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Physical Characteristics of the Brussels Griffon


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Skull: Large and round, with a domed forehead.


Ears: Small and set rather high on the head. May be shown cropped or natural. If natural, they are carried semi-erect.


Eyes: Set well apart, very large, black, prominent, and well open. The eyelashes long and black. Eyelids edged with black.
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Stop: Deep.


Nose: Very black, extremely short, its tip being set back deeply between the eyes so as to form a lay-back. The nostrils large.


Lips: Edged with black, not pendulous but well brought together, giving a clean finish to the mouth.


Jaws: Undershot. The incisors of the lower jaw should protrude over the upper incisors. The lower jaw is prominent, rather broad with an upward sweep.


Neck: Medium length, gracefully arched.


Forequarters: Forelegs medium length, straight in bone, well muscled, set moderately wide apart and straight from the point of the shoulders as viewed from the front. Pasterns short and strong. Feet round, small, and compact, turned neither in nor out. Toes well arched.


Size: Weight usually 8 to 10 pounds, and should not exceed 12 pounds.


Topline: Back level and short.


Tail: Set and held high, docked to about one-third.


Body: Thickset and short. Brisket should be broad and deep, ribs well sprung. Short-coupled.


Hindquarters: Hind legs set true, thighs strong and well muscled, stifles bent, hocks well let down, turning neither in nor out.


Coat: The rough coat is wiry and dense; the harder and more wiry, the better. The head should be covered with wiry hair, slightly longer around the eyes, nose, cheeks, and chin, thus forming a fringe. Body coat of sufficient length to determine texture. The smooth coat is straight, short, tight and glossy, with no trace of wiry hair.


Color: Red, belge, black and tan or solid black.
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For over 500 years, dogs of Griffon type have captivated dog lovers. Today’s Brussels Griffon derives from these unique and charming rough-coated toy dogs.
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The history of the Brussels Griffon is clearly not a particularly old one in comparison with that of many other breeds, though no one seems to know quite how old it is. Many cynologists have claimed that paintings by Jan van Eyck dating back to 1434 depict the Griffon, but then other dog historians claim that the dogs in those pictures are representatives of other breeds.


The breeds involved in the make-up of the Brussels Griffon we know today also vary according to the source. Count Henry Bylandt considered the breed to be the result of a ruby English Toy Spaniel (also known as the King Charles Spaniel) crossed with an Affenpinscher. Others are convinced that the blood of the Yorkshire Terrier as well as the Irish Terrier flows in the veins of the Brussels Griffon. As we shall discover later, the Pug also made its mark on this enchanting breed.


Mrs. Parker Rhodes, of Partridge Hill Kennels, was an early and successful exponent of the breed, and in her opinion the breed existed on the Continent from the 16th century, although there was no firm evidence of the Griffon’s being introduced to England until 1885.


However, we do know that the dog Tom (also sometimes recorded as Vom), who had won at the Brussels Show in 1880, was bought by an Englishman and brought to Britain. Before leaving Belgium, Tom was used at stud and produced a dog called Fox. This male was to become a prominent stud, and is the sire of the very first British champion. There is, though, no record of this import in The Kennel Club Stud Books.
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Four Griffons from the 1930s, rendered by the great dog painter Maud Earl. From left to right, these are Park Place Presto, Park Place Pinkie, Eng. Ch. Park Place Paristan and Esperance, all owned by Miss Hall.
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A German Affenpinscher, illustrated in the late 19th century.


EARLY DAYS IN BELGIUM


In Brussels it appears that Griffons, or at least dogs very similar to them, wandered the streets, for they were the favorites of the city’s coachmen. They called them “Stable E’curie” and “little street urchins,” and they were kept in the stables to work as rat catchers. These dogs are reported to have traveled in the coaches, and, because of their cheeky expressions, became popular with the ladies as well as with the “cabbies!”
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Mr. George Jamison’s Sport, an Irish Terrier from 1875, a feisty, go-to-ground sort likely behind the early Griffons.


The Club du Griffon Bruxellois was formed in Belgium in 1880, following which a breed standard was compiled. At a dog show, the first breed classes were held at the Club in 1883. In 1888 Griffon and Schipperke enthusiasts joined together to form a joint club for their two breeds, and in 1892 a Brussels Griffon gained its crown, becoming Belgium’s first champion in the breed. In the early 20th century Griffons were judged in classes according to weight, up to 3 kgs (6.5 lbs) and 3–4.5 kgs (6.5–10 lbs).
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The Irish Terrier, one of the possible founders of the Griffon, was Mr. S. Wilson’s Eng. Ch. Bolton Woods Mixer, who won 2,000 prizes at the turn of the 20th century.
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This Griffon appeared in the 1930s with Mme. Landing of France. The original caption which accompanied this photo stated, “These dogs need plucking to give them the coat and appearance so much desired. They were first introduced into England about 1894. This dog is said to be the most extravagant dog in the world.”


LADY HANDLEY SPICER


Shortly following the turn of the 20th century Mrs. H. Handley Spicer, later to become Lady Handley Spicer of the well-known Copthorne affix, wrote extensively on the breed. She talked of the miners in Yorkshire and the Midlands who owned “wiry-coated and wiry-dispositioned red dogs.” These dogs accompanied their masters to work and were stowed away in their overcoat pockets until the “dinner” hour, when they were brought out to share their masters’ meals, with an opportunity to catch the occasional rat between times!


[image: image]


In the late 1920s, Griffons were popularized by many of England’s most prominent families. This photograph of Mrs. Parker Rhodes, from 1928, shows the lady with her most attractive Griffons.


Lady Handley Spicer said that elderly gentlemen of her day remembered well these little “red tarriers,” saying that they were the originals of the Brussels Griffons of her day. The breed’s characteristic gameness was attributed to the sporting activities of the miners. In her opinion, one seldom saw any pictures from the 19th century bearing much resemblance to the breed as she knew it. The possible exception was the little dog in Sir Edwin Landseer’s Dignity and Impudence, but she thought it might with equal justice have been claimed as “a bad Yorkshire or a mongrel Skye Terrier.”
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Lady Handley Spicer taking her Griffons for a morning walk, circa 1900.


Lady Handley Spicer was a highly respected authority on the breed throughout her life. She died in 1963, at 91 years of age.
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This painting by Frances C. Fairman shows the four color varieties of the English Toy Spaniel as seen in the 1920s. The ruby (solid red) spaniel used in the Griffon’s creation is credited for the breed’s short face


THE NAVVY’S DOG


There is an interesting story about a type of dog in Yorkshire known as the “Navvy’s dog,” presumed to be a forerunner of the Yorkshire Terrier. Around 1873 this dog was sent by a Yorkshire dealer to Belgium. So great was the demand in Belgium that the dealer collected every similar dog he could find and sent them away. Later, in 1898, when interest in the imported Griffons had developed in Britain, this same dog dealer saw them and was convinced that they were nothing more or less than the “Navvy’s dog,” the offspring of the very dogs he had exported!


THE FIRST IMPORTS TO BRITAIN


Griffons Bruxellois, as the breed is known in the UK, were first imported into Britain from Belgium. Here this interesting little breed became immediately popular in the homes of the well-to-do, its bright and precocious appearance attracting a number of admirers. At that time the coat color was a paler red than is known today, and noses were somewhat longer. Ears were then cropped, to make them stand erect, though, of course, this is no longer allowed in Britain.


The first known importers in Britain were Mrs. Kingscote, Miss Adela Gordon, Mrs. Frank Pearce and a Mr. Fletcher, who kept a dog shop in London’s Regent Street. Lady Handley Spicer soon joined these other enthusiasts and it was at her house, in 1896, that the Griffon Bruxellois Club was first proposed, and later formed. The Griffon Bruxellois Club of London was later to become an offshoot of that club and, as Lady Handley Spicer put it, like many children, appeared to be more vigorous than its parent.
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This charming photo appeared in 1927 and shows the Hon. Mrs. Ionides’s Griffons in three sizes, then called “normal, small and very small.” Breeders were trying to maintain the breed at the smallest size without spoiling the dog’s temperament.




A GRIFFON TO DYE FOR!


In the early days of the Griffon’s introduction to Britain, breeders profited highly from their sales. Those weighing under 6 lbs (2.8 kgs) and of rich color were the most highly sought after. Occasionally, unscrupulous dealers resorted to dyeing the dogs to obtain the highest prices!







[image: image]


“A LADY’S LITTLE DOG”


In the breed standard drawn up by the original breed club, the opening section, under the title “General Appearance,” reads, “A lady’s little dog—intelligent, sprightly, robust, of compact appearance—reminding one of a cob, and captivating the attention by a quasi-human expression.”





Two years later, in 1898, the breed was given official recognition by the English Kennel Club, with separate register status, and the first show at which they were judged separately from other breeds was the Ladies Kennel Association Show that same year. There were, though, only three Brussels Griffons registered with The Kennel Club in 1898, two of which were to become the first British champions, Bruno and Mousequetaire Rouge.


GRIFFONS AT EARLY SHOWS


Griffons made a good impression when they were first shown at Crufts Dog Show in February 1895. In the summer of that year, at the Ranelagh Show, a Griffon weighing 2.25 lbs was shown. She was called Princess Helene and had a shorter face than those previously seen; her eyes were round, but she did not have the “monkey face” that was later considered so attractive.


Despite the breed’s many admirers, progress up the ladder of popularity was not so swift as might have been expected. This was probably due in part to the fact that the breed was not uniform in type and also that often the name “Brussels Griffon” was given to a “mongrel Yorkshire Terrier,” which cast some doubt on whether or not people had actually purchased the true Belgian breed.


Breeders worked toward uniformity of type within the breed, and it was the British opinion that by the early 1900s the standard quality of Brussels Griffon on those shores was much higher than in the breed’s native land. The breed had become one that possessed an ever-changing expression and, above all, the special characteristic of wonderful eyes, which, compared with the eyes of many other toy breeds, appeared as a glass bead within a fathomless lake.


The Alexandra Palace Show was held in September 1900, and it was here that Copthorne Pasha and his son, Eng. Ch. Copthorne Top-o’-the-Tree, made their first appearance. Pasha was destined to have a great influence on the breed, especially by way of under-jaw and true type. For a while, large numbers of prize winners at the principal shows were sired by him. Dogs bearing the Rouge affix were also prominent sires of that era. However, winners still varied greatly in size, from under 3 to over 9 lbs (under 1.4 to over 4 kgs).
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The great Griffon Eng. Ch. Copthorne Talk o’ the Town, painted by Vernon Stokes, published in 1907.


THE MONKEY FACE


Clever breeding of Continental fanciers brought about the monkey-like expression, a feature of today’s breed standard for the Brussels Griffon. On the Continent, the Pug Dog and ruby King Charles Spaniel were incorporated into breeding programs, and it was these introductions that are thought responsible for the short face and large eyes, as well as for the breed’s large nostrils and brilliantly colored coat.


PETITS BRABANÇONS


The Pug was also responsible for introducing a smooth-coated variety of the breed, which is produced in the same litter as the rough coat. This was earlier called the Brabançon Griffon, but later became known in Europe as the Petit Brabançon. Before World War I, Challenge Certificates were available in Britain for both rough and smooth Griffons, indicating recognition of the two varieties of coat within the breed even then. Now in Britain, smooths are shown alongside the rough-coated members of the breed and all are called their continental name, Griffon Bruxellois.




A NEW BRITISH CROP


Griffons were originally shown with cropped ears, but in Britain, in 1895, a ruling was brought in that crop-eared dogs could not be shown. This was one of the reasons why early British enthusiasts began to breed their own Griffons rather than import dogs from Belgium.
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Published circa 1929, this photo shows a prize winner with cropped ears from the des Nutons kennel in the UK.


According to Lady Handley Spicer, the period of 12 years or so prior to 1907 saw a certain advance in the evolution of the Griffon. When the breed first arrived in Britain, the underjaw was considered of little or no importance, but in those first few years it had come to be recognized as one of the most important physical features of the breed. Red pin-wire coats were also rarely seen in the breed’s formative years in Britain, but in time these coats became much desired. However, within one litter, Griffon puppies varied considerably in type, size and coloring, more than with most other breeds.


THE WAR YEARS


Despite the difficulties in Belgium during World War I, people managed to continue a little dog breeding and were able to export the breed again. However, in Belgium some decline came about between the wars because it was decided not to breed from any web-footed dogs, causing numbers to decline dramatically. (Web feet, incidentally, still turn up in Griffon litters from time to time.) During World War II, there was no breeding at all, so that the Brussels Griffon very nearly disappeared in its homeland until British stock was re-introduced there.


Despite its endearing looks and personality, the Brussels Griffon has never been an especially numerically strong breed in Britain. Although there was a rise in numbers during the 1950s, peaking in 1962 to a high of 627 in terms of Kennel Club registration figures, there has since been a steady decline. In recent years there have only been around 200 new registrations per annum, similar to the numbers registered in the 1920s and 1930s.




THE GREAT RAT SWAP


An amazing story about a dealer faking a Griffon comes from the outskirts of Paris where a Griffon was doing tricks, much to the delight of onlookers. A prospective lady purchaser was persuaded to buy an even smaller Griffon, kept in the man’s pocket. Upon arriving home with her new acquisition, it bolted up the curtain rail, and when retrieved, to the new owner’s horror, the little “dog” was revealed to be a rat, sewn up in a Griffon’s skin.
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The Brussels Griffon is exhibited at shows around the world today. This handsome show dog has successfully competed in shows on the Continent.


THE GRIFFON IN THE ANTIPODES


A Griffon was first exported to Australia in 1909, but the breed was little known until 1936, when it appeared at the Royal Melbourne Show, under an English judge. The first Griffon club in that country, however, was not set up until 1975. In New Zealand, Griffons did not arrive until 1945, but in both countries the breed has a dedicated band of followers.
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The Petit Brabançon, or smooth Griffon, is a handsome dog who proudly displays his “clean-shaven” monkey face.


GRIFFONS IN SWEDEN


It was around 1910 that the breed first appeared in Sweden, their bloodlines primarily being Belgian. Not until the 1930s did the breed gain popularity, when English imports made their mark both in the show ring and in breeding programs. Unfortunately, the ban on tail docking has hit the breed hard in Sweden, and several breeders have abandoned their breeding programs entirely. This will undoubtedly be to the future detriment of the breed.


THE NETHERLANDS


In the Netherlands, the Dutch Smoushond, a breed sharing the same roots as the Brussels Griffon, existed at much the same time. “Smous” is actually the Dutch word for “griffon.” However, in the Netherlands the breed remained as it had always been, a tough little working dog that looked more like a mongrel! The first Griffons were registered in the country in 1897, and a club was formed in 1919. Since then there have always been a small number of the breed in the Netherlands, but regrettably no lines have survived to the present day.


BRUSSELS GRIFFONS IN THE US


The first Brussels Griffon in the American Kennel Club (AKC) Stud Book was entered in 1910. The first Brussels Griffon registered was a bitch by the name of Dolley’s Biddy, owned by Mrs. William Carter of Kingston, New York. Most of the original Brussels Griffons in the US came from breeders in Belgium, which naturally was the center of breed activity at the turn of the 20th century. Popular breeder and handler Olivia Cedar of New York City imported many dogs that became the foundation of the breed; Mrs. Cedar bred dogs from 1915 to 1939. Her line was the foundation of the All-Celia Griffons of the late Iris de la Torre Bueno, who remained active breeding and showing for over 60 years. Miss Bueno wrote the breed column for the AKC Gazette for several decades. Her knowledge and devotion to the breed were unequaled.




WHIN WINS


Belgium’s Queen Mary was keenly interested in the Griffon and upon her death, her dog, Whin, was left to the care of a servant. Whin received a legacy equal to £2000, so that the dog might enjoy all it needed for the remainder of its life.





World War I practically destroyed the Brussels Griffon in the breed’s homeland, and American breeders turned to Britain for stock. Fortunately, the British were able to keep the breed going and supply Americans with quality dogs for our breeding programs. Most of today’s winning Griffons come from UK lines, and American breeders continue to import quality Griffons from Britain, although not as regularly as they once did.
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A group of Griffons with cropped ears, photographed in Belgium, circa 1907.




A BEAUTY WITH BRAIN


Beyond success in the conformation ring, Brussels Griffons have received accolades for their performance in obedience and agility trials. In 1995 Beda’s Good Griff, UDX, NA, owned by Bethann Lane and bred by Beda Bochniak, became the first Utility Dog Excellent Griffon in history. The first obedience trial champion of the breed was OTCh., U-CDX Dixie D Copas UDX, owned, trained and shown by Janell Copas. In 1996 U-AG II Stardust’s Whata Wyatt UDX, AX became the first Griffon to be awarded the Agility Excellent title. Wyatt is also owned by Bethann Lane and bred by Jill and Marjorie Simon.
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THE GRIFFON IN ART


The earliest picture with which the Griffon breed is connected is The Marriage of Arnolfini and Giovanna Cenani, painted by Jan van Eyck in 1434. However, it must be appreciated that other breeds also lay claim to the dog in this picture, so it is likely that this dog is, in fact, a forerunner of more than one single breed.


In the 16th century, Jacope de Empolin was another who depicted dogs of this general type in his work, while in 1870 Renoir painted La Baigneuse au Griffon. This understandably leads people to think that this surely must have been the Griffon breed we know today (which indeed it may have been), but it should also be appreciated that the word “griffon” simply means “rough-coated” and many breeds fit that description. Also connected with the breed is a painting in 1883 by Barbu, entitled Le Chien.





The Brussels Griffon Club of America (BGCA), the original club, held its first specialty show at the Pennsylvania Hotel in New York City on April 26, 1926. Mrs. Howell P. Donnel was the first club president, and Mrs. E. N. Loomis, the club’s vice-president, judged. The BGCA remained active until 1939, and in 1945 the American Brussels Griffon Association (ABGA), the breed’s current AKC parent club, was founded. Mrs. Donnel also served as the new club’s first president until 1954. At the first ABGA-supported entry at the Westchester Kennel Club show, there were 18 Griffons entered. Miss Bueno began her tenure as club president in 1954. She guided the ABGA for three and a half decades until 1989. Mrs. Edith Nash Hellerman took over in 1989 and served for three years. She was followed by Dawn Vick Hansen, Terry J. Smith, Mrs. Bobbie Norkus and Jeffery M. Bazell.


Rosalind Layte’s Burlingame kennels was very active for two decades, from 1937 to 1957. Ch. Burlingame Hellzapoppin made quite a sensation in the ring and was the first Griffon to win a Toy Group at the Westminster Kennel Club dog show.


On the West Coast, Mrs. T. H. Broadhead of Temple City, California dominated the breed with her Broadhead prefix from 1932 to 1956. In 1955, Mrs. Miriam Breed of Rolling Hills, California sent her handler, the late Harry Sangster, to England to buy foundation stock for the Barmere Kennels. In 1961, her home-bred Ch. Barmere’s Mighty Man was the first Brussels Griffon to ever go Best in Show (all-breeds). His Group and Best in Show wins brought the breed to the attention of the show world. Miriam Breed bred and showed her Griffons with great success until her death in 1968.
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A black smooth Griffon shows his identical physical structures to the rough Griffon sans the wire coat and furnishings.


Other names prominent in the early years were Shandor, Edith Nash Hellerman; Bindo, Dr. Dorothy Dudley; Barnumtown, Mr. And Mrs. Edgar Klein; Doctor Judy, Julius L. Kuenster; DeTournay, Leonie Boehmer; and Marek, Tony Marek.


Dawn Vick Hansen has been showing and breeding Griffons under her Wil-Daw-Cy prefix since the 1950s. She is the breeder of two Best in Show winners, Ch. Wil-Daw-Cy Red Ovation and Ch. Wil-Daw-Cy Alicia. Dawn Vick Hansen has worked hard for the breed, serving as president, at different time periods, for both the American Brussels Griffon Association (ABGA) and the National Brussels Griffon Club (NBGC). Dawn Vick Hansen serves on the ABGA Judges Education Committee. Today she is a popular judge and lives with her husband Gil in Wisconsin.


Marjorie Simon has been breeding and showing her Stardust Griffons since the early 1960s. Ch. Barmere’s Mighty Man was the foundation of her early breeding program, which was heavily linebred on Barmere dogs. Miss Simon has made enormous contributions to the breed in terms of setting type. She was the founding president of NBGC and has served on the board of both clubs for many years. She has served as vice-president of the ABGA and is a member of the Judges Education Committee.




UPSTAGED BY A GRIFFON


American movie star Jack Nicholson shared the screen with a Griffon in the highly successful As Good As It Gets. This Hollywood film marked the debut of a Griffon in a starring role and boosted the breed’s popularity in the USA and abroad.





The ABGA began holding its specialties with the Louisville Kennel Club in 1992. These have become major breed events, supported by all of the major breeders and exhibitors, with entries second to none.
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A black rough Griffon with the endearing facial expression that attracts so many admirers to the breed.
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Among the most celebrated of modern Griffons is Eng. Ch. Marquant Miss Scarlet. This English bitch is considered to be very close to the modern breed standard.


In addition to the ABGA, the National Brussels Griffon Club (NBGC) serves the breed in the US by promoting education, responsible ownership and breeding and the betterment of the breed in general. The NBGC was founded in 1971, and Marjorie Simon was the founding president and the late Richard Ball, a popular Griffon author, was one of the founding members. Miss Simon is also the founding chairman of the National Brussels Griffon Rescue, Inc. This rescue group has successfully placed hundreds of homeless Griffons in new loving homes after they had been spayed or neutered.
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