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Physical Characteristics of the English Cocker Spaniel


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Skull: Arched and slightly flattened.


Head: Strong, yet free from coarseness.


Eyes: Medium in size, full and slightly oval; set wide apart.
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Stop: Definite, but moderate.


Muzzle: Equal in length to skull; well cushioned.


Nostrils: Wide for proper development of scenting ability.


Jaws: Strong, capable of carrying game.


Bite: Scissors.


Chest: Deep.


Forequarters: Shoulders are sloping, the blade flat and smoothly fitting. Shoulder blade and upper arm are approximately equal in length. Forelegs—Straight, with bone nearly uniform in size from elbow to heel; elbows set close to the body; pasterns nearly straight, with some flexibility.


Coat: On head, short and fine; of medium length on body; flat or slightly wavy; silky in texture.


Ears: Set low, lying close to the head.


Neck: Graceful and muscular, arched toward the head and blending cleanly, without throatiness, into sloping shoulders.


Body: Compact and well-knit, giving the impression of strength without heaviness.


Back: Short and strong.


Tail: Docked. Set on to conform to croup.


Hindquarters: Angulation moderate and, most importantly, in balance with that of the forequarters.


Color: Various. Parti-colors are either clearly marked, ticked or roaned, the white appearing in combination with black, liver or shades of red. Solid colors are black, liver or shades of red.


Height at withers: Males, 16 to 17 inches; females, 15 to 16 inches.


Weight: Males, 28 to 34 pounds; females, 26 to 32 pounds.


Feet: Proportionate in size to the legs, firm, round and catlike; toes arched and tight; pads thick.
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It is believed that spaniels, as a general dog type, were identified more than 2,500 years ago. One theory puts forth that the word “spaniel” derived from the Carthaginian word for “rabbit.”
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In 500 B.C. when the Carthaginians landed in Spain during one of their travels in the Mediterranean, the soldiers saw a great number of rabbits and they shouted “Span, span!” (span being the Carthaginian word for “rabbit”). Thus the land was called Hispania, or “rabbitland,” and the dogs that they saw in pursuit of the rabbits became known as spaniels or “rabbit-dogs.”


Is this how spaniels got their name? Or is it the fantasy of Virginia Woolf, who tells us this delightful little story in her book Flush, the biography of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s spaniel. It is very likely that the spaniel lived in the countries surrounding the Mediterranean and thus in Spain. He might have gotten his name through the Basque word Espana; the fact that there are several spaniel-like breeds in France that are called épagneuls also points in this direction.


The fact is that the spaniel can be considered to be one of the oldest dog types in history. In the Metropolitan Museum in New York a small statue in terracotta can be seen that has a decidedly spaniel-like appearance. The statue is over 2,000 years old and belongs to the Cypriot Collection.


More proof of the antiquity of the breed can be seen from the first mention of a spaniel in the early Irish Laws in a statement that water spaniels had been given as a tribute to the king. Spaniels also traveled to Wales, where they were the treasured dogs of King Hywel Dha (Howell the Good). The king’s love for his spaniels went so far that the dogs received a special mention in one of the laws of the country in 948 A.D. At this time, for the price of one spaniel, a person could buy a number of goats, women, slaves or geese! In these laws, mammals are divided into birds, beasts and dogs, and the “dogs” classification was subdivided into tracker, greyhound and spaniel.
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A 2,000-year-old terracotta (clay) figure of an early spaniel-type dog. Historians of many breeds rely on ancient artifacts to substantiate the relative antiquity of a type of dog.


The first mention of a spaniel in English literature comes as early as Chaucer (ca. 1340–1400) and Gaston de Foix, who died in 1391. Chaucer, author of The Canterbury Tales, refers to the spaniel several times (“for as a Spaynel she wol on hym lepe”), which proves beyond doubt that the spaniel was known in England 600 years ago. Gaston de Foix mentions the spaniel in his work Miroir de Phoebus or, as it is also known, Livre de Chasse. Gaston de Foix was a feudal baron who lived in France near the Spanish border, and he was convinced that Spain was the country of origin of the spaniel. “Another manner of hound there is, called hounds for the hawk, and Spaniels, for their kind came from Spain, notwithstanding that there be many in other countries. Such hounds have many good customs and evil. Also a fair hound for the hawk should have a great head, a great body, and be of fair hue, white or tawny (i.e., pied, speckled or mottled), for they be fairest and of such hue they be commonly the best.” He then describes them as being “hounds [the word dog was not used then] with a great head and a great, strong body. Their color is red and white of orange roan, but black and white can also be seen. They run and wag their tail and raise or start fowl and wild beasts. Their right craft is the partridge and the quail. They can also be taught to take partridge and quail with the net and they love to swim.”




CANIS LUPUS


“Grandma, what big teeth you have!” The gray wolf, a familiar figure in fairy tales and legends, has had its reputation tarnished and its population pummeled over the centuries. Yet it is the descendants of this much-feared creature to which we open our homes and hearts. Our beloved dog, Canis domesticus, derives directly from the gray wolf, a highly social canine that lives in elaborately structured packs. In the wild, the gray wolf can range from 60 to 175 pounds, standing between 25 and 40 inches in height.
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Another early reference to “Spanyellys” occurs in The Boke of St. Albans (1486), also named The Book of Field Sports, written by Dame Juliana Berners, prioress of Sopwell Nunnery, Hertfordshire. It is obviously a school book and it is assumed that the book was written for the use of the royal princes, to teach them to read and make them acquainted with the names of the animals and phrases used in hunting and field sports.


In the book there is frequent mention of spaniels in the royal household. Thus we read that “Robin, the King’s Majesty’s Spaniel Keeper” was paid a certain sum for “hair cloth to rub the Spaniels with.”


NETTING


In the days of Henry VIII, the many banquets called for large amounts of food, of which game was an important part. Game such as partridge, quail, pheasant, rabbit and hare was caught in snares, but because of the never-ending demand, a more speedy method of catching the game was sought. This method was found in “netting.” Spaniels were used to drive the birds towards the fowlers, who stood ready with their extended nets. Dog and bird were caught under the net. The spaniels that were used for this kind of work were called “sitting” or “setting” spaniels, and they are the ancestors of our modern setters.


In his book Treatise of Englishe Dogges (1570) Dr. Johannes Caius (pseudonym for John Keyes) described the way that the dogs are taught to let themselves be caught under the net. Dr. Caius classified all sporting dogs under two headings: Venatici, used for the purpose of hunting beasts, and Aucupatorii, used for the hunting of fowl. He subdivided this latter group into “Setters which findeth game on the land” and “Spaniells which findeth game on the water.” He named this group Hispaniolus. He also was of the opinion that these dogs originated in Spain. He described them as white with red markings and—be it more rare— red or black, and he gave a special mention to a dog brought in from France in 1570 that was “speckled all over with white and black, which mingled color incline to a marble blue which beautifieth their skins and affordeth a seemly show of comliness.” That, undoubtedly, was the first blue roan spaniel!




PURPOSEFUL PAIRINGS


It was only in the 19th century that humans really took notice of the dogs around them: how they looked, what color they were and how tall they were. Dogs all along have been helpmates—some dogs killed vermin and some dogs protected the property. Breeding a certain dog to a certain bitch was not necessarily accidental. More than likely, humans paired dogs for their abilities. To produce a dog for a specific purpose, they would mate two dogs with the qualities needed for that purpose. Thus were progenerated various dogs with superior abilities.
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PURE-BRED PURPOSE


Given the vast range of the world’s 400 or so pure breeds of dog, it’s fair to say that domestic dogs are the most versatile animal in the kingdom. From the tiny 1-pound lap dog to the 200-pound guard dog, dogs have adapted to every need and whim of their human masters. Humans have selectively bred dogs to alter physical attributes like size, color, leg length, mass and skull diameter in order to suit our own needs and fancies. Dogs serve humans as companions and guardians as well as hunters, exterminators, shepherds, rescuers, messengers, warriors, babysitters and more!





In the 16th and 17th centuries another group of spaniels was recognized: the Toy Spaniel. Since the Toy Spaniel in those days was bigger and heavier in build than our modern Toy Spaniels, it is very likely that there was a relationship between the Blenheim Spaniel and King Charles Spaniel and the hunting spaniels. Moreover, it wasn’t unusual for Blenheim Spaniels to be used in the field.
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The English Springer Spaniel, shown here, is a completely distinct breed from the English Cocker Spaniel, though both breeds share common ancestors and shared a revival in the US.


THE FIRST COCKERS


With the invention of the gun, netting disappeared and the game was caught by shooting. The setting spaniels were used to find the game and point it so that it could be shot, and the springing spaniels had to flush the game from the cover.


In The Sportsman’s Cabinet, written by Nicolas Cox and published in 1803, we find a description of the spaniel: “The race of dogs passing under the denomination of spaniels are of two kinds, one of which is considerably larger than the other, and are known by the appellation of the springing spaniel—as applicable to every kind of game in every country: the smaller is called the cocker or cocking spaniel, as being more adapted to covert and woodcock shooting, to which they are more particularly appropriated and by nature seem designed.” We may assume, therefore, that the Cocker Spaniel derives his name from the woodcock or, as some believe, the cockpheasant. Cox continues to give a description of the Cocker who “has a shorter, more compact form, a rounder head, shorter nose, ears long (and the longer the more admired), the limbs short and strong, the coat more inclined to curl than the springers, is longer, particularly on the tail, which is generally truncated; color liver-and-white, red, red-and-white, black-and-white, all liver color and not infrequently black with tanned legs and muzzle.” From the great similitude between some of these English Cockers and the small water-dogs, both in figure and disposition, there is little doubt but they may have been originally produced by a cross between the springing spaniel and the latter.


The English Cocker is, again, praised for his rapid action in the field, his tireless enthusiasm in finding and pursuing hare or in searching winged game. His tail is mentioned as “being in perpetual motion,” a feature that, fortunately, has been preserved in our modern English Cockers with their ever-wagging tails.
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Eng. Ch. Wribbenenhall Waiter, a turn-of-the-century champion Field Spaniel, was considered an excellent example of the correct Field Spaniel in those days. Excessively long and low dogs were out of fashion because they were inferior workers in the field.


In the course of the 19th century we see a new variety of spaniel emerge: the Field Spaniel. The main difference between the Field and the Cocker is weight. The Field Spaniel was a strong black dog whose weight should exceed 25 pounds; otherwise, he would be classified as a Cocker. The fact that pups from the same litter could be classified as different breeds, either Cocker or Field, was detrimental to both breeds and, where the popularity of the Field Spaniel was increasing all the time, the future of the Cocker didn’t look too good. The decision of England’s Kennel Club to recognize them as different breeds probably saved the Cocker from extinction. Fields and Cockers were both seen at shows and the Cocker began to make steady progress.
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Fred and Eng. Ch. Obo, born in June 1879, were bred by Mr. James Farrow, who laid the foundation for the English Cocker Spaniel breed.


HISTORY OF THE BREED IN ITS HOMELAND


It was undoubtedly Mr. James Farrow who built the foundation for the breed as we know it today. He bred the original Obo, who was born on June 14, 1879. Mr. Farrow’s Bob Obo was the forerunner of the modern English Cocker Spaniel. Names such as Eng. Ch. Ted Obo and Tim Obo are still to be found in the pedigrees of our modern English Cockers. It was also Mr. James Farrow who, in 1902, founded the Cocker Spaniel Club of Great Britain (in England, the breed is called simply Cocker Spaniel), which is still going strong today. Also in 1902, The Kennel Club issued the first official breed standard.


A contemporary of Mr. Farrow was Mr. C.A. Phillips, originator of the Rivington strain. He bred black and colored English Cockers that all came from Obo stock. Mr. Phillips had a particular interest in the working side of the English Cocker, and he helped promote field trials in the beginning of this century. He himself was a very successful competitor and bred many field trial champions, of whom Rivington Simon, Rivington Rogue and Rivington Reine are probably the best known.


In 1875 Mr. R. Lloyd founded his Of Ware strain that later proved to be so incredibly influential. The name “Of Ware” was not introduced by Mr. R. Lloyd but by his son H.S. Lloyd, who carried on the kennel after the death of his father. Famous Of Ware dogs were the Champions Invader of Ware, Whoopee of Ware and Exquisite of Ware, to be followed by many, many others in later years. The influence of Mr. Lloyd’s dogs remained strong until long after World War II.
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Field Trial Champion Rivington Sam, born in 1911, bred by Mr. C. A. Phillips, shown in a painting by R. Ward Binks.


Another kennel that must be mentioned because of its success and its influence on the history of the breed is the Bowdler kennel of Mr. R. de Courcy Peele, founded in 1898. Eng. Ch. Ben Bowdler ex Judy Bowdler produced Eng. Ch. Bob Bowdler; Judy Bowdler was also the dam of Eng. Ch. Rufus Bowdler. From Jetsam Bowdler and Jock Bowdler came Rocklyn Magic, a dog that is featured in so many pedigrees and who was a very good producer.


Braeside Bustle is a name that is familiar to many fanciers. He was born in 1894 and was the sire of Blue Peter, a dog that had a remarkable influence in fixing and transmitting the characteristics of the colored variety. Another son of Braeside Bustle was the aforementioned Eng. Ch. Ben Bowdler. Most of our colored English Cockers trace back to this wonderful sire, Braeside Bustle. Owner of the Braeside Cockers was Mr. J.M. Porter.


During World War I (1914–1918) all breeding activities stopped, but after the war a few dedicated breeders succeeded in restoring the breed and the English Cocker became more popular than ever in the field as well as in the show ring. The conditions in the field, however, changed and English Cockers were asked to retrieve. To be able to retrieve a dog must be in balance, and balance requires a strong neck and a short back. For the longcast, low-legged English Cocker with a comparatively short neck, this new task proved to be impossible and breeders began to aim for a more square, leggier and shorter-backed dog. It was this variety that traveled around the world—Europe, India, South Africa, Australia, China, Canada and New Zealand.
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Luckystar of Ware, a blue roan, was the Supreme Champion of the UK’s prestigious Crufts show in 1930 and 1931. This dog was considered by many to have been the greatest of all English Cockers in his day.
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Rocklyn Magic, who features in so many influential pedigrees, descended from the well-known Bowdler breeding.


Influential breeders of the period between 1918 and 1940 were Mrs. A.H. Gold of Oxshotts, whose homebred Eng. Ch. Oxshott Marxedes was a famous sire; Mrs. Judy de Casembroot of Treetops, who succeeded in establishing a line of very successful and very homogeneous blacks, of which Treetops Walkie Talkie is probably best remembered; and Mrs. Veronica Lucas-Lucas, who established her Sixshot kennel in the 1930s, starting with blacks and reds but later also including parti-colors. Sixshots Black Swan is said to have been of extreme influence to the solid English Cockers of today.
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Braeside Bustle sired such champions as Ben Bowdler and Blue Peter. These are all great names in the history of the English Cocker breed.


The Broomleaf kennel, founded by Mrs. Kay Doxford, was to become a powerful force for good red and black English Cockers. Her Eng. Ch. Broomleaf Bonny Lad of Shillwater not only won 15 Challenge Certificates but also qualified in the field and proved to be a very good stud dog.


In those years between the two wars, English Cockers did extremely well. The breed was popular and flourishing, culminating with the Best in Show wins of Eng. Sh. Ch. Luckystar of Ware at the 1930 and 1931 Crufts Dog Shows. This success was repeated in 1938 and 1939 by Eng. Sh. Ch. Exquisite Model of Ware and again in 1948 and 1950 (there was no Crufts in 1949) when Eng. Sh. Ch. Tracy Witch of Ware became Supreme Best in Show at Crufts.


Together with Lorna Countess Howe, Mr. H.S. Lloyd is the only one to succeed in winning a Best in Show twice in a row at Crufts—and he did it three times! No breeder since has been so successful. In 1970 Mrs. Joyce Caddy came close when her Ch. Ouaine Chieftain won Reserve Best in Show, and in 1996 Mrs. Patricia Bentley’s Caniou Cambrai won Best in Show.
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A famous English Cocker, featured in many of the pedigrees of champion dogs, is Eng. Ch. Oxshott Marxedes, bred by Mrs. A. H. Gold.
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The famed Broomleaf kennel, founded by Mrs. Kay Doxford, produced some wonderful dogs, as exemplified by Eng. Ch. Broomleaf Bonny Lad of Shillwater.


World War II again put a stop to all breeding, and many breeders had their entire stock put down, out of fear of an invasion. Whereas during the 1914–1918 war dog showing continued, this was not the case in World War II. At the end of the war breeders tentatively started to breed again and as the demand for puppies grew, more breeding was undertaken. Mr. H.S. Lloyd still carried on and although he had a smaller number of dogs, he still had a small team of stud dogs on which breeders greatly relied.


New people came into the breed and a new star, rising very quickly, was the Lochranza kennel of Miss Macmillan and Miss Charles. Dogs from their breeding that will always be remembered are Eng. Sh. Ch. Lochranza Dancing Master, Lochranza Merryleaf Eiger, Eng. Sh. Ch. Lochranza Strollaway and many, many others.
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In 1996 Eng. Sh. Ch. Caniou Cambrai won Best in Show at Crufts. The dog was bred by Mrs. Patricia Bentley.
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Mr. H. S. Lloyd’s incredible success culminated in winning Crufts Supreme Best in Show six times: in 1930 and 1931 with Eng. Sh. Ch. Lucky Star of Ware, in 1938 and 1939 with Eng. Sh. Ch. Exquisite Model of Ware (shown here) and in 1948 and 1950 with Eng. Sh. Ch. Tracy Witch of Ware.


Coming into the 1950s, we find that this decade can be qualified as the vintage for English Cocker Spaniels. Many of the old established kennels continued to bring out dogs and bitches of great quality, and kennels that had started during or after the war became big names in their own right. One of those prewar kennels that built up strongly after 1948 was the Colinwood kennel of Mr. A.W. Collins. In nearly every pedigree of modern English Cockers we can find the tri-color Eng. Ch. Colinwood Cowboy, who had a tremendous influence on the breed, as well as Eng. Sh. Ch. Colinwood Silver Lariot. Mr. Alf Collins died in the 1960s after having been in the breed for about 40 years. He left the kennel and the Colinwood prefix to his daughter, Mrs. Woolf, who had been as keenly involved in the Colinwood English Cockers as he was and who is still active as a breeder and a judge today.


The Craigleith English Cockers, founded by Mrs. Mollie Robinson, are worth a mention. She produced some of the top winners, not only in Great Britain but also in many other countries, notably the United States and South Africa.


In 1963 the English Cocker Spaniel world suffered a great loss with the death of Mr. H. S. Lloyd, but fortunately his daughter Jennifer, who shared his love for English Cockers, carries on with the famous Of Ware and Falconers prefixes.


The first dog to be registered with the Scolys prefix was Scolys Simon in 1955, bred by Mrs. Dilys Schofield. She bred several champions, at home and overseas, but her most famous one is Eng. Sh. Ch. Scolys Starduster, who not only was considered to be the prototype for the standard but who also was a great sire of winners. He is by another dog that turned out to be very influential, Eng. Sh. Ch. Goldenfields Minstrel Boy.


Nowadays the breed is still prospering. There are a great number of dedicated breeders and at the shows we see many English Cockers of great quality.


THE ENGLISH COCKER SPANIEL IN AMERICA


The history of the English Cocker Spaniel in America is a very interesting one. Few Americans are aware that from the worldwide perspective, the more well-known Cocker Spaniel is the English variety. Outside the United States there are Cocker Spaniels and American Cocker Spaniels, whereas in the United States there are Cocker Spaniels and English Cocker Spaniels!
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Eng. Sh. Ch. Colinwood Silver Lariot had a tremendous influence on the breed.
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An important sire, well respected as a top producer, was Eng. Sh. Ch. Courtdale Flag Lieutenant. The dog was bred by Mrs. D. Schofield of Scolys kennel.


In the 1870s there were quite a number of breeders of Field Spaniels and Cocker Spaniels and, as in England, the dividing line between the two breeds was the weight. The Cocker limit was around 28 pounds; anything above that was a Field Spaniel. This situation changed when in 1884 a couple of Obo sons arrived in utero from England. Mr. Farrow had sent the bitch Chloe II, in whelp by Ch. Obo, over to Mr. F.F. Fletcher. One of these puppies, Obo II, was sold to Mr. J.P. Wiley, and this dog proved to be as prepotent as his famous sire. What Obo II did for the breed in the United States was as important as what his sire Obo did in England—they managed to establish weight and type in the breed. Interest in the breed in the 1890s became very keen and the breed thrived.


However, gradually it appeared that the English Cockers were becoming smaller in size and that some of them looked more like toy dogs. The new standard, published in 1901, did nothing to help that situation—it accepted the English Cockers as they were and it did not encourage the development of a stronger, more workmanlike type of dog. Mr. Wiley, whose kennel had been so important in the first years, tried to cross with Field Spaniels. When that did not give him the results he wanted, he eventually retired, much to the regret of all English Cocker fanciers.
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There were many beautiful Lochranza English Cockers, but Eng. Sh. Ch. Lochranza Strollaway was undoubtedly one of the best.




HEALTH AND THE ECSCA


Along with holding specialty shows, promoting breeding ethics and generally safeguarding the breed in the US, one of the main functions of the English Cocker Spaniel Club of America is to help fund health research in the breed. Throughout the decades, they have partnered with other organizations to advance health studies, with the goal of pinpointing hereditary issues in the breed and determining how to eliminate them from the breed. Eye disease has always been a focus in the English Cocker, as well as hip dysplasia. Today, another main hereditary concern is familial nephropathy, a condition that causes kidney failure at a young age.





Obviously something had to be done. The tendency toward a decrease in size, the domed skulls and the round eyes were clearly an inheritance of the King Charles Spaniel blood, introduced at an earlier period. The English Cocker became so refined and beautiful that its classification in the Sporting Group was largely a matter of toleration and was being frequently questioned.


However, we have to thank the Sporting Spaniel Society for saving the English Cocker from becoming a toy dog and the Springer Spaniel from becoming extinct. These breeders set out, with the material they had—the liver-and-white and black-and-white Keeper’s Spaniels, the Clumbers, the old English Water Spaniels, the Sussex Spaniels and the setter/spaniel crosses that were owned by sportsmen—to develop the Springer Spaniel. With this breeding they created, as a by-product, an English Cocker that was as closely related to the modern Springer as the original English Cocker was related to the Field Spaniel. This could well be the explanation of why so many pedigrees of English Cockers cannot be traced back to Obo II, whereas so many pedigrees of American Cockers can.
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Ch. Obo II, founder of English Cocker Spaniel lineage in the United States. Although he looks long and low by modern-day standards, he was considered more functional in type than his forebears. He was bred to no fewer than 72 bitches in the US and Canada.


Around 1910 the breeders realized that the two types, the English and the American, were no longer compatible, and importing all but stopped. At that time, however, England had developed the more modern English Cocker, the shorter-backed, leggier version, and in the late 1920s these Cockers began to appear in the United States in increasing numbers. This dog, being so different from what the American Cocker fanciers considered ideal, could not compete in the show ring with the American dogs, and attempts to incorporate its qualities in the well-established American Cocker were met with unwillingness.
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Winner of the World Show in Frankfurt, Germany in 1935 was Woodcock’s Memory, an English Cocker shown by Mrs. L. van Herwaarden of Holland.


It was thanks to Mr. E. Shippen Willing, a dedicated fancier of the British type, and Mr. Russell H. Johnson Jr., president of the American Kennel Club, that this British type was recognized by the American Kennel Club and was given classes at the shows in 1936, the same year as the formation of the English Cocker Spaniel Club of America (ECSCA). From that moment on, the English Cocker Spaniel developed rapidly. Quality English Cockers from Great Britain, Holland and Germany were imported and the breed started to establish itself in its own right until World War II put an end to that. Imports stopped, breeding slowed down, dog showing decreased. Mrs. Geraldine R. Dodge, one of the earliest fanciers of the breed, used this relatively quiet period of time to prove that the two varieties were actually separate breeds. She proved that they had been bred separately for more than the five generations required and she rewrote the standard for the English Cocker, making it sufficiently different from the standard for the American breed so that there might be less confusion. She succeeded in 1946 when the two breeds were officially separated and the American Kennel Club recognized the English Cocker Spaniel as a breed. While the American Cocker remains one of the most popular breeds in the United States, the English Cocker is now also firmly established here.
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