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Why Grooming Is Great

If you enjoyed playing hairdresser as a kid, you probably love grooming your dog. You’re the type of person who should own a coated breed such as a poodle, an Afghan hound, a shih tzu, or one of the many terrier breeds. The rest of us, however, need a little guidance in the ways and means of dog grooming—whether you live with a short-haired, heavy shedder such as a Labrador retriever or a German shepherd dog, or with a fuzzy friend such as a bichon frise or a Havanese.
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In this book, you’ll learn all the basics of how to keep your dog looking clean, smelling fresh, and feeling good. In addition to these benefits, establishing good grooming habits can help you keep your dog healthy and parasite free. A regular grooming routine gives you hands-on knowledge of your dog’s body and is one of the best ways for you to keep tabs on her physical health. When you groom your dog, you’re taking a close look at her ears, eyes, mouth, and coat—all of which give you clues to her general health. Regularly grooming your dog may help you discover canine health problems when they’re still easily treatable. Use grooming time to check for lumps, bumps, scabs, or other skin problems; to examine teeth for tartar buildup; and to check eyes and ears for signs of irritation and infection.
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Best of all, grooming is a way to spend quality time with your canine best friend. When done correctly, grooming is pleasurable for your dog. Just think how nice it feels when you get a massage or have someone brush out and style your hair. It’s the same for your dog. So introduce her to grooming when she’s a puppy, and show her how enjoyable it can be. You’ll both come to look forward to this relaxing time together.


Coat Types and Shedding

One of the wonderful things about dogs is that they come in a variety of shapes, sizes, and yes, coat types. Some have curly or corded (think dreadlocks) coats, such as those of the poodle and the komondor. Others have long, silky coats, such as those of the Afghan hound and Yorkshire terrier. Medium-length coats are worn by breeds such as the golden retriever and papillon, and short coats by the dalmatian and Labrador retriever. The terrier breeds sport hard coats, at least when kept properly stripped and styled. Spitz breeds such as the Akita, chow chow, and Siberian husky have thick, dense coats.
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The amount of grooming your dog requires depends on his coat type. Corded, curly, long, and hard coats all need a fair amount of maintenance if they’re going to look their best. For instance, corded coats are prone to matting next to the skin; curly coats must be clipped and shaped; long coats need regular detangling; and hard coats must be hand-stripped (the dead hairs pulled out) instead of clipped or they’ll lose their characteristic texture. Shorthaired dogs and those with thick, dense coats need regular brushing and combing because they shed like there’s no tomorrow.

Don’t think you can escape grooming by acquiring a hairless breed such as a Chinese crested. These dogs have delicate skin that’s prone to acne and needs regular moisturizing and sunscreen. You can use coat oil specially formulated for dogs or a gentle moisturizer or baby oil made for human skin, but be sure the product is nontoxic.

Is there a breed that doesn’t shed? Not really. All dogs (and people) shed hair on a regular basis; it’s part of the hair’s growth cycle. The hair of some breeds—the poodle, for example—has a long growth cycle, so it may seem as if they don’t shed. However, if you went without vacuuming for a while, you would eventually find poodle dust-puppies hiding beneath your bed.
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Regular brushing is a key to a healthy, shiny coat because it distributes protective skin oils throughout the coat and removes dead hair and dirt. Don’t just skim the surface—brush all the way down to the skin to remove dead hair at the source before it falls off the dog and floats onto your clothing, furniture, and floors. By spending just a few minutes a day brushing your dog, you’ll spend less time vacuuming the carpet and running a tape roller or lint brush over over your clothes and sofa.

[image: image]


The Goods on Grooming Tools

The amount and type of grooming equipment you need depend on your dog’s coat type, and choosing the correct brush will enhance your efforts. A greyhound, with her fine, short hair, needs only a fine-toothed comb, a hound glove, and a bristle brush. On the other paw, maintaining a cairn terrier’s rough coat requires a stripping knife, scissors, a stiff bristle brush, and a comb with fine and coarse teeth. Add these tools to the supplies every dog needs: a toothbrush, dog toothpaste, pet shampoo, and nail clippers; these essentials are discussed in later chapters.
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Most brushes come in small, medium, and large sizes, allowing you to choose one that’s appropriate for your dog’s size as well as for the size of your hand. High-quality tools may carry a heftier price tag than mid-range versions do, but their sturdiness and comfort are worth the price. The following descriptions, as well as advice from your breeder or professional groomer, will help you select the tools that are right for your dog.
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A bristle brush is what many people use on their own hair. For dogs, a stiff bristle brush removes loose hair and dirt before bathing, whereas a soft bristle brush polishes the coat after a bath and blow-dry. These brushes come with either nylon or natural bristles (brushes with nylon bristles are generally less expensive, but they are stiffer than those with natural bristles and thus may be harsher on the hair). Bristle brushes made specifically for dogs are available in pet supply stores and in most drugstores and grocery stores.

A hound glove or hound mitt (sometimes called a curry brush) fits over your hand and has knobby rubber bristles on its palm that lift out dead hair. This tool is best used on short-coated hounds as well as other shorthaired, heavy-shedding breeds such as Labrador retrievers.
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A pin brush has wire pins—without the sharp tips, of course—set into the pad. This type of brush helps remove tangles and is especially useful on dogs with long hair or feathering on the legs, body, and tail. A pin brush can also be used to loosen and fluff the dense coats of breeds such as Old English sheepdogs, Pomeranians, Samoyeds, and Lhasa apsos. Your dog’s coat may require a pin brush and a bristle brush; if so, look for a double-sided brush with pins on one side and bristles on the other.

A slicker brush has curved wire pins that are good for removing mats, dead hair, and debris that your dog’s coat picks up. This brush is great for dogs with thick coats, but thin-skinned dogs such as whippets or greyhounds may find it painful if used with too much pressure. (If this is the case, use a hound glove instead.) Avoid using a slicker brush on breeds with fine, silky, straight coats, such as the Yorkshire terrier, because it will damage their hair.

A chamois cloth helps remove dust from your dog’s coat, which brings out the shine. This tool works wonders on dogs with short, glossy coats, such as the dalmatian, Doberman pinscher, smooth-coat Chihuahua, and Chesapeake Bay retriever, or on any of the smooth-coated hound breeds. A chamois is useful on any breed for removing excess moisture after a bath. Breeds such as Italian greyhounds and French bulldogs benefit from rubdowns with a velvet glove or silk cloth (varieties of the chamois) to bring out the shine in their coats.
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Combs are essential for working through tangles and removing dead hair—left even after a thorough brushing. Combs can have fine, medium, or wide teeth; some versions have two different widths—fine teeth on one half and medium teeth on the other half. Choose a wide-toothed comb if you have a dog with a thick, dense coat, such as a collie, Great Pyrenees, Newfoundland, or keeshond. High-quality combs are typically made of stainless steel, although some wide-toothed varieties are made of wood. Combs with very fine teeth are useful for removing fleas.

[image: image]

Some breeds require specialized grooming tools such as stripping knives, stripping stones, and thinning shears. For example, terriers have hard coats that must be hand-stripped (not clipped) if they are to maintain their characteristic texture. Owners who wish to keep their terriers’ coats in top condition can apprentice with a breeder to learn how it’s done. If that sounds like too much work, or if you don’t mind your terrier having a soft coat, have her clipped by a groomer, or learn to clip her yourself.

The type of shampoo and conditioner you use on your dog will also affect the look and feel of her coat. Mild shampoos specifically formulated for pets typically produce the best results. Conditioner keeps your dog’s coat shiny and protects her hair from damage caused by grooming. In the next chapter, you’ll find tips on choosing the right product types for your dog as well as advice on how to bathe her correctly.
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