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Choices, choices
“Would you do it again?”
“Would you choose a Bull Mastiff as a first dog if you could do it all over
again?”
“Would you recommend that breed for somebody who has never cared for
a dog before?”
“What would make somebody with no experience with dogs want to live
with a Bull Mastiff?”
I used to get asked these questions often, and my answers remain the
same –
“No,” to the first three and “I didn’t know enough about dogs to understand
how difficult it would be,” to the last one.
I hadn’t blindly chosen to look for a Bull Mastiff. I’d done my research; I’d
read all the books I could find on numerous breeds of dogs, and then read the
popular books about dog behaviour, and how best to teach dogs at that time.
The books about behaviour pretty much agreed that a dog is a dog, and that, as
long as the person caring for them is consistent and a good leader, any dog at all
will behave well. Turns out, I read the books written by well-known individuals,
unaware that there were others that might have different (and better) ideas. I
wasn’t reading the right books. Obviously.
Back then I didn’t know what I know now. Now, I’d say that even if one dog
is pretty much the same as any other dog – which I’d argue that they aren’t, in
any case – learning to train dogs is far from simple. It takes time to acquire the
mechanical skills needed, and more time to hone and develop them to the point
where it is possible to have a good teaching/learning relationship with your dog.
For those living with a dog for the first time, the situation can be even trickier.
They have a huge amount of learning ahead of them, and, to make matters more
difficult, as the dog training and behaviour industry here in the UK is unregulated,
it is very easy to become involved with a trainer who actually makes things
worse ...
To tackle challenges like these is harder still when the puppy in question is
large. At ten weeks of age, Calgacus weighed ten kilos, and he got bigger – fast: by
ten months, the ten kilos had become forty, and his energy and strength seemed
ten times greater. He was an adolescent: a challenging time of life for dogs and
people alike. Like truculent teenagers, dogs of this age often stop co-operating
with any requests made of them, and will sometimes use strength or cunning
to get what they want. Many of them, having learned not to chew on furniture,
wires, shoes, books and mobile phones, begin doing so again as they reach
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adolescence, and those living with them often despair, not understanding why
their dog – who had been getting to be so well behaved – has turned into such a
nightmare.
Then there is the guarding behaviour that Bull Mastiffs are prone to. Bred
to be guardians, they were the dog of choice for gamekeepers, and often worked
in the darkest parts of the night, in the wild woods and moors, slipping quietly
through the dark in search of poachers, holding them in place until they could be
arrested.
Modern Bull Mastiffs are, thankfully, not the objects of fear that their
ancestors must have been, though there is usually still a point in their
adolescence where they begin to become suspicious, and sometimes of things
that, previously, had not bothered them. A lone person walking in the purple
light of dusk on the other side of a field can cause concern, for example, and a
young Bull Mastiff may react by barking madly and pulling toward the person,
or turning and trying to run from them. Either scenario isn’t particularly easy to
deal with. Accounts of patting road signs, and pretending to feed them cheese as
a way of showing that they are ‘friends’ are common amongst people who live
with Bull Mastiffs.
I know that my introduction to having dogs would have been easier and
happier – and would not have entailed a complete lifestyle change – had my
first dog been physically smaller – a Spaniel of some kind, perhaps, or one of the
small, fluffy companion breeds.
I cannot claim that my choice of dog breed was entirely down to the
books I read. They were a big influence, yes, but my past experiences and world
view wove into the picture, too. Back then, things looked good for me. I had an
interesting, well-paid, professional job. A loving and similarly employed partner. A
close family; friends; a large and beautiful home, and my own car, plus lots of fun
social time outside of work. A good life.
But I wasn’t okay. I felt a desire to withdraw from the world, and did so, as
much as I could. I let close friendships drift, resulting in the people I loved moving
on with their lives without me. My tendency to be a daytime napper grew, until,
at weekends, I regularly found myself getting up, eating breakfast, and then
returning to bed until lunchtime. Unless I’d been on a night out, these days were
preceded by evenings spent sleeping in front of the TV. I amazed myself with my
capacity and desire for sleep.
My habit of waking early in the morning and having that time to myself
hasn’t changed, but, prior to having Calgacus, I found it impossible to stay awake
through the day and evening unless I absolutely had to. More and more often, I
chose to avoid doing things that would keep me awake. I stopped skiing during
winter weekends, and so spent less time with my oldest friends. I found excuses
to put off making plans with other friends, saying things like “We haven’t seen
each other for ages. We must make plans to get together. Yes. We must make
plans. Well, then, what I’ll do is ring you some time and we can make a plan to get
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Early days
I’d read obsessively about dogs but none of it prepared me for the reality of living
with a puppy.
I was shocked that Calgacus’ needs were so demanding; the reality of
that responsibility weighed heavily. I look back on that time in my life and regard
it as a mixture of joy and misery. I remember surges of overwhelming love for
Calgacus. Smiling, I’d watch him sleeping, and feel my chest fill with lightness and
a desire to know more about the chubby puppy resting beside me twitching, as
he dreamed about whatever wonders had caught his attention.
There were other – very different – times. When awake, Calgacus would
chew furniture, clothes, shoes – anything within reach. He would steal food if it
was lying around. Getting into the habit of tidying everything out of the way was
exhausting: I’d never had to pay so much attention to my surroundings.
He needed to be taken outside to the garden at least once an hour – more
often if he’d been playing, had just woken up or had eaten – to go to the toilet. I
spent vast amounts of time worrying about his toileting, trying to help Calgacus
get it right, and cursing myself every time it wasn’t. Home life revolved around
Calgacus’ bladder and bowels, and every successful trip to the garden was
celebrated as if something wondrous.
Other times there was no cause for celebration, when all Calgacus felt like
doing was chasing leaves in the garden. I’d be fooled into thinking he didn’t need
to go and take him back indoors, only to watch a bright yellow puddle of urine
spread across the floor as soon as he was inside.
He needed two or three short outings a day to stretch his legs, and
practice the things I was trying to teach him, and time in which to meet people,
other dogs, and see as much as possible of the world. These excursions, rather
than taking place when I fancied a walk, had to occur throughout the day. Before
Calgacus, I was in the habit of walking every day so hadn’t anticipated this being a
problem, but I found that there is a big difference between once-daily walks that I
could skip if I wanted, and compulsory multiple walks every day.
Until Calgacus I’d had a life that demanded little of me: other than turning
up for work, I was pretty much free to do whatever I wanted. Back then, I would
regularly have days to myself in which to sleep, read, eat, and watch TV – not
leaving the house or doing much of anything other than relax. It sounds like an
indulgent way to spend my time, and it was, but I enjoyed those days, looked
forward to them, and tried to fit them in whenever I could.
I often enjoyed time to myself outside the house, too, spending hours
sitting quietly in coffee shops and bars with a book. My partner would regularly
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Let’s talk ...
Over the years, I’ve discovered that searching for a quick way to deal with
aggressive behaviour in dogs often leads to a path that involves being pretty
unpleasant to the dogs we care about. Even those who are usually kind and
gentle teachers of dogs can find they are asked to do some horrible things if their
dog behaves aggressively.
With some dogs, the behaviour that is so problematic for people is an
attempt at communication: a way of letting us know that they are feeling unwell,
or are unhappy, or simply need some space. Growling and snarling, showing
the teeth are, on the whole, elaborate displays of implied threat and intimidation,
intended to create distance between the dog and things he’d rather not be close
to, and are much more effective than the dog who tries to give a wide berth to
what he wants to stay away from, or who sniffs pointedly at the ground, or hides
behind something. Many dogs will try these methods in the first instance, only
resorting to more overt threats when passive ways of saying ‘please leave me
alone’ have failed.
There simply is no quick-fix way to deal with behaviour problems: time,
patience, and a willingness to learn are essential components, and there is a
certain magic whenever we commit to using kind methods, learning how to
work with our dog, even if the dog sometimes behaves in ways that make this
difficult. We must learn what upsets and worries our dog, and find ways to help
him overcome these fears, becoming an expert in our dog’s body language, and
skilled at helping him communicate in calmer, quieter ways. Watching for small
signals and acting on them; avoiding walking in places with no escape routes;
having no expectation that our dog will want to play with the dogs he comes
across on walks.
We grow up with the expectation that whoever is in charge lays down
the rules that everybody else follows, and it’s the same if we have a dog: the dog
must follow the rules without question. Inhabiting a world where instead of being
an enforcer of rules, we are a helper, defender and provider of guidance is not
always simple, particularly in the early stages when our dog’s communications
aren’t well understood, how to help him isn’t well known, and there are too many
people asserting that they can ‘cure’ his aggressive behaviour in ten minutes ...
But there is a huge upside to this kind approach. Learning to listen before
taking action, not forcing dogs into situations they do not like, and giving praise
and encouragement instead of orders improves relationships and lives. The bond
that develops when these changes are made is special beyond words, and an
indescribable joy. For me, that bond is worth every moment of planning, every
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inconvenient ducking into a driveway to avoid a dog, every sigh of disapproval
from people who would rather scare a dog into doing what they want. Nothing in
the world compares to it, and learning how to do this stuff is something I wouldn’t
have missed for anything.
When Calgacus’ problems began, one of the things I struggled with most
was what I regarded as his unpredictability. We’d go out walking, and would often
see other dogs, and each time Calgacus would freeze on the spot, looking at the
other dog. This was predictable behaviour. What happened next, however, was
not ...
Sometimes, he would turn into a striped terror, straining and barking at
the end of his lead, and others he was more benign, turning away and sniffing at
something. Not knowing which way he would react, was a huge source of stress
for me.
I feared for Calgacus’ future – and for my own. I was feeling my way in this
new world, working on my feeling that Calgacus was distressed by the changes
in himself, but what if I was wrong? What if his reactions were decided on a whim,
and were just as unpredictable as I feared they might be? Plenty of folk with more
canine experience than I thought I was wrong about his distress, sure that he
he’d grown up to hate other dogs – maybe they were right? I regularly lay awake
at night wondering if I was making the right choices.
What I needed, as it turned out, is what I always need when learning. Time.
Time and the chance to observe Calgacus meeting other dogs again and again.
After I’d had the benefit of time, I could see that when Calgacus stood still it wasn’t
always for the same reason. Sometimes it was very obviously a warning to
another dog to stay away, as his head would be slightly higher than normal, his
neck stiff, and he’d be leaning forward slightly from the shoulders – these were
the barking, lead-straining occasions. Other, gentler times he would stand with
his head slightly lower, his shoulders down, his muscles loose and fluid.
I noticed the difference really clearly for the first time during a walk with
my friend, Lara and her dog, Leo, who sometimes had trouble understanding
other dogs, which meant that his social experiences hadn’t always been positive.
Thanks to the patient work of Lara, her husband and their friends, Leo eventually
became so good with other canines that he helped hundreds of dogs learn how to
play and enjoy the company of their own kind. He really was an amazing dog.
At one point in our walk, Calgacus and Leo found themselves standing
close together, off-lead. They each stood perfectly still, which scared me as I
wasn’t sure what might happen next. Lara and I had worried that they would get
out of their depths, and react badly to each other. We called to them, hoping to get
them away from each other.
That was when I saw it –the looseness in Calgacus’ muscles; the lowering
of his head – and knew, even before he moved, that he was inviting Leo to
play. Calgacus bounced on his front legs, turned from Leo, and galloped away
across the grass, glancing back, moving slowly, inviting Leo to chase him.
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