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To my wife – for somehow putting up with my bullshit
over the years and for always believing in me.




			
All the stories in this book really happened, and all the dogs are real. But to keep life simple (and yeah, obviously for legal reasons) all the dogs’ and humans’ names have been changed.
(Except mine and Evan’s, obviously.)

Also note that there are accompanying videos to some of the stories in this book, which can be accessed by scanning the QR codes in the text.
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Introduction

I want to tell you about what being a dog trainer is really like.

The good times, the bad times, the memorable cases, the challenges, the victories and the tragedies.

What it’s like to build a business from scratch and develop a following. How it feels to have a thousand trolls out there trying to tear that business down and telling lies about you. And the effect that has on your health, your life, and on the lives of everyone around you. When you realise you’re throwing everything away, in the grip of addiction . . . and you think there’s no way back.

Being a dog trainer can be one of the most rewarding jobs in the world, but it doesn’t come pain-free. There are times when you want to cry. There are times when you want to scream and shout, or to give up. Maybe you want to be a dog trainer, and that’s why you picked up this book. Well, I want to tell you how it really is: when you’re out there in the pissing rain, the freezing cold, being showered by hailstones, with thunder and lightning overhead . . .

But there are amazing parts, too. Dog training has at times driven me to the brink, but it has also given me an amazing life and the chance to help thousands of people and dogs out there, and to turn lives around. Including my own.

So, here’s my life as a dog trainer, told through the stories of the dogs I’ve saved, and the dogs who have saved me.




PART ONE

In the Beginning



Every day, someone asks me how to become a dog trainer.

I think it started around Covid time, when people began re-evaluating their lives. Working with dogs, they seemed to think, was going to be easy, or the most glamorous job in the world. Of course, that’s because these are people who absolutely love dogs – but they think that love is all it takes.

Don’t get me wrong: I’ve made a very good career from it over the last thirteen years. It keeps a roof over my head and gives me and my family a nice life.

But it’s not all sunshine and rainbows.

It all started when my girlfriend at the time (now my wife) and I decided we wanted a puppy.

We went onto Gumtree and all the other sites, where people who don’t know better go when they’re looking for a puppy. We ended up with a tan Staffy cross puppy, a beautiful little girl. Like a lot of first-time buyers, before we’d even met her we’d fallen in love with her picture.

We had no idea what to look for in a decent breeder, how to find one – or where to start looking. So, we found ourselves at this breeder’s house, and with the puppy in our arms. In retrospect, all the red flags were there, if we’d only known how to recognise them.

Firstly, all the puppies were being kept in a cage. Secondly, the puppies’ mum was locked in a different room because she ‘didn’t get on with people’.

As far as we could see, there was no problem. We were a kind couple, we were going to love this pup and bring it up right, so what did it matter where she had come from? We knew nothing about the difference between a dodgy backyard breeder and a reputable one. We happily paid over our £250, and took our puppy. On the way home we decided she was going to be called Jess.

I had always had dogs as a child, and had grown up around my grandma and grandad’s dogs. For Rachel and me, Jess was the first step towards making a family together. And at first, life with Jess was good!

As will become very clear later in this book, I have an addictive personality. That can bring many things into my life, both good and bad. With Jess, however, it was all beneficial: I knew I wanted a well-behaved dog, and that I wanted to train her myself, so I threw myself into the project. Training her became my addiction.

I read all the books and watched all the videos I could find. Then I went out and started to put thoughts into practice, and see how it went. But when Jess was just sixteen weeks old, I was training in the park with her when she suddenly collapsed and went still. When I caught up to her, I couldn’t believe what I saw. She was unresponsive.

At the time, my wife was working nights, and was asleep during the day. So I rushed Jess to the vet. Before I got there, she died in my arms. The vet afterwards confirmed that she had died from an internal rupture. This was caused by a birth defect which any reputable breeder would have known about. (For guidance about how to find the right breeder for you and your family please see my previous book, How to Raise the Perfect Dog.)

Going home to wake up my wife and tell her what had happened was one of the most difficult things I’ve ever had to do. To make things worse, at first she thought I was joking. When the truth had sunk in, neither of us could understand why such a lovely dog had been taken from us in the blink of an eye.

All of a sudden, coming back to the house without Jess rushing to greet us made the place feel cold and horrible. We could not stand how empty our home felt, and knew that it needed a new dog. But we were terrified of getting another puppy.

So, we went out and found Sammie – the dog who started it all.

Sammie

Sammie was a rescue, a white Staffy about sixteen months old. (For a guide on how to pick the perfect rescue for you, see my second book, How to Train Your Dog.)

Although Rachel and I hadn’t started our family yet, I still had part custody of my two-year-old daughter from a previous relationship. So I knew this dog had to be perfectly trained for my daughter to be safe. A sixteen-month-old dog is a very different kettle of fish from an eight-week-old puppy, so I thought carefully about how to get this right.

I knew that it was important that boundaries were established from the start, and that our relationship began with strict rules. It was no good giving a dog the run of the house and showering her with affection, then trying to impose rules later.

When we got home from picking Sammie up, it was 9.15 at night, dark and raining heavily. Even so, I knew that the quickest way to build a bond with a dog is to go walking together. It’s like holding hands with a small child. That’s how you show them they are safe: you keep them close, while bonding.

We walked through the area around our house, and all round the park, with Sammie on a lead the whole time. It never stopped raining for a moment. When we got home a couple of hours later, tired and wet, I made sure that the boundaries were clear: the doors to the rooms she couldn’t go into were locked, and the ones she could go into were open.

Because Sammie was a rescue, and her past experiences were unknown to us, we had to make sure we got everything right. It was important that we could take her to visit family and friends, and know that she wasn’t a danger to anyone.

In the newspapers Staffies get a bad rap. They can be referred to as the ‘devil dog’, and are thought to be a risk to children. But I’d grown up with them and saw that the opposite was true. Also, when I went to collect her from the rescue centre, I was told that she’d been living with a large family of children. The youngest was just a few months and the eldest was a teenager, and she’d been living happily enough with them. The fact that she was calm around kids was an incredibly important and positive sign.

Once I got her home, this turned out to be true: we never had any trouble with Sammie, who was a beloved family pet. Just goes to show you shouldn’t believe what you read in the newspapers.

But now I had to train her – and that was going to be a steep learning curve for both of us.

Looking back, it might be surprising that I had so little self-doubt about training my dog myself. But I had grown up with dogs, and I thought I understood them. And despite all I’ve learned since then, I already knew the single-most important fact:

Golden Rule 1: Dogs are honest.

And if you are honest with them, and show them how to behave, that is how they will behave. It is humans who mess up dogs’ behaviour.

I had always understood dogs. Even as a child, when other kids would warn me about a supposedly scary dog on our street, they never scared me. If a dog came rushing up, barking its head off at me, I would stay calm, and soon it became calm too.

In fact, it was being around dogs which made me feel calm. When I realised this, it was the first time I learned that interacting with animals could be mutually beneficial – we helped each other.

Now, at the beginning of a new relationship, I knew it was time for me to be strict with Sammie.

In those early days I paid a lot of attention to César Millan, better known as the Dog Whisperer. I always made sure I followed his simple instructions:

1. A new dog does not automatically get to be on the couch: that is a privilege to be earned.

2. Do not leave food out that can be eaten.

3. Don’t leave toys lying around that could be taken and then guarded by a dog.

4. Reward the behaviours that you actually like, i.e. if the dog is jumping up don’t stroke it; if the dog is sitting calmly then stroke it.

5. Dogs need their own space, so provide a bed or a crate for them to retreat to so they can be left alone.

6. Perhaps most importantly, watch what energy you put out. If you want a calm, confident dog, then you will have to project those emotions as well, as dogs will often mirror your energy.

I was reading whatever I could find on the subject: books on behaviour modification, dog psychology, obedience training, agility training, gun-dog training . . . My addictive behaviour was coming into play – one of the times when it was a very useful trait. I wanted to learn absolutely everything that I possibly could about the art and science of dog training.

If you think that just means I was interested in the subject, think again. I was obsessed.

I bought encyclopedias of dog breeds so I could (let’s say) tell you the difference between a Springer Spaniel and a Rottweiler or between a Chihuahua and a Great Dane. (Besides the obvious, of course.) I wanted to understand what defined a breed: the exercise requirements, the personalities, the physical differences . . . At this point, I had no intention of becoming a dog trainer. This was just my addictive side at work.

I was trapped in my job at the time, working nights in a casino. I was a croupier and worked on the roulette wheel. At school I’d not been the worst academically, but quite honestly could never be arsed with homework. So I’d left without any qualifications.

At the casino, life was superficially glamorous, but in truth pretty depressing. One customer came in – a high roller, suited and booted, spending £200, £300, £400 a time on blackjack, sometimes spending £10K over a weekend. Then he vanished. Two years later he was back, betting £5 a time. We soon found out that in the interim he had lost his house, his marriage and no longer saw his children due to his gambling addiction. But here he was again, betting what little he had left.

Other high rollers could be verbally abusive but were allowed to get away with the behaviour because of the amounts they were spending.

I’d been working in the casino since I was eighteen. Now I was in my mid-twenties and without a future. I couldn’t afford to pay my bills on what I was earning, and sometimes had to borrow money from my future parents-in-law to get by, which was humiliating.

The idea of still being at the casino in my thirties, or forties, was too bleak. And on top of everything, Rachel was pregnant: I was definitely happy about that, but it brought more financial pressures.

On the way into work some nights I felt so despairing I wanted to cry. I didn’t have the qualifications to move on to anything that was better paid, and of course that left me feeling trapped. On top of that the hours were incredibly unsociable, leaving me going into work when others were just about to go to bed, and getting home in the morning when other people were going off to work.

I was determined that my future child would have access to things that I hadn’t had when I was a kid. But I still had no idea how I was going to provide them.

Meanwhile, I was reading everything I could about dogs and dog training, and taking Sammie to the park that was just thirty seconds’ walk from our house. It took my mind off my troubles.

I liked doing little tricks with her: sit-stays, or down-stays. This meant I would make her sit, and then walk off. People would be watching me, wondering what I was doing. But I would keep walking and walking – sometimes all the way to the other side of the park. I’d get to the far side without even looking back, and I could feel people watching me, thinking I’d abandoned my dog. Only when I got as far away as I could possibly be, would I turn and yell: ‘Sammie, heel!’

And she’d come running towards me like a bat out of hell. Right across the park, straight to me, and stop right beside my leg. It gave me such a thrill, every time.

Soon this became my way of escaping from the world. We’d go out, just me and the dog, for a few hours at a time. I’d leave my phone at home and for those hours would escape from my problems, or at least get the mental space to turn them over in my mind.

With a baby on the way, I was determined to improve my circumstances, but despite this could feel myself slipping into the life I’d always told myself I would escape. I had no idea what to do, or where to go. What was I going to do next?

My only clue was that when I was with dogs I was in my happy place. I didn’t have a boss breathing down my neck and telling me what to do, I wasn’t stuck working unsociable hours – I was in the fresh air, I was happy, I was in charge of my destiny.

I was also pretty pleased with how Sammie was progressing. After a few months, there was only so much more I could teach her. And (my addictive personality kicking in again) I decided it was time to get another dog. Maybe a puppy this time.

Rachel wasn’t so sure this was a good idea – we’d tried bringing up a puppy once, and it had been heart-breaking, after all. But I realised that we had been naïve and uneducated in the way we’d gone about it before. Now that I knew so much more, I was convinced this time it would be a different experience: we were ready to do it right. Finally I won Rachel over.

Also, I needed a project, and a new challenge. Having succeeded training a mature dog in Sammie, I wanted to teach a puppy. Dogs learn quicker from each other than they do from humans – a second dog will see the behaviour that’s being rewarded and imitate it. That’s why you should never get a second dog until the first one is trained.

Normally when getting a second dog, it’s a good idea to get one of a different sex from the first dog. Having two males or two females together can breed tension. Males can compete for dominance, and when in season, females can snap at each other. Soon they can be battling over almost anything: resources, human affection, food, toys, sofa privileges. Male dogs tend to be more assertive and females tend to be more docile, making for a useful pairing if you have one of each.

However, for various reasons I didn’t end up following this advice, and instead got a second female dog!

I knew that I wanted a Rottweiler. I’d always wanted one, and had grown up surrounded by them. But it was a big responsibility because of the size and power of the dog when full-grown.


Rottweilers and reputations

Similar to the Staffordshire Bull Terrier, Rottweilers often get a bad rap, mainly due to how they are portrayed in the media. But I’ve always been a sucker for an underdog story – I love taking a breed with a bad reputation and showing the world that the reputation is unfair. Rottweilers are actually incredibly intelligent, extraordinarily loyal, and make fantastic family dogs. But the strong protective instincts that make them so great can become problematic if you don’t know how to manage them.



We did our research and found a reputable professional Rottweiler breeder. I knew their dogs would be well looked after, and also that they’d been exposed to kids at a young age. Just as important (remembering the tragedy of Jess), the puppies would have had the requisite health checks and correct jabs. All of these details should have been dealbreakers first time round, if only we’d known to ask the dodgy bloke we’d found on Gumtree.

As it happened the breeder only had two puppies available: one male and one female. I said I wanted the male, at which point the breeder decided she wanted to keep the male! I didn’t know when I’d have a chance to find such a well-reared dog again, so out of desperation we said yes to the female.

We called her Daisy – and we could not have asked for a better family dog.

Training in the park

So there I was, a baby-faced lad in my twenties, covered with tattoos, dressed (I admit) like a total chav, walking my Rottweiler and my Staffy, and probably looking like a stereotypical lad from the housing estate.

For a few hours on those afternoons in the park, all three of us would be utterly focused on our training exercises. I was truly happy. Sammie and Daisy were too.

I was always thinking of new games and tricks we could do, that were fun and probably amusing for people to watch. But the goal was always to help with the dogs’ training, not to put on a show for others in the park.

I would make Daisy stay in one place, walk Sammie to a completely different spot and leave her there – and then walk away from them both to test their obedience. This is a ‘distance-stay’.

Next, I taught them to ‘heel’, which is to walk nicely by my side, directly next to my leg, when off the lead (traditionally the left leg, as it happens). Lots of people struggle to walk their dogs at the best of times, even on a lead, without getting pulled all over the place. There I was, walking with my lead around my neck and the two dogs strolling by my side.

Another trick was to throw a tennis ball for them to fetch and then call them to heel before they reached it.

That last one might sound cruel, but is actually an important skill and safety measure. What if your dog is chasing a squirrel into a place that is dangerous for it? What if it’s chasing a ball towards a busy road? This exercise, the recall, might save its life.

Coming up with these tricks and games, I was in my happy place. The stresses of finances, of my job, and anxiety about becoming a father for the second time – all these went away. Other people in their happy place might be sitting around playing video games, or playing sport. For me it was dogs. If I was going to have a Staffy, I was going to have the best-trained one in the world. And the same of course goes for Daisy the Rottweiler.

I knew how I looked with my tracksuit and my tattoos, and I definitely knew how these types of dogs are portrayed in the media – and the assumptions that came with those stereotypes. (After all, when a Labrador bites someone, no one ever hears of it, but when a Rottweiler does, it’s bloody front-page news.) I wanted to prove people’s expectations wrong. When people saw me with Sammie and Daisy, I wanted them to think: wow, that is how a dog is supposed to be!

Gradually, little crowds started forming in the park when I arrived. Although other people might have been embarrassed, I loved it. I’d always been a bit of a show-off, a bit of a performer. I can’t deny I’ve always loved being the centre of attention, maybe because I’m competitive and want to be the best.

I played up to it, making people wonder what was going on. When I left Daisy and Sammie in a distance-stay, people would watch, probably thinking I was abandoning my dogs as I walked right out of sight round a corner for a few moments, before coming back. They were always still poised, and waiting for my instructions.

I knew I was getting a bit of a reputation, that I was a distraction or entertainment for others walking their dogs or hanging out in the park. But as far as I knew it was all just a bit of fun. Until one day, when suddenly everything changed.

There was a bloke who was often walking his dog (a Labradoodle) in the park, and had obviously been watching me. He came over and asked if it was OK to bring his dog. I guessed he meant, was his dog safe around my two?

‘They’re all right mate,’ I said about Daisy and Sammie. ‘They’re sound as a pound.’

‘I’ve seen you here over a few days, on and off,’ he said. ‘I just want to ask – who trains your dogs? I’ve never seen two dogs so well behaved! Is the trainer local?’

‘Very local,’ I said, ‘I do it all myself.’

I wasn’t sure if he believed me at first.

‘It’s really not that difficult,’ I told him, ‘if you know what you’re doing. You could do it yourself, if you try.’

‘Would you train my dog?’ he asked. I thought he was joking, and laughed along with him.

‘Mate,’ I said. ‘It’s really not that difficult. But if you want me to, I will . . . ’

‘Great,’ he said. ‘Can I take your number?’

‘Shit,’ I thought. ‘He’s serious!’

I gave him my number and didn’t think much more about it. Walking home I wondered why he’d asked – I wasn’t exactly dressed like your average professional dog trainer, after all. But then how does a dog trainer dress?

When I got home, Rachel was sitting in the living room. ‘Some guy called for you,’ she said straight away. She gave me a funny look. ‘He said that you were going to train his dog?’ (This was all a hundred years ago, in the days when people still had landlines.)

‘I thought he was joking!’ I said. I told her what had happened, and for a minute we were as bemused as each other. ‘I’m not a dog trainer,’ I said. ‘I can’t train other people’s dogs!’

‘But Adam,’ she said, ‘you said you’d do it.’

‘Well, yeah,’ I said. ‘But I thought he was just going to forget about it. I didn’t think he was serious!’

I couldn’t tell whether she thought I was an idiot, or being funny. Possibly both. I can be both at times, for sure. But Rachel is the sensible to my chaotic. Which is why it works.

‘You said you would,’ she said, ‘so you’d better do it, hadn’t you?’

She was right.

‘Well,’ I thought, ‘it really isn’t that difficult . . . ’




Chapter 1

Goldie the Labradoodle

So that’s how I met the first dog I ever professionally trained – a Labradoodle called Goldie.

Goldie belonged to that random guy who’d approached me in the park, who at first I didn’t think was serious. Then it turned out he was serious, and all of a sudden I had a dog-training job on my hands. A paying job.

Or was it? We hadn’t even discussed that . . .

Sean, Goldie’s owner, was a respectable-looking gent in his fifties, which made him more than twice my age – no tattoos, no tracksuit. I thought he was probably a businessman and after agreeing a date for the first session, I suddenly felt sick at the responsibility. I ought to have been excited, but I was more terrified than happy.

At this point, I had no idea that I would ever become a dog trainer, or that it was even possible for someone like me. As far as I was concerned, I was doing a favour for a stranger. And I was still nervous when I turned up at his house.

Sean’s house was nice – much nicer than mine. It was a four-bedroom, semi-detached place with a conservatory. At the time I was living in a tiny top-floor two-bedroom apartment with no garden and a kitchen that was too small to eat in. Sean’s kitchen was big enough for us all to stand around and have a chat. It was the kind of place I knew I would like to own one day, but didn’t think I’d ever be able.

Goldie was a typical Labradoodle. He was seven months old – just at the beginning of adolescence. His problematic behaviours were the ordinary ones you would expect: pulling on the lead, jumping up at people, unable to be let off the lead because he was too curious and friendly and overstimulated; and, when he was let off, refusing to come back.

If ever he didn’t want to do anything, he would protest by jumping up and refusing to listen. He was still doing puppy-biting despite the fact he had adult teeth, so it could be painful. It was general nuisance behaviour. Nothing too terrible or disturbed, no aggressive barking at other dogs, just the sort of normal-level difficult stuff that an average dog owner would struggle with.

Goldie was a sweet dog, a happy-go-lucky fellow at heart who had been able to get away with too much. Now that he was getting bigger and more wilful, the behaviour was becoming more of a problem and making him difficult to handle.

Lots of these behaviours reminded me of Sammie when I had got her. And so – hopefully, as long as I didn’t mess anything up – I should be able to solve them. In fact, once I’d decided to go for it, I wasn’t worried. All that was needed was:

• A bit of common sense.

• Understanding where Goldie was coming from, and what had caused his behavioural issues.

• Getting Sean to understand and keep to the lessons/instructions I taught him.

But there was a chance that it wouldn’t be easy.

There is a misconception in the dog-training world that an aggressive, gnarly adult dog frothing at the mouth and lunging for humans and other dogs is the worst to train. Strangely they can be easier, or more straightforward, to fix than an adolescent.

Especially an adolescent who’s always been happy, and has never faced any strong opposition to its behaviour. A testosterone-driven adolescent dog who’s been allowed to get away with a lot without being taught strict rules is exactly like a spoilt child. When you suddenly tell them to do something they don’t want to, they throw a big temper tantrum. That’s why the friendliest dogs can be the most difficult to train.

The aggressive adult dogs are fear-aggressive, and in need of some leadership. Often they quickly gain confidence from their handler and relax because someone has taken hold of the situation. The problem can be solved quickly. That’s not the case with a friendly adolescent.

With this in mind I arrived at Sean’s house for my first session with Goldie.

The session started the moment I walked into the house, because Goldie jumped up at me. This was an easy one: I did nothing. Completely ignored him.

The reason for this is simple. Whatever you give a dog, that dog gives you back tenfold. Showing affection and approval when the dog’s not behaving properly only reinforces that behaviour, and tells it that what it is doing is acceptable.

Whenever I enter a house – a friend’s, a stranger’s or even my own place – I walk in and ignore the dog. I learned from a young age that if you ignore a dog that is misbehaving, very quickly the dog will stop that behaviour and show you another behaviour. And (so long as it is now behaving the way I want) that is when I would acknowledge the dog.

Even if Sammie was jumping up at me and mouthing (play-biting) when I entered my own house, I’d walk straight past her. I’d talk to my wife, say hello to my daughter, put my bags down, put the kettle on, and then, when Sammie was calm, I would give her some attention. That’s how she learned, very quickly, that when she was calm she got the attention, not when she was being hyperactive and jumping up.

Of course, we adore our dogs. And it’s amazing that they are there to greet us with so much love when we come home. It’s the easiest thing in the world, when coming in after a hard day, to greet them with affection too. But so often all you’re saying is, ‘Get down, get down!’, and reinforcing bad behaviour. This is just creating more excitement for a dog that is already excited, and the situation escalates.

So, when I walked into the house, I ignored Goldie. I went into Sean’s kitchen, met his wife, and was made a cup of tea. First things first: I had to find out what Goldie’s issues were, as Sean saw them, and what he wanted addressing. As we were talking about him, Goldie had already stopped jumping up and was calm.

I reached into my back pocket for a treat to reward his calmness, but first checked to see if he had any allergies. (Didn’t want to kill my first-ever trainee, after all.) It’s always important, before you give a dog anything, to find out what it might be allergic to. This was even more important a few years ago, when dog treats were ultra-processed garbage. Not only were they pretty bad for dogs in the first place, but they could also contain ingredients to which individual dogs had dietary sensitivities: bacon, wheat, sugar, salt and so on.

Dogs generally don’t grow out of bad habits. If you don’t show them what behaviour is preferred they will maintain these behaviours through puppyhood, adolescence and into adulthood. Goldie was exhibiting puppy behaviours despite being an adolescent dog. He was becoming much more difficult to manage than when he’d been a puppy.

Goldie had no allergies so I was safe to use my treats. He’d now realised that jumping up got him no attention and had calmed down. He came and sat next to me, which was when I said, ‘Good boy,’ and gave him a treat. From then on, whenever he did anything I liked, I said ‘Good boy’ and gave him a treat.

I did not tell him to sit. This is how I have always treated my own dogs: I don’t ask them to sit, I don’t ask them to heel, I don’t ask them to lie down, I don’t give the dog any command until I know the dog understands the behaviour.

This might sound confusing, but I’ll explain. When first getting to know your dog, you are speaking a foreign language to it. When I say, ‘Hello, how’s your day been?’ to my wife or my best mate, because they understand what I’m saying they know how to respond accordingly.

But when I say ‘Sit’ to a dog that’s never been taught properly how to sit, it will look at me blankly – or tilt its head in that cute manner they have. That tilt of the head is often a sign of confusion or trying to comprehend what you’re saying (humans do this as well, in the same circumstances).

Think about it. It’s as if I were to shout something at you in German, and you are not a German speaker. You know I’m trying to tell you something but you ain’t got a clue what I’m saying!

So, we always teach
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