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Physical Characteristics of the Rhodesian Ridgeback


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)
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The Rhodesian Ridgeback is a wonderful pet, hunting and working dog, steeped in African history and legend.



HISTORY OF THE RHODESIAN RIDGEBACK



The hunter lay on the cool granite of the kopje, looking over the edge to the plain below. The sun was just starting to touch the top of the Mopani trees as he spied the small herd of gazelles approaching the water hole. The dogs stood beside him, quivering with anticipation and scenting the breeze as it slowly rose up the hill. The gazelles, unaware of their audience, reached down to drink. The dogs were loosed and the chase was on. The youngest dog set after an immature buck, while the rest of the herd scattered and fled in all directions. The two older dogs took up the chase, each ranging wide. As the gazelle began to tire, it dodged left, where the oldest and most experienced dog was waiting. One leap and the gazelle was down. All three dogs dashed in for the kill, while the excited hunter urged them on, waving his spear. When the buck was dead, he called the dogs off. Preparing to return to the camp, he gutted the buck, gave the dogs their rewards, and slung the carcass up over his shoulders, starting the long trek back. As he walked, he sang the praises of his ridged hunting dogs, making the song that would be given to his clan that evening.


While this story is fanciful, it is the true beginning of the Rhodesian Ridgeback. The breed as established today is quite recent. However, the origins of this dog are very ancient. The first ridged dogs were found in Egypt, about 3000 BC. This is known from carvings and paintings found in tombs of the Pharaohs. One carving  depicts a drop-eared dog with a clear ridge. Another painting shows prick-eared ridged dogs chasing gazelles in the desert. If one looks at color patterns and behavior of many breeds that arose in the same area, Pharaoh Hounds, Azawakhs, Salukis, Greyhounds, Sloughis, even Ibizan Hounds, the ancient common heritage is clear. In Hutchinson’s Dog Encyclopaedia, a picture of the first three Sloughis imported into Holland shows two of them had clear ridges, exactly as the Rhodesian Ridgeback does today.



MEET A FELLOW SOUTH AFRICAN


The Rhodesian Ridgeback is not the only pure-bred dog that hails from southern Africa. Recently another South African native has attracted the dog fancy’s attention: the Boerboel. Developed by the Afrikaner people, the descendants of the Dutch settlers and French Huguenots, the Boerboel is a working dog that resembles the Bullmastiff and does not measure less than 26 inches at the shoulder (for a male). The breed is used to defend the family living in the bush from a variety of wildlife, including hyenas, leopards and lions.
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As a general rule, the quality of Rhodesian Ridgebacks is fairly uniform except for the ridge of hair growing on their backs. Some fine dogs are born without the ridge even though both of their parents were fully ridged.


[image: 009]


The South African Boerboel, like the Rhodesian Ridgeback, comes from southern Africa. It is a large mastiff-type dog that is used for guarding and hunting.


The first white men to see ridged dogs were the Portuguese, who landed at what is today Cape Town, South Africa in 1487. The Boers later called the indigenous people Hottentots, although the latter referred to themselves as “Khoi-khoi” or “man-man.” The Portuguese remained until 1510, when the Khoi massacred the garrison in retaliation for one soldier’s taking a Khoi hostage. The Khoi stampeded cattle over the garrison and killed the Portuguese with firehardened sticks despite the well-trained armed force they faced. Man and dog were left undisturbed until 1591, when an Englishman named Lancaster landed at Table Bay and resumed trading relations. In 1648, the Dutch landed at Table Bay and established Cape Town. The British did not arrive in force until 1795.


How did the ridged dogs and their owners get from Egypt to southern Africa? This is a long story, with many stops along the way. The entire history of the African continent is one of migration. As people were pushed out of the Horn of Africa, they moved west and south.


The Bushmen, San, were hunter-gatherers, while the Khoi possessed cattle and dogs to bolster their nomadic way of life. According to the latest research, these two groups were relatively isolated and arose in northern Botswana, a part of southern Africa. Formerly it was believed that these people came from the Horn of Africa, preceding the Bantu migrations into southern Africa. Certainly the ancestors of these people came from the Horn of Africa, because there are many cave paintings in eastern Africa that are similar to the cave paintings found throughout southern Africa. We also have the evidence that the dogs provide. The tsetse fly carries a parasitic disease called “sleeping sickness,” which kills cattle, man, and even dogs. The path of prehistoric human migration into southern Africa is through the areas that were safe for cattle, the highlands that run the length of Africa south of the Sahara down to the Kalahari.


Eventually the Khoi, perhaps under pressure from the Bantu to the north, displaced most of the San in the western Cape, restricting the San to the Cedar Mountains and later to the Kalahari Desert. The Khoi and San are very different people from the Bantu, the last indigenous group to invade the Cape. As early as 200 AD, the iron-working Bantu began to arrive. The Bantu were and are agricultural people, building permanent settlements, growing crops year-round and, of course, raising cattle and goats.


Both Khoi and Bantu built kraals to protect their cattle at night. The Khoi built less permanent types of kraals, called laagers by the Boers. Dogs were used to chase off marauding lions and leopards, but only the most fearless of dogs would pursue the attack. These were, according to  legend, most often ridged dogs, rather than the plain ones. Because the prominent ridge marked the hunting prowess and the fearlessness, these dogs often received special favors from the Khoi. The dogs also could herd the cattle, track game, fend for themselves and bravely defend of hearth and home.



A DIFFERENT RIDGE


The Rhodesian Ridgeback is not the only breed of dog distinguished by its ridge. Recently a purebred dog from Thailand has been gaining attention. This breed of course is called the Thai Ridgeback, and it has been known in rural Thailand for centuries. In appearance the Thai Ridgeback does not resemble the Rhodesian Ridgeback, sporting pointy ears and a wedgelike muzzle and being shaded in fawn, blue and black, although some fanciers believe it derives from African stock.
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With the establishment of the Dutch colony, the Boers used Khoi for laborers. Of course, the dogs came with their people to the farms of southern Africa. Much was made of the guarding abilities of the dogs, as well as their fearlessness and their abilities on the hunt. Boers used many of the breeds they brought with them to crossbreed with the Khoi dogs. Although it has been said that ridged dogs came from crossbreedings with hyenas, this is impossible. The hyenas would sooner kill dogs than mate with them, and their genetic makeup is different. Similarly, since the jackal has one more pair of chromosomes than the domestic dog, jackal crosses are also unlikely.


The most famous of men associated with the Ridgeback’s early days was Rev. Charles Helm. He established the Hope Fountain Mission in 1875 at the headwaters of the Umzigwana River, a tributary of the Limpopo River. Helm brought two bitches from Kimberly, probably Greyhoundtype dogs, named Powder and Lorna. A famous hunter and adventurer, Cornelius Von Rooyen, was among the many who visited Rev. Helm’s mission on the treks to the “interior,” the country we call Zimbabwe today. At that time, it was the private preserve of the British South Africa Company, under the directorship of Cecil Rhodes. Von Rooyen was so impressed with Helm’s dogs that he bred some of his hunting dogs to these bitches. According to David H. Helegsen (The Definitive Rhodesian Ridgeback ), neither of the two dogs Helm owned had ridges, but the ridges appeared when crossed with Von Rooyen’s dogs. These dogs are the beginning of the Rhodesian Ridgeback breed we know today.


Von Rooyen continued to select his hunting dogs based on the presence of the ridge, as well as their fearlessness, stamina and superior hunting ability. Von Rooyen eventually settled near Salisbury but continued to hunt frequently in western Rhodesia and Botswana. His dogs became legendary and were quite in demand. Many other people bred “ridgebacks” in those days, especially in the area that became Bulawayo. They originally obtained their dogs from Von Rooyen, although few, if any, of these dogs were registered. The dogs were used primarily as hunting dogs, coursing game and bringing  it down. They also became known for their intelligence, their ingenuity and their perseverance, in addition to the traits Von Rooyen had selected.


One hunter recorded a wonderful story in his journal. They had made camp for the night, and his Ridgebacks were looking for dinner. They spied a herd of gazelles on the far bank of the river along which they were camped. However, there were many crocodiles eyeing the dogs as they ran up and down the bank. Finally the dogs took off upriver, barking furiously. The crocodiles all swam upstream following the dogs, while the dogs crept back downstream, out of sight, then swam across, caught dinner, and a good time was enjoyed by all.
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As originally depicted in Hutchinson’s Dog Encyclopaedia, these are the first three Sloughis that were imported from North Africa to Holland, two of which had clear ridges like our Ridgeback today.



The most common misconception about Rhodesian Ridgebacks is that they actually kill lions. Nothing could be further from the truth! No dog, no matter how courageous, can kill a lion. When a lion became a nuisance by continuously raiding a kraal, ridgebacks would be used to track the lion and bring it to bay, holding it there for the hunters until they could shoot it. Many of the hunters of this time have recorded poignant stories about the hardiness of these dogs and their willingness to give up their life for their owners. One of the saddest journal entries is the description of the hunter who had to bury his beloved ridgeback, after it had saved his life from a wounded lion.
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From the famous Hutchinson’s Dog Encyclopaedia, this is an imported “Slughi” owned by Mr. G. Camman. These dogs were considered “a type of Greyhound widely used for hunting in North Africa.”
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The little-known Rampur Hound of India is another sighthound type. This dog won the Dholpur Challenge for the Best Dog in the Show (Lahore, India) in December 1903.



EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY “LION” DOG


This fascinating drawing by Rev. Cooper Williams of a Lion Dog was published in 1797 by J. Wheble in a book that dedicated two pages to various dog breeds. The rendering is based on an original painting then owned by Powell Snell, Esq., of Gloustershire. Note the similarities of physical conformation to today’s Rhodesian Ridgeback, as well as the white marks on the dog’s nose, chest and paws. The dog’s coloration is brindle.
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While the farmers were more interested in a dog that would guard the farm, the hunters were more interested in a dog with great endurance and a fair amount of speed for coursing game. Thus the dichotomy we see in the breed was established. The South African Boers bred the more mastiff-type ridgebacks, while the British hunter-farmers in Rhodesia bred the coursing types. This variability can been seen in any show ring today. The Rhodesian Ridgeback is a true dual-purpose dog, capable of hunting any type of game, including birds, and working around the farm, herding cattle and guarding the home.







THE BREED IN ZIMBABWE AND SOUTH AFRICA 


Col. Francis Barnes of Mashonaland (eastern Zimbabwe) founded the Salisbury Kennel Club between 1898 and 1900. He moved to Matabeleland (western Zimbabwe) in 1910 and established a farm he called Eskdale, near Bulawayo. He bought his first Ridgeback, Dingo, in 1915. Dingo was a direct descendant of Ridgebacks from Von Rooyen. He later obtained Judy, also from Von Rooyen, and these two dogs were the foundation of the Eskdale Kennel. The first Rhodesian Ridgebacks were exhibited at the Bulawayo Agricultural Show in 1918. Shortly thereafter, the fanciers met to draw up a standard. They relied heavily on the Dalmatian standard and used much of it word for word. The standard was presented to the Kennel Union of Southern Africa (KUSA) in 1922 and after revision was accepted in 1926.


The breed as we know it today probably is derived from the Khoi dog crossed with mastiff types, Greyhounds and certainly the elegant Deerhound. Helegesen thinks that Airedale Terriers were also part of the mix. Col. Barnes’s Eskdale Ridgebacks were long of  leg, grizzle-coated, brindle, and some with flower ears. Others of the time were more short-coated and the traditional wheaten color we know today. Bobtails were not uncommon and Connie of Eskdale, the Best Bitch at the Bulawayo Kennel Club Show in 1925, was a bobtail. Her kennelmate, Eskdale Jock, was the Best Dog at the same show. Interestingly, the first standard included brindle as an acceptable color, although this was removed shortly after the Kennel Union of Southern Africa accepted the standard. Today, black and tans appear occasionally, as do grays and blues. Brindle coats are more rare but can still occur even today.
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During the early part of the 20th century, the Dutch became especially interested in the North African Sloughi. This historic photo shows some very fine specimens at a dog show in the Netherlands.


 



The first champion Rhodesian Ridgeback was Ch. Virginia of Avondale, exhibited in Bulawayo in 1928. Many of the great kennels were established around this time, in both Rhodesia and South Africa.


In 1924, the first two Rhodesian Ridgebacks were registered with the Kennel Union of Southern Africa (KUSA). Mr. L. Herring of Grootedam, South Africa owned these two dogs and the kennel name was Grootedam. In the same year, several kennel names were established by the breeders around Bulawayo, Umvukwe and Marandellas. Some of the famous names are Eskdale, Leo Kop, Lion’s Den, Drumbuck, Mission, Sipolio, Thornbury, Welcom, Viking and Avondale. By the end of 1928 there were 13 registered kennel names. The kennels that contributed the most registered dogs to the foundation of the Rhodesian Ridgeback were Eskdale, Viking, Lion’s Den, Drumbuck and Avondale. All these names will be found behind the dogs of today.


During World War II the Rhodesian Ridgeback declined in  popularity and in fact, many of the Rhodesian kennels ceased to exist. Around 1960, Mrs. Mylda Arsenis, with the aid of Mrs. Irene Kingcombe, set about restoring the breed to its former state in its country of origin. Mrs. Kingcombe used many dogs from South Africa to establish her kennel, Inkabusi. Ch. Glenaholm Strauss of Inkabusi was one the most famous. He was a dark red wheaten dog, coursing hound in type, with an excellent temperament. Ch. Maestro Mozart of Inkabusi was very similar to his father. Mrs. Arsenis (Mpani) used Ch. Rip of Colemore as her foundation dog. He was bred to Ch. Flame Lily of Stallis and produced many champions. Another bitch that Mrs. Arsenis used was Ch. Retsina of Mpani, a light wheaten bitch with a lovely head. Mrs. Arsenis also wrote children’s books, the most famous of which is Rip, The Ridgeback.
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Mylda Arsenis, credited with reviving the breed in southern Africa after World War II, is seen here judging the breed in Australia in 1979. Tugrabakh Assegai became a champion upon this Best of Breed victory.


Betty Littlejohn from Indiana sent Rip a beautiful handmade dog cart. He would often be seen trotting around his neighborhood in Salisbury with Mylda’s daughters riding proudly in the cart. He was quite large, over the standard, but produced many fine dogs that contributed to several kennels in the United States, notably Kajongwe of Gloria Sanders, and Kahlu of Lou and Kathy Stein.


The contributions of Phyllis McCarthy of Glenaholm, Mrs. Tarn of Brabant, Mr. and Mrs. J. B. Bocock of Gazeley, Maj. T. C. Hawley of de Holi, Mrs. M. Mooiman of Meyendell, and Mr. and Mrs. C. P. Green of Thornbury cannot be underestimated. At a time when the breed was disappearing from Rhodesia, these wonderful South Africans continued to develop and cherish these magnificent dogs. Many of the dogs of today can proudly trace their heritage to one or more of these kennels. Ch. Wendy of Gazeley is still considered to have the most beautiful head of all Ridgeback bitches ever bred.







THE RIDGEBACK IN BRITAIN 


In 1914 the first Ridgeback arrived in Britain, a dog named Cuff. Although his arrival predated the establishment of any standard, he looked very much like the Rhodesian Ridgebacks of today. He was a fine-looking dog with excellent shoulders and rear, good length of  loin and a balanced neck, bred in South Africa. His head was more hound type than mastiff type, with less emphasis on the “stop,” the division between skull and muzzle, than many dogs of today. In 1927, another Ridgeback was imported by Mrs. John Player. In 1932 she exhibited two dogs at a Kennel Club show, Lobengula, a liver nose, and Juno, a black nose. Lobengula was out of a Viking bitch and Juno was out of an Avondale bitch by a Viking dog. In 1933 Viking Leo of Avondale, imported by Capt. G. Miller, won first prize at the Kensington show. Another Viking import, Viking Cheeky Boy, is found behind almost all the pedigrees today. Similar to Cuff in head type, these were fine dogs with excellent conformation.



WHITE SOCKS AND STRIPES


One of the lasting genetic contributions of the Gazeley kennel is what is known as the “Gazeley stripe.” Many modern Ridgebacks have white that runs from the chest up under the throat. This was characteristic of many Gazeley dogs early on and we can see the influence today. Unfortunately, this breed characteristic is often misunderstood and frequently penalized in the show ring. It is an integral part of the heritage of Ridgebacks. White socks are considered a fault, but many early Ridgebacks were named “Socks,” which indicates to the author that this characteristic was also very prevalent and frequently occurs today. While white above the toes is penalized, one should expect to find white toes in this breed.
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Ch. Mpani’s Rip of Colemore drawing a cart containing one of Mrs. Arsenis’s daughters in Salisbury, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe).
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The famed Mylda Arsenis, the savior of the Rhodesian Ridgeback. Here she is handling Ch. Mpani’s Flame Lily of Stallis.


 



Prior to World War II, 1938 was the banner year with a total of 43 dogs registered. During the war years, very few dogs were produced. In 1947 Queen Elizabeth    II (then Princess Elizabeth) visited South Africa. There Lord St. Just presented her with two Rhodesian Ridgebacks for her twenty-first birthday. She brought the two back to Great Britain, where they were placed in quarantine in accordance with the law. Since these young pups grew enormously during their period of quarantine, she first gave the dog, Just of Banba, to Dr. and Mrs. K. C. Mackenzie. Later, the Queen also gave the bitch to the same breeder because she felt it was in the dog’s best interests. Just of Banba sired the first English champion, Ch. Maiduba of Manscross, out of an imported bitch, Manscross Bridget of the Hub. The litter sister, Ch. Merrill of Manscross, became the second champion bitch, the first being her daughter, Ch. Manscross of Simbawa Sheba. Just of Banba came from the Brabant kennel, which was based on Viking and Eskdale dogs, which also produced the Drumbuck dogs. Drumbuck Jock is one of the most famous of these ancestors.



RIDGEBACKS IN AFRICA
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To the ridgeback’s native courage breeders added a keen nose and great speed. The result is a dog whose specialty is Africa’s big game.


The April 1960 issue of Sports Afield featured this short article titled “Ridgebacks in Action,” written by Bill Homan.


“I’ll go way out on a limb and state categorically that no hunting dog can match the ridgeback in the field against truly big game. The reason is simple: Ridgebacks have been used for centuries as hunting dogs in Africa, and they have the special combination of speed, stamina, courage and tracking ability to do the job. As canines go, the ridgebacks are not particularly big or hefty, but they’ll tackle anything from a lion to a savage wart hog.
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Ridgebacks follow a hunter into the field. At the start of a hunt the rugged animals are quiet and obedient.


“Hunting in a pack, as his wild-dog ancestor did, the ridgeback wears down his quarry by keeping it going at top speed. One ridgeback will dart out of the pack, putting on a burst of speed; when he tires, another of the dogs shoots out, then falls back with the rest of the pack. In this way the game has to keep up a bristling pace to stay ahead. When the pack brings an animal to bay, the dogs dart in and out, grabbing for the legs until the animal is felled. Though their instinct is to kill, they are usually trained to back off at the hunter’s whistle and let him finish the job with a rifle.
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Darting out of the pack, these two ridgebacks run an eland to nearexhaustion. He’ll soon be down.


“Back in the early 1920s, British residents of southern Rhodesia decided to do something about refining the breed of ridgebacks. By selective crossing and culling, the dogs were brought into such uniformity as to constitute a distinct breed. Their steadfastness as watch dogs and gentleness with children have made them well received as pets.”
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Early English imports owned by Mrs. J. Player made their appearance at The Kennel Club Show held at the Crystal Palace in 1932, where they aroused interest and admiration. The dogs were named (left) Lobengula and (right) Juno.



Following World War II the Rhodesian Ridgeback increased in numbers, in both Europe and the United States. The famous Owlsmoor Kennel was established in 1954 by Mrs. Cecily Hick, based on dogs that she imported from both South Africa and later, from the United States. In 1971, I saw a liver bitch from the Owlsmoor line in Jamaica. She was an outstanding dog, with the most beautiful redgold color imaginable. Breeders have always advised keeping the liver color in the line to maintain the brilliance of the coat. Until I  saw this Owlsmoor bitch, I never truly appreciated the beauty of the liver color.
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An historic photo from Hutchinson’s with the caption stating, ‘This breed is little known in Great Britain, but is very popular with South African and more especially Southern Rhodesian sportsmen, who are emphatic in their praise of the dogs’ merits in gun work.’
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This historic photo (circa 1910) shows Mr. T. Kedie-Law and his Ridgeback named Mapandora of Avondale, taking a walk in Southern Rhodesia.


Ridgebacks were accepted by The Kennel Club in 1928, using the standard from South Africa. The Rhodesian Ridgeback Club of Great Britain was founded in 1952, followed by The Midlands and Northern Rhodesian Ridgeback Club in 1964. The latter was the first club in England to attain Championship status.







THE BREED IN THE UNITED STATES 


The first dogs we know about were brought to the US by Bill and Sada O’Brien. They founded the famous  Redhouse Kennel in 1950. Col. Morrie DePass imported Ch. Swahili’s Jeff Davis from South Africa, who went on to become the first AKC champion. At the same time, Margaret Lowthian and Gene Freeland established Lamarde Perro in California by importing Ch. Swahili’s Simba of Columbia. Without Lamarde Perro, none of the foundation kennels in the US would exist today. The American Kennel Club accepted the Rhodesian Ridgeback for registration in 1955, using the standard drawn up by this group, based on the KUSA standard.
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This historic photo shows Ubule of the Heightfinder, bred by Mr. G. Hamilton from Lobengula. She is nine months old in this photo and was owned by Mrs. Lillian Hamilton. Note the “Gazeley” stripe and white socks.


Through the efforts of these pioneers, the Rhodesian Ridgeback Club of the United States was formed in 1957. They held their first meeting in New York City in 1958, with 61 members. Dr. and Mrs. James Fanning were among this group and purchased their first dog from Col. DePass. This was Ch. Little John of Swahili, who became the first American-bred AKC champion. Mr. Jay Hyman established Rollings Kennel in 1959 with dogs he obtained from Dr. Hetherington in Canada and Margaret Lowthian in California. Mrs. Alicia Mohr began with an obedience dog, Mohr’s Makanga Weecha, CD, and went on to become a dominant force in the breed. Her kennel, Kimani, is to be found in virtually every pedigree in the US today. Likewise, Mrs. Barbara Sawyer-Brown’s Kwetu, Diane Jacobsen’s Calico Ridge, Mrs. Ida Poore’s Kimbida and Louise Lertora’s Batoka were kennels that produced many of the foundation dogs.
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Viking Leo of Avondale was born in June 1928 and was owned by Capt. G. Miller. When shown by Capt. Miller at the Kensington Show in April 1933, Viking Leo took first prize in the special open class for foreign dogs. He was much admired, and the canine press described him as “a very sound, beautiful dog; outstanding in color and bone.”



THE ARCHITECT’S CHOICE


Two early owners of Rhodesian Ridgebacks in Arizona were Ila Harrison Healy and Olgivanna Wright, wife of world famous architect Frank Lloyd Wright. Mrs. Wright’s dog, Kotor Bey of Taliesian, was bred by John Cundiff of Mesa, AZ. This dog is descended from Gazeley, Redhouse and Lamarde Perro dogs.
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Several dogs have been influential in establishing type in the United States. They include, but are not limited to, Blanche Brophy’s Ch. Batoka’s Rooibadjie, Ida Poore’s Ch. The Guardsman of Kimbida and his son, Ch. Rutan Mpenzi Rafiki of Gera (owned by Ruth Blajez), Diane Jacobsen’s Ch. Calico Ridge Honky Tonk Hero,   Alicia Mohr’s Ch. Urimba of Mohrridge, Ch. Kimani’s Induna of Mohrridge and Ch. Kimani’s Makanga Duna. All these dogs carry the designation “ROM” (Register of Merit) after their name, a suffix awarded by The Rhodesian Ridgeback Club of the United States to indicate that they have produced a certain number of champions.
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