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Puppies are hard to resist.  Even if you didn’t grow up having and loving puppies, once you 
spend some time with a good dog and have the pleasure of witnessing the whelping of your 
dog’s litter you are probably in love.  That’s what happened to us! 
 

To back up a bit, it might seem that we have overdone it with the dogs on 
our farm.  We have two Maremma/Great Pyrenees cross bitches and a 
Great Pyrenees male dog, or as called by dog aficionados, a ‘dog’. 
 
We originally got the full sisters to guard our fledgling Dorper/ Katahdin 
sheep flock.  They came from a sheep farm in Jefferson County, New 
York not far from the Canadian border.  FDR is large, white with black 
ears and authoritative while JFK was the runt of the litter and, perhaps for 
that very reason, is ferocious towards unknown people, unfamiliar dogs 
and, in particular, coyotes.  Shannon worked on the sheep farm where 
they were born and was present the day they arrived.  She was fortunate 

FDR with The Bandit         to play nursemaid to the pups for weeks. 
 
Then came Billy Buttonwood, our Great Pyrenees, about a year later.  He was whelped on an 
alpaca farm, near Potsdam, New York, and is about as sweet as can be.  With his large frame 
and massive amounts of white, puffy hair he is a classic looking Great Pyrenees.  His siblings 
and previous generations of his particular Pyrenean family have served on the Cornell Sheep 
Farm on the outskirts of Potsdam.  They have received high marks from the Cornell staff as 
excellent protection for their sheep and cattle. 
 
Maremma dogs originated in the Abruzzo and the Maremma region of Tuscany and Lazio in 
central Italy.  They guarded sheep for over 2,000 years, therefore we consider them our experts 
in flock  protection.  They are one of the oldest recognized dog breeds.  Before committing to 
the sisters we visited farms that had these kinds of dogs and read extensively on how to manage 
them as they can develop undesirable behavior and then require retraining. 
 
With the sisters we followed the instructions of an Australian manual for a few months then we 
let our intuition take over.  Many people say to never touch these dogs or treat them as pets in 
any way.  At first we tried not to pet them but we failed.  They were so endearing with their soft, 
friendly mannerisms.  We feed them twice a day as the dogs do better on two feedings rather 
than one.  During this intermittent, twice-daily period of contact we talk to them, pet them and 
take care of minor grooming and health issues.  They’re easy to handle and always cooperative. 
 



	  

The Great Pyrenees, also a mountain dog, requires little care, no housing even in deep freezes 
during the winter and a moderate amount of feed.  Both the Great Pyrenees and the Maremmas 
have very low metabolisms, requiring little food to maintain their relatively large builds.  The 
Great Pyrenees, from southern France and northern Spain, are related to the Maremmas and 
have also been guarding sheep for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. 
 
One reason we opted for three dogs was so we could pasture two groups of sheep in different 
parts of the farm and still be protected.  It is recommended that shepherds utilize two dogs rather 
than one to protect a flock as they can spell each other through the night and can actively back 
each other up when under siege.  As a farm that is located in an area of high deer and coyote 
populations we needed assurance that our flock would not be reduced or decimated by predators.  
Many a time we have witnessed the sisters’ teamwork when the coyotes are calling.  They 
communicate with one another by barking, body language and the direction in which they move 
in the pasture.  One dog will stay with the flock as the other rushes forward in the direction of 
the threat.  It was fascinating, eerie and startling the first time we observed them at work. 
 
Walter grew up in a family that was involved in politics for many generations and chose to name 
the sisters JFK and FDR.  He named Billy Buttonwood after our dear friend, Bill Maury, of 
Reading Center, New York who was born and raised on a farm in Schuyler County.  The first 
person Billy met on his arrival to his new home was none other than Bill Maury.  To this day 
Billy visits Bill on his way home from his veterinarian checkups near Dundee, New York. 
 
Both the Great Pyrenees and the Maremmas are known as Livestock Guardian Dogs.  They 
guard.  They do not herd.  Herding is left to other types of dogs such as German Shepherds and 
Border Collies, who also play an important role in managing sheep flocks.  Some shepherds 
employ both types of dogs; training, feeding and housing them apart.  They are two overlapping 
but separate components of sheep farms. 
 
We have been impressed by the innate skill and diligence of these dogs towards their work and 
the ease of managing them as they provide us with security and companionship on the farm. 
 

 
FDR guarding her pups in the orchard.  The pups are transported in the pup mobile to get fresh air and sunlight every day.        


