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Physical Characteristics of the Sussex Spaniel


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Eyes: Hazel in color, fairly large, soft and languishing.


Nostrils: Well-developed and liver colored.


Lips: Somewhat pendulous.
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Bite: A scissors bite is preferred.


Ears: Thick, fairly large and lobe-shaped and are set moderately low.


Forequarters: The shoulders are well laid back and muscular. The forelegs should be very short, strong and heavily boned. Both straight and slightly bowed constructions are proper and correct. The pasterns are very short and heavily boned.


Proportion: Longer in body than it is tall.


Substance: Muscular and rather massive.


Coat: The body coat is abundant, flat or slightly waved, with no tendency to curl.


Skull: Moderately long and also wide with an indentation in the middle and with a full stop.


Neck: Rather short, strong and slightly arched.


Body: Low and long with a level topline.


Height: Measured at the withers ranges from 13 to 15 inches.


Weight: Ranges between 35 and 45 pounds.


Tail: Docked from 5 to 7 inches and set low.


Hindquarters: Full and well-rounded, strong and heavily boned. They should be parallel with each other and also set wide apart. The hind legs are short from the hock to the ground, heavily boned. The hindquarters must correspond in angulation to the forequarters.


Color: Rich golden liver is the only


Feet: Large and round with short hair between the toes.
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The Sussex Spaniel is one of the most rare of the sporting spaniels. It originated in southeastern England in the late 1700s and has evolved through the centuries. Today the breed is known equally for its pet and show qualities as well as hunting ability.
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One of the oldest types of dog, the “Spanyell” was mentioned in literature as early as 1386 and portraits of spaniel-type dogs adorn many Old Master paintings. Although the term “spaniel” has been used widely as a descriptive term from the 17th century on, since the latter 19th century the spaniels primarily have been considered as English dogs, and so it is with the Sussex Spaniel.


One of the rarest of the sporting spaniels, the Sussex Spaniel originated in southeastern England. Breeding dogs of no particular lineage, denoted in kennel records as “Bebb to Fan” or “Old Bebb to Flirt,” resulted in the appearance of the Sussex Spaniel as a more-or-less distinct spaniel type. While it is possible to trace the Sussex Spaniel back well into the late 1700s, credit is given to Mr. Augustus Elliot Fuller (Rosehill kennels) as the founder of the breed. He kept Sussex Spaniels as working dogs on his estate through the mid-1800s.


The Sussex County region gave the breed its name and had much to do with the original vision of the breed as a strong and untiring spaniel, fully capable of negotiating the heavy clay soil of the region, which supported thick and somewhat daunting cover. Shorter legs, ability to maneuver, a massive body and innate desire rendered the breed ideally suited for hunting this habitat.
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Circa 1620, this scene from The Vision of St. Hubert depicts different types of hound- and spaniel-like dogs, some of which are likely the predecessors of today’s gundog breeds. The original painting is housed in the Prado Museum, Madrid.


Interestingly, this heavy clay soil has a distinctly golden tinge to its coloration, not at all unlike the golden liver color that is truly a hallmark of the Sussex Spaniel. Perhaps this blending of the dogs with their surroundings resulted in a preference for dogs that used their voices when hunting. After all, when a dog blends into cover, the dog’s voice surely alerts the hunter to the location of his dog! Although contested by many modern fanciers, historically the Sussex Spaniel is the sole spaniel said to “give tongue”—a rather distinctive sound—when on the hunt.




LIVER TO LIVER


In 1872, a rule was enacted that only Sussex of the liver coat color, who were out of two dogs similarly liver in coat color, were allowed to be shown. This may well have been an effort of sorts at “purity” since, despite the lack of modern DNA testing, it was known at that time that breeding liver to liver only begets liver-colored animals.





Though Mr. Fuller is often purported to be the “father” of the Sussex Spaniel as a breed, according to many accounts, it is likely more factual to say that Mr. Fuller simply kept and bred his own strain of spaniel for the purpose of shooting over in the Sussex region. Mr. Fuller did, however, do much to develop the unique golden liver color in his Rosehill strain, with the assistance of his kennel manager, Albert Reif.
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In the early 20th century, Mrs. Youell was considered one of the most important breeders of the Sussex Spaniel. Her kennel prefix, Earlswood, stood for top quality in the breed.


With the evolution of the dog show, and later of written standards of perfection for individual breeds, then, as now, fanciers concentrated on producing winners. A rare breed like the Sussex Spaniel was surely attractive for early dog show exhibitors, with its handsome features and solid working ability. After all, in the early days of the dog show, functional abilities were important.


Early fanciers of the Sussex Spaniel in that era were also fanciers of other spaniel breeds. The first Stud Book of The Kennel Club in England shows that Field, English Cocker and Sussex Spaniels were lumped together under one heading. Interbreeding of the three spaniel types was more the rule than the exception, with offspring shown as the variety that they most resembled.
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INTERBRED REGISTRY


Until 1931 in the UK, offspring of two varieties of spaniel mated together could be registered and subsequently shown as either variety. After 1931, the interbred spaniel registry came into existence. Thereafter, offspring of the matings of two varieties of spaniel were required to be registered as interbred.





Mr. Phineas Bullock is one such fancier and a lead character in the revival of the breed that took place in the 1870s. One of his main studs was a dog named Bebb. Mr. Bullock sold this dog, reportedly later regretting that moment of weakness, as Bebb became quite influential in the Sussex Spaniel’s development. As merely one illustration of the vast amount of interbreeding between the various spaniel varieties, Bebb’s name appears as an ancestor in the extension of the pedigrees of every Sussex, Field and English Cocker Spaniel in the world today.


[image: image]


Lovely specimens of their time, Sussex Spaniels Eng. Ch. Rosehill Rock and Eng. Ch. Rosehill Rag were bred and owned by Campbell Newington, Esq., of Oakover, Ticehurst, Sussex, England, and portrayed beautifully in this painting by Lilian Cheviot


Though entered in the Stud Book as a Sussex Spaniel of liver color, written critiques of Bebb indicate that his chief Sussex feature was his coat color, since descriptions of his features were quite different from those ascribed to the Sussex Spaniel. Again, this merely exemplifies the notion of “spaniel soup” in the late 1800s. The relative “purity” of bloodlines was not as closely protected at that time as in the modern era.


Throughout the late 1800s, the Sussex Spaniel remained rare and numbers were low. Mr. Moses Woolland (Bridford kennels) and Mr. Campbell Newington (Rosehill, revived) took a fancy to the Sussex Spaniel. Their kennels established breeding programs that had far-reaching effects, though probably also contributed further to diminished numbers in the breed. These two kennels monopolized the breed in such a way that it likely had a discouraging effect on others who would endeavor to fancy the breed.


In fits and starts, the Sussex Spaniel tenaciously survived through the end of World War I, with fanciers coming and going in the breed. At that time, Mr. Stevenson Clarke (Broadhurst kennels) took a keen interest in the Sussex for its working qualities, while also having a moderate interest in dog shows. The Broadhurst line contained significant Field Spaniel blood, and it is no surprise that these dogs were correspondingly longer in leg and foreface than the ideal. By 1924, there was sufficient interest to form the Sussex Spaniel Association (England) for the “protection of the Sussex Spaniel.”
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The Field Spaniel’s ancestry is closely interwoven with that of the Sussex.


Between the World Wars, other fanciers took up the breed, notably several women: Miss Reed (Oakerland kennels), Miss Wigg (Hornshill kennels) and Mrs. Joy Freer (nee Scholefield) of the famed Fourclovers Sussex Spaniel kennels. Photos of the dogs from these kennels show more typical Sussex Spaniel outlines and overall type. Yet, only the Fourclovers kennel kept the breed going during the years of World War II, such that another revival of the breed became a necessity. Indeed, by the end of the war, there was a grand total of eight Sussex Spaniels remaining in England, all from Mrs. Freer’s Fourclovers kennel. It is important to note that all modern Sussex Spaniels owe a debt of monumental proportions to Mrs. Freer. Without her interest, dedication and perseverance, which continued for some 60 years, it is unlikely that the breed would have survived.
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A documented crossbreeding to a Clumber Spaniel was undertaken in an attempt to revive the Sussex breed in the years after World War II.
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Today’s Sussex Spaniel, looking ahead to a promising future.


The breed continued to emerge from near-extinction slowly through the 1950s, with years in which difficulty in breeding resulted in no new Sussex Spaniel puppies. In an effort to assist the breed’s survival, one officially recorded interbreeding was undertaken with Thornville Snowstorm, a Clumber Spaniel. Three generations of this cross were absorbed into Sussex Spaniel lines. Other crossbreedings, such as that to the English Springer Spaniel, Brownie, can be documented through extrapolation. A Sussex Spaniel, Timothy of Oakerland, appears in the English Stud Book, having been sired by Sunny South, who, in turn, was out of Brownie, the Springer.




RECOGNITION


Sussex Spaniels were shown in England as early as 1862. This characteristically golden liver dog was also among the first ten breeds recognized by the American Kennel Club in 1894.





It is important to note these crosses. With the need to inbreed due to the small number of Sussex Spaniels available for breeding, each generation concentrates not only the Sussex Spaniel genes but also those of its ancestors. These documented crosses, along with the “spaniel soup” from the earliest development of the breed, likely account for the wide variation of type seen, particularly through the 1950s and 1960s, when long legs and untypical heads frequently were produced.


The breed became more settled in type, though still having variation, through the 1970s and 1980s, when a small group of people dedicated to the Sussex Spaniel concentrated on bringing the good specimens forward. Numbers have crept upward slowly such that today the Sussex Spaniel enjoys perhaps the most solid foothold on survival ever.


The Sussex Spaniel was among the first breeds to be recognized by the American Kennel Club (AKC), even though there were virtually no Sussex Spaniels in the US. While there were a few Sussex recorded by the AKC through the early 1900s, the registration of the UK import Oak Mermaid in 1924 marked the beginning of an American line that lasted through several generations.
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The Best of Breed Sussex Spaniel at England’s prestigious Crufts Dog Show in 2000.


Slowly but surely more American fanciers found the Sussex Spaniel an ideal breed into which to pour their efforts so that by the end of World War II, there were more Sussex Spaniels in the US than in England! Sadly this early auspicious beginning was not to last, and no American-bred Sussex Spaniel today has any of the dogs of the 1940s in their extended pedigrees.


Between 1957 and 1972, there were no Sussex Spaniel litters born in the US. The Sussex Spaniel required someone to champion and promote the breed, to step forward and put forth the effort to re-establish the Sussex in the US. In 1970, Ch. Oakmoss Witch CD was imported from England into the US by George and Marcia Deugan to become a foundation for their Ziyadeh kennel. The role of the Ziyadeh line in ensuring the survival of the breed in the US cannot be minimized. With the addition of the Wilred line, established by William and Margaret Reid, and the Lexxfield line, established by John Robert Lewis, Jr., the Sussex Spaniel gained a firm presence in the US that continues today.
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Ch. Three D Stonecroft Endeavor, handled by Doug Johnson, was a multiple Best in Show winner in 1998.
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Best of Breed at Westminster in 2000 was Ch. Eadweard’s Almond Joy. The judge was Dr. J. Donald Jones.


While he continues to be a rare-breed spaniel, the Sussex Spaniel has gained recognition in recent years in a variety of venues but particularly on the American dog-show scene. A remarkable “little brown dog” captured many hearts when he achieved a milestone for the breed: the first-ever Group One (first place in the Sporting Group) award at the nationally televised Westminster Kennel Club show in 2004. This dog, Ch. Clussexx Three D Grinchy Glee, known as “Stump,” amassed an enviable show record and numerous Best in Show awards in addition to his Westminster Group win. In fact, Best in Show awards have been earned by no fewer than nine Sussex Spaniels in recent years! When this show-ring success is added to the breed’s good-natured companionability, versatility in many performance endeavors and naturally good looks, one can see why the Sussex Spaniel enjoys a firm foothold in America today.


[image: image]


The all-time top winning Sussex Spaniel, Ch. Clussexx Three D Grinchy Glee (“Stump”), broke records as one of America’s top show dogs of all breeds in 2004, winning 37 Bests in Show that year alone. He is shown winning at Wisconsin Rapids Kennel Club under judge Dr. Robert Berndt, handled by Scott Sommers.
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PERSONALITY


A somber expression, emphasized by a furrowed brow that gives the impression of a somewhat sad frown, belies the calm and steady nature of the Sussex Spaniel. The breed has a distinct personality and traits cherished by fanciers are the cheerful outlook on life and the extreme loyalty of the Sussex to hearth and home. Showing a distinct preference for his owners, the Sussex may be somewhat aloof, while at the same time polite and gentle, to strangers. Reserve upon first meetings is markedly different from shyness and should not be confused as such. The reserved Sussex will look over the stranger and, upon sensing his owners’ acceptance of the new person, will accept the individual into his circle of friends as well.


Fond of communicating their emotions, the Sussex will use his expressive eyes to his advantage, often while vocalizing with a rather odd snort. It is not unusual for fanciers to refer to the breed as comical; indeed, many Sussex are comedians who develop a plethora of funny little antics that as much amuse as exasperate their owners. In any gathering of Sussex fanciers, one is at once taken by the stories that abound of the activities of their dogs, who love to be the center of attention in the household. One comical trait that many Sussex show is a rather gopher-like position in which the dog sits up upon his haunches as if to beg. Another such trait is the tendency of some Sussex to “grin,” where the dog draws back his lips to expose his teeth.


While a Sussex may be content at times to be a “couch potato,” do not be fooled—this is a lively breed with plenty of energy to keep up with an active family. An affectionate dog, this powerful spaniel has a strong personality and will seek to be involved in every aspect of his owner’s life.


This is a fine breed, and, in the words of Mrs. Freer, “…beware, if you become bitten by the Sussex bug, there is no known cure and good sense and reason can quickly go out the window. However, if you want a challenge and wish to work a fine traditional spaniel breed, then perhaps you should take a second look at the little brown jobs.” It is common for many Sussex owners to describe themselves as being owned by their dogs; this says much about the personality of the breed and their affinity for human companionship.
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The somber, somewhat sad look is typical of the Sussex Spaniel’s expression but contradicts the breed’s happy personality.


A PICTURE OF THE SUSSEX SPANIEL


In the initial view, the Sussex Spaniel must be seen as the sum of his parts to properly appreciate the overall balance of the long, low, level and strong rectangular outline that is part and parcel of the breed. While the term “massive” is used in modern standards for the breed, the impression of overall size immediately must imply the breed’s purpose: to conquer dense undergrowth en route to flushing game within gun range of the hunter, who is afoot. Too much mass in comparison to the overall body size, reminiscent of the mass of the Clumber Spaniel, impedes the breed’s stamina and ability to maneuver when afield. Too little mass, often seen with relatively longer, lighter-boned legs, implies a speed for work that leads to going around, rather than through, heavy cover.
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The distinct golden liver color, a true hallmark of the breed, is reminiscent of the clay soil of the region in which the Sussex was bred to work.


The American Kennel Club specifies height as between 13 to 15 inches. Sufficient bone and muscling contribute to the overall mass such that the Sussex should weigh around 50 pounds; again, bitches are likely to weigh less than dogs and weight will be in proportion to height.


Following the initial impression of the outline of the Sussex Spaniel, one is drawn quickly to the handsome head, with its somber, serious expression. The impression when perusing the face of the Sussex is that of a frown that is never fierce or foreboding but rather contemplative and serious. While overall virtue of the animal should never rest solely on the qualities of the head, the head of the Sussex Spaniel contributes as much to the distinctive appearance of the breed as the overall proportion, balance, depth and bone of the body. To emphasize one attribute at the expense of another does the breed no service.


When viewed from the top, the skull is relatively wide yet rectangular, maintaining a length sufficient to avoid equal proportions of length to width. Without this slightly rectangular shape, the head will appear heavy. Characteristic of the breed, the median furrow (center indentation) and heavy brow frame large eyes that are gentle, soft and languishing, as if to draw one into the very soul of the dog. The eyes are hazel, in keeping with the gilded liver color of the coat, and may show a slight amount of haw. Too much looseness to the eye is a liability to the working Sussex, as the dog will be prone to eye irritation at the least from dust, seeds and other irritants inherent in the field environment. With a pronounced stop (the area between mid-brow and muzzle), the face is framed by lobular, large ears, set slightly above the outer corner of the eye and lying close to the skull.


Beneath the eyes, the muzzle is broad and somewhat square when viewed in profile. Ideally somewhat shorter in length and never longer than the topskull, the muzzle is finished with a large nose that is liver in color, with wide-open nostrils. There is no upward or downward slope to the muzzle and the nasal bone is straight, thereby giving the optimal channel for scenting. The lips are somewhat pendulous. Moderation is the key here, as the dog must be able to pick up game cleanly without interference of the flews; it is not a desirable thing for the dog to bite his own lip when retrieving.
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Size difference in the Sussex is visible, as the bitch (LEFT) is generally shorter and smaller than the dog (RIGHT).


Beneath the lips, the bite is ideally a scissors bite, i.e., the upper teeth closely overlapping the lower teeth and set squarely to the jaws. While a scissors bite generally is accepted as being less injurious to game on the retrieve, the bite has less to do with bringing back a bird fit for consumption than does the quality of the mouth. In and of itself, the bite does not denote any tendency toward hard or soft mouth, and deviations from the perfect scissors bite simply are faults.


The head is set onto a well-arched and muscular neck that implies strength. Make no mistake—the proper neck is absolutely necessary to the corresponding proper carriage of the large, strong head, which is rarely held above the level of the back. The head should meet the neck smoothly, without a pointed occiput; any tendency toward a peaked appearance is not typical. In profile, the neck is clean and without excessive skin.
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The Sussex must have the desired soft mouth to bring back the game undamaged. This is Lucy, hunting companion of Becky Krueger, owned by Don and Becky Krueger.


When viewed from the side, the topline of the Sussex is level and firm with a deep, well-developed chest. It must be emphasized that proper length of rib contributes to the level topline; dogs without sufficient length of rib cage will not be able to hold a proper topline, as there is no supporting structure. The rib blends into a well-developed, short and strong loin that has no appearance of a waist.


The tail is typically docked so that it is 5 to 7 inches in length for a mature animal. The tail is merely an extension of the spine and, as such, is set and carried low. When gaiting, the tail has a lively action but never is carried above the level of the back.


Shoulders are set well back and the upper arm corresponds in length to the shoulder blade so that the legs are able to move properly. Forelegs are short, straight and heavily boned, nicely clothed in feathering and set well under the body. Hindquarters must match the bone of the forequarters beneath a strong well rounded and muscular haunch. The rear hock is short and strong and turns neither in nor out when viewed from the rear. Both front and rear feet are large and round in appearance, with short hair between the toes. Good padding of the feet is absolutely necessary for an animal that works dense cover.


When on the move, the Sussex is lively and typically “rolling” as a result of the relatively short legs coupled with a long and sturdy body. Action of the front and rear legs is coordinated and powerful to propel the dog forward. One should be able to imagine the dog’s negotiating heavy cover with ease. As such, any paddling, high-stepping or other energy-wasting motions are not typical.




WEBSITES FOR SUSSEX SPANIEL INFORMATION


www.sussexspaniels.org


The official AKC parent club of the Sussex Spaniel. Much useful information to help you decide if this is the right breed for you.


www.akc.org


American Kennel Club website, which includes the AKC’s Sussex standard, a photograph and quick facts on the breed.


www.sussexspaniels.org.uk


The Sussex Spaniel Association (United Kingdom).
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HEART-HEALTHY


In this modern age of ever-improving cardio-care, no doctor or scientist can dispute the advantages of owning a dog to lower a persons risk of heart disease. Studies have proven that petting a dog, walking a dog and grooming a dog all show positive results toward lowering your blood pressure. The simple routine of exercising your dog—going outside with the dog and walking, jogging or playing catch—is heart-healthy in and of itself. If you are normally less active than your physician thinks you should be, adopting a dog may be a smart option to improve your own quality of life as well as that of another creature.





The body coat is abundant and may be either flat or with a slight wave. The neck has a well-marked frill, and furnishings appear on the ears, the back of the forelegs, the rear quarters and the tail, although feathering on the rear hocks is short. Coat and color are highly important. A rich golden liver is the only acceptable color. Any tendency toward a dark liver color or toward a coarse, thin or “hound-type” coat is undesirable. The American standard states that a small patch of white on the chest is a minor fault, though white on any other part of the body is a major deviation from the breed standard.


HEALTH CONSIDERATIONS


Fortunately, health problems known in the Sussex Spaniel breed are fewer in number in comparison to many other breeds, particularly in consideration of the narrow genetic base of the Sussex. General good health seems to be a trait with which the breed, overall, is fortunate to be endowed. However, to be forewarned is to be forearmed, so there are some concerns that appear often enough to warrant discussion with breeders. Reputable breeders test their dogs for health problems and do not include affected dogs or carriers in their breeding programs.


HIP DYSPLASIA


Hip dysplasia is an abnormal development of the ball-and-socket apparatus of the hip joint, which is typically progressive with the growth and development of the puppy to the adult dog. Symptoms have wide variation, from almost imperceptible to extreme pain and lameness. Virtually every country in which Sussex Spaniels reside has veterinary x-ray testing programs available to evaluate and grade the conformation of dogs’ hip joints. While it is not a fail-safe prevention, as factors other than heredity come into play, research data worldwide conclude that breeding two parents that have tested normal for hip conformation tends to produce a higher percentage of puppies with healthy hips.




DO YOU KNOW ABOUT HIP DYSPLASIA?
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X-ray of a dog with “Good” hips.
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X-ray of a dog with “Moderate” dysplastic hips.


Hip dysplasia is a fairly common condition found in pure-bred dogs. When a dog has hip dysplasia, his hind leg has an incorrectly formed hip joint. By constant use of the hip joint, it becomes more and more loose, wears abnormally and may become arthritic.


Hip dysplasia can only be confirmed with an x-ray, but certain symptoms may indicate a problem. Your dog may have a hip dysplasia problem if he walks in a peculiar manner, hops instead of smoothly runs, uses his hind legs in unison (to keep the pressure off the weak joint), has trouble getting up from a prone position or always sits with both legs together on one side of his body.


As the dog matures, he may adapt well to life with a bad hip, but in a few years the arthritis develops and many dogs with hip dysplasia become crippled.


Hip dysplasia is considered an inherited disease and only can be diagnosed definitively by x-ray when the dog is two years old, although symptoms often appear earlier. Some experts claim that a special diet might help your puppy outgrow the bad hip, but the usual treatments are surgical. The removal of the pectineus muscle, the removal of the round part of the femur, reconstructing the pelvis and replacing the hip with an artificial one are all surgical interventions that are expensive, but they are usually very successful. Follow the advice of your veterinarian.
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