Introducing the Young Dogs to Stock
Of course, when one reads this, the thought is that the article will begin with talking about the dog and stock. Not exactly. For most dogs, the first step in introducing a dog to stock is obedience work. Yep. Obedience work. In herding, even at the most beginning levels, the dog has to have some compliance to commands given in a highly exciting situation and while the dog is off lead. So it's important to have some basic foundation before that time. 

I prefer to start my dogs as puppies, but this applies to any dog that hasn't seen stock. I've used it successfully on client dogs of 18 months to 3 years of age. I know others who have used similar techniques on older dogs. Basically, you need to start with the dog coming on command, sitting, downing on command and heeling. None of this needs to be "AKC Obedience competition" level - the dog does not need to sit straight in front of you on a recall, but the dog MUST come to you on the recall. The dog doesn't need to have a regulation heel, but it MUST not be playing "Belgian Sled Dog" with the lead. If the dog won't obey these minimal commands off the stock, it is highly unlikely it will do so ON the stock.

Once you have this part down, the next part comes into play. Critically important is to have CALM, PLACID, COOPERATIVE stock. These should be stock that will NOT be more physical challenge than your dog is ready for - sheep that can outrun your pup will only teach your dog to be frustrated, not how to herd properly. Save the speedy cagey stock and the "stand and fight" crowd for after your dog has the basics. I prefer sheep because they are not as dangerous as cattle and they are less easy to injure inadvertently than ducks. Most training facilities have such stock but if you can't find a facility that is near enough or their stock bolt at the sight of a Belgian, you can try one of 3 alternatives: 1. ducks - you will have to be more careful about your dog inadvertently running over the ducks, playing duck-squeak toy or being uninterested in ducks (some dogs won't work ducks). 2. SHOW SHEEP. If you can lay your hands on retired show sheep, you have at least gotten sheep that are used to pens and people. Older wool breed sheep (except Cheviots) tend to not be too excitable and you can probably get someone with a trained dog to get the basic dog breaking done so that you can use the sheep. And 3. You can put the stock you CAN get into a holding pen (freestanding pen) in the middle of the pen you will use to train your dog. This method works, but it is more complicated, and will be addressed in a subsequent article. 

Some books and trainers will state that it is best to start a dog in a big field. I don't agree. Even some Border Collie people (John Holmes, in his "THE FARMER'S DOG" and Pope Robertson in his "ANYONE CAN DO IT" are two) don't start in large areas. In a large area, you have little control over the dog or the stock. I prefer to use a pretty small area. I've used a 26 x 26 foot pen up to a pen that is 60 x 60 feet. I don't like to use a larger one for a beginner. Having this arrangement, you are ready to take your dog to the stock.

Going to see the sheep entails walking on a lead, since I believe it's a "whole package". So you want to have your dog walk at heel, sat when mom or dad opens gates, "walk thru" the gate (new command!), and sit when you get thru the gate and close it. If the dog is Hyper about this (some will be), you take the dog back away and just do the approach until the dog understands that nothing fun is going to happen unless they have decent manners going TO the stock. This is essential foundation for later, because your dog's ability to "calm down" will be needed during any actual stock work you plan to do, tests, trials or ranch work. Once the dog understands and complies with behaving in a civilized manner, you go into the stock pen. 

With a pup, you can probably take off your lead, because you can outrun the puppy. With any dog you are not certain you can outrun, you want to leave a lead on. I prefer to use cotton lead rope for horses with a smaller sized snap - the cotton leads are often colorful (makes spotting the flying rope in the dirt easier) and it wears well. I do wear gloves, but most of these leads are heavy enough that if you HAVE to grab it barehanded, you won't end up with major rope burns. I like my leads to be at least 10 foot in length with a knot at the very end. You can use a longer line, but more than 20 feet tends to be more hassle than value. You also want a stock stick. With most beginning dogs, I use PVC pipe. The regular crook is going to be too dangerous if you miss with interfering with the crook and inadvertently hit the dog and bamboo tends to split and be hard on the hands. PVC does get old, but it will usually last for 2 years, after which you will have progressed to the crook. I like my PVC to be somewhere between 5' long and 8' -- too long makes it unwieldy, too short and you have a handicap in reaching over the stock. Your length may vary as it is dependent on how tall YOU are and what you can manage. 

OK, NOW, FINALLY, your dog is in the arena, your stock are in the arena, you are prepared - let the dog go. Your dog will do one of several things, all of which are normal:

1. zing off instantly at 90 MPH in a mad attempt to group the stock into the smallest possible space with you trapped in the center of the circle.
2. sniff and look away "WHAT SHEEP"? 
3. Be just a little intimidated by the stock.
4. figure the stock are VERY large squeaky toys.

These are all normal. With the Zingy dog, your objective will be to control the impulse and get the dog to move at least 3 inches off the stock. With the "what sheep" dogs, you want to let them know that YES, it is ok to work stock, even to the point of you working the stock and having the dog heel with you while doing it. Some dogs are just convinced that this is a "set up" and you are going to correct them if they do anything. Sometimes dogs do not have their instinct "click on" when they first see stock, or the second time, or even the third. If your dog has been out on the stock for about 10 times in the space of 6 months and still has no interest, you may have a dog that just isn't all that interested in herding. Be sure, though, that you have tried different stock - some dogs don't like one kind of stock and love another. Those that are a bit intimidated may need you to help work the stock so they feel it's ok. Sometimes IF a trained dog is available, you can use the trained dog to help yours figure out that the stock CAN be bossed - but this is risky with all but a very reliable trained dog. You can try using smaller lambs or just moving the stock around yourself with the dog in the area. Dogs rightly should respect stock - even small sheep usually outweigh the dog and being butted CAN hurt - a lot. But if it is simple "I'm not sure", your confidence will usually encourage the dog to try. The squeaky toy dog has to learn that the stock are very special squeaky toys and eating them is not acceptable. Predatory dogs CAN learn to work stock, but initially, your job will be to prevent bites, not correct the dog FOR biting. Keep in mind that a dog engaging in MINOR flossing (biting that does NOT hurt the stock) is pretty normal in a beginning dog just learning how much they can or can't boss the stock. Don't get on your dog's case about this - prevent it by stepping in and getting the dog off, but don't correct the dog if they do it. Corrections are only for a dog trying to actually literally kill the stock, which is a rare occurrence. 

Don't work your dog that long. Five minutes is plenty. Try and get the pup to stop and recall (now you know what that rope is good for) and quit while the pup still has interest and has done well.

Ok, I've told you what to do, HOW do you do these things. That's for the next installment.
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