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Happy National Pet Dental Month!  That’s right; February is the month that veterinarians try to call attention to the importance of keeping canine’s cuspids clean and preventing doggy dental dilemmas.  Focusing on teeth has not been a problem in the Rummel household in recent weeks because Winner the Wonder Dog has put everything that is less than two feet off the ground into his mouth at least once!  Although there have been few true casualties, there are a few pairs of slippers missing their heel support.

There is a reason for this incessant desire to destroy everything in his path!  Number one, he is a retriever; his life is about putting things in his mouth, carrying things (birds) and retrieving them.  It’s instinct. His chewing desires are magnified.  “Ah,” you may say, but my doggy was a Bichon and she ruined the legs of my Aunt Sara’s antique chair and she’s not a bird dog!  Correcto mundo.  Chewing serves other purposes as well. Sensory development is probably the most important.  Babies do the same thing.  Puppies and kittens are learning all about their environment.  They can’t pick things up with their hands, so they use their mouth.  How does it taste?  How does it feel?  Oh cool, it makes a neat noise when I bite on it. Should I chew it into a billion pieces because it’s worth a lot of money? 

Munching on many materials also makes the muscles of mastication magnificent.  Canines and felines survival in the wild depends directly on their ability to use their mouth and teeth.  They use them to apprehend, hold and devour their meal.  Practice and exercise makes us better at the things we do, and so it is with our little demon destructo doggies. Lastly, puppies lose their puppy teeth and adult teeth take their place just like in children.  The urge to chew becomes uncontrollable.  So, let’s help them out.
Keeping your pets mouth healthy is one of the two most important things you can do for the longevity of your pet. (the other being weight management)  We have learned in veterinary medicine that the health of the teeth and gums often reflect directly on the health of the entire body, especially the heart.  This constant desire to chew can be used to help train our puppy to want to have their teeth cleaned which translates into a healthy mouth as an adult dog..  

Winner loves treats and the entire scenario that surrounds him getting one.  If I hold my finger out in front of him, he automatically wants to lick it or nibble on it.  What if I put a little hi-tech chicken flavored enzymatic doggy dentifrice (puppy toothpaste) on my finger?  He’s going to lick it and most importantly, like it.  Now, if it’s treat time and I put the dentifrice on my finger and slip my finger up between his cheek and gum he’s going to start “chewing”.  “Yummy, a tasty treat!”  I quickly wipe it along his teeth, just once, tell him he’ a good boy, and he’s lookin’ for more!  Each puppy is different.  Go slow and have a chew toy ready to substitute for your finger so that it will remain attached to your hand.  You can also use this technique on older dogs that readily accept treats.  Eventually, you can place a finger brush over your finger and can increase the time spent gently cleaning the teeth. I personally think that the finger brushes are accepted better than the dog tooth brushes.  Don not use human toothpaste!  Training should be done a couple times a day.  Ideally, daily cleaning is best but I’ll give you a star if you do it twice weekly.  I can not express the importance of good oral hygiene.  Pulling rotten, infected teeth means bone loss in the jaw and bacteria floating around the body waiting to set up infection on a heart valve or in the kidney!  Chipping of calcified plaque doesn’t cut it either because of the unseen problems under the gums. 
Winner’s other training is progressing well although we have had a few set backs.  He is now ringing a bell at the door on command to go outside to “pottie” which is good.  Although he loves the snow, he apparently doesn’t like -3 degree weather and after a pee-free 5 days had a couple of “accidents” in the house yesterday, which is bad.   Maybe he was upset that the Bears lost. I don’t know but it sure can be frustrating.  I’m confident that things will click soon.  I keep telling myself, be consistent!

He is shaking now on command, sitting and staying on whistle, hand signal and voice command.  I am very happy with his retrieving skills as well.  The constant playing fetch has begun to pay off.  He retrieves to whistle and voice. To keep his mouth “soft” when he grows up (so he doesn’t damage things he is carrying like pheasants) I am using fluffy paint rollers as toys and decoys.  They are light and I can actually tape wings onto them which he loves.  They also hold scent very well.  Soft rubber decoys or small canvas ones are also favorites.  We had seven good retrieves in a row yesterday morning in the cold.  I am now throwing the decoy over the snow drifts so he has to look (hunt) for them.  It really is a hoot to see this lanky long legged puppy borrowing in the snow coming up with his nose and head covered.  
Well, Happy Valentines Day and remember to buy your sweetheart something special.  If you have a puppy, don’t give chocolate!  Remember, chocolate is toxic to dogs!  And keep the dogs and cats inside in this weather as much as possible.  The wind chill can cause frostbite injuries to ears and feet.  “Beep” your horn before you start your car so that any kitty that is trying to keep warm under the hood can escape before you start it up.  Wear a hat and remember to buckle your boots!  Sorry, I was on a roll.  Talk to ya next time!
