important rule of owning a dog is that it is not okay to leave your dog for long periods of time. This especially needs to be considered by those living in urban areas, as life is busy, and fast paced and owners have lots to do every day.

For example, I once had a couple who came to my classes with two working cocker spaniel puppies. They worked full time and told me that they were going to get a dog walker to exercise their dogs for an hour a day. Yet the other ten hours they were at work and the dogs would be at home alone. They felt this was okay, in my opinion it definitely isn’t.

If you work full time, a dog walker coming in for an hour every day isn’t enough. I want all owners to be the focus of their dog’s worlds. If there is someone at home for most of each day, if you can take your dog to work, if you can give your dog all the exercise and stimulation it needs – if you want it to truly be a member of your family – then you will be able to build a meaningful relationship together and give it a happy and healthy home, wherever you are.

WHAT BREED IS RIGHT FOR YOU?

[image: image]

When choosing a breed, a crucial consideration is that you live in a city or urban area. Country or small-townhomes may offer relative isolation from other houses, substantial gardens, they may be surrounded by fields, and it is likely that country-living dogs won’t meet hundreds of others in the local park.

For the city dog and owner, life is different:

• City living means smaller homes, flats and apartments.

• They may not have a garden or outdoor space, meaning that the only place for the dog to go to the toilet is in public.

• The parks that you use and have access to will be busy places filled with dogs, kids, adults, bikes, joggers and much more.

• Many owners will not own a car, so the dog will need to use public transport such as the train, bus and Tube.

• Every street that you walk on is likely to be busy.

• Everywhere is very noisy.

• Dogs are often allowed into some pubs, shops, cafes and other venues, which is both good and bad.

• If your dog was bred to hunt or dig, it will take a great deal of input from you to enable them to naturally fulfil their ‘purpose’ in the city in a way that you are happy with.

• Every type of vehicle known to man will enter a city – bicycles, scooters, lorries, trains, buses, motor-bikes, trailers and caravans – and your dog will need to learn to ignore them all.
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• You will most likely need to find a paid walker or carer to help you.

• There will be restricted areas where your dog can and cannot go, and where they can and cannot go off lead.

All in all, life in the city with a dog is hard. I talk from first-hand experience both from my own life and also from working with other owners’ dogs. This is where your breed selection is key.

For example: if someone chose to remove a Border collie puppy from a farm and bring it into the city, to live in their two-bedroom apartment, where they went out to work all day and the most they could afford was a dog walker to do a one-hour street walk – they would have problems. There would be a lack of exercise and stimulation here for most dogs, but a working dog, designed to be out for hours each day and who is noise sensitive, fast and quick to learn would find themselves possibly in their worst nightmare. If a working dog’s parents herded sheep, and there is now a distinct lack of sheep, we may end up with a collie herding children, adults or even cars. The instincts that were bred in for generations have to come out in some way. You cannot suppress them.

I have met this collie: he was taken from the farm, walked to work and back and chained to a radiator because he was herding staff in the office. Sadly, the owner wasn’t willing to put in the work required, and the final straw came when it tried to herd cars and then bit an old lady who got in the way on the Euston Road. My only recommendation at that point was to rehome the dog out of the city as the dog was now a threat to public safety.

So it is very important that you look for a breed that will suit your lifestyle. Do not be fooled by cuteness, fluffiness or big ears! Ask yourself these essential questions below:

How much exercise do you want to do a day – and how much exercise can you realistically fit in each day? Be honest. Don’t lie to yourself. I would say any breed of dog, no matter how tiny, needs to be taken out and about and exercised for at least two hours a day. If you are thinking of a malamute, husky-type breed, let’s triple that. Can you fit that in every day of the year?

How often do you want to groom your dog or pay someone else to groom it? Cockapoos need grooming around every six weeks, whereas a shorthaired whippet need never see a groomer.

What do you want to do with your dog? I often see owners who have taken on dogs like a Jack Russell as they think they are small and so perfect for city living. They are only fine if you are a keen runner and your dog can run with you. Size is not a reflection of activity. A Great Dane is huge but their exercise requirements are far less than a terrier.

Who do you live with and is this likely to change? If you are thinking of having children – even in five years’ time – think about what sort of dog would work well with them, such as a Staffy, Labrador, Irish terrier, beagle or bulldog. There are many dogs that work brilliantly well with children, equally there are some which struggle that bit more, in my experience, such as Manchester terriers, Welsh and Lakeland terriers, or Border collies. Remember I am also talking about pairing children with a city environment. A family with two young children living on a farm is a very different set-up.

What is your tolerance to noise? If you don’t want a dog that is yappy, don’t buy a dog that is designed to alert, bark and defend, such as a dachshund, chihuahua, Hungarian vizsla or Rottweiler. In the same way, if you don’t like snoring and snuffling avoid a pug, French bulldog or bulldog like the plague! Also consider your neighbours when it comes to the noise issue.

Do you really need a working breed, and can you give them enough stimulation? Think and think again about the heritage of the breed you are taking on. There are far more working-breed dogs such as German shorthaired pointers, Hungarian vizslas, working cocker spaniels, and Patterdale terriers making their way into the city. It’s lovely to see, if they are getting what they need, but I’m also seeing more of these dogs in rescue which indicates that people have found they chose the wrong dogs for their lifestyle. If you take on a dog designed to guard, bark, shake and tear things or to chase then you can’t get frustrated when the dog starts doing these things. This is not the dog’s fault, it is yours because you actively chose the wrong breed for you.
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Here are some suggestions for breeds that can be great urban companions. You will, of course, still need to establish that they fit in with your urban lifestyle and, when you find a potential pooch, find out as much as you can about their parents (or temperament from the rescue centre) as you can. More on this later.

The Whippet A sighthound who is shorthaired, nimble and calm but who also loves to cuddle. They feel the cold, have calm dispositions and are eager to please. Originally bred to chase, so teaching recall is key.

Retired greyhounds Fabulous if you love a leggy friend who likes to snooze, but beware that with their heritage can often come sound sensitivities and strong chase instincts. Originally bred to race so they can do short distance very fast.

French bulldogs Compact, fun and a brilliant companion. Do not be told that they are lazy, they aren’t. There can be breathing issues if not bred responsibly. Originally bred as companions.

Staffordshire bull terriers There are some superb examples in rescue and some great breeders. They make excellent family pets and live for some human interaction. Originally bred as a bull baiter, this was out ruled in 1835 meaning that their breeding purpose totally changed.
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Labrador If you love a bigger dog who needs lots of exercise but you don’t have lots of steps to climb (as they get older they can have weak hips), Labradors are a breed worth considering. They are loyal, sturdy and very fun. Originally bred as a retriever, so it’s an advantage if you love throwing a ball.

Miniature dachshund These dogs have soared in popularity due to their size and zest for life, but they can be noisy. Originally bred to go to ground after the likes of badgers and rabbits, which means they can be scent and nose driven.

Border terrier A joyful, enthusiastic dog that loves life and enjoys the challenges of the city. Originally bred to go to ground after foxes. Digging and chasing can be a favourite pastime.

Toy poodle Intelligent small dogs that love to please and learn tricks while taking city life in their stride. A descendant of a standard poodle, a water retriever, so do not be fooled by size and fluff – they were bed to be working dogs.

Lhasa apso A companion dog that is fluffy but not silly! They can be rather bark orientated so do bear this in mind. Originally bred as a watchdog.

Great Dane Aside from the size implications, for those that want a big dog but not masses of exercise, these are the gentle giants for you. They do not live a long life due to their size. Originally bred as a guarder and they can be nosy!

Cavalier King Charles There are a great deal of healthy issues to get past, but there are breeders doing a brilliant job. A calm and willing spaniel that loves to be around people and does not require a tremendous amount of exercise. Originally bred as a companion dog and they do love to lounge.

Beagle Generally a great size for city living and adored by owners who want a dog with personality but who loves to be part of team. Originally bred as scent hounds and this has never been bred out of them, so your dog will always have his nose to the ground.

Miniature schnauzer A robust dog that is quick and well suited to family and city life. They can be on alert and will bark, they also love to learn as much as you can teach them. Originally bred as a Jack of all trades from guarding, ratting and companionship, so choose your heritage lines carefully.

PUPPY VS RESCUE DOG
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When you’ve decided on the best breeds for your lifestyle, the next decision is whether to find a puppy from a great breeder or a rescue dog. The third option is to find a rescue puppy!
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PUPPY

We all know the gorgeous feeling of running your fingers through the hair of a puppy that smells of puppy breath. Many of us will also know the feeling of those needle teeth making contact with your hand as they learn about the world and what to bite. Let’s talk about the joys and challenges of owning a puppy:

Joys of owning a puppy

• All the classic ideas fit in here. They are soft, cuddly, delicious, sleeping on your lap, warm bundles of fur.

• You are able to spend time researching and planning your new puppy addition which means you can try to choose a puppy that is perfect for you.

• It is wonderful to see your chosen puppy learning from you and succeeding at what you are teaching them.

• You can socialise them in all of the things that are key to your life in a city.

• You are able to build that relationship with your puppy from the day you take it
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DOG ABOUT TOWN

How to raise a happy dog in the city






