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I. Which Breed Best Suits Your Needs?

Most people decide to buy a particular breed of dog because they are
popular or rare, pretty or so ugly they're cute, s jie O SO BIG, because their
coats are long and luxurious or short and easy to care for, because they are
friendly or perceived to be mean. Are these valid reasons to use to decide what
breed of dog you will be sharing your life with for the next ten to fifteen years?
Some of these reasons may have merit, but I believe there other considerations
to make when you are deciding which breed of dog is best for you and your
family’s needs.

Too many people approach the purchase of a new puppy like they were
buying an accessory to decorate their house. "I like the looks of that dog. He
would look so nice lying by the fireplace.” While a well bred dog may be a thing
of beauty, he is so much more than a piece of art.

Most breeds of dog were developed to perform a job for their master.
Their ancestors were selected for breeding based on how well they were able to
suit their owner’s purpose. The ability to perform the assigned task was not just
based on the size and shape and coat of the dog. He also had to possess the
innate mental abilities that made him good at his job. Therefore, during the
many years of selection necessary to develop a breed, it was not just the
outward physical characteristics that were set in the breed, but also the
behavioral tendencies.

So be warned, when you purchase a new puppy, you are not just getting
the pleasing outward appearance of the breed you have chosen. You also get
those behavioral tendencies that are part and parcel of the breed. But what if
you don't have livestock to herd, or vermin to kill, or furbearers to track, or
waterfowl to retrieve? How will a purebred dog’s innate behaviors manifest
themselves in your daily life?

I cannot speak with authority on all of the many registered breeds that
exist, let alone discuss the variation among the different bloodlines within each
breed, but I can make some generalizations among different types of dog
breeds. For example, I have often said that the mouth is the working end of a
retriever. You can expect a retriever pup to pick up and carry almost everything
they can get in their mouths. If it’s too big to carry they may try to chew it
down to a more convenient size. I had a Lab that would pick up anything she
could find lying in the yard and bring it to me. The yard was always clean and
ready for me to mow without having to clean up any debris!

Other breed groups have their own quirks. Members of the herding group
may be obsessed with trying to herd the kids around the yard. If kids are not
available they may try to herd cars (not recommended), or they may try to herd



you around the house! Hounds have a tendency to follow scent trails to
wherever they lead and they also have a fondness for barking and howling.
Pointing dogs have an obsession to “find the bird”! They may continue to run in
search of one as far as they are able to go. The terrier breeds were developed
to kill small vermin. They may be inclined to dig and have a very independent
and tenacious nature.

This is just a brief sample of some of the various breed tendencies that
you can encounter. All breeds have a general behavioral profile that may help
you decide which breed best suits you needs, but where do you find out what
those behavioral tendencies are?

There are books that give brief physical and behavioral descriptions of
many different dog breeds. I recommend that you check out a few of these
books from the library and use them to narrow your search to three or four
breeds. Get more than one book because an author can have his own biases on
a breed (good or bad). By reading accounts from different authors you can
benefit from their different perspectives.

Once you have narrowed your choices down to three or four breeds, I
suggest that you check out some of the breed specific books to get a more
detailed account of each breed. While you are doing this, please bear in mind
that the authors of these books are avid supporters of their breed who may have
become blind to their breed’s behavioral quirks and have learned to live with
them as a matter of course. This type of book is usually written by people
involved in the dog show arena who may not be well versed in the breed'’s
working strains (assuming the breed has separate working bloodlines; more on
this later). In other words you may not be getting a complete viewpoint of the
breed or an unbiased opinion of them!

There is also valuable information available on the internet. Most national
breed clubs have a website with a wealth of breed specific information. Again
keep in mind their potential bias, although they may be forthright with details on
the potential shortcomings their breed may have. My sister-in-law asked me to
research Weimaraners for her. The breed club web site I visited had a
questionnaire on it to help people decide if the breed was right for them. Upon
answering the questions from her perspective it became obvious that the breed
did not suit her lifestyle.

At this point in your research you should narrow your list down to two or
three potential breeds. Now that you are empowered with some basic
knowledge of each breed I think you can benefit from talking to as many people
as you can find who own dogs of each breed. Meet their dogs if you can and
form your own impressions of them. I think it would be best to focus your
attention on people who are not breeders at this point so you can get unbiased



opinions from people who own one of the dogs, but have nothing to gain from
trying to sell you a puppy. Ask them about their experiences raising their dog
from a puppy. Did they have any behavioral or health problems to deal with?
Would they get another dog of that breed? Why or why not? Can they give you
a reference on a breeder, either good or bad? You may wish to ask for their
breeder’s name and phone number and note whether you liked his dog or not.
This information may be useful later. Do they have other advice to offer?

Don't try to rush the process of researching breeds. The more completely
you do your homework the more likely you will select the breed that best suits
your family’s needs, wants, and desires and the better prepared you will be for
the next phases of the process.

II. All Puppies of a Breed Are Not Created Equally.

I know many of you may have only skimmed or completely skipped the
previous section because you are sure you know which breed best suits your
needs. You may be right, but I still recommend that you read the previous
section and follow the procedure even if only for your chosen breed. It will
better prepare you for the rest of the task at hand. “What task?” you may ask.
“I know what breed I want, all I have to do is to go to the pet store or check out
the classified ads and buy a registered puppy, right?” WRONG!

Abraham Lincoln stated that “All men are created equal” in his Gettysburg
Address, but I am willing to state that all Labrador Retrievers (insert the name of
your chosen breed) are not created equally! It is @ common misconception that
because a pup has “papers” or is AKC registered (or CKC or UKC or whatever
other registry) it must be good. The perception is that having a pedigree or
being registered is like having the “"Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval”. I
would like to set the record straight: The only thing a kennel club registration
means is that the pup’s parents were also registered. They may have been the
two worst examples of the breed to ever hit the face of God’s green earth, but
they came from registered parents. They may be blind, crippled and crazy, but
they were registered with the kennel club. So, because they are registered they
must be OK! RIGHT!? WRONG AGAIN!

You may be thinking I am anti-kennel club. No, I am not. The registries
provide a valuable role in recording the lineages of pedigreed animals and in
policing breeders to be sure that those records are accurate. What I am saying
is that the registries have little, if any, control over the quality of the animals a
breeder produces. That is nearly completely under the control of each and every
breeder as he selects individual animals to mate and as he nurtures and raises
the puppies he produces.



Now we are getting somewhere! All we need to do is find a breeder who
is producing QUALITY registered puppies of our selected breed and we have got
it made, RIGHT? Close, but not quite.

In your breed research you may have noticed a lot of variation in the
appearance and behavior of individual dogs within a breed. Much of this may be
explained by the quality factor, but there are other factors to consider. The most
obvious factor to consider is “what was the breeder’s objective when he
produced the litter?” Was he attempting to produce working dogs, companion
dogs, or show dogs?

You may ask, “What's the difference?” “A show bred dog from a sporting
or working breed should still be able to hunt or work. A dog from a sporting or
working breed that is bred to hunt or work should still meet the breed standard
for conformation. And dogs from either side should be great companions as
well, so what’s the difference?”

Several generations ago the above statements might have been true.
However, over the years as dog shows and the various performance events such
as field trials, herding tests and the like have become increasingly competitive,
the dogs have been bred to excel in each specialized venue. The result has been
a slow, but steady separation into different types within a breed; the show bred
dog and the performance bred dog. To add to the confusion you can add a third
group which has been bred for sale as pets, often with little selection for either
physical traits or mental abilities. The breeder’s only goal is to produce a
registered puppy to sell and all pups are cute, regardless of their eventual size,
shape, soundness, or degree of usefulness. Therefore, this group has the least
selection for any traits and therefore the greatest variation.

Now, I will suggest the obvious. If you have aspirations to become
involved in showing your dog in conformation classes you should buy a pup from
the best show bloodlines you can find and afford. If you intend to participate in
some type of performance event such as field trials, hunt tests, herding events,
coursing trials, or even agility events, I strongly recommend that your buy a pup
from the best working bloodlines that suit your field of competition.

What if you only wish to have a pup as a pet and companion? Which way
should you go? That will depend on your expectations of your future dog. Is
appearance more important than intelligence or visa-versa? Show-bred dogs
tend to be better endowed with the physical traits unique to their breed while
field-bred dogs tend to more strongly display the behavioral traits that their
breed is known for. Which is best for you will depend on your preferences. Try
to get to know as many dogs of each type as you can to see if you prefer one
type over the other.



III. Picking a Breeder.

You have done your homework, talked with many people who own the
breed you are interested in and developed a basic working knowledge and fee/
for your chosen breed. Hopefully, you have even concluded whether you prefer
a show or performance bred dog. Up until this time I have suggested you steer
clear of breeders because until you have gained this knowledge you are ill-
prepared to understand the information a breeder will be eager to share, or to
know the appropriate questions to ask.

It is now time to begin to interview breeders. You should already have a
small list of breeders you collected while talking to people you met while
researching your breed. This would also be a good time to attend a dog show or
performance event (depending on your type preference) and talk with people
who have dogs that you like. Ask them where they got their dog and ask if they
have been satisfied with their dog and its breeder.

It is likely that there are publications that specialize in the breed and type
you are interested in. Most of these are loaded with advertisements for current
and future litters. Make some phone calls and ask questions. Be prepared to
answer questions about what you want in a dog and about your lifestyle and
living circumstances. Dedicated breeders will want to know that their pups will
be going to good homes.

Many of the questions you ask a breeder are similar to the ones you asked
dog owners, but you should have a few other questions for him as well. For
example, why did he choose to breed the sire and dam of the proposed litter?
What are his stated goals and objectives? If he answers that he got a registered
female because his brother has a male and he thought they could make some
money raising puppies, run! Anyone whose stated (or unstated) objective for
raising a litter of puppies is to make money does not have the best interest of



the breed or you, the puppy buyer, at heart. A breeder should be able to cover
the expenses of breeding a litter and rearing the pups and even make a small
profit for the many hours of time they have invested, but profit should not be a
motive. The breeder should state that he chose the parents because he thinks
that they will produce outstanding offspring that will meet his stated goals, and
he should be able to explain those goals and what traits each parent can
contribute to the pups to make them superior examples of the breed.

After talking with several breeders you should make appointments to visit
those who interest you at their kennel to get to know them better and see the
dogs they are using for breeding stock. The facilities should be clean and well
maintained and have a minimum of offensive odor. The dogs should appear
clean, healthy, and happy to see you. Beware of breeders who have dogs that
are overly shy or are kept away from you or appear aggressive. These traits can
be heritable and you don't want to deal with a perpetually frightened or
aggressive dog. Both can be dangerous under the wrong set of circumstances.

Ask if the breeder offers any health guarantees. Many do and it is a sign
that they believe in the soundness of their stock. It is not a guarantee that the
pup you get won't have a problem, but you may have some recourse if he does.
The most common type of guarantee with Labs (the breed I know best) is that
the pup will be free from hip and eye problems for a period of 26 — 30 months.
That duration gives the dog time to mature and it gives you a chance to get his
hips X-rayed and scored by the OFA after he turns two years old. If a problem
arises the breeder will offer some type of replacement or refund.

Any dog, pure bred, mixed breed, or random bred, can suffer from
congenital ailments or abnormalities. Each breed can have a number of health
problems to which its members may be predisposed. The list can often be quite
lengthy and include things such as: hip dysplasia, elbow dysplasia, various eye
problems, allergies, heart defects, muscular myopathy, epilepsy, and other
neurological problems, etc.

There are screening tests available to see if breeding animals are affected
by some of these problems. For many of these maladies there are no tests. Itis
reasonable to expect a dedicated breeder to have his breeding stock cleared for
the most common genetically linked health problems for which there are
screening tests available and he should be able to show you the documentation
to prove that his breeding stock has been tested and is cleared.

In Labrador Retrievers, for example, it is customary for breeding stock to
have their hips certified by the OFA (Orthopedic Foundation for Animals) or Penn
Hip, and their eyes certified normal by CERF (Canine Eye Registration
Foundation). Many Lab breeders also have their stock’s elbows certified free
from dysplasia. Many Lab breeders also have their breeding stock checked for



two genetic diseases, EIC (Exercised Induced Collapse), and CNM (Centonuclear
Myopathy). As our technologies advance there will be more tests available to
check for various genetic disorders. How many and what type of tests you can
expect a breeder to use depends on what tests are available for your breed and
how common each problem is within the breed.

This seems to be a good time to address the issue of inbreeding and its
role in these health problems. Let me state that "INBREEDING DOGS DOES
NOT CREATE GENETIC DEFECTS!” It can, however, increase the odds that
two genes for a defect may become paired in a pup who will then exhibit the
defect. It also increases the odds that genes for good traits will become paired
and the pup will possess the desirable traits of its related parents.

Inbreeding (and line-breeding, they are the same thing, they only vary by
degree) is a tool to be used by breeders who know what defects their stock may
carry who are prepared to take a calculated risk to achieve a potentially greater
reward. Inbreeding is not inherently evil. In fact, it is the method by which all
animal breeds originated. Keep in mind that there was strict selection must be
practiced by breeders so that only the very best animals are used to for
breeding.

The opposite of inbreeding is out-crossing, or mating two relatively
unrelated animals together. Out-crossing may decrease the chances of pairing
genes for both undesirable and desirable traits. The ensuing state of
heterozygosity (the state in which paired genes are different) may result in
improved health and increased vitality (know as hybrid vigor), but the offspring
of such a mating may also demonstrate a wider range of traits than an inbred or
linebred litter. This can make predicting how a pup from an outcross litter will
turn out less reliable. Outcrossing is often used to improve a trait that is weak
within a breeder’s strain.

There is another question you should ask a breeder, that question is:
HOW MUCH? In my opinion this is one of the last questions to ask and one of
the least important. If after talking with the breeder and seeing his stock it
becomes obvious that you are not interested in his dogs, then the price is no
matter. On the other hand, if you have concluded that you are interested in
obtaining a pup from him price is a relatively minor detail. The amount you pay
will depend on the breed you are interested in, the reputation of the breeder and
the accomplishments of his stock, but in general, you should expect to spend
$400 - $500 at the least, and probably a few hundred dollars more for a pup
whose parents have had all of the appropriate health screenings and have a
pedigree stocked with titled ancestors. If the parents themselves have
significant titles you can expect to pay upwards of $1,000 or more. While you
are digesting that, remember, the difference between a well-bred dog costing
$800 and a poorly bred one costing half that amounts to the price of one bag of



decent dog food per year of the dog’s expected lifespan. One the other hand,
the amount you may save on vet bills by selecting a well bred pup out of a litter
whose parents were screened for potential health problems may be thousands of
dollars during his lifetime!

In case you haven't figured it out yet, finding the breeder who will
produce the best pup for your needs includes a lot more homework! Don't skimp
on this phase either. I know it seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through
just to buy a puppy, but remember that the pup will be a member of your family
for the next decade or more. By taking these steps you can help insure that
your future dog brings you years of joy and happiness instead of frustration and
regret.

If following my suggestions and doing your homework sounds like fun it is
a sign that you are ready to assume the responsibility of owning a dog. If, on
the other hand, the whole process seems like an unnecessary chore, maybe you
should reexamine your motives and determine if dog ownership is really for you.

IV. How to Pick a Puppy.

Now its time for the real fun to begin! You have chosen the best breed
for your needs and found an exceptional breeder who is producing the type of
dog that meets your expectations. The breeder has told you that his next litter
will be due at some future date and that if you would like a pup from that
breeding you may give him a deposit and he will reserve a pup for you. Don't be
surprised if the wait for the pups to arrive may be six months to a year or even
longer! You are looking for a special pup that will best suit your needs. They
aren’t a dime a dozen. Be assured that it is worth the wait. Also, don't be put
off by the deposit. Most dedicated breeders like to know that their pups are
spoken for and will be going to good homes before they even breed their dogs.
The deposit assures him that you are serious about purchasing one of his pups.
Once the pups arrive he will have more important things to worry about than
finding good homes for his dogs; important things like caring for your new

puppy!

When the big day arrives and the puppies are born, please give the
breeder a little space. He has been monitoring the mother’s condition for days in
anticipation of the whelping. He has been making preparations for the new
arrivals. He is concerned about the well-being of his brood bitch and the
puppies. They are his top priority. You are understandably anxious to see the
puppies and you are curious about the whelping process, but give the breeder
some time to get rested and to make sure that mother and pups are safe and



sound before you even ask to come see the puppies. Different breeders have
different policies. I usually allow visitors near the end of the first week. The
pup'’s eyes will still be closed and all they do is eat and sleep, so there really isn't
much you can tell about the pups at this time anyway.

By the time the pups are almost two weeks old they will begin to open
their eyes and be more active. At three weeks they begin to get teeth and will
soon be ready to get some solid food. From this time on the breeder will be very
busy. He must feed the pups three or four times a day and now that he is
feeding them, the mama dog says its time for him to do the cleaning up as well!
Raising a litter of pups can be a very time consuming job so make an
appointment with the breeder before you stop by to see the pups.

I can hear you thinking, *When can I pick out my puppy”! Many breeders
will be keeping a pup for themselves and they will not hurry to choose. It takes
time for a puppy to demonstrate what kind of a dog he will become. Itis
common for a breeder to conduct a personality test conducted on the pups at
about seven weeks of age. These tests are designed to produce a kind of
“personality profile” for each individual. They are generally pretty good at giving
general behavioral traits and temperament for a puppy. Breeders use these test
results to help them match each buyer with the pup who best matches their
personality. For example, if you are mild tempered and reserved and you picked
the puppy who was first to come to you and untie your shoelaces, you may have
gotten the boldest pup who wants to be in charge. A better choice for you might
be the meek pup that wants to be your friend, but is too intimidated by the
bolder pups to push her way up to you. On the other hand, an outgoing
authoritarian type might be too overbearing for the meek pup, but just what the
bold one needs!

My advice for choosing the best puppy you is to tell the breeder what your
personality is like (be honest!) and what you expect to do with the dog. He will
be able to tell you which of the pups would be best for you. I like to give the
buyer a couple of choices if there is more than one pup that may work, but I
usually have one in mind that I think will suit him best and I will encourage him
to take that one. Bottom line is to use your head first, your heart second and
above all, listen to the breeder’s opinions. If you are still confused after
narrowing it down to a couple of pups, take the one that likes you best!

What can you do to help pass the time while you wait for the puppies to
arrive? More Homework! Check into the local dog training classes and
veterinarians to see which ones best meet your needs. Go Shopping! Your
pup will need a crate for travel and house training, chew toys, a collar and leash,
food and water bowls, maybe a bed, and other things to make his life fun, safe,
and comfortable. As you research products like dog food and various other dog
products you may be overwhelmed with the myriad choices you have. Ask the



advice of those doggy people you have met while doing your homework. The
breeder you have chosen to buy a puppy from should be near the top of your
list. After all, if you don't trust his judgment about dog food, why did you trust
his judgment as he selected the parents of your puppy?

My sister-in-law was astounded at the number of choices and the volume
of information available to pet owners when she first got their pup. She said it
was as if there was a whole canine subculture she had been totally unaware of!
You too may not understand the repercussions of becoming a purebred dog
owner. So Be Warned! Once you get that puppy home you may begin to
spend more time interacting with him than you do with your spouse. Animal
Planet may become your favorite channel. You will begin to look forward to
getting off work so you can take the dog on a walk and you will select vacation
lodging based on whether they allow pets instead of whether they have a
swimming pool. You may become more particular about what the dog eats than
what the kids eat. You may take the dog to the ophthalmologist to have his
eyes checked and go to the vet to have the dog’s teeth cleaned. Then suddenly
it hits you! You have become one of those dog nuts! But don’t worry. It
could be worse. You could own a BOAT or a RACE CAR or a HORSE or a CAT
instead of a dog! But what good would those things be? After all, NOTHING
COULD BE BETTER THAN A DOG!!!
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