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By Jane Killion

When Pigs Fly:

You Can
Do It

For this final installment in the When 
Pigs Fly series, I’m going to leave you 
with some thoughts and encouragement 
about what it means to run a Pigs Fly dog 
and why we do it. 

There have been thousands of Border 
Collies to earn the AKC’s MACH title. 
Last year alone, about 238 Border Collies 
earned a MACH or multiple MACHs. 
No Bull Terriers earned a MACH in that 
time period; in fact, no Bull Terrier has 
ever earned a MACH and only one has 
earned a PAX. The truth is, a Bull Terrier 
that adheres to the AKC standard is going 
to find it very difficult to earn a MACH. 
The same is true of a correct (by AKC 
standards) Basset Hound, Sealyham 
Terrier, or any other densely made and/

or independent-thinking breed. Why 
do we invest such huge amounts of time 
and effort in dogs that will probably 
never get past basic titles? Why not get a 
competitive dog?

It can be very frustrating to sit ringside 
and watch the Border Collies, Shelties, 
and like dogs, zip through a course one 
after another, when you know those han-
dlers (although they have put in a huge 
effort to train their dogs), most likely 
did not face any of the obstacles that you 
faced to get to this trial. Like, for instance, 
teaching their dog to consider staying in 
the ring and running the course. You can 
admit it although it burns you some-
times, and you seriously consider hang-
ing it up and moving to another breed 

that won’t make you look like a horse’s 
behind. I have put as many or more titles 
on more Bull Terriers than anyone, yet 
it’s still not easy for me. I spent the first 
two years of my agility career running 
after my Novice A dog after she took 
one obstacle and then jumped out of the 
ring, but I was determined and I learned. 
Now my dogs qualify regularly, yet my 
expectations are not quite the same as 
your average Border Collie owner. The 
first time I brought my young male to an 
agility trial and he did not run away as 
far as he could as fast as he could the sec-
ond I took off the leash, I was so happy I 
nearly cried. While someone in the next 
ring was floating on air over her MACH, 
I was equally giddy over the training tour 
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de force of my not-running-away-from-
me dog. I can’t even remember if he qual-
ified or not. That speaks volumes. 

But really, then, why do we do this? 

There are people who are intoxicated 
with the rush of running top-level agility. 
These people love the technical aspect of 
running agility and want/need a dog that 
can meet the ever increasing challenges 
of our evolving sport. If you’ve ever run 
a great agility dog, you know that super-
lative feeling of competence it gives you. 
Suddenly, you’re a genius and all your 
handling moves make sense. You just get 
smarter and better looking when you’re 
running a fast and well-oiled machine. 
You might even buy a pair of stretch run-
ning pants and sunglasses. That’s a heady 
feeling, and it’s hard to resist.

Then, there are people who just love the 
dog they have and cannot imagine a 
greater pleasure than running that dog. 
That dog, whatever the breed or mix of 
breeds, speaks to them in a way that no 
other dog can. They’re here because they 
want to do something fun with their dog 

family. They’re not wearing anything 
aerodynamic. Whatever they’ve got on, 
it’s probably disheveled and likely has 
breed insignia on it.

Many have sat in whelping boxes and 
whelped the parents, grandparents, and 
great-grandparents of the dog they are 
stepping into the ring with. There is a 
history and meaningfulness to this that 
transcends the need to win the class. 

Just being there, running, and qualifying 
with that animal is, deservedly, reward-
ing beyond measure. 

I imagine that lots of you will think that 
I’m going to say I’m with the second 
group, and obliquely take to task people 
who jump ship and get a Border Collie. 
The truth is, I identify with both groups, 
and totally understand anyone who takes 
either position. 

It has never occurred to me not to do 
agility with my Pigs Fly dogs. The gift 
they have given me is the gift of becom-
ing an honest trainer. I have never, for 
one second, been able to fudge anything. 
If I’m slow or inaccurate with reinforce-
ment or handling, I will lose my dog. I 
have had to master behavioral science 
in a way that someone with an “easy to 
train” breed of dog might not have to. As 
a result, I’m now able to help people with 
traditional agility breeds see their way 
out of training problems when they get 
stuck. I doubt I would have become such 
a good trainer and helped so many peo-
ple if I had started with an easier breed. 
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So, next time you feel a little sorry for 
yourself when you see a traditional breed 
of dog save the hide of a handler who, 
let’s just say, is not on top of her game, 
remember this: If you will stand by your 
dog and put in the work, you will be re-
warded with a lifelong gift of becoming a 
masterful dog trainer.

But, on the other hand, the technical 
challenges in agility are really fun and it’s 
hard to get to be an expert handler when 
you’re running a cement block with legs 
that maxes out at 3 yps. I have been lucky 
enough to share my life with a couple 
of Cattle Dogs and they have taught 
me more about handling than all the 
seminars I have ever taken. They taught 
me that that I can handle advanced se-
quences well, that I can train verbal cues, 
that I can train fast weave poles, that I 

can move a dog in and out of a serpen-
tine with a slight movement of my up-
per body, and so on. They allowed me to 
drill a sequence over and over and over 
without tiring or losing interest, until I 
got it right. In short, they allowed me to 
perfect handling that I never would have 
been able to do with my Bull Terriers. 

This has, in turn, given me the confi-
dence to demand more from my Pigs Fly 
Dogs. I learned that really good handling 
is not just for fast dogs; Pigs Fly dogs re-
spond and run better with fair and con-
sistent handling, too. A lot of you Pigs 
Fly people think it doesn’t matter how 
you handle so long as you get around the 
course, but this is not true. Your Pigs Fly 
dog will run better if you handle better. 
No, I do not have a 20' send with verbal 
directional cues on my dogs and I never 

will. But my dogs are faster and more re-
liable now, thanks to the lessons that the 
fast dogs have taught me. I’m still wait-
ing for my “forever” fast dog, but I will 
have one someday. So, if you are thinking 
of adding a dog of the more streamlined 
model to your pack, don’t feel guilty. 
There’s no two ways about it, it’s fun.

Although I am not taking sides with ei-
ther group, this series has been about the 
first group, because those are the people 
who can get really lost and discouraged. 
I feel for you Pigs Fly people, and I hope 
I’ve thrown you a lifeline with these ar-
ticles. What I ultimately want to tell you 
is that you can do it. You can run agil-
ity with your dog, and you don’t have to 
make any excuses for not getting a dif-
ferent breed of dog. You don’t have to 
listen to that instructor who dismisses 

Remember this: If you will stand by your dog and put in the work, you will be rewarded with  
a lifelong gift of becoming a masterful dog trainer.
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your dog as “stubborn” or untalented, or 
makes you feel unwelcome. But you do 
have to do the work. You have more to 
train than the average agility team, and 
you have to be better at it. As many of 
you may have already realized, the Pigs 
Fly training method is really the way 
to train any dog. The difference is that, 
if you have a Border Collie, Sheltie, or 
Golden, you could usually get away with 
a lot less. You wouldn’t normally have to 
spend oceans of time just shaping your 
dog to love working for you and train 
everything with excruciating minutia, 
although obviously you’d be better off if 
you did. But, if you have a Pigs Fly dog, 
you have no choice.

So, in answer to the question of why we 
do this, I think we all know the answer. 
It is that we have a profound love for our 
dogs, and we want to have fun with the 
dogs we’ve bonded so strongly with. As I 
said in my book, my biggest agility mo-
ment to this day is still, hands down, the 
first time I took my Novice A dog Cherry 
to a fun match, and she actually stayed in 
the ring and completed the course. Be-
ing a team with the dog that I loved was 
the ultimate prize and that prize is within 
reach of every single person reading this 
magazine. Cherry would never have been 
able to run faster than a Border Collie. 
However, that in no way diminished the 
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fact that every single time I stepped up to 
the line with her, I was sure I was about 
to run the best dog in the world and have 
the pleasure of taking her home with me 
at the end of the day.

I have really enjoyed writing these ar-
ticles for you and I hope to see lots of 
you at trials with your Pigs Fly dogs in 
the future. If you see me there, you will 
know there is at least one person at the 
trial who fully appreciates your accom-
plishments. Believe you can do it, respect 
your dog for what he is, and enjoy the 
process. Those green ribbons are waiting 
out there for you—When Pigs Fly! D

Jane, a breeder of Bull Terriers under the Madcap prefix, has put 18 performance titles on four different Bull 
Terriers and is one of only three people to have put an AX and AXJ on a Bull Terrier. Her passion is helping 
people who have been told that their dogs “just have an attitude” or are incapable of learning. She never 
trains for mere compliance—she teaches her students how to shape a dog that vibrates with happiness when 
training. Jane is the author of When Pigs Fly! Training Success with Impossible Dogs (Dogwise Publishing). 
She teaches at her home and does “Pigs Fly” seminars around the country. Contact her through her website, 
www.madcapbullterriers.com, or at janekillion@yahoo.com. 


