


[image: Three happy dogs - a grey Schnauzer, a tan French Bulldog leaping over the title, and a brown Cockapoo with a tennis ball in it’s mouth.]





‘If you’re considering getting a dog; or have one already and need some advice, this is a great book, full of useful, interesting and practical tips!’

– Julian Norton, aka The Yorkshire Vet, veterinary surgeon and author

‘If you want to know all about your pooch – fetch this. Inspiring, warm and practical guide to cohabiting with your canine.’

– Russell Kane, comedian

‘This book is full of practical, heartfelt advice for both new and experienced dog owners. Dogs have long been human’s best friend and this book helps us to benefit even more from this relationship. Your furry friend will thank you!’

– The Reverend Canon Kate Bottley
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In memory of Angel, my beautiful Dobermann
– the reason I am where I am today




INTRODUCTION

I’m Verity Hardcastle. I am a certified Master Groomer, a member of the Guild of Master Groomers, a groomer by trade, a dog handler and all-round dog aficionado. Put simply, I am dog obsessed. I come from a long line of dog fanatics on both my maternal and paternal side, so I blame the genetics!

My late paternal grandad was a record-holding gundog trainer, who dedicated his life to his dogs, among other country pursuits. When he wasn’t out training his dogs in his plus fours and paisley cravat, he’d be down the garden with them. They were all kennelled working dogs who only came inside when they were very elderly. I remember them well – the smell of their food and that clean kennel scent. In contrast, my maternal grandparents and great-grandparents were all dog fanciers who snuck their dogs titbits at the table and let them sleep on their beds. They also owned everything in twos – from Tibetans to Norfolks and Dalmatians to Lhasas.

Dogs have always been a mainstay of my family life and, historically, I don’t think there has been a family member without a dog by their side.

A Bit About Me …

I’ve adored animals from as far back as I can remember. Some of my earliest memories involve car journeys where I’d play guess the dog breed as I obsessively went through my A–Z of breeds, thrilled if I spotted one out of the norm. I would spend all my pocket money on Puppy in my Pocket toys, I would daydream about Chihuahuas (lovely as they are, that was a passing phase, thanks to Paris Hilton) and, later, go bananas whenever I saw a Dobermann, my favourite breed of dog in my late teens. So much so that when I wasn’t allowed a big dog, being the sassy young adult I was, there was only one thing for it: I saved up and left home at the age of eighteen – just so I could become the lucky custodian of a Dobermann. Mad, right? At the time, I thought I was so grown up – an adult, in fact – but now, at the ripe old age of thirty-seven, I can see that I was still a child. I no longer recognise that younger version of myself, but it was a journey I had to take, and one that led to me to where I am today.

That Dobermann was Angel. She died at the grand old age of thirteen and a half. She was and ever will be my heart dog. She was the reason I am sitting here, writing this, and the reason my career has been dedicated to something I wholeheartedly love. We went through so much together – the ups and downs of life. I was so lucky and blessed to have had her at my side through the bad times and the good: she was there when I found love, she was in my bridal party (I kid you not – she wore a white flower garland around her neck and disrupted the service, as she wanted to be next to me and my husband), she was there when I became a mother … Through the many metamorphoses of life, Angel was my rock, my everything. Hence this book is in her memory.

A Dobermann’s not really a beginner’s dog, but I was already fairly experienced and had also read lots of books, and Angel’s breeder was a show breeder who took me under her wing. My plan was to show this Dobermann, which would set me on the path to where I am now. Of course, there were plenty of calamities along the way. l remember early recall issues nearly ending in disastrous consequences, moments when I totally embarrassed myself in the show ring by accidentally leaving a liver trail around the ring, sending other competitors’ dogs berserk. Fun times! But we’re all always learning, aren’t we? We have to be able to laugh at ourselves and, believe me, at times I’m a hoot!

I found dog grooming to be the scratch to my itch – and one that also pays my bills (because sadly, we can’t just cuddle dogs all day, heavenly as that would be). Following a taster-day grooming, I enrolled at a school and threw myself into it wholeheartedly. So much so that after gaining my initial qualifications, I decided that I wasn’t going to be just any old groomer – I wanted to be the best goddam groomer I could be. So I set about training with as many people I admired as possible. If there was an area I wasn’t so great at, I would focus on that. I wanted to be an all-rounder, understanding all breeds, all coat types, all behaviours. I took part in grooming competitions all over the UK and in America. I won many and I lost some – but whatever happened, I always took something away from the experience. Dog guardianship in all aspects is a learning curve; every misdemeanour will provide a lesson, and how we grow is what’s important.

With my love of Dobies, I used to think of myself as a big-dog kinda gal but, as I hit my twenties, I fell in love with Miniature and Toy Poodles, which was a pretty big U-turn. It’s their hair, their wicked sense of fun, their wonderful intelligence, their loving and fun personalities; and, despite their fluffy hairdos, they are still proper dogs, with bags of energy, enthusiasm and charisma. I currently have four of the fluffheads, but I’m positive you’ll find a poodle at my feet or tucked under my bingo wing even when I’m a very young-at-heart and rather beautiful eighty-year-old.

… and a Bit About Dogs

Going back over 40,000 years, wolves were wild and in direct competition with us for food and territory, but then there was a shift, when this now extinct species of wolf started to come into contact with and live around humans, becoming more used to us.

Around 20–40,000 years ago, dogs became domesticated, gradually transitioning from their wild ancestors to the ball-fetching, sheep-herding, snuggly cuddle buddies we know today. Some of the first domesticated wolves in Europe didn’t survive and their lineage cannot be found in the modern-day dog, so it looks like different wild dog populations interbreeding with wild wolves meant that early dog species were replaced over thousands of years. Fossils from the Bronze Age suggest there were five groups of dogs in existence: wolf-type dogs, mastiffs, sighthounds (great for speed), herding dogs (for working with livestock) and pointing dogs (a hunter’s helper). Domestication of dogs was happening all over the world and, from those early wolves, dogs have evolved through selective breeding, whereby humans have picked the characteristics of certain dogs to breed on, whether for looks, or, originally, most likely for temperament, to create the wonderful array of breeds and mixes we see today. No other land species is as diverse as the dog; there is literally a dog out there for everyone, whether you like long legs or stumpy ones, big ears or tiny little lugs. It’s insane to think of the dog as one species when they can be so different in looks and temperament. Take the Great Dane, for example – smooth, strong, weighing in at about 70kg; then compare that to the fuzzy, foxy Pomeranian at only about 3kg. Understanding ‘dog’ and how each and every one is so different in looks and behaviour is vital, as each is unique.

[image: A dog wearing a harness walking through leaves.]
We have always liked, needed and wanted dogs around us, whether for pure friendship or as a status symbol (as in ancient Greek times when they were kept as companions as well as protectors and hunters, through to the Palace of Versailles). Dogs have been working for us for thousands of years and still do so today. I live in North Yorkshire and around me, in the Yorkshire Dales, I see Collies riding on the backs of quad bikes, as farmers’ helping hands and tractor companions. I see Labradors readying themselves for a day in the field retrieving game. Then there are those that do herding and search and rescue, there are guide dogs (you can now have a cuddle party with a pack of Retrievers – divine!) and there are therapy dogs, who go into residential homes and shower people with their joyous love and good-vibes-only aura or into hospitals to visit people young and old, providing a dog snug and silent understanding. And let’s not forget the police dogs we see working so hard at airport terminals. Dogs are givers and deserve our respect, having performed thankless tasks for us for centuries with wagging tails and enthusiasm, and all for little more than a simple need for a warm bed, food and praise. And there are a lot of lessons we can learn from them in our modern world – not least about doing a good deed without the need or want for thanks. So it’s our duty to try to understand them more and be the best guardians we can possibly be. In return, we will have a calm, happy, balanced four-legged pal at our side.

A dog’s legacy is something they can never know but, as the custodians of these incredible creatures, we know, and we understand. That’s why they mean so much to us and have been around humans and their households for thousands of years. And that’s why they deserve the best of us.

Happy You, Happy Dog:
What’s It All About?

Working with dogs and being around them 24/7 has really helped me to tune in to their behaviour. I am also very aware of the importance of calm, which is something I try to implement in my everyday routine.

As a reiki practitioner (reiki is a Japanese technique that uses energy – rei meaning universal, and ki meaning life energy – to promote relaxation, stress reduction and healing), I am able to pick up on the mood and energy of both people and dogs within a short time of being around them, and then adapt my own behaviour accordingly. This is something we can all tune in to with practice, and which will help in raising a happy, calm and fulfilled dog.

So as well as training, exercise and all things raising-a-dog related, we will also explore some how-tos, some mindful practices, exercises and quick tips to use both at home and when you are out walking with your dog. You will learn how to be in tune with them, looking at energy transfer, reiki, yoga with your dog and other relaxing meditative practices. Even something as simple as our music choices can impact a dog’s mood, much as it does for us. Dogs are proven to reduce our blood pressure and release endorphins (feelgood chemicals), so including them in mindful pursuits is only going to heighten the experience and you can both enjoy this bonding time together. Taking time to practise mindfulness and be a calm and present dog guardian every day will improve your life and outlook – and, importantly, your dog’s too. In short, you will become the zen master of dog guardians.

[image: Four dogs sat together, a French Bulldog, a Great Dane, a Retriever and a Schnauzer]
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CHOOSING A DOG

I am sure you have heard this a thousand times before, but these wee souls are not just for Christmas or Hannukah or birthdays. Because the last thing anyone wants to see is yet another pair of eyes peering out of a rehoming centre’s kennel.

Being the lucky new custodian of a dog is a huge responsibility, especially in the fast-paced world we live in, so it needs to be a well-thought-through decision, not just a whim and fancy. Although your dog will provide you with surges of endorphins, which will keep you youthful (forget the Botox!), they will also drive you bonkers with their naughty ways – my dogs’ antics include chewing any child’s toy left on the floor, chomping on dummies (probably not a bad thing, as my toddler is hooked on the things like a tiny addict), rolling in fox business and nibbling things like wretched moths; and even the best-behaved, best-trained dog will have days where they drive you to distraction. So you have to take the good with the bad and accept that even with the best will in the world, they have their own minds and will stretch the boundaries, test you, and get bored and possibly destructive. But the good, beautiful, heartwarming moments will outweigh the bad if you put the work in, especially in the beginning.

You are your dog’s guardian, their protector, their caregiver and, as such, your job is to remain a constant in their life – and not just in the physical sense, in that you are present for their whole life, but also by understanding the importance of being consistent in your behaviour, too. Shouting and getting cross will have no positive impact on your dog; at all times, you need to be calm. Yes, you may need work on training in some areas, but this should always be a positive experience leading to positive results. So remember the three Cs: be a calm, consistent and confident guardian and your dog will respect you far more for it.

Your Lifestyle

There are so many things to consider when thinking about getting a dog. What if you have young children? No garden? Multiple pets? Do you enjoy running every morning or do you lounge around like a lizard on a sizzling rock? Do you have time to dedicate to a rescue dog? This is such a wonderful thing to do, giving them a second chance. And on this point, did you know that most breeds and cross breeds will have an associated charitable body who rehomes them, so it’s a good idea to see if the perfect pooch is already waiting in a foster house for you. These dogs don’t always come from painful situations, requiring lots of help and rehabilitation; sometimes they are made homeless due to a break-up, financial issues or a house move. Even show dogs can be moved on from a busy commercial kennel. There are so many scenarios through which dogs come up for adoption.

And it’s not just about your situation right now. Think about how circumstances may change. What happens if you change jobs and find yourself out of the home all day, for example? There are ways of juggling your work and ensuring your pal isn’t left alone for long periods, but you need to think about this in advance. You could use the services of a dog walker to take them out or do a home visit, you could book them into a doggy daycare centre to make friends and play or use a kennel facility that offers day boarding. You can also dog swap with one of your friends or family (you care for their dog and, in turn, they care for yours as a regular agreement. (Or what I do is phone my long-suffering mother for her dogsitting services!) You also need to think about what you will do when you want to go on holiday. And do you have someone to help with the dog if work calls you away for a week?

Do you have a garden or outdoor space? While this is ideal for anyone who is considering getting a dog, especially a puppy who needs lots of toilet breaks, it’s not necessarily a deal breaker. As long as you’re willing and able to put in the time and effort for walks, or arrange for someone else to do so (they should be walked regularly, even with a garden), you could still make it work.

Being aware of your situation, your needs and what you can offer a dog is a really great base from which to start your dog-searching adventure. And be patient – remember, all the best things in life are worth waiting for. I’m sure that for you – as for millions of others across the world – dog guardianship will be one of the best choices you’ll ever make and, like most, once a dog guardian, always a dog guardian; but I want you to take some time to think things through, so that it’s not just a knee-jerk decision. Again, a dog is not just for today, tomorrow and next year – it’s for life.

The Right Dog for You

So, you have decided a dog is right for you and your situation; you have thought about your lifestyle and how a dog will fit into it. But what dog?

There are so many breeds and crosses – and they are each as different as we are. You probably already have your favourites. Maybe you like the big eyes, the long nose or the droopy ears that trail on the floor. We are all drawn to a specific aesthetic in a dog. But don’t just pick your dog based on looks: don’t choose the dog you have seen on Instagram wearing the cute-summer-hat-and-T-shirt combo – this dog and their temperament may be absolutely unsuitable for you and your lifestyle; and that pug you have been saving images of may not be right for your home. All too often, dogs are chosen on their appearance alone without consideration for the personality behind those eyes.


IMPORTANT LIFESTYLE CONSIDERATIONS AT A GLANCE

[image: image]Does your work demand that you are out of the home a lot?

[image: image]Is someone at home most of the time?

[image: image]Do you have time in your life to dedicate to the needs of a dog?

[image: image]What do you do in your spare time?

[image: image]Do you have a settled home life and financial situation?

[image: image]Who is living under your roof? Are there any small pets, other dogs or children?

[image: image]How much experience do you have with dog guardianship?



You and your dog will become a partnership and, just like our life partners, the two of you have to be compatible, rubbing along together, working off the same energy levels – because you will be living together for over ten years, occupying the same sofa and enjoying shared activities.

An example of an incompatible pairing that springs to mind is a gentleman I see regularly. He is in his twilight years, walks with a stick and owns a young working Border Collie – a super brain in the dog world with strong instincts. The dog, now in a muzzle, drags the chap along dangerously, while trying to chase cars, spinning uncontrollably in frustration. If I’d had a chance to talk to the man before he decided to walk his Collie, I would have explained that it might have been more sensible to give one of the many older dogs in rescue centres a chance, as I’m not sure how his current pairing will safely continue.

Conversely, there’s the lady I see who is nothing short of an athlete. She goes out running, while what looks like a pug cross, pants his head off as he struggles to keep up at the very end of the lead, that brachycephalic skull shape characteristic of flat-nosed breeds impeding his respiratory system. As she clearly enjoys exercise and being out with her dog, one built for running distances would have been so much more suitable. She could even have taken up canicross (cross-country running with dogs).

Incompatibility, as seen in the two examples above, is just setting yourself up for obstacle after obstacle, preventing you from gelling or understanding your dog. We have bred dogs in such an array of sizes, shapes, coat types, colours and to do various jobs for us humans, so getting the right one at the beginning and making it a mindful decision can help to reduce the number of rehome and rescue dogs we have sitting in our centres.

[image: A happy-looking Schnauzer sitting down.]
You may love the look and tenacity of a Lakeland Terrier, but what if you have an aged cat (I know some Terriers love living with other small animals but many don’t). And what about if you love hillwalking, hiking – then a breed like a Bulldog probably isn’t going to suit you (I’m sure there are exceptions, but generally speaking, they are lazy bums who won’t enjoy that as much as you do – plus, they struggle to regulate their temperature due to their short noses).

A great place to start if you are unsure is somewhere like the Discover Dogs area at Crufts. There they host every breed of dog from the bearded Affenpinscher to the hairless Xoloitzcuintli. But if you can’t make it there (or somewhere like it), do your research. There are online groups for different breeds and you can speak to experienced guardians who will spill the beans on the pros and cons of their breed. Mindful purchasing and homing are key – so stop, take a moment, breathe and make sure you really think things through.

Baby joy

Puppies are adorable, they are fun, smushie and cheeky. But they are also hard work, especially when it comes to moulding one to fit into our modern, busy, hectic lifestyle. If you have decided that the rescue route isn’t for you and have your heart set on a pupster, then once you have followed the advice above to pin down the right breed or cross breed for you/your family, it’s time to do some research on breeders. Only consider the good ones – those who love, care for and are dedicated to their chosen breed, their sole aim being to improve it to breed not only sound-tempered dogs but ones that are structurally beautiful, too. A good breeder will let you view Mummy and the whole litter and will carry out all the various health checks required for their breeding (you can find out about these online – see Resources, p. 248) and be able to show you the necessary paperwork relating to this.

At this point, you can use your instincts: do the pups all look healthy? (Are their eyes clear and bright? Do they have a decent amount of weight on them? They should be clean, with no signs of sore or dry skin. Are they bounding around, moving as you would expect on four strong legs? Do they engage with you and appear inquisitive? Are they all flea and parasite free with nice pink gums and white gnashers?) Does Mum look heathy and happy, too – a good weight and attentive to her pups? You really have to have your wits about you here because even puppy farms use ‘staged homes’, pretending to have bred the pups in their homes; they will even have the mothers of the dogs there, too, while keeping their puppy farming under wraps. So be sure to ask lots of questions (see box on page 16).

A caring breeder should ask you lots of questions, too. It can almost feel like an interview. But that’s good – it means they are really bothered about where their precious cargo is going.

Often, breeders will put ‘endorsements’ on their dogs to prevent you breeding without their consent and a stipulation that if for whatever reason you can no longer take care of the dog, it has to be returned to them. These are good signs. It shows that they care about where the puppies are placed and want to make sure they aren’t exploited. We can do so much to help eradicate and stop preventable diseases in our dogs through careful and considered breeding. Such preventable illnesses include parvovirus, canine distemper, leptospirosis, rabies (although not in the UK); and common preventable genetic diseases include hip and elbow dysplasia, luxating patella, brachycephalic syndrome, epilepsy, dilated cardiomyopathy, atopy/allergic dermatitis, Addison’s disease, thyroid issues and progressive retinal atrophy (PRA).


QUESTIONS TO ASK BREEDERS

[image: image]Will there be a contract of sale?

[image: image]What should you feed the puppy and how often?

[image: image]What are their exercise needs – and should this be limited until they are fully grown? (See p. 199 for more on this.)

[image: image]Ask to see vaccine records and dates of previous and next worming doses.

[image: image]Can you have a copy of a Kennel Club pedigree certificate if a pedigree dog?

[image: image]Can they provide evidence that the required health tests have been carried out on both parents of the puppy, along with an explanation of the results and relevant information regarding any inherited diseases?

[image: image]Be wary of any breeder who is unable or unwilling to answer these questions.



If you see a puppy in a bad situation, it can be really hard to walk away. But understand that by buying from a disreputable breeder you are perpetuating the supply and demand and the poor breeding bitches will just be subjected to more cycles of unethical breeding. Instead, report these unscrupulous people (in the UK to the RSPCA and the local authority or online – see Resources, p. 248; if you are overseas, look for a local authority, humane society or the police). Supply as much information as possible and know that as hard as it was to leave the puppy/ies behind, hopefully you will have caused something to change.

Often, quality breeders may not have many litters. This is where patience is key – because sometimes you have to wait for the right dog. I have had to wait a year for a dog before now. You can imagine, when the day came to pick her up I was like a dog with a bone! But it was worth the wait, and it also gave me time to get organised, research my breed, think of all the exciting things we were going to do together, daydream about beach walks and sitting by a pub fire together. It’s nice to take that time to really make it a well-thought-through and mindful decision.

Rescue dogs

I think it’s a great idea to stop by your local rescue centre before jumping into bed with the idea of a puppy from a breeder. Check them out; you just never know – the perfect soul might be there, destined for you to meet them that day. Talk to the staff because even if you are set on the idea of a puppy, they get puppies in, too. But keep an open mind – if you would consider an older dog, it’s a beautiful thing to do. There are so many older dogs in our rescues, purely due to their age, and they would make wonderful companions, especially for someone older who doesn’t want to embark on taking care of a youngster.

But even if you decide against the rescue route, see if you can help the charity in any other way. It may be a case of collecting bedding or food, giving a donation or helping with fund raising. I rarely walk past a charity stand without giving what I can. I’m a big believer in the idea that ‘giving is receiving’ – one good turn leads to another, and the sense of satisfaction you get from helping in even the smallest way is heartwarming.

Refugees

Another option to explore is a refugee from overseas. There are a lot of displaced dogs in kill shelters (facilities where homeless animals wait for adoption; but once they are full or a dog has been there over a certain length of time, they are euthanised) around the world and plenty of charities working with them, bringing them over to safety and for homing.

[image: A Spaniel stealing a banana skin from a full rubbish bin. There are bits of rubbish on the floor around the bin.]
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GETTING ORGANISED

Now that you have a new dog on the way, you need to get yourself and your home organised in order to create a zen-like space for both them and you. So ahead of the arrival of those four paws, give some thought to choices regarding the basics. My checklist before picking up a new dog would include the following:

[image: image]Food

[image: image]Bedding

[image: image]Crate (yes or no?)

[image: image]Toys and things to chew

[image: image]Walking paraphernalia

[image: image]Car accessories (car seat mat, travel harness)

[image: image]Worming treatments

[image: image]A designated vet practice

[image: image]Insurance

[image: image]Stair gates (if required)

[image: image]Secure garden

[image: image]Poop sacks

We will talk about all of these in the course of the book, but let’s start with a look at food.

[image: A banana skin]
Food for Thought

What are you going to feed your dog? Do some research ahead of time and have the food of choice in place, ready. But also try to find out what the dog is currently fed on, as you will need to make a gradual change if you are altering their diet.

Here, in a nutshell, are the main food options and types (for more detailed information on food, see Chapter 7):

[image: image]Grain-based dry kibble – clean and easy to feed, but not the most tempting or the highest in nutritional value

[image: image]80/20 kibble – clean and easy to feed with a high nutritional content

[image: image]Tinned meat – more tempting, but pretty stinky and not great for those gnashers

[image: image]Raw – nutritionally high in value, tempting, free from preservatives; knowledge needed to ensure you are feeding a balanced diet (and lots of freezer space needed, too)

[image: image]Pre-prepared raw – high nutritional value, pre-packed, balanced and convenient; freezer space required

[image: image]Gently cooked – very tempting, balanced, high nutritional value (and it means you are not handling raw meat); freezer space required

[image: image]Mixed feeding – mixes your favoured kibble with raw, tinned or gently cooked food

As you can see, with all these foods come varying degrees of nutritional quality – and price points, too. Try to avoid the cheapest foods and buy those you can afford with the highest nutritional content. Like us, our dogs are what they eat.

Home Sweet Home

Your home is a sanctuary – a place where you feel safe and comfortable; somewhere you can be yourself. It’s your identity and a place for centring. And it’s the place you always come back to. My home makes me happy, and it makes my dogs happy, too. It’s our haven.

Outside …

Think about your outside space. Is it dog proof? You won’t want to be streaking up and down your road in a mad panic in pursuit of a missing hound. Some dogs won’t show any interest in breaking free, but some will find the smallest of escape routes from your garden and their curiosity will get the better of them. I’ve had female dogs mostly and I find they are home birds, not interested in exploring the neighbours’ patches. On the other hand, my male dog digs for Australia, can find a break in the thickest of hedges and, like my very own Dora the Explorer, makes it his mission to try to wander outside his patch. So to avoid the hassle, the danger and the upset of a lost dog, Fort Knox that garden. Not just for their safety, but also to protect against dog theft – you don’t want to be constantly standing on guard while they enjoy a sunny day in the garden. In fact, I’ve taken it to the next level with three bolted gates and cameras – but you know what? It gives me peace of mind, and what’s more valuable than that?

Again, for their safety, research plants that are poisonous to dogs. Puppies love to chew on plants and explore, but there are lots that are toxic to them (both indoor and outdoor varieties).

… and inside

What about inside your home? If a puppy is moving in, get the house organised. Scan all the areas your dog will occupy. It’s just not possible to watch them all the time; a busy household equals distractions. I can be making dinner with a toddler under one arm, as he’s insisting on being carried (that’s boys for you!), my daughter asking me a million ‘why’ questions, my husband rabbiting on a work call – all of which makes it just impossible to know what an inquisitive puppy is up to. Yes, I pride myself on my ability to be a multitasking mama and have eyes everywhere, but we all have our limits, don’t we?














Time for Sleep













What bed does your dog like?






Where in the house should they sleep?








[image: A fluffy dog with a grey muzzle, soundly asleep.]




Organising You









Choices, choices


















Toys for your pooch







Setting Boundaries























































[image: A scruffy terrier stood on hind legs, with a wagging tail.]
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