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Jo y worked like poetry—the words of the handler

w he tone, the dog changing direction at just the right

momnt, the movement of the sheep flowing like liquid as
the herd shifted from one side of the meadow to the other.

I was watching the work of Randy Cutless.

Onceatrackinspector for the old Spokane International
Railroad that connected Spokane, Washington, to Kingsgate,
British Columbia, Randy ended his railroad career after a
work-related injury forced him into early retirement. Not
long thereafter, he began to train herding dogs.

“I didn’t want to just sit down and do nothing when I
got hurt,” he tells me.

I had observed Randy’s work weeks eatlier and was
now sitting at the kitchen table with him and his wife Gail,
retired Transportation Director for the Bonner County
School District, in their spacious yet cozy log home near
Dover, Idaho. When not taking notes, I pet a white and
gray kitten lying on the chair beside me as the three of
us chat about life at their Dover Double Shoe Ranch and
Randy’s training of herding dogs and their handlers.

Gail’s grandfather had come to the area in 1918,
followed by the rest of the family in 1919. He purchased
1200 acres and the family became cattle ranchers and
farmers, raising seed-potatoes, commercial potatoes and
strawberries. Randy and Gail now live on the remaining
40 acres of the homestead, where the land continues to
serve them.

Randy developed an interest in training dogs after
helping run his parents’ ranch as a kid.

“My folks had some land up at Copeland and so I
would be the dog,” he says. “Fleet of foot at that time, I
would run to get ahead of the cows to get them turned
around and headed back, so you learned real quick just
what position you had to be in.””

" p@ wags its tail

with ifs heart "

Martin Buxbaum

That stock knowledge proved important when Randy

began to seriously study dog training techniques and attend
clinics around the country. Because different trainers
employ different methods, he eventually settled on training
with Scott Glenn, an internationally renowned trainer
from Alberta, Canada. Randy traveled to Glenn’s clinics
and studied his methods, which he now incorporates into
his own training process.

When Randy and Gail first began putting their sheep
herd together, theylearned early on that wool sheep wouldn’t
work because, due to his injury, Randy couldn’t shear them.
So they developed their herd into only Katahdin sheep,
low-maintenance hair sheep that accumulate little wool
and eliminate the need for shearing,

“T think we have a little over a hundred now, but we
will sell some lambs this fall,”” Gail tells me.

But not every white head you find in the Curless flock
is a sheep. Neatly impossible to spot among them is their
three-year-old Maremma Sheepdog, Ollie, a large, white,
long-haired, distinctive-looking guardian dog with a bear-
like head. Ollie was born and raised with sheep where her
mother and grandmother guarded a herd in Canada.

“She thinks she is a sheep,” Gail laughs.

Randy and Gail brought Ollie home as a puppy and
before long, took her down to the herd and turned her loose.
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Ollie at work

“The sheep were terrified of her at first,” Gail says.

Ollie, however, immediately began to “settle” the
sheep. Amazingly, she cut five or six sheep from the rest
of the flock then began to walk through them, back and
forth repeatedly, not allowing them to return to the flock
until they relaxed. Once they relaxed, she cut out another
group and performed the same routine.

“It took about five hours for her to go through the
entire flock,” Randy tells me.

After settling the herd, Ollie lay down in the meadow.
The sheep then went to Ollie and lay down around her.
Now, if anything or anyone comes neat the flock, such as a
coyote, an eagle, or a person other than Randy or Gail, she
barks and the sheep flock to her for protection.

“They know that she is safe. She is now the BIG
MEAN SHEEP,” Gail says.

Randy explains that when training herding dogs, one
can use anything from cows to ducks, but sheep are the
best training tool. Ducks move quick and erratically and
dogs become too hyper and, before you know it, as Randy
puts it, “feathers are flying everywhere.” And with cows,
if a handler starts out with a young dog, the chance of
getting the dog hurt from a cow’s kick is tremendous. The
same process, though, works for all.

Randy trains clients from all walks of life and from
across the Pacific Northwest, with others coming from
along the West Coast and Canada. And, according to
Randy, his clientele normally falls into three categories:
about a third of the people have small ranches and want
their dogs to help gather livestock, about a third of the
people are interested in trialing and want to participate in
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skill competitions and show their dogs, and about a third
just want to be active with their dogs. So no matter their
need, Randy works to turn them into a team, creating a
strong bond between the handler and their dog.

“I get a lot of satisfaction in that and you can’t help
but feel a little proud when you know you have helped
someone become a team with their dog, and see someone
I trained end up at the nationals,” Randy says.

Gail shows me a magazine article highlighting one of
Randy’s clients who placed tenth in the nation for herding
with Australian Shepherds. Randy had attended the finals
in Las Vegas to coach him.

It is the client’s choice on how many lessons they take,
but for people looking for a ranch dog, four or five lessons
often suffices, according to Randy.

Randy occasionally holds clinics around the United
States, but mostly trains at the ranch, offering lessons all
summer and through the winter, depending on weather.
He trains a variety of dog breeds, from Welsh Corgis
and Shelties to Briards and some of the larger breeds,
understanding that each breed was developed for a
particular use and respecting that difference.

One of the most unique breeds he trains, though, is
the Australian Cattle Dog (Heeler)—unique because they
bond to one person and that person may or may not be
the person that brings them for training. He encountered
one situation where, time after time, he could not get a
Blue Heeler to work until he discovered that the dog was
bonded to the wife, and not to the husband who brought
the dog for training. Randy now requires that the person
bonded with the dog attend the training sessions.

During the first couple of lessons Randy usually works
with a dog by itself, mostly because when they first start,
the dog is often too rambunctious.

“They want to do something but they’re not always
sure what that something is,” Randy explains. “They’re just
bouncing all over the place and a trainer has to refine their
instinct so that they are in the right place.”

And safety wise, he points out, a trainer needs to
keep beginning handlers out of that situation until they’re
sure the handlers realize what they need to do to protect
themselves from being run over by a herd of 200-pound
sheep running at 30 mph.

The commands handlers learn to use with their herding
dogs, include body language, voice, and whistle commands—
the first being body language for beginning handlers.




Randy Curless and Moose, penning the sheep

“That’s the vast majority of their understanding and
they understand it real quick,” Randy says. “Many times
when you are working you might just turn your head, or
move your head to one side or the other and that will help
your dog know which way to go. And so, you start with
that and pretty soon, as you get them going, you'll give
them a voice command. And then later on, you’ll give them
a whistle command.”

Some of the common voice commands handlers use
to instruct their dogs include: “That’ll do,” which means
the dog must stop whatever it is doing and return to the
handler; “Come by,” which instructs the dog to return to
the handler by the way of the clock (clockwise); and “Way
to me,” which directs the dog to return to the handler away
from the direction of the clock (counterclockwise).

Because the commands must be from the dog’s
perspective, beginning handlers often have difficulty with
the clockwise and counterclockwise directions when the
dog is out in the field looking toward them. Randy points
out that 98 percent of the people are fine giving their dog
directions until that point. It is then that their minds go
blank.

“So I always tell people, when you give a direction,

think of yourself as looking through the dog’s eyes,”
Randy says. “But really it’s no different whether the dog
is looking at you or is there with you, it’s always the same
basic direction around the sheep, but our minds will not
accept that at first.”

When handlers give whistle commands, dogs can hear
some whistles from as far away as two miles or more. And
the longer the distance, the more trust between handler
and dog;

“Those dogs are the individuals you would love to have
working for you if you were going to go hire somebody,
because they are workaholics,” Randy says. “They are just
so smart and they will figure out an action that they have to
do to make certain things happen. We are probably really
fortunate that they don’t have thumbs.”

Apparently it takes only three generations to breed the
herding instinct out of a dog. At one time, ranchers chose
Australian Shepherds as the standard everyday farm dog.
They now choose Border Collies. Today, breeders have
bred most Australian Shepherds for appearance and other
traits, rather than for their herding instinct.

“Not necessarily on purpose,” Gail adds, “breeders just
didn’t pay attention. And that’s a shame because, just like

; ", Border Collie, waiting for instructions Northern Reach. Fall 2009 21







