My dog was with me when I set out 

by Steve Wright

So many Brittany owners have difficulty with the recall or with controlling their dogs at a distance that I thought I would outline my own system which I developed over many years. It is fundamentally different from anything that you will see described in any dog training manual. 

When I was a child my family bred Airedale Terriers. Our first bitch was my mother's pride and joy and we kept one of her daughters which was going to be my Dad's dog. She proved so wayward that he quickly became disenchanted with her and cunningly passed her on to my sister. By this time the animal was a fairly hardened criminal and my sister also gave up and she became my first dog. I was the youngest and had no-one else to off-load her to.

The main problem with my dog was recall. By the time I had exhausted the knowledge of the local dog training club (and actually won quite advanced obedience competitions with her - but at indoor venues only) she was a committed escaper. She became what the Americans call a "running fool". Sometimes she would be missing for days at a time, endlessly hunting. This left her with an enlarged heart but no discernible reduction in her stamina. After I had left home to become a professional dog trainer my mother had her put down as being beyond reasonable control - at the age of thirteen! I swore that I would never have another dog that was bad to recall, and set about developing a reliable method of teaching this vital exercise. 

The first dilemna for any dog owner is that they cannot punish the misbehaving dog when it does eventually return. The correction will only be associated with coming to you and it will be less inclined to return the next time. Unfortunately it is too far away for you to inflict any punishment on it while it is ignoring you so the dog is in a "no lose" situation. It can enjoy its freedom and still gets praised (probably through clenched teeth) when it eventually decides it is hungry/tired, etc. So we need to find a way to punish it while it is out of range.

Secondly the teaching of the recall is already an admission of defeat. We should concentrate on stopping the dog running off in the first place. As always, prevention is better than cure. In an ideal world we would spot the first warning signs as soon as they surface, and would nip the problem in the bud. Many experienced dog handlers automatically do this and, as a result always seem to have pleasant well-behaved pets.

Before outlining the technique I use with puppies, and also describing how to extend this to use on older dogs that are already steeped in sin, I should make something very clear. At the outset you are going to be absolutely horrid to your dog. You will undermine its self-confidence and thoroughly upset it. Unless you are prepared to do this effectively you will not succeed. However you and it will quickly realise the benefit and will enjoy a much happier life together as a result.

The other warning that must be given is that, while you will give every appearance of being very angry with your dog, you must never do this if you are genuinely in a temper. The success of the technique depends on your ability to switch from apparent fury to ecstatic joy in an instant. The clearer you can make this contrast the more readily your dog will understand what you want of it. So let's get going.

The first signs of trouble start when the puppy is still in the garden. There will probably be an occasion when you want it to come in and it decides to scamper about or investigate more interesting smells. At this age it is easy just to stride over and pick the puppy up. This can develop into a game if you are not careful, with the puppy becoming very expert at dodging your outstretched hands. What fun. However you can take this opportunity to teach the pup its first recall lesson, but only if you can afford ten minutes or so. Otherwise wait until you have nothing more pressing to do.

Every dog has its flight area. Within this it has to decide whether new things are potential dangers, and if it should run or fight. All dog owners recognise this in their pets. An understanding of this will help you train the recall. When your puppy first refuses to come in you will need to casually approach until you are at the edge of its flight area. At this point it does not have to decide to do anything but it is aware of you. Suddenly, in a loud, deep, angry voice say "Come!" With an invitation like this your puppy will immediately bunk off a bit further, hiding its confusion by pretending to play or by inspecting a particularly interesting flower, etc. It has re-created its flight area and can ignore you again. Once more casually saunter up to the edge of the area and repeat the command as fiercely as before. Expect several repetitions of the puppy evading you. 

What you are trying to do is undermine its confidence. It does not fancy coming to you and yet it cannot enjoy itself. Equally you are making no effort to catch it so it is in a situation that it does not know how to resolve. As its self-confidence evaporates it will increasingly want reassurance but will be frightened to come to you. Let it stew a bit until it is looking pretty pathetic and upset. It will not come up to you, so when you judge it is being very submissive you will have to grasp it gently under its chin (it will probably be lying down) and drag it firmly towards you, repeating "Come" fiercely and backing away as you do so. This is when you suddenly reverse your behaviour and praise it like mad, including the obeyed command in your praise - "Good puppy "Come", clever puppy" and so forth. Once it has perked up you can let it go again so that the lesson can be repeated. Do this perhaps three times and it will start coming very quickly and confidently.

It will only take a couple of these little sessions to teach it that you can stop it enjoying itself at a distance and, most importantly, that it can get pleasure and relief from this predicament by coming to you quickly. It will have found that the "Come" command is non-negotiable and an imperative.

Once your puppy has been inoculated and is able to go out with you it is time to extend your training. For this next stage I deliberately choose wooded areas, or ones providing good cover, after first making sure that we are safe from traffic. All I do now is try to lose the pup. Every time it becomes engrossed in a new smell I sneak off and hide. This can vary from climbing trees to dropping flat in long grass. The puppy will not know how or where to look for you. Observe its discomfort and then use the fierce "Come" but remain hidden. The puppy is now under pressure to get to you as quickly as possible but does not know where you are. It will cast about in different directions and you only use the command again when it is going too far. Eventually it will find you and will be mightily relieved, and of course very well praised by you. Again include the "Come" command in your praise, "Good dog "Come", clever dog". 

Before long it will keep one eye on you at all times so that you cannot disappear. Make a practice of calling it to you when it is close by just to give it a fuss and a play.

You can develop this to teach it quartering and a response to hand signals. Use open land and keep tacking in the opposite direction to your dog so that it turns back towards you. This can become a game, just as hiding from it can.

The advantage of training the recall like this is that the dog knows you can spoil its fun even when it is out of reach. Also, because it is used such a firm command you will be able to shout at it, and get a prompt response, in moments of crisis. I defy anyone to use a happy cheerful command (as recommended in most dog training manuals) as their dog races towards a main road or sets off into a field of sheep.

Older dogs can be trained in exactly the same way but it is sensible to start in a fairly large but secure environment such as a sheep paddock. People will think you are nuts as you wander after your dog, bellowing at it in a furious voice but making no attempt to catch it. Let them. Your job is to spoil the dog's fun and undermine its confidence. As an apprentice guide dog trainer I spent an afternoon doing just this under the uncomprehending gaze of my boss, who watched from his office window. He was waiting to tell me off for losing my temper with the dog I was training. It took me two and a half hours to finally get it to give in and come to me. I praised it like mad and let it go again. This time it came in thirty minutes and I again let it go after a play session and some heartfelt praise. The third time it only took five minutes and refused to leave my side after that. For the rest of its life it was excellent at recall but refused to enjoy any freedom at all, rarely going more than a few yards from its owner.

If you are still confused by the psychology of this I suggest you go to your local dog club. There you will see dogs being told to stay with very firm commands. Equally you will see several of them creeping towards their owners in an anxious attempt to placate them.  

