Heavenbound

Chapter 1

How It All Got Started - Heavenbound's Blue

I am often asked how I got interested in Aussies. In the early 70's, I moved to Denver, Colorado, and went to work for a veterinarian. A lady I worked with brought in a puppy she wanted but her husband wouldn't let her keep him as they already had two big dogs. This pup was only 5 weeks old and very fuzzy and cute. He was also a very strange coloration, having a gray background with black swirled in it. It was love at first sight and I happily took him home. I eventually learned his coloring was blue merle. So I called him "Blue." So it was that Blue took me on a journey through his 16 years and the ensuing 33 years of my life with aussies. What a grand time it has been living with these awesome individuals.
 
Blue understood so many things I said to him-it was uncanny. I am sure from his perspective, I was a slow learner. I hadn't had a dog of my own before. We explored the Rocky Mountains together, took obedience training classes, traveled the country. We learned from each other. Blue taught me that Aussies reason; they ponder things. 

In 1975, we moved to Cleveland, Ohio. Blue and I couldn't see the mountains anymore. We were sad. We exchanged walks on glorious mountain trails for walks on sidewalks with a leash. We made friends and worked to better our neighborhood. While we lived in town, Blue kept watch. One day he was outside in the yard and he started a frantic barking session. I went running outside to see what was the matter. Blue was dancing in circles looking up in a pine tree. I assumed he'd treed a squirrel. But when I followed his gaze up the trunk, I saw smoke and flames. That pine tree had finally worn through the electric wire and the wire was on fire as well as the tree! What a good watchdog Blue was! I called the fire department and the electric company and all was made safe again. 

Then in 1977, our dream came true of buying 5 acres and having a horse, a garden, and another aussie. Pure heaven for us both, I thought. I painted and decorated and Blue waited. I thought he would go explore the 5 acres. He laid by the door waiting to go on a walk. Aussies! They want to do everything with you. He wouldn't go without me. So we took lots of walks and built fence and planted a huge garden. 

Finally, I found time to look for a mate for Blue. I hoped for some more "blue dogs."  I found a pretty black tri female whom I named Cody. Blue liked her and accepted her companionship. Cody was small and sweet and ladylike. Then it was time to find a horse. I didn't have to go far as my neighbor had one to sell. His name was Kipper. He was a strawberry roan and more a large pony than a horse. Kipper, the dogs, and I rode everywhere a horse could go. We spent hours along an old railroad bed turned park trail. Amazing wild flowers were thick there. No two days ever had the same scenery. We saw beaver, fox, and lots of birds. The dogs chased each other and chipmunks and squirrels. They cooled off in the small river that ran along the trail.  


Chapter 2

More on Heavenbound's Blue and Cody... and then there were puppies!


     Cody grew and had her fun digging, chasing cats, and pestering Blue.  He seemed happy to have a canine companion.  We had to shorten our long walks to keep from exhausting Cody's puppy legs.  So we went on more escapades.
     When Cody passed a year old and came into heat, Blue bred her.  I was so excited.  She was a very pampered and watched girl as her belly grew in size.  I could feel puppies moving in her as I sat with her in the yard.  Finally her birth day came.  Out they plunked, one at a time.  I watched in fascination as she cleaned and cared for each one.
     Everything went as God intended and they all grew fat and playful.  Now the "problem" occurred.  I wanted to keep them all!  Each one had its special personality.  How could I let even one go?  What if I let one go to a home where it wasn't loved like I would love it?  This is where husbands are good to step in.  Mine said, "We are not keeping all of them."  But I had to keep one, at least.  That led to "problem" 2 - which one would it be?  How will I find homes for the others?  Not many people had heard of Australian Shepherds back then.  Some horse people had them, but the general public didn't know the breed existed.  There was no Internet, no surveys to help choose your next dog breed.  We had newspapers.  So I advertised and got some phone calls, but everyone's first question was, "What is an Australian Shepherd?"  I gathered up the small pile of info I had collected and went to the copy shop, and copied and mailed packets to folks.  We only had film cameras, so I'd take pictures of the pups, the mail off the film for developing.  By the time I got pictures back, the pups were a week older.  So marketing was a struggle.  I kept a male blue, Cloud, and my sister got a female blue, Katie.  I did eventually place all of them in homes.
     I found that other people who like aussies make wonderful friends.  I still find that today.  People who like aussies have some denominators that bind us together through our dogs.
     Cody enjoyed her pups and played with them a lot.  Blue tolerated the "little biters" with their incredibly sharp teeth.  The wonder of that first litter continues today.  The strong pull to keep "just one" also continues.
Chapter 3
Blue and the Ducks

     Of course, Aussies are herding dogs, so I thought getting livestock was the next logical step.  I found a lady to take lessons from and went to the local auction to buy ducks.  I had read that Indian Runner ducks was the breed to get.  What luck!  There were three pens with three each at the sale.  I bought my three Indian Runner ducks and brought them home to my newly constructed duck pen.  It was nice and grassy and clean.  I put a shallow pan of fresh water and another of feed in it.
     The idea of Indian Runners was they tend to stay on the ground in a tight flock instead of flying away.  No one informed me that they need to grow up together to flock.  So when I let my new ducks out of the carrier, mine went three different directions because these three ducks had not set eyes on each other until the auction.
     This was a serious problem, because each duck had to be recaptured one at a time.  So "free range" ducks wasn't happening anytime soon.
     And remember the "fresh" water in their pen?  Fresh water is history in seconds when ducks are around.  It became a constant chore to add water to the pen.  The corn did not look like nice yellow corn for long either.  Ducks scoop up dirt and put it in everything.  The pretty grass was history in two days.  I learned that is ducks.
     I would let the ducks out to range while I was outside to supervise.  One day, I noticed Blue was nowhere in sight.  Neither were the ducks.  I went looking for them.  I found him in the barn with a duck between his feet.  He had the duck held fore and aft and was very methodically plucking it.  He had a patch about 4"x6" plucked clean.  I was horrified!  He looked up at me like, "What?  What is your problem?"  I guess he wanted a clean duck to eat!  I got the duck away from him and it ran off to join the others - unharmed but chilly.  After that Blue didn't have direct contact with the ducks except during lessons.  When we butchered a few ducks in later years, I wished Blue would help pluck again as he did a better job than we managed.
     Blue was seven or eight when we tried herding ducks.  I would put the ducks in a small enclosure in the center of a bigger pen.  Then I would put Blue through his paces around the outside of the bigger pen.  He learned to go around each way and to lie down on the opposite side and change direction on command.  He would "down" immediately when told.  One afternoon, I took him out to practice.  I sent him one direction and had him down and come back around to me.  Then I sent him all the way around.  Then the other direction with the same routine.  He was engaged and perfect.  Now, in my mind, we were practicing.  Like the teacher having you write the same sentence over and over on the blackboard.  Well, when I went to repeat our lesson, Blue stood and looked at me like I was daft.  I could read his thoughts... "I just did the whole silly routine just like you wanted, and now you want me to do it again?  For what purpose?  How do you redo perfection?  Why should I repeat it?  I enjoy pleasing you, but I can think of more fun things to do.  How about if I go get this apple off the ground and throw it in the air and chase it?  I worked, now I'll play."   I called him, I threatened him, I tried to catch him and bring him back to our task.  No luck, he just kept right on playing with his apple and staying out of reach.  This was unlike him as he was normally a very compliant dog.  I stood still and considered our situation.  Did I like writing a sentence on the blackboard over and over if I'd done it correctly the first time?  Was repetition rewarding?  I came to the conclusion that Blue had a point.  If he did something perfectly the first time, why not move on?  Was I trying to prove something by repetition?  I decided playing "apple" was a fine thing to do.  My reward was his perfection; his reward was "apple" time.  Aussies are intelligent.  Their minds are quick.  They like different challenges.  They do not do well shoved in a "box."  We need to give them space to expand their thinking and reasoning.  I learned the more valuable lesson that day, and I thank Blue for expanding my thinking.
 
Chapter 4
Endearing Blue 
     Blue helped us expand our waistlines too by being ever ready to deliver fresh homemade cookies. This was before all the warnings about chocolate being poisonous to dogs. Blue carried bags of chocolate chip cookies upstairs to my husband, David. I would give Blue the bag and tell him to take them to David up in the den. I'd listen to make sure he didn't stop to sample them on his way up the stairs. But he never got into them. He was happy to deliver cookies because he got one for his reward. We expanded that task to taking tools to David when he was building fence out in the pasture. Blue liked it best when a bag of cookies accompanied the pliers! 
     Another activity that occupied Blue was watching for squirrels outside the big bay window. The squirrels loved the birdseed. Hemlock trees surrounded the birdfeeders. When a squirrel appeared, the dogs made a mad scramble for the back door. Out the door, around the porch, and hot around the corner of the house to the birdseed station. The squirrel was up the tree by then, scolding the hunters. Even without success, the dogs never gave up the exhilarating chase. When I moved to southern Ohio, we saw fewer squirrels and more groundhogs. We wanted the dogs to catch them so there wouldn't be holes for the horses to step into. We'd call "groundhog" and the dogs would sit and look at us like "What?" Finally, I thought to call them squirrels, and the chase was on. The local folks didn't think I knew my animals, but the dogs and I knew our code!   

Chapter 5
Cloud

   When Blue and Cody had their first litter, I couldn't resist keeping one puppy. It was a very hard decision, but I finally settled on a blue merle male I named Cloud. The merle coat coloring looks like clouds in the sky to me. I can look at the dark areas and imagine shapes like we used to do as kids, staring at the sky. Cloud became my constant companion. I had the luxury of being at home in those days so we shopped together, rode horses together, gardened together, made apple cider together. He went everywhere with me. We shared our lives for 15 plus years. He was my shadow, my friend, my protector. I poured out my heart to him in times of trial. He listened so wisely, giving a kiss on my cheek to clean the tears. 

     I remember the time the neighbor's hogs got out of his fence and into our pasture. They were 200# of rock wall with legs. I took the dogs out to herd them back home. Cloud ran full blast into the first hog hitting its broad side. The hog didn't move. Cloud picked himself up off the ground and with puzzlement all over his face, stared at the hog. I am sure it was similar to running full tilt into a brick wall. He studied the situation and went around to the hog's head and nipped at his nose to turn him toward home. Once moving, the hogs were glad to return through the fence to their own field. 

     One day, I led a horse named Chima out of the barn to graze some succulent grass around the garden. Blue, Cody, Cloud, and Rosie were all with us. Things were peaceful for a while. As we moved into a corner with fence on two sides, Chima spooked and jumped forward. When the lead rope stopped him, he turned toward me. Blue sensing trouble got too close and when Chima turned, he had Blue's foot under his hoof. It is bad enough to get stepped on by a horse, but to have a horse pivot on top of a bare foot (paw) must have been excruciating! So naturally, Blue bit the horse to get him off his foot. Well, bedlam ensued. Chima panicked, I dropped the lead rope, and the horse and dogs were off on a not-quite-so-merry chase. Chima ran through the garden, through the yard, around the front of the house, up the driveway, and through the apple orchard -- with four dogs in hot pursuit. I called, I pleaded for the dogs to stop.  Adrenalin was in control. Chima would slide on the blacktop, then catch himself on the grass. This went on for many laps. The last pass, Chima clambered over an immense pile of firewood which slowed him down. I called the horse's name, and he came to me and put his head on my chest as if to say "thank goodness, you saved me."  When the horse stopped, all the dogs plopped down in the grass trying to catch their breath. We were all exhausted the rest of the day. Miraculously, Chima only had a few minor wounds and no broken legs. What a frightening experience it was for me. I was helpless to stop them. The dogs must have believed they were "helping" me.  I thought for sure there would be major injuries. I also found it interesting that there was no animosity between Chima and the dogs after that. We continued to go on trail rides together, and the dogs and I would walk around the pasture. The dogs didn't make any moves to go after Chima and Chima ignored the dogs. 

     Cloud rode shotgun to get feed, to get groceries, mail packages, etc.  I could buy cheese and meats and leave him in the car with the groceries. He would stick his nose into each bag to see what was on the menu, but he never made the first move to eat any of it. 

     Cloud had snowy white trim. After a run on a trail ride, he wasn't so white! But after a few hours on the porch, he would have himself all white and clean again. I had a self-cleaning dog. I thought that was pretty special. Handsome and wise, Cloud was one of life's special treasures.  I still miss his loyalty 25 years later.
Chapter 6

Blue & Cody’s Second Litter

     I was getting addicted to having aussies around me everywhere I went. Blue, Cody, and Cloud were my shadows.  Eventually, Blue and Cody had a second litter. Once again, I let one blue female weasel her way into my heart. So, when the other pups left for new homes, little Rosie stayed and we became a household with 4 aussie dogs. Rosie had the independent spirit that many aussie females have. She thought for herself and took matters into her own paws when needed. Where Cloud was dependent and stayed as close as possible, Rosie had her own life. She preferred sleeping out on a snowbank to coming in the house on winter nights. We lived in the major snowbelt east of Cleveland at the time, so we had huge 3-5' snowbanks. Perched on top would be Rosie. Some nights we could barely find her as the snow had covered her up. I would plead with her to come in but unless I went out and physically removed her from her snow mountain, she wouldn't budge.
 
     When we moved to southern Ohio, Rosie's favorite spot for the night was the back of the pickup truck that had a fiberglass topper on it. We didn't have a fenced yard then, so we shut the back up to keep her safe.  Every night she would go sit by the truck to wait for the tailgate to drop so she could go to bed. 

     The same neighbor who had the pigs get out in Cloud's story, also had a couple of steers. Livestock always seems to be looking for a way to get to the greener grass in someone else's pasture. So the cows came over into our horse pasture one day. My neighbor chased them to no avail. Then he tried grain to entice them back home. No luck. Then we took Rosie down in the field and told her to send the cows back home. She had had no experience with stock but she knew exactly what her task was. Away she went, running behind the cows, nipping at their heels. All  was good until one steer turned on her. Both cows lowered their heads and started toward her to put a stop to her aggravation. I caught my breath. I didn't want Rosie to get hurt. But not to worry. She met them like an ace herding dog. She lept in the air and grabbed a nose and started jerking that cow around as if to say, "I told you where you are going and if I have to enforce it, well, here you go." That cow was shocked. When she let go, the cows headed for their barn lickety-split. No more sass from them! We were all amazed at the instincts these dogs carry in their genes. 

     The trait that endeared Rosie to me more than anything, was her aptitude for entertaining herself. Our staircase went up 7 steps, then had a landing, then went right up 3 steps, another landing, then right up 6 more steps to the second floor. One day, while in the kitchen, I heard a strange thumping sound. I went to investigate and found Rosie part way up the first section of stairs with her tennis ball. She was throwing the ball up against the wall on the landing. The ball would bounce back over her head and bounce on down the stairs. She would turn and chase it. When she got a hold of it, back up the stairs she would go. Sometimes she threw it against the wall on the second landing which produced a longer chase. I stood there trying to grasp the intelligence that had come up with the game. I had always heard that animals couldn't reason, and yet I was watching an example of a reasoned out plan of entertainment. Rosie had the imagination of a cat. What games can be created with a ball!  Aussies are truly amazing companions.
Heavenbound - Chapter 7
Aimin' To Please     

     Blue was getting old and Cody was spayed, and Cloud and Rosie were both neutered. It dawned on me that I was about to lose Blue's genes forever. I started looking for an adult female to make some more Blue offspring. I called anywhere that had Aussies. I looked at pups, but knew I didn't have time to wait for a pup to grow up. One breeder offered me a 2 yr old female who was mostly black with some blue merle on her face. She had loads of copper. She was considered a cryptic, or phantom blue merle. Part of the fun of aussies is their unique color combination. Amy's bloodlines were heavy with Flintridge dogs (a foundation line in aussies). She also had Silvertone dogs - a line known in Ohio. Her name was CR's Aimin' To Please. Amy for short. She was shy, but I thought we would do okay. She rode the hour home in the bed of the pickup truck with a cap over it. We got home after dark. I was excited to introduce her to the other dogs. I opened the back hatch door and called her name. All I heard was a deep growl. Well, maybe I wouldn't hop right in to put a leash on her! I didn't know what to do. I talked to her, but still the answer was a growl. I told my husband that I was going to crawl into the truck and he was to close the hatch after I was in. He thought that was a dumb idea. But I was sure I would win her over. I crawled in and sat with my back to her. I chatted and used her name over and over. I admit I was holding my breath. After 15 minutes or so, I heard movement. Then a wet nose nudged under my arm and our friendship was sealed. 
      Amy had some quirks: she disliked anyone in a ball cap, she loved hunting for groundhogs, she distrusted kids. It is always a challenge to adopt an adult.  But Amy grew more loving as time went by. When she had her first heat with us, poor old Blue tried his best to breed her but he couldn't stand on his hind legs long enough to get the job done. I was so disappointed. I ended up breeding Amy to a dog named Barely Blue. He was a uniquely marked blue bi with blue eyes. While visiting Barely Blue's home, a puppy there caught my eye. The owner was calling him Poco. He was also a uniquely marked blue merle. So when Amy came back home after being bred, Poco came with her. Amy produced large litters of 9-12 pups. Of course, when she had her litter with Barely Blue, I had to keep a pup. My husband liked a different one from the one I had picked out. Soon, it was apparent that 2 of the pups were staying.  A merle male with a split face became Half and Half, and his black and white sister we called Whitefoot (their stories will come later). Amy and Poco had a litter every year after Barely Blue's until she was 8 yrs old. The last heat I planned to breed her, I wanted to take her to a different male so I could keep a pup from her to breed to Poco. I drove her 2 hours to meet her new mate (or so I thought). She stood, she flirted, she flagged her tail. The male mounted but even though she stood solid, he couldn't breed her. He tried and tried. Amy never growled, never moved. The male walked away in disgust. This lady had 2 other males. We tired them.  Nothing.  Amy and I went home. The consensus was she wasn't in heat far enough. So 2 days later, we made the trip again. The experience was the same. Again it was suggested that Amy wasn't "right" or she was too old to be cycling correctly. My curiosity was awakened. I brought her home and let Poco loose. They ran to each other and stood up on their hind legs hugging each other while making small whimpering sounds. Then shoulder to shoulder, they ran to the barn. While they waited for me to come open the door, they licked each other's faces and jumped back and forth over and on top of each other. I cannot describe the joyousness I saw. When they were inside and out of sight of the other dogs, they bred immediately. After a life long matching, Amy, somehow, kept herself for her chosen mate, Poco. I asked the vet later how she had managed to keep the other males from breeding her. He had no idea. So many things aren't in the books. So many things don't have explanations. We think of dogs as promiscuous, but given the opportunity, they aren't so different from their ancestors, the wolves, who mate  for life.  I was disappointed to miss an Amy pup for future crosses with Poco, but I had to admire Amy's loyalty. 
      Amy loved our long walks on the hills. She was very serious about catching groundhogs. When she reached old age, she had only stumps for canine teeth. She had broken them off chewing through tree roots trying to dig out groundhogs. 
      After a few years of her life with us, Amy let go of her fear of children. She looked forward to the attention our young grandchildren showered on her when they visited. Her favorite spot was under the dining room table. It was her safe place to keep watch on activities in the household.  Amy was a graceful lady who lived a full 14 years with us. I still miss her gentle spirit.
Heavenbound - Chapter 8
Half & Half     

When Amy had her first litter with us, she had 10 pups. I loved them all and didn't want any to leave. But, of course, all of them couldn't stay! I really liked the split face on one of the male blue merles. He had one blue eye and one brown. There was a straight line right down between his eyes. One side looked black tri and the other blue merle. I named him Half & Half for his puppy name.  No one purchased him, and secretly I was glad. By the time I convinced my husband he should stay with us, he knew his name, so he kept it. Poco was six months old by then, so Half and Poco grew up together. They became good buddies-most of the time. They preferred to sleep on the porch on big dog beds filled with sheep wool. Even in the midst of winter cold, they refused the house or barn to keep their posts on the porch. I didn't have a fence around the yard then, so Half and Poco were tied at night. Half slept under the kitchen window. In the mornings, I would make coffee near that window. Half would hear me and he would put his feet up on the window sill and look in.  I would open the window, give him a hug and a dog biscuit. That little routine pleased him all 14 years of his life. I still make coffee by the same window, and I still miss my split-faced boy peering in at me. 
     The dogs and I went on a long walk in the fields and woods every morning. One year, we had some tame rabbits that weren't doing well in their hutches. We decided to turn them loose so they could find the weeds that might cure them. These were big white rabbits.  Some were in the yard and some were in the field behind the barns. I showed a rabbit to each dog and told the dog the rabbit was mine. I told them not to hurt it.  (It was the same method I used when I brought a kitten home, and the dogs left the kitten alone). The rabbits hopped where they wanted and the dogs watched them but didn't hurt them.  Pretty cool, I thought. The rabbits regained their health and had babies. When the young were 3-4 weeks old, they popped out of the burrow, unfortunately, at the same time that we were walking the dogs right past the hole. My heart sank as Half & Half sped toward the baby rabbits. Too much temptation, I figured.  He nabbed one in his mouth and ran back to me carrying it. I put my hands out and he dropped the tiny bunny into them. The bunny was unharmed. I was elated. I praised him and he ran back to the hole and caught another. He brought it unharmed to me and set it in my hands. He caught all four babies and we carried them to a hutch and locked them in. It was celebration time. Half had recognized the rabbits as under his care. He had played the role of guardian to our farm animals. I was so proud of him. This dog caught wild rabbits and ate them. I was so impressed that he knew the difference. Our amazing aussies never cease to impress us. 
     I had plans to go to Cleveland one long weekend and an elderly man, Frank, who had a gas well on the farm offered to watch the farm and care for the dogs. I put Half on a tether in the upper part of the yard so he would be off duty. He didn't allow easy access to the house to anyone who didn't live here. Frank and his lady friend made friends with Half away from the house. After I got home, Frank came to the house while working on the well.  He came up on the porch and was going to leave a bag with produce for me. I was across at the barn. He went up to Half and let him sniff his hand. Then he petted him and talked to him. Half was fine and friendly. Then Frank went to open the front door to put the bag inside the house. He felt a mouth on his hand. Half grabbed his hand and held it to let the man know he wasn't to open the door. If he continued,  Half closed his jaws a little tighter. When he let go of the door handle, Half loosened his hold. When he touched the door handle again, the jaws tightened again. Half gazed at him with a steady stare. Frank said he had no doubt what the message was. The threshold was the line for Half. Don't open the door. When Frank put the bag down and just paid attention to Half, things were fine again. We both thought that was awesome for Half to have figured out a way to say "no" without biting or growling. Half did that a number of times with folks he knew but didn't want to let enter if I wasn't there to say it was okay. I wish he could have taught all the other dogs to do that kind of watchfulness. 
     One year a kitten was born that had a split face like Half's. She was a little calico bobtail. She became Momma Kitty. She and Half became pals and she would sleep curled up next to him at night. She outlived Half by seven years. She lived to 22. But while he was alive, you saw them near each other a lot. Half mellowed over the years. He became the dog all the kids went to and sat with. They would groom him and pat him. He would lie for an hour soaking up the attention. Puppies would crawl on him and sleep by him. He was a wise friend. Always a protector and always ready for a walk. Sweet memories live on about my split-faced merle boy, Half & Half.

PAGE  
8

