Tip a Canoe, a Swissy Can Do!

By Mary Jo Rasmussen

It all started years ago in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area in Northern Minnesota. Then continued for many years in the Utah wilderness of the San Juan, Green, White and Colorado Rivers. Our children were experienced canoeists by kindergarten and our Golden Retrievers were introduced to the rocking, lapping, gliding and exhilarating wildlife wonders of backcountry canoeing as young pups.

And now we’re back in the Midwest in Michigan; children grown and living on the West Coast. Just two of us canoeing seemed a little hollow, unfulfilling, and our thirteen year-old Golden simply couldn’t do it anymore. But, our new Golden Retriever pup was game, of course. Not much training or coaxing necessary to get Moab into a canoe and feeling comfortable—ears up, nose twitching and ready for adventure. How grand (although there was one minor mishap when, at 4 months of age, he lost his lunch on top of our lunch in one of the packs on the floor of the canoe)!

Two years ago, a wonderful whirlwind entered our lives—Burley Boy, our first (and only at this point) Greater Swiss Mountain Dog. We learned very early on that a Swissy is not a Golden Retriever.  And we are glad for that. We want to experience a working dog temperament and all of the sporting events that come with such a breed. Drafting, packing, weight pulling; the works—we can’t goof around with our kids anymore, so our dogs get the treatment!

And canoeing—not a problem. Just glibly plop the little fellow into the canoe and away we go! For our first outing, we decided to take Burley to a very small lake at a near-by State Recreation Area.  There’s a huge campground and picnic site associated with the lake, and several beaches and fishing spots. We, along with dozens of families, chose a splendid Saturday afternoon with calm water, cloudless sky and mild temperatures to enjoy this beautiful area. We put in at the boat launch and were going to paddle across to the dog beach, disembark and play a little, and paddle back.

No sooner had we shoved off, when 43 pounds of riled-up pup began careening wildly from side to side, bashing front paws on top of the gunwales with each turn. Hundreds of eyes solemnly watched as two screeching adults and a wild-eyed golden retriever hunkered down with toes splayed, nails helplessly gripping the bottom of the canoe, used any means possible to make it back to shore.  It wasn’t pretty, but we did it. Burley is definitely NOT a Golden Retriever we acknowledged once again, putting our gear and the remaining shreds of our dignity into the van.

So we’re really going to have to teach a dog to ride in a canoe? Where does one start? With such a disaster, will any of us ever get into the thing again? And most frightening of all, could Burley swim if the canoe had capsized? Will we have to teach him to swim? Goldens just do it! We decided to embark on a self-imposed, self-designed “Canine Canoe Companion” course.

1. Swim lessons. Much to our surprise and delight, Burley loves to swim—no teaching required.  At least not much. We did wade out with him, took treats and squeaky toys and our ace in the hole, Moab. We supported him under his belly until he felt confident. We kept the lessons short with lots of land play, too. We then took him to an unofficial dog beach with lots of dogs frolicking in the water and swimming, and this cinched the deal. He loves the water and associates it with tons of fun.
2. Reliable down on command. Dogs have to lie down in the canoe. Period. If they don’t, the balance of the canoe is too high which leads to unnecessary rocking back and forth, not to mention possible tipping over. Balance that high also makes maneuvering the canoe difficult.  With suggestions from our trainer, we worked with Burley to go “down” on command in various situations.
3. Eat in the canoe. We started feeding the dogs in the canoe. Burley is big enough that he can just lean over to eat dinner, so we did not feed him until all four paws were in the canoe and removed the food if the paws came out. We stabilized the canoe so it wouldn’t rock during feeding time. We also gave lots of verbal praise and pets. We gradually loosened the supports so the canoe did move a bit when he ate.
4. Each dog has a place. On land, we taught the dogs that each one has a spot in the canoe, and that’s where he goes (that’s where we fed them, too). After stabilizing it, we got in the canoe and used treats and toys to lure them in. We used the down command. We put the paddles and packs in the canoe to simulate the travel arrangements. Again, these were short lessons with playtime after.
5. Rock the boat. Then we started to rock the boat a little, and then introduced bumping the paddles gently on the canoe to get Burley used to the sound. Lots of treats, toys and praise were the order of the day. Rock a little more, down command, bump a little more, treats—you get the idea. We kept it short.
6. Take off and landing. This tends to be the most susceptible time to tip over. Burley (and Moab in the beginning) anticipates coming to shore and wants to lurch out—and over you go! Usually nobody gets hurt that close to shore, but everything gets wet and that’s no good if you want a dry sandwich or sleeping bag. If you do much portaging, take off and landing can be nerve-wracking. On land, practice (with no stabilizers) getting in, down, and out on command. Choose your words and stick with them. Use treats and toys, and if your dog has been clicker trained, it could be useful here.
7. Distractions. Fortunately, our backyard has lots of birds and squirrels, and a neighborhood dog or two. This really helped to get Burley’s prey drive under some control. This was not easy, but all of our training sessions had these distractions, so we were able to get him focused on us in spite of all the goings on. We can now paddle past loons, geese, ducks (even if they quack!) and he won’t get up. He might give ‘em a baroo, though!
8. Lash everything down and wear a PFD. If there’s something you don’t want to loose, strap it down. Burley can still be unpredictable, especially if we haven’t been canoeing for a while, so we always wear a Personal Flotation Device. They make them for dogs, too, and we might have Moab and Burley wear one if we ever paddle on fast-moving water or on a big open lake. I don’t think Burley could swim long distances or against a strong current—as good a swimmer as he is, he rides very low in the water.
I’m sure there are lots of ways to prepare a dog for canoeing—this happened to work for us. And implementing this plan was not all that time consuming, believe me. We’re not that patient. In a few weeks, we were hitting the water again. But this time there was no screeching (at least not much!) and both boys now enjoy canoeing immensely. I’m not sure what a winter off will do, so we may have to repeat some of the steps to regain Burley’s confidence level. But it’s worth it. A Swissy can tip a canoe!

