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On her seventh birthday, my Granny received a ewe lamb from her grandfather. It wasn't 
any old present but a deeply meaningful gift that was meant to sustain her until she died 
and went to heaven. That was in 1934. It was a rather crazy lamb and Granny called it 
Căprița (The Little Goat). Its descendants are still known as 'Căprița's stock'. 

The sheep we call Flamanzilii (The Hungry Ones) come from a line that originated when 
my great-aunt Anuţa Tuşa was a child. She was five when she started looking after sheep 
on her own, and she called her first ewe-lamb Flamanzala because it suckled so lustily. 
That was in 1938. The Pieptănușu stock line comes from a sweet ewe-lamb that Anuta 
cuddled when she was only three. Every sheep has its history. 

But I want to talk about dogs not sheep. Dogs that became legends. Dogs such as Zeicu al 
lui Traian al lui Mita, Legănuț al lui Hobeanu, Duncea and Corbea ai lui Filimon al lui Țui, 
Ciontu and Murăș ai lui Niculae-al lui Liță, Roșca and Voinicu lui Bogdan – animals from 
my childhood who awakened my veneration for sheepdogs. They were knee high to a 
grasshopper, about 50-60 cm at the withers. They didn't kill bears, nor wolves; most of 
them ended up crushed by a bear or torn to pieces by a wolf. They chased bears from one 
mountain to another and rescued whole flocks from them, they saved their masters from 
bears' hugs and pursued wolves so they couldn't get near the sheep. Their most important 
role is the one that's hardest to categorise: they gave sheep and shepherds a sense of peace.

I'm not telling you tall stories from times gone by. I've lived day and night with dogs since I
was eight. It's probable that from that time to this, I've only spent a total of two months 
away from them. Heroic dogs are still being born, they still exist and they are still being 
killed by bears, still becoming legends in the eternal war that they wage with wolves. So the
reality still exists, although it's often wrapped in myth. 

The true sheepdog, whether it's used for protecting a flock or herding it, has a special kind 
of hunting instinct. Unlike dogs that are used to guard property, sheepdogs don't develop a
territorial instinct. They are constantly on the move, continually with the flock which they 
protect. Why? What does a flock actually mean to a sheepdog? 

From the moment it's introduced to sheep, a pup undergoes the rituals I've already 
described: its tail is cut, and then its ears. It's walked three times around the flock and it's 
given ewe's milk to drink. It grows up beside sheep, and, more significantly, it gets fed 
beside them too. This daily routine creates a bond with the flock. Its willingness to protect 
the flock is due to the fact that the flock provides its food. Very quickly, the dog sees the 
flock as a kind of prey that it needs to keep safe from other predators, whether they are 
dogs, wild animals or unfamiliar people. A dog never thinks it's a sheep, nor does it believe 
that sheep are dogs. The flock is a source of food that the dog shares with others. It regards 
the shepherd as a kind of Alfa male which shares his food with the other dogs. 

The instinct that makes animals defend their prey is atavistic, and it's written into the 
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sheepdogs' DNA. Not every dog has it, which is why not every dog is capable of being a 
sheepdog. If you could find the gene that's responsible for this characteristic, you'd be a 
millionaire. It's an instinct that has survived from those immemorial days when hunters 
worked with dogs in ferocious competition with natural predators, all of whom were going 
after the same prey. 

When they're moving a flock, sheep dogs don't think of themselves as hunting; the sheep 
are already their prey and the dogs' main concern is that nobody should steal them. That's 
why they scour the terrain to make sure that nothing is lurking there to threaten their 
precious meat. It doesn't matter if they find a wolf, a bear, a deer or a rabbit, they behave 
the same way, attacking the animal in question, not with the intention of killing it but to 
scare it away. Once the source of the danger has been removed far enough, the sheep dog 
will return to the flock (its prey) to rest, satisfied that all is well. If another predator steals a
sheep, the dog will do everything it can to retrieve it. If it succeeds, and the shepherd 
allows, the dog will eat the sheep: the animal will have been ruined anyway. But that's only 
if the sheep is already dead: sheep dogs don't know how to hunt and if the sheep is still 
alive, it won't touch it because from its earliest age, it has learnt only to eat food that has 
already been 'hunted'.  

So the shepherd's role is vital. He (or she) is the dominant figure, he gives all the signals to 
act. If he moves, the dogs move too; if he goes to bed, so do the dogs. That's why it's better 
if a sheepdog has some independence and doesn't rely too heavily on the shepherd to make
decisions. In the long selection process  which breeding involves, shepherds look for 
puppies that have this quality of independence. 

Such an independent pup may seem more timid than its litter mates. But that's misleading:
a pup that hangs back may also be the most cautious one, naturally suspicious, taking 
notice of everything that moves. This reticence is a sign of self-awareness, of extra 
intelligence. Such a pup won't make friends easily, even with its master. It knows that it 
can't rely on anyone else to look after it. But as it grows up, its self-reliance increases and 
so does its innate strength. And when it's working with its brothers and sisters, you can tell
it apart straight away. Having nothing to fight for except squabbling over their own food, 
their territories, pecking order and bitches on heat, the others will be lazier, and much 
slower to react to intruders. 

In such a situation, truly independent dogs don't subscribe to a pecking order. They don't 
like to be in a pack and won't let themselves be dominated. If an older dog takes a pup 
under his wing, when the pup is about six or eight months old it will reject the older dog 
violently and will never be submissive again. That's when the shepherd must take a hand in
its training: the independent dog won't treat the shepherd as the alpha male but it must be 
afraid of him and respect him if only because the shepherd provides its food. It's that 
moment that makes the difference: when the shepherd doles out the dogs' food, it's as if 
he's sharing the prey, and he's the one who decides which dog gets what. If necessary the 
shepherd must 'show his teeth', as the pack leader would. If he wants good sheepdogs, the 
shepherd must 'become' a dog himself, as far as it's humanly possible. 

Another time I might tell you about sheepdogs' battles with wild animals. I'd love to do that
now, actually, but the point of this piece is to show how important it is that we appreciate 
small sheep farmers and their traditions, and help them survive. They exist somewhere out
of sight, far from government statistics, ear tags, stud books, puppy breeders and 
pedigrees. But these little-known farmers possess something else: a deep knowledge of 
sheep, sheepdogs and nature. Their sheep and dogs live in the same environment that they 
have occupied for possibly thousands of years. They and their animals have taken shape 



there, and they are part of the ecosystem. It's horrible to see how the people who should 
appreciate and understand them have almost no idea that they exist. Any disturbance, 
especially one that hasn't been thought through, will upset nature big time. 

Romanian pastures are full of weeds, and they wouldn't exist without them. In many cases,
real shepherds have been replaced by businessmen and guards, dogs that had been bred to 
the work were replaced with pedigree animals, artificially chosen for qualities that have 
nothing to do with the skills they need. All over the place our clever, agile, medium-sized, 
efficient, easily-trained and controlled sheepdogs have disappeared in favour of heavy 
mastiffs which are impossible or hard to keep under control, and which respond not to 
intelligence but force. And like their dogs, our small-time shepherds with their invaluable 
understanding are forced either to keep many more sheep than they can manage, or 
disappear. In their place we now have large land-owners whose sole interest is in profit, 
because the sheep is a form of produce, the shepherd is simply its guard and his dog 
nothing more than an object of pride. 

Our ancestors had a saying: 'The sheep has 99 forms of sickness and the 100th is the 
shepherd'. Everywhere that you find imbalances or abuses, you also find 'shepherditis': 
laws against over-grazing, aggressive dogs, poaching. And these laws are enforced straight 
away. If something needs improvement, it's not (only) the law, but much more 
importantly, education. Shepherding courses don't exist in Romania. Learning how to be a 
shepherd is regarded as old-hat and that type of honest pastoral education has been turfed 
out in favour of diplomas in zootechnology. To learn how to be a shepherd you have to 
start in the milking pen, learn how to handle barren and pregnant ewes, then by slow and 
steady stages, you graduate to being the cheese-master and head shepherd. That's the 
'school' which really makes shepherds, the education which turns shepherds' sons into 
authentic shepherds who really know how to look after a flock. If the law has to forbid 
something, it ought to be shepherds who haven't done their apprenticeship, not those who 
haven't got a certificate. This is fundamental. A flock of sheep which lacks a proper 
shepherd is like a car whose driver hasn't past his or her test: it's a public danger.  

Tușa Anuța, cu Oltu și Mureș/ Arhiva personală



Sursă foto: Arhiva personală

http://republica.ro/oameni-c-i-caini-o-poveste-adevarata-despre-nic-te-ciobanec-ti-
legendari

http://republica.ro/oameni-c-i-caini-o-poveste-adevarata-despre-nic-te-ciobanec-ti-legendari
http://republica.ro/oameni-c-i-caini-o-poveste-adevarata-despre-nic-te-ciobanec-ti-legendari

