Charlie Finds His Sport

By Marg Schneider
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The other day in class, after watching Charlie retrieve a dumbbell over a jump, our instructor remarked on how far he had come from the first day she had seen him in beginner’s class. Indeed, Charlie and I hear comments on “how far he has come” frequently, especially now that he has earned his AKC and Canadian Rally (CARO) titles. In fact, the Charlie that some of you have seen on the rally course is a far cry from the Charlie who came to live with us at age one and a half. 


 His breeder, Colleen McDaniel, had convinced his first family to return him after she realized that he was being kept in a ‘day light’ basement most of the time, and was not getting nearly enough stimulation, human contact, or training. My partner and I were looking for a rehomed IWS so my partner went out to Seattle to meet Charlie. He was well-behaved and biddable, and they flew home together. Somewhere between Seattle and Toronto, Charlie seemed to have had what I would term a “nervous breakdown” and we found ourselves with a dog whom we feared we would never be able to socialize. 


He was destructive (even by adolescent IWS standards), hated being crated... despite having been crated at Colleen’s... barking incessantly, and had a number of disturbing obsessive - compulsive behaviors. In our large backyard, which includes a ravine where there is plenty of room for a dog to roam and sniff around, Charlie would run back and forth repeatedly on a small patch of lawn, stopping only to chase the shadows of birds and falling leaves.  We took him out to a friend’s farm, with 50 fenced acres and two ponds and he did the same thing – running back and forth only in a small-backyard-sized area.  Indoors, when he wasn’t shredding socks or paper, he amused himself by chasing the shadows of his ears, cast on the hardwood floor by the overhead lights. Clearly shadow chasing had been his way of having fun in the absence of any stimulation in his first family’s home. As far as he was concerned, my partner and I barely existed... he did not respond to body language or attempts at verbal “attention getting” sounds; he never even looked at us, so intent was he on the shadows and light.

Beyond the house and yard, Charlie found the urban world overwhelming. Traffic, headlights, reflections in plate glass windows were all too much for him.  When encountering city life he whined, barked, lunged, hunched down and flailed around at the end of the leash. He did manage to co-exist with other dogs in the park, however, until he was attacked twice, seemingly, out of nowhere, by off-leash dogs. After that, all dogs became suspect – lunge first and ask questions later.

We enrolled Charlie in obedience class as soon as possible, and, unexpectedly, he graduated at the top of his class. It was apparent that in highly structured situations with clear cues about what was expected, he could hold it together.

In spite of his difficulties, he really did like to work, so going to classes was a significant and enjoyable part of his re-socialization. We went to obedience, freestyle, tricks and agility  classes and began tracking with a club. I even trialed him a few times in Novice A Obedience, but the stays were our downfall. Being so close to other dogs, with me so far away, made Charlie anxious – and that made me anxious. Eventually I decided to abandon the idea of trialling, but we kept going to a variety of classes just for fun. At the IWSCA specialty in St. Louis, Missy McMunn organized a Rally-O demonstration and then the next summer at dog camp Charlie and I (already intrigued) enrolled in Rally-O. And the rest is history!

In Canada, Rally Obedience trials consist of a course with about 15 stations with signs that indicate each required exercise. Handlers are given fifteen minutes to walk the course and then are run one at a time. The exercises range from simple commands such as heal fast or slow, about turn, left turn, etc., to unique ones such as 360 degree turns to the left  (which should be done by pivoting on one spot, not as a circle) 270 degree turns, various permutations of front from heeling, and different patterns of walking around cones. The advanced level includes a figure 8 with offset bowls of food or toys, strategically placed to foil the dog! (My all-time favourite is the “flip”. It’s an about turn in which the handler turns to the right, while the dog goes around the handler to the left and they catch up with each other going in the opposite direction). 

As in traditional obedience, teams are scored for precision, but ties are broken by the fastest time. For the dog, the course is full of surprises, which helps keep attention. In addition, the handler can use food rewards in between exercises (in Canada, but not in AKC Rally-O) and can talk to the dog. The best is that there are no stays, although there is an honour at a higher level. The main rule in Rally-O is to have fun. In fact, teams can be excused if the handler speaks harshly to the dog. If the handler gets lost in the middle of the course, the judge will indicate the next station.  

Some people assume that, because food can be used, Rally-O is a piece of cake (so to speak). However, food cannot be used as a lure, and while I do keep treats in my pocket, I do not actually use them during our runs.  Food does make life easier, especially for Charlie, for whom attention has been an ongoing issue,  but there is no getting around the fact that success at Rally-O is built on a strong foundation of heeling and attention. (Charlie did just fine in AKC Rally-O without food.) I don’t think it would be possible to start from scratch in Rally-O with a dog who did not have some of these basic skills. (At the classes that Susan is attending with Presto, they are integrating some of the Rally-O exercises with beginner obedience, which I think is an excellent idea, both in terms of learning heeling and attention, and in terms of learning to compete in Rally-O.)

Traditional obedience classes were useful in many respects, in preparing us for Rally-O, especially the various “find heel” exercises which were very effective in helping Charlie understand what “heel” really means – i.e. that it is a position, not a behavior. But Charlie really learned to enjoy heeling in freestyle classes, where the patterns were unpredictable from his perspective. (In fact, Charlie’s heeling started to fall apart when I tried to develop a freestyle routine to music, where the patterns became repetitive and predictable.) We found some of the Rally-O exercises very similar to those we had practiced in freestyle such as the 270 and 360 degree pivots, the sidesteps and the “flip”. The different types of classes that Charlie and I attended, combined to help him develop the versatility needed to excel at Rally-O.

When Charlie and I started Rally-O, I discovered a whole new dog who was willing to pay attention and just go with the flow. I would like to think that Charlie discovered a whole new person who smiled and encouraged him and who was completely unpredictable in the ring.  Rally-O is fun, challenging, and, as you can see, a great team-building sport.
