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This book is dedicated to my first two-legged child,
who will be making his or her debut in the world
shortly before this book is published.

Your constant presence kept me company
as I wrote every word, and your gentle kicks
reminded me to get back to work
when my concentration wavered!

Thank you for providing me with daily inspiration.
I can’t wait to meet you.
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Introduction

If you are holding this book in your hands, chances are you are a Border Collie owner or are contemplating adding a Border Collie to your life. There is no other breed quite like this, the world’s premier sheepdog. Border Collies are loyal, hard working, and love to please their owners. Perhaps you’ve heard that the breed is smart. In fact, their intelligence is legendary, from their ability to distinguish meaning in the language of a sheep farmer’s whistles and tones of voice to their prowess in competitive dog obedience trials and their acting talent demonstrated on television ads and in movies. Maybe you have seen an agility trial on television and were amazed at the speed and responsiveness of this canine athlete. Or, perhaps you’ve had the unparalleled pleasure of seeing a working Border Collie in action, herding a farmer’s flock, as the breed has been bred for centuries to do.

Border Collies also are bundles of ceaseless energy and are highly demanding of an owner’s time and attention. The positive qualities of the Border Collie can quickly turn to negatives if they are not fully understood, especially with a novice owner who has not taken the time to research what living with a Border Collie entails. Before you run out and buy the first Border Collie you see, you need to understand all aspects of this breed’s character.

An Overview of Border Collie Ownership

First and foremost, Border Collies are working dogs. Typically, this is not the best breed for the first-time dog owner. These dogs have a high demand for both physical and mental exercise, which many new owners find difficult to satisfy. A Border Collie who does not receive enough stimulation through herding or suitable substitutes (such as organized dog sports) or, at the very least, interactive play with his owner for several hours a day, becomes unhappy, and may become hyperactive and destructive.

This is not a latchkey dog. Border Collies fit in best with outdoorsy, athletic owners who view time spent exercising their dogs as a pleasure, not a chore. Border Collies also need to be true members of the family. If they are isolated in the backyard, they become lonely, bored, and depressed.

Border Collies must be socialized early with all types of people, especially children. While they can make wonderful companions for youngsters, adult Border Collies are easily overwhelmed by the antics of children if they aren’t used to them, and can become snappish. They also may view kids as little livestock to herd if they haven’t been taught differently from puppyhood.

Border Collies are sensitive to harsh corrections, yet will dominate the household if given the opportunity. They need fair, gentle, but strong leadership to show them their place in the family and to teach them the household rules.

What It Means to Have a Border Collie in Your Life

Are you the right owner for a Border Collie? Are you capable of being strong, yet fair and consistent with your dog? Do you have the time to devote to exercising, training, and playing with this dog, who is the canine equivalent of the Energizer Bunny?

Even if you have a fenced yard, don’t expect your Border Collie to exercise himself. To provide him with sufficient exercise, you’ll need to take long walks, jog, or bike with your Border Collie several times a day, and supplement this with rousing games of fetch or other activities. You also need to realize that the Border Collie’s mind is as nimble as his body. Sports such as agility and flyball can work your dog’s brain while giving his body a workout as well.

If you don’t adequately exercise your dog’s mind and body, you’ll quickly learn the downside of the Border Collie’s intelligence. Your dog will think of all kinds of creative endeavors to pass the time, from redecorating your table legs with artistic chewing to discovering how to scale over, or dig under, your backyard fence.

How Much Thought Have You Given to Having a Border Collie?

Some people want a Border Collie because of the breed’s incredible work ethic. This drive to work becomes a negative if it is not given a proper outlet, however. Many people underestimate this breed’s need for both exercise and companionship. If you put in much overtime at a demanding job or travel frequently, choose another breed. The Border Collie will not thrive without intense, daily human-canine interaction. Would you buy a Porsche to keep it locked up in the garage? Don’t buy the world’s premier herding dog to lay on the couch with you while you watch television.
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Dog Ownership: Many Sacrifices, Many Joys

There is nothing more heartwarming than being greeted by a wriggling body and joyous kisses after a particularly rough day. There’s no doubt about it—having a dog in your life is a wonderful experience. They are always ecstatic to see you, never judge you, and have an uncanny way of chasing away your blues when you are feeling down. They are always up for anything you suggest, from a jog around the neighborhood to a game of fetch in the park or racing waves at the beach. If you’re shy, a dog is a wonderful conversation piece, introducing you to new friends wherever you go. Dogs can make you laugh, they can help you cry—they are the best of companions.
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While many people can’t imagine a life without pets, you must be realistic about the commitment needed before you bring home a puppy or adopt an older dog. How much time do you have to devote to your dog? While your pet will be grateful for every minute she spends with you, it isn’t fair to get a dog if you don’t have the time between work, school, or outside activities to give her the companionship she craves. This is especially true in the case of the Border Collie, who languishes without proper exercise and attention. If you are getting a puppy, you’ll need to spend extra time housetraining, socializing, and obedience-training your dog.

Are you willing to give your pet the proper exercise? Many people acquire a dog, put up a fence, and think their job is done. Throw a Border Collie in a fenced yard by herself and your dog will likely respond with a “When are you coming out to play?” stare through the screen door until you join her. As I mentioned above, you need to be prepared to walk, jog, bicycle, swim, play fetch, or engage in canine sports with your dog to provide companionship and much-needed exercise. Once you’ve experienced the boundless energy of a Border Collie, you’ll be happy to take part in some of these activities to help wear your dog out!

You also must be dedicated to obedience-training your Border Collie from the moment you bring her home. She will not hesitate to push her boundaries if you don’t teach and enforce proper household manners. You’ll need to be a strong and consistent leader to help your pet find her place in the family.

Is everyone in the household excited about obtaining a Border Collie? It’s not fair to bring home a dog who one or more members of the family don’t truly want. Your dog will need consistent direction from each and every member of the family to understand and obey the rules you set up. If someone in your household doesn’t feel up to the challenge of a Border Collie, discuss with your family whether another breed might be better suited to everyone’s lifestyle and expectations, or if your family may not be right for a dog after all.

Finally, have you thought about cost? Many people are perfectly willing to shell out the cost of buying a dog, but forget to take into consideration the money needed to keep her healthy and happy. While grooming costs are minimal for a Border Collie, feeding your dog a nutritious diet, taking her in for annual veterinary checkups and vaccinations plus office visits should she get sick or hurt, buying the necessary equipment (crate, bowls, collars, leash, fencing, etc.), and paying for training classes, boarding, and/or pet-sitting services add up to a substantial investment. Figure out these costs spread over the life of your dog and you can see that you will end up paying a small fortune for your Border Collie.

If after carefully and realistically considering all of the above sacrifices involved in dog ownership you still feel your life is incomplete without a loving, loyal, enthusiastic, bundle of canine energy at your side, you may be ready for a Border Collie! As you read on, you’ll not only share the personal experiences of many people who have opened their hearts and homes to this breed, you’ll also learn everything you need to know about dog ownership, from choosing a puppy and selecting the best food to exercise and health care. So sit back, and let’s explore the world of the Border Collie.


1

So, You Want a Border Collie
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The Border Collie is known for his superior intelligence, strong work ethic, and incredible loyalty. This is a breed that will work tirelessly for hours at whatever task you ask of him, and attack all duties with unbridled enthusiasm. The Border Collie can also play the clown, inventing goofy games that are sure to bring a smile no matter how difficult your day has been. The Border Collie will bond to you like few other breeds—you will be his life.

These positive attributes can have negative consequences, however. The Border Collie’s intelligence and hardworking attitude can easily lead to boredom if he is not given a job to do. If left to his own devices, his creativity can lead to imaginative doggie projects that you may not approve of, such as craters in your flower beds, destuffed living room pillows, and avant garde rips in your kitchen wallpaper.

The Border Collie’s unparalleled stamina means this is no couch potato canine. This breed needs intense, daily exercise, no matter what the weather or your mood. You may have heard Border Collies described as hyperactive, obsessive, or neurotic. These are not inevitable Border Collie traits. They usually result from an owner who doesn’t provide proper physical and mental stimulation for his or her dog.

Border Collies also need a firm, but gentle hand when being trained, or they will quickly dominate the household. They must be socialized at a very young age with all manner of other pets and people, especially young children, if they are to grow into stable, accepting adults.


Before acquiring this breed, you must educate yourself about all aspects of the Border Collie’s temperament.



Before acquiring this breed, you must educate yourself about all aspects of the Border Collie’s temperament, and understand what your Border Collie needs from you in order for him to remain happy. Does your lifestyle allow for the exercise, training, and attention this type of dog not only craves, but also requires? If you conclude that you can provide the proper environment for this breed, your next step is to learn how to find the perfect dog for you by learning all there is to know about this wonderful breed.

What Makes a Border Collie Special?

What makes a Border Collie such a unique and notable breed? All dogs are descendents of wolves, which is more apparent in certain breeds, such as the Alaskan Malamute, than in others, such as the diminutive Chihuahua. Many years ago, man befriended the wolf and decided to harness this animal’s considerable talents to suit his needs. Our ancestors then molded wolves into certain types to perform specific jobs, from hunting to guarding, companionship, and herding. If you examine the act of herding, it isn’t hard to recognize the wolf’s ability to choose specific animals and cut them from the herd. The biggest difference is that, in the herding dog, we have bred out the desire to kill.

A Bit of History

Much of the history of the Border Collie breed, and indeed all breeds more than 100 years old, is not based on fact, but instead is a product of legends, speculation, and bits and pieces of historical evidence. That said, the Border Collie’s history possibly stretches to before the time of Christ. Around 55 BC, invading Roman armies introduced large, somewhat fierce herding dogs to Britain. Believed to be the forebears of today’s Border Collie, these dogs were used to guard the flock as well as herd.

Invading Vikings in 794 AD introduced smaller, Spitz-type herding dogs who were used to herd reindeer. These dogs were crossed with the Romans’ dogs to create a more agile sheep-herding breed that could manage livestock over the rough mountainsides of Scotland and Wales. The introduction of the Spitz dog’s black and white or sable and white markings made the resultant dogs easier to see when they were working at night.
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Did You Know?

The wolf, from which dogs are descended, was the first animal to be domesticated.



Mention of Border Collie-type dogs are sprinkled throughout early writings. A more detailed description of the “Shepherd’s Dog” appeared in Dr. Johannes Caius’ Treatise on English Dogges in 1576. This book not only gave a physical description of the breed, but also mentioned the trained dog’s ability to work from his owner’s hand signals and voice commands. A General History of Quadrupeds, published in the 1700s, included engravings of dogs who looked remarkably like today’s Border Collie.

Border Collie-type dogs gained steadily in popularity as hard-working sheepdogs. As shepherds’ flocks grew to keep up with the demand for wool, these “Collies,” as they were called at the time, became indispensable helpers and were well established in Britain by the 1800s. Border Collies did not become known by their modern name until 1915 when the secretary of the International Sheepdog Society, formed in 1906, added the word “Border” to their official registered moniker.

Border Collies first entered dog shows in Britain in 1865, in which they were judged against a written standard that sought to establish the ideal “Collie.” Although there was a standard, Border Collies ranged greatly in size and color, since British stockmen bred for working ability above any physical characteristics. In time, the Border Collie breed became more uniform; today, a definite type is seen at British dog shows.


Border Collie-type dogs gained steadily in popularity as hard-working sheepdogs.



In 1873, the first sheepdog trial was held in Bala, Wales, to assess the working ability of this noble canine. A compact, tricolor dog named Tweed won that first trial. Today, sheepdog trials held around the world allow owners to show off their dogs’ talent at doing what they were bred to do.
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What’s the American Kennel Club?

Founded in 1884, the American Kennel Club (AKC) is a non-profit organization dedicated to the protection and advancement of purebred dogs. Composed of over 500 dog clubs from across the nation, the AKC’s objectives include maintaining a registry of purebred dogs, promoting responsible dog ownership, and sponsoring events, such as breed shows and field trials, that promote interest in and appreciation of the purebred dog.

To be eligible for AKC registration, a puppy must be the offspring of individually registered AKC parents, and the breeder must obtain the proper paperwork before the puppy’s sale. Once registered, a dog is eligible to compete in AKC-sanctioned events and, if bred with another AKC-registered dog, to have his/her offspring registered.

The AKC approves an official breed standard for each of the 147 breeds currently eligible for registration. The standard is written and maintained by each individual breed club. An attempt to describe the “perfect” dog of each breed, the breed standard is the model responsible breeders use in their efforts to produce better dogs. Judges of AKC-sponsored events and competitions use the breed standards as the basis of their evaluations.

Because of the AKC’s emphasis on excellence and high standards, it is a common misconception that “AKC registered” or “AKC registrable” is synonymous with quality. While a registration certificate identifies a dog and its progenitors as purebreds, it does not necessarily guarantee the health or quality of a dog. Some breeders breed for show quality, but others breed for profit, with little concern for breed standards. Thus, a potential buyer should not view AKC registration as an indication of a dog’s quality.



The Border Collie Controversy

In the United States, the Border Collie’s place in the conformation ring has been the source of much controversy and disagreement.

In 1955, the Border Collie was admitted to the American Kennel Club’s Miscellaneous Class, which is a sort of holding pen for dog breeds that may eventually seek full AKC recognition. Full recognition allows dogs to compete in conformation shows as well as in the full range of dog sports governed by the AKC. The Border Collie remained in that class in a state of limbo until 1994, when the AKC notified the breed clubs for all breeds in the Miscellaneous Class that they needed to seek full recognition or no longer continue their connection with the organization.
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A Collie by Any Other Name…

In the early days of the Border Collie’s history, farmers referred to the breed as simply “Collies,” which confused Border Collies with the Rough Collie, most often associated with the famous Lassie. Early names given to the Border Collie included the Working Collie, Old-Fashioned Collie, Farm Collie, Scotch Collie, English Collie, and Welsh Collie. Eventually the word “Border” was added to distinguish the breed as the type of dog originating from the border between England and Scotland.

The word “Collie” also has interesting beginnings. It is believed to stem either from the Celtic word “coalley,” which means black; the Welsh word “coelius,” meaning faithful; or the name for the Scottish breed of sheep, the “colley.”
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This action caused a rift among Border Collie lovers. While some welcomed full AKC recognition, which would mean the Border Collie could now be shown in all AKC events, from conformation to obedience, tracking, herding, and agility, others felt full AKC recognition would compromise the working heritage of the breed, with dogs being bred more for looks than for working ability. They felt that other organizations, such as the United Kennel Club, offered plenty of competitive dog sports for Border Collies, with conformation showing being unnecessary. In addition, many people feared that the almost inevitable increase in popularity that accompanies AKC recognition would result in overbreeding of the Border Collie, leading to a decline in physical health and stable temperaments. Despite much opposition, the AKC fully recognized the Border Collie in December 1994. In 1996, the AKC chose the Border Collie Society of America (BCSA) to be the official AKC parent club for the breed.

Although it has been a number of years since full recognition occurred, the controversy has not died. There are many people devoted to preserving the Border Collie’s working heritage; some refuse to register their dogs with the AKC.


There are many people devoted to preserving the Border Collie’s working heritage.



The United States Border Collie Club (USBCC) has been the most vocal in its opposition to AKC recognition. The club is the oldest Border Collie breed club in North America. It does not register dogs or run sheepdog trials. Instead, its sole purpose is to protect the heritage of the Border Collie as a traditional working dog. USBCC members register their dogs with working Border Collie registries rather than the American Kennel Club.

There are three established registries for working Border Collies, including the American Border Collie Association (ABCA). This organization registers, maintains, and verifies pedigrees of Border Collies; promotes the breeding, training, and distribution of reliable working Border Collies; and promotes sheepdog trials and exhibitions. Two other registries for working Border Collies are the American-International Border Collie Registry (AIBC) and the North American Sheep Dog Society (NASDS).

On the other side of this controversy are the breed fanciers who insist that beauty and working ability do not have to be mutually exclusive; they are happy to be part of conformation showing. The BCSA maintains that its goal is to protect the breed’s herding instinct and ability while supporting the rights of Border Collie owners to pursue any activity they wish, including conformation. It is unlikely that these factions will resolve their differences in the foreseeable future. (For a complete list of Border Collie clubs and registries, see the Resources section at the back of this book.)

Concern Over the Standard

Just as AKC recognition has been a bone of contention, so has the use of a standard for judging and choosing breeding stock. Standards give a detailed description of what a specific breed should look like. They also describe an ideal dog’s movement and temperament. While members of the AKC parent club, the BCSA, welcome a standard as a goal breeders should aspire to when breeding their dogs, members of the opposing faction feel physical appearance means little as long as a dog displays good working ability.
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In general, Border Collies are medium-size dogs, weighing about 25 to 55 pounds. The coat may be smooth or rough. Although black and white Border Collies are the most common, the breed actually comes in a variety of colors, including tricolor (black, white, and tan), red and white, red tricolor, red merle, blue merle, blue and white, and, although rare, white. Many Border Collies have a white blaze, collar, stockings, and tip of the tail, although these markings are not essential even in the AKC standard. The AKC allows all colors, except pure white, in the show ring.

Working Border Collie clubs don’t care what color a dog’s eyes are, or even if they match, as long as the dog “has good eye,” which means she is able to control livestock with her eyes. The AKC standard recognizes a full range of brown eye color, but only allows blue eyes or partially blue eyes in merles.


Standards give a detailed description of what a specific breed should look like.



Ear set can also vary quite a bit in both working and AKC Border Collies. Ears can be pricked (erect), semi-pricked or semi-erect, and the tips can fall forward or out to the sides. As with the eyes, working Border Collie fans don’t care if the ears match.

The typical stances of a show Border Collie and a working Border Collie are very different. A Border Collie on the job carries her head low to the ground with her hindquarters high and her tail tucked between her legs, ready to change direction in an instant to head off an errant sheep, constantly boring into the flock with her intense gaze. A Border Collie in the show ring adopts a more typical conformation stance, in which the dog is “stacked” by her handler, or enticed to stand square and tall.

The AKC standard stresses that the Border Collie is the world’s premier sheep-herding dog and should display characteristics consistent with this vocation. Working Border Collie aficionados stress that herding instinct and ability should supercede all physical characteristics.

Is a Border Collie for You? Like all dogs and all people, Border Collies are individuals. No two Border Collies have the exact same personality. In general, however, the Border Collie is an intense, energetic, loyal dog who lives to work.
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What Will It Be—Puppy or Adult?

Do you want a puppy Border Collie or an adult Border Collie? They’re all so cute! But depending on your lifestyle, one might be a better choice than the other.

Let’s face it. Pups are adorable, especially Border Collie pups. Have you ever seen such a face? But the flip side of the cuteness factor is puppies are a lot of work. It takes time to teach puppy the ropes—housetraining, manners, socializing. If you’re home a lot—maybe you work from a home office or you’re a stay-at-home parent—a puppy could be a good bet. Of course, you also have to be willing to put in time, and not just a few weeks. We’re talking years. While extremely intelligent, Border Collies need to be trained as house dogs, and conditioned to not always follow their working dog and herding instincts.

Why not consider adopting an older Border Collie? There are plenty of rescue organizations who can place a wonderful Border Collie in your home. With an older, adult dog, you’re past housetraining, crying, jumping (maybe), and chewing.

Don’t rule out a puppy or an adult dog: Figure out which might best suit your lifestyle, then decide.



Although some Border Collies are calmer than others, all need lots of attention and exercise to keep them happy. Even given individual differences, there is no such thing as a couch potato Border Collie. These dogs were bred to work and all have an intensity about them that, while admired by some people, can drive others crazy. In fact, some Border Collies develop odd, obsessive behaviors. While this often happens in dogs who aren’t given an appropriate outlet for their energy, with others this is just a strange quirk in their personality. You definitely need to have patience and a good sense of humor to live with a Border Collie!

“An important thing to know about Border Collies is that they can be very weird dogs, especially if they don’t have a job that keeps them busy, such as herding,” says Border Collie owner April Quist, of Livermore, California. “My youngest dog, who is two years old, chases shadows on the wall, flecks of dust floating through the air, and raindrops. My middle dog, who is five, not only watches TV, but tries to actively participate in whatever is going on on the TV. He chases cats and other animals on the screen, biting and licking at them. If he’s in another room and there’s a commercial on that has an animal in it, he recognizes the sounds—music, voices, etc.—at the start of the commercial and comes running to watch. My eight-year-old dog has odd sound sensitivities—he runs and hides if I put a piece of bread in the toaster, for example. And all three of my dogs are obsessed with the hose outside. I can’t water my yard unless my dogs are closed in the house or they’ll trample my flowers trying to chase and bite at the water!”


No two Border Collies have the exact same personality.



Boomer, a Border Collie owned by Mark Miller, also exhibits an odd twist on herding behavior. “When we travel, Boomer rides in the backseat of the van. As long as all the cars are going in the same direction, he’s a happy camper. If, however, he sees a car broken down on the side of the road, or a car passing in the opposite direction on a two-lane country road, for example, he lunges and raps his head on the window. It’s almost as if he views these cars as stray sheep and wants to get them going in the same direction as everyone else.”

Some Border Collie obsessions can be truly comical. While most Border Collies immediately turn serious in the presence of livestock, many often play the clown when they aren’t working. Their intelligence makes it simple to teach them a variety of tricks, and they often invent their own if they find a behavior that makes people laugh. When choosing a Border Collie, it is important to keep in mind what you plan to do with your dog in the future. While all Border Collies need some type of outlet for their energy, some are more intense than others. If, for example, you are looking for a pet who will be happy with jogs around the neighborhood and games of fetch in the yard, you’ll want to choose a dog from a more mellow breeding stock. A family with small children should definitely choose a puppy who is calmer and seems more willing to accept the occasional tugs of a toddler. A breeder should work with you to choose the puppy who will best fit your home and family. If, however, your goal is to trial in competitive dog sports such as agility or flyball, a more focused, high-energy dog will be an asset. If you plan to try your hand at competitive sheep-herding trials, you should obtain a dog from a breeder who is active in this pursuit and raises true working dogs.


When choosing a Border Collie, it is important to keep in mind what you plan to do with your dog in the future.



It is vital that you honestly evaluate your lifestyle and commitment to your future pet before you ever bring your dog home. Deciding on a whim that you would like to become an expert sheepdog handler, then deciding six months down the road that you would rather watch dog sports on television is unfair to your Border Collie and will lead to an unhappy relationship for both of you.

Before purchasing your pet, make sure you spend some time with a number of Border Collies to get a true feel for the work involved in keeping up with this breed. Visit competitive dog sporting events and talk with owners and breeders. Although you’ll notice some variety in personality, you’ll also get a good feel for the general temperament of the breed.

Temperament It can’t be repeated enough—Border Collies are a high-energy breed. To the novice owner, this energy level can appear to be hyperactivity. With proper exercise of both their minds and bodies, however, Border Collies can make good pets.

In addition to being highly energetic, Border Collies are highly intelligent. While this is an excellent combination in a working dog, it can make a pet Border Collie difficult to live with unless she is given jobs to do, from accompanying you on jogs and bike rides to playing fetch to competitive canine sports. A Border Collie who is not intellectually stimulated quickly grows into a bored “problem child” and may become destructive.

Mark Miller says of Boomer, “He loves to learn new things. We have a toy basket in the den filled with all types of different toys. We often ask him to go get a particular toy—each one has a name—and bring it to us. He digs around until he finds it and then brings it to us. Later we taught him to tidy up, which essentially is where he picks various toys up off the floor and walks over and drops them into the toy basket. When he gets his paws dirty, we ask him to ‘clean paws,’ which prompts him to walk over and step onto the top step in the swimming pool. He loves to swim, but won’t until we give him the ‘swim’ command.”

Lynn Renor, of Madison, Wisconsin, recounts how her Border Collie Breeze taught herself scent discrimination, which is used in higher levels of obedience. “We were playing fetch with apples under an apple tree,” says Lynn. “After about the third or fourth time, I realized Breeze was bringing back the same apple. She had used scent discrimination to find the exact apple I had thrown each time. It makes sense, since working Border Collies know the scent of every sheep in the herd.
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“She’s also done this with bark chips on a playground and even money! I once amazed a group of people by telling them my dog could pick out a dollar bill from a bunch of ones. I had everyone put down theirs and then I put down mine. Of course Breeze picked up the bill with my scent on it!” Border Collies’ intelligence also makes them smart enough to figure out how to take over the household if they sense there is no strong leader in their human family. If your dog is demanding attention, forging ahead through doorways, refusing to move from a sleeping spot (especially on furniture), and/or showing any signs of aggression, you may be dealing with a dominance problem. Border Collies need firm, but gentle leadership to help them understand their place in the household “pack.” Once they understand their lower-ranking position, they are much happier not having the responsibility of being in charge.

Border Collies form very strong attachments with their families, and actually can become obsessed with their one special person if they spend most of their time with one owner.
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Deb Knapp, of Madera Ranchos, California, has two Border Collies. Each has a special person. “Mandy is ‘mine’ and she goes nearly everywhere with me. I’m lucky I can take her to work, so she is with me all day. The other dog, Boston, is my son’s, and since my son is still school-age, Boston stays home most of the day until his boy returns. He is more easygoing than the typical Border Collie, so he can handle it. My husband and I have noticed that when our son goes out the door, Boston turns tail and heads right for his boy’s room, where he heaves a great sigh and goes back to sleep, curled in a corner. We’ve called him out, but as soon as we go on to other things, back he goes.

“Mandy, on the other hand, hates to be left behind. When I’m going out the door and I tell Mandy she has to stay, her head droops, her ears go flat, her legs turn into noodles—she’s just a puddle of dejection. If left at home, she appears not to be able to handle the length of time we’re usually gone.”


Border Collies’ intelligence also makes them smart enough to figure out how to take over the household if they sense there is no strong leader in their human family.



Lynn Renor feels that while it’s important to spend quality time with your dog, she took it too far with Breeze. “Border Collies will cement a bond with one person and become obsessed with their person. I took Breeze everywhere when she was young, which made it difficult for her to be left alone when she was older. They can become complete emotional sponges and obsessive codependents!”

As seen in Deb Knapp’s dogs, Border Collies can form a strong attachment with people of any age. However, you must be careful when bringing an adult Border Collie around children, especially if she was not socialized with kids from puppyhood.

“Border Collies can be very snappy with children,” says April Quist, who has lived with the breed for 15 years. “Sometimes this is out of nervousness, especially if they haven’t been well socialized with children, and sometimes out of instinct. My three dogs love children, but I’m careful to supervise them together, because my dogs can switch into herding mode with kids, and will try to control them by nipping at their legs and feet.” (For more on Border Collies and children, see Chapter 8, Family Life.)

Cuddles and love are a key point for many Border Collie owners. Says Barbara Thompson of Winston-Salem, North Carolina, “My dogs are always with me when I’m home, and even nap under my desk while I work in my home office. I could not imagine having a household without these sweet, loving creatures.”

Life Expectancy Border Collies live an average of 13 years. If you think your dog will mellow some with age and you’ll get a respite from all that exercise, think again! Many of these dogs remain active and energetic well into their senior years. They also are slow to mature and don’t really reach adulthood until they are two or three. Of course, many seem puppylike their entire lives, except when they have a job to do.

Keys to Your Border Collie’s Happiness

Before bringing a Border Collie home, you need to analyze your lifestyle. Will it complement the needs of your dog? The Border Collie is a highly energetic, demanding breed. To keep your Border Collie happy, you need to provide lots of exercise, training, and attention.

How Much Space Does a Border Collie Need?

The ideal home for many Border Collies is a working sheep ranch with limitless acres for the dog to lord over. If you are dedicated to providing lots of exercise and mental stimulation, however, most Border Collies can adapt to suburban life or even life in the city. The exception to this may be the dog from true stock-dog lines, who has too much herding drive to adapt fully to life off the farm.

If you live in the city or suburbs, don’t think you can just let your dog out in an unfenced yard to get some exercise. No dog should ever be allowed to run loose, and Border Collies’ herding instinct can be especially dangerous to their health. They are tempted to take off after anything that moves, from squirrels to bikes, roller-bladers, and cars. Car chasing is a serious problem that you must quell from the beginning. Border Collies will try to head off a car and herd it back to their owners, putting them right in the vehicle’s path. Most Border Collies don’t do well in kennel runs either, where they are likely to nervously pace a path until they are let out. A fenced yard is ideal, but doesn’t let you off the exercise hook. You still need to take an active role in your dog’s exercise regime, since Border Collies need a partner to play with.

Inside the house, space isn’t much of an issue, since your Border Collie is likely to remain stuck to your side, following you from room to room as you go about your business.

How Much Exercise?

If I haven’t gotten the point across yet, the answer to this question is a lot! The Border Collie is the consummate canine athlete. At times, you may feel you’re living with an Olympic competitor rather than a dog! The Border Collie isn’t one to run himself silly in the yard all alone, so you’ll need to be an active partner in his exercise plan.

Plan on spending at least one to two hours every day exercising your dog. This can consist of a variety of activities, from jogging, biking, and swimming to playing fetch and participating in organized dog sports. If you live in a city, you’ll need to be especially diligent about giving your dog plenty of long walks or playtime in a local dog park to wear him out.
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Even human athletes have a hard time keeping up with a Border Collie, so set aside time every day for mental games as well, such as training sessions, which wear your dog out faster than simple exercise.

When exercising your dog, watch for signs that he is overexerting himself. Border Collies can become so focused on the task at hand that they ignore injury or overheating, which can lead to serious consequences. Always provide your dog with breaks in exercise and lots of fresh water, especially in warmer weather.

How Much Training?


Border Collies don’t respond well to harsh corrections and they actually shut down emotionally in the face of physical punishment.



All dogs need some obedience training, and the Border Collie is no exception. His intelligence can lead to creative disobedience, so he must be taught the rules of the household from an early age, and these rules must be consistently reinforced throughout his lifetime. Decide from Day One what you will and won’t allow your adult Border Collie to do, and then teach those rules to your puppy. For example, if you don’t want your adult dog sharing the furniture with you, don’t let your eight-week-old puppy sleep on the bed because “he looks so cute!” This will only confuse your dog when you decide he’s gotten too big and he needs to stay on the floor. If you have brought a rescue dog into your home, consistency is also key. Don’t allow him to get away with certain behaviors in his first several days or weeks because he is “just getting settled in.” He will be more confused and unhappy if you change the rules midway through the game than if you set definite household laws from his first day.

A key point to remember when training your Border Collie is that they are extremely sensitive. Use a heavy hand with this dog and you may ruin him for life. Border Collies don’t respond well to harsh corrections and they actually shut down emotionally in the face of physical punishment. Some dogs become so afraid of making a mistake that they either lie down and refuse to do anything, manically exhibit a string of behaviors in the hope that one of these is the behavior you’re looking for, or roll over on their back in a sign of complete submission. Keep all training as positive as possible, using treats, toys and/or play to motivate your dog to do what you ask. Many Border Collies are so motivated to work that they refuse food treats in favor of a compliment from their owner. A low, growly tone is usually all that’s needed to let a Border Collie know he’s done something wrong. Even this may be too harsh for some Border Collies!

Although the Border Collie is a sensitive breed, he can also be an opportunist if his owner does not provide clear leadership. As far removed as they may seem from their ancestors, domestic dogs still think like wolves. They live by the code of pack leadership. Every pack has an alpha, and all the other wolves fall into place in the hierarchy from this “top dog” down to the bottom-ranking wolf. In your dog’s new human/canine pack, you must function as the alpha. As a matter of fact, every human in your household, including the tiniest infant, must rank above the Border Collie. If your dog spots a weakness in this chain, he may try to move up in rank himself. That is why it is vital that all members of the family agree to and enforce the same household rules consistently from the beginning. While it may be impossible for an infant to enforce household rules, you can convey your child’s higher rank to your dog by giving your dog obedience commands while holding your child. Also, insist that your dog treat your child with respect and not as diminutive livestock that should be herded from room to room.
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Did You Know?

The Saluki, a hunting dog raised by ancient Egyptians, is the oldest known breed.
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That’ll Do!

In the tradition of sheepmen and women everywhere, teach your dog this authentic shepherd’s command, which means your dog has successfully completed the job he’s been doing. Be sure you use the phrase correctly. “That’ll do” means the action the dog is doing is okay, but he can stop now, while “No” means the action is not acceptable. For instance, use “That’ll do” after your dog has given a warning bark or two that someone is at the door, but use “No” if your dog is chewing on your favorite slippers.



Border Collies’ working drive and eagerness to please make them relatively easy to train. If you keep training interesting, your dog will be happy to learn anything you wish to teach, from obedience commands to all manner of tricks and canine sports. Just remember to keep it a positive experience for your Border Collie.

Can My Border Collie Stay Home All Day Without Me?

Ideally, a Border Collie should not be left alone all day, and should instead have opportunities for exercise and playtime throughout the day. For many pet owners, however, this is not a realistic situation. Does this mean owners who work or attend school can never own a Border Collie? Not necessarily, but if you do spend hours at a time outside of the home, you’ll need to be especially dedicated to exercising your dog.

If you wear out your dog when you’re home, he’ll be more likely to accept the times that you’re gone. But if you constantly push aside your dog in favor of the other commitments in your life, he is bound to use up his energy with such unacceptable pursuits as chewing, digging, and other destruction.


Border Collies’ working drive and eagerness to please make them relatively easy to train.



“Playing Frisbee is Boomer’s outlet,” says Mark Miller. “He is well behaved at home, because we have taken the approach that a tired dog is a happy dog. We routinely play Frisbee with him in the morning, and when I come
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