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Physical Characteristics of the
Chinese Shar-Pei


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head and Skull: The head is large, slightly, but not overly, proudly carried and covered with profuse wrinkles on the forehead continuing into side wrinkles framing the face. The skull is flat and broad, the stop moderately defined.


Eyes: Dark, small, almond-shaped and sunken, displaying a scowling expression.


Nose: Large and wide and darkly pigmented, preferably black but any color conforming to the general coat color of the dog is acceptable. The lips and top of muzzle are well-padded and may cause a slight bulge above the nose.


[image: image]


Tongue, roof of mouth, gums and flews: Solid bluish-black is preferred in all coat colors except in dilute colors.


Muzzle: Broad and full with no suggestion of snipiness. (The length from nose to stop is approximately the same as from stop to occiput.)


Neck: Medium length, full and set well into the shoulders. There are moderate to heavy folds of loose skin and abundant dewlap about the neck and throat.


Chest: Broad and deep with the brisket extending to the elbow and rising slightly under the loin.


Forequarters: Shoulders—muscular, well laid back and sloping. Forelegs—when viewed from the front, straight moderately spaced, with elbows close to the body. When viewed from the side, the forelegs are straight, the pasterns are strong and flexible. Feet—moderate in size, compact and firmly set, not splayed.


Ears: Extremely small, rather thick, equilateral triangles in shape, slightly rounded at the tips; edges of the ear may curl. Ears lie flat against the head, are set high, wide apart and forward on the skull, pointing toward the eyes.


Back: Short and close-coupled.


Tail: High set tail is a characteristic feature of the Shar-Pei. The tail is thick and round at the base, tapering to a fine point and curling over or to either side of the back.


Hindquarters: Muscular, strong, and moderately angulated. The hocks are short, perpendicular to the ground and parallel to each other when viewed from the rear. Feet as in front.


Coat: The extremely harsh coat is one of the distinguishing features of the breed. The coat is absolutely straight and offstanding on the main trunk of the body but generally lies somewhat flatter on the limbs. The coat appears healthy without being shiny or lustrous. Acceptable coat lengths may range from extremely short “horse coat” up to the “brush coat,” not to exceed 1 inch in length at the withers.


Color: Only solid colors and sable are acceptable. A solid color dog may have shading, primarily darker, down the back and on the ears.


Size: The height is 18 to 20 inches at the withers. The weight is 45 to 60 pounds.
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The Chinese Shar-Pei has captured the passions and imaginations of fanciers around the world. From their darling wrinkled appearances as puppies to their profound, dignified scowls as adults, Shar-Pei continue to win new admirers every year.
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Although now an increasingly popular Chinese breed, there is varying opinion as to the actual origin and uses of the Shar-Pei, for little has been well documented through the centuries. To add to the dilemma, around 255 BC, documentation about China’s canine population was destroyed by the Emperor Ch’in Shih.


What we do know is that there have been many periods throughout history when the Chinese have been interested in breeding dogs. Their dogs were sometimes kept merely as companion animals, but others were used in hunting, and frequently as sources of meat, leather and pelts.


The history of the Shar-Pei goes back to China’s Han Dynasty (206 BC–220 AD), with statuettes of tomb dogs resembling the breed. These clay figurines are of square-bodied dogs with short legs, curled tails and scowling expressions. Vases of the period also depict sturdily built dogs with short, erect tails and short legs that may have some connection with the Shar-Pei we know today.


ANCESTRY


It is generally believed that the Chow Chow has played an important part in the Shar-Pei’s history, not least because both breeds share the unusual blue-black tongue. The Tibetan Mastiff is also an ancestor of the Shar-Pei, and it is quite possible that some of the other mastiff breeds also lie somewhere in the background. When looking back to the breed’s past, we should bear in mind that, during the Han Dynasty, the Roman Empire was rapidly expanding and trade routes were opened up across Central Asia. Such routes would have allowed dogs from Rome’s colonies to find their way to China, along with other items of trade.
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Sharing a bluish-black tongue and Oriental beginnings, the Smooth Chow Chow probably played a major role in the development of the Shar-Pei.
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The Rough Chow Chow is the more popular variety of this Chinese breed. It is said that the breed’s name derived from the Chinese slang for something edible (“chow”), as in ancient times these dogs were sometimes kept for food.


It is commonly believed that another breed that might well have played a part in the makeup of the Shar-Pei is the Great Pyrenees, because some Shar-Pei have double dewclaws like the Great Pyrenees. However, double dewclaws can be found on many different breeds, including those in France, Mongolia and other Asian regions.


EARLY FIGHTING DOGS


The fountainhead of the breed appears to have been Dah Let (also written as Tai Leh), situated in the Kwan Tung Province, near Canton in southern China. A close ancestor of the breed is undoubtedly the Dah-Let Fighting Dog, which, as its name implies, was used for fighting purposes. Its jaws were powerful and hence easily able to grasp an opponent, while its stiff coat was uncomfortable for an opponent to hold in its mouth, another advantage when fighting. In fact, the Chinese Shar-Pei can use its coat for defense, stiffening the hairs even more when required.
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It is possible that the Great Pyrenees is among the Shar-Pei’s ancestors, because these two breeds share the trait of double dewclaws.






AN EDUCATION


Hong Kong’s Nelson Lam makes a great effort to educate people about the Shar-Pei. His personal preference is for a Shar-Pei of 22 inches and weighing 55 lb. He has, though, listened objectively to other opinions and has reached the decision that the Chinese Shar-Pei can reach 23 inches.







In the early fighting dogs, flexibility of skin was also highly useful, for this provided the facility to turn and maneuver so that another dog’s hold could be broken easily. Because the skin was thick and spongy, damage to underlying tissue was prevented. Wrinkle was also important for protection, though if in excess it could too easily be torn. Some of the very early Shar-Pei’s ears were said to have been as small as a thumbnail, only large enough to cover the opening of the ear. Such a tiny ear was also useful in a fight, for the attacker had nothing to grasp.
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The rare Tibetan Mastiff has been closely associated with the development of the Shar-Pei.


Dog fighting was a pastime of farmers and small-town dwellers, for they had little else by way of entertainment. The breed has been described as having all the features of a gladiator, but in character the Shar-Pei is not a born fighter. However, if owners provoked their dogs to fight from a very early age, they reputedly enjoyed the sport.


There are various fine examples of fighting dogs made in Chinese porcelain during the Ch’ien Lung Dynasty (1736–1795). Many of these closely resemble the Shar-Pei we know today, although they do not display as much wrinkle, and those I have seen have bushy tails.






RESEMBLING THE CHOW


One of the earliest Shar-Pei breeders, Mr. Jones, a Chinese breeder who later retired to Canada, told Nelson Lam that he used the Smooth Chow Chow to mate to the Shar-Pei. This is surely one of the reasons why some Shar-Pei today resemble that breed.
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Fanciers admire the Shar-Pei’s unusual characteristics that make it unique in the dog world. The Chinese also developed goldfish with distinctive physical traits, including missing fins, bulging eyes, growths on the head, etc. The inset shows a Chinese Water Bubble-eye Goldfish.


Dogs of the size and character of the Chinese Shar-Pei were, however, no match for the larger, heavier breeds that had made their way to China. Indeed, it was often said that the Shar-Pei had to be given artificial stimulants to improve its instinct to fight. Today the breed has a much more gentle nature, and mentally most are far removed from their ancestors.


One should also remember that in China, any dog that protected property used to be called a fighting dog, so it is very possible that the term remained in use long after the Shar-Pei’s fighting days were over. Although certainly used as a fighting dog by pirates and sailors in ports, the breed soon became a multipurpose dog, used also as a guardian of the home and for hunting, particularly the wild pig. It is most unlikely that the Shar-Pei was ever used to retrieve, as it has an instinctive habit of shaking anything it catches.


MORE DESTRUCTION OF RECORDS


China’s complicated history moved on. The Han Dynasty, during which dog ownership had been at its height, ended. There was further destruction of records, material that would have been so valuable for researchers in years to come. Typical of the destruction were the actions of the one-eyed Emperor Yuan, who lived during the 13th and 14th centuries. In the knowledge that he was to be killed, he set fire to all of his 140,000 ancient books, rather than allow them to fall into the hands of those he considered unworthy. It is also of great interest to note that he would not allow pottery figures of dogs to be placed in his grave, even though that was the custom of the day. By the end of the Ming Dynasty in 1644, the interest in dogs had lessened considerably and numbers of dogs of most breeds had fallen into severe decline.


EXCHANGE BETWEEN EAST AND WEST


Although there was a period of 200 years, beginning in the mid-14th century, in which commerce was curtailed, there have always been trade relations between East and West. A Russian ambassador in China in the late 17th and early 18th centuries took with him his dogs, some of which were hounds. Added to situations such as this, it is well known that dogs were often used as tribute gifts between emperors and kings.






THE PEOPLE’S NEEDS


Mr. Tsang Pong Shing was a dog trainer, pig-farm worker and, later, a pet-shop trader who sold dogs according to people’s needs when trading in the 1940s. He dealt with many Shar-Pei and, interestingly, used the Shar-Pei for vermin hunting.







THE COMMUNIST REGIME IN CHINA


From 1949, when China was taken over by Communist rule, heavy fines were imposed for keeping dogs of all kinds, for dogs were considered luxury items. Later, Mao Tse-tung decreed that pets were symbols of the privileged classes and because of this he ordered their mass extermination. Consequently, the canine population was decimated in the cities, but in outlying countryside areas thankfully some dogs still survived.


Just a few small pockets of Shar-Pei were still alive in 1950, these having been smuggled to rural areas of Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan.


THE 1970S ONWARD


Before the 1970s, it is certain that there were only very few Shar-Pei surviving, but in the early 1970s a small group of people decided to set about preserving the breed. This positive-thinking group of people, which included Mr. C. M. Chung, a breeder of Shar-Pei, and the young Matgo Law, searched desperately for representatives of this fast-declining breed. They did not manage to acquire large numbers, but what they did find basically formed the foundation of the breed we now know. By then, the breed was considered “endangered,” so Shar-Pei were relocated to Hong Kong to establish a breeding program.
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The Shar-Pei has gained a following in the West as a show dog and companion, roles that the breed historically did not play in its homeland.


As there were so few Shar-Pei from which to choose, all available bloodlines were used, and this involved frequent use of dogs without known pedigrees. Inbreeding was used in an aim to produce dogs that resembled the original type of Shar-Pei as closely as possible. At this early stage in the breed’s reformation, breeders concentrated firstly on producing dogs that were typical; soundness was secondary.
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Shar-Pei come in a variety of colors. This lovely black bitch is Konishiki Ace of Spades.


When typical Shar-Pei had been produced, a breed standard was drawn up and this gave an eminently clear picture of the Shar-Pei produced by those from the breed’s homeland.


THE SHAR-PEI IN AMERICA


A puppy bred by Mr. C. M. Chung was exported to the US in 1966 and this was the first known Shar-Pei to have arrived in America. His name was “Lucky.” Five Shar-Pei went to the US between 1966 and 1967, but there was initially little interest in the breed. Officially known at that time as the “Chinese Fighting Dog,” the breed had its first real exposure to the Western world in 1971.


In an article about rare breeds, a canine magazine included a picture of a Shar-Pei, stating that it was probably the last surviving specimen of the breed. The article prompted no reaction, but in 1973 Matgo Law wrote an article entitled “Chinese Fighting Dogs” in Dogs magazine. He expressed his concern about the fate of the breed, especially as Hong Kong would revert to Communist Chinese rule at the end of the century.


Numerous inquiries were received as a result of the article and potential buyers’ requests were too numerous to be filled. However, this was to mark the real beginning of imports to America from Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan.


Early imports varied widely in type. Not only did some carry genetic problems but many had major faults. It was clear that this new and unusual breed was seen by some as an opportunity to make money, and several early breeders seemed content to produce merely the largest number of dogs in the shortest possible time.


Thankfully, there were some dedicated Shar-Pei enthusiasts among those early owners, some of whom were already knowledgeable breeders of other breeds of dog. Much experimentation in breeding was carried out in the early years and there was enormous disparity in type, with some clearly not conforming to the breed standard that had been laid down.


By 1974, enough Shar-Pei had been imported to the US for the decision to be made that a breed club be formed. This would provide an opportunity to pool both knowledge and experience in the breed’s formative years. The first meeting of the club, the Chinese Shar-Pei Club of America (CSPCA), was held in Oregon on April 26, 1974, with a second meeting in July of that same year. The possibility of registration for the breed with the American Kennel Club (AKC) was discussed. By 1976, 30 breeders of Shar-Pei were known in the US, although not all were club members. Then the official breed name of Chinese Shar-Pei was decided upon, and the breed standard was revised. Interestingly, minimum prices were also set for the sale of puppies and for stud fees.






FIXING A MISTAKE


According to Nelson Lam, the Bulldog is evident in the modern type of Shar-Pei and some irresponsible breeders used the Pug in an endeavor to rectify their mistake. This explains why some dogs in the West have shorter necks and are smaller than the original type.







Until then, there had been few opportunities to show the breed, but by 1978 there were sufficient numbers being exhibited to put on a specialty show. In the 1980s, numbers grew dramatically, and several hundred could be exhibited at a national specialty show.


The breed standard was further revised in America, with references to fighting dogs and to the Chow Chow being deleted. This new standard came into force in 1982 but there have been various revisions since then.


A major landmark in the Shar-Pei’s history came on May 8, 1988, when the breed was accepted by the AKC into its Miscellaneous Class. The first American Shar-Pei gained its championship title in 1992, the same year that the breed entered the regular classes as a member of the Non-Sporting Group. The CSPCA remains as the breed’s parent club.


Not just the continental US has been enjoying and promoting the Shar-Pei. The breed reached Hawaii in 1970.


THE SHAR-PEI IN BRITAIN


The first Shar-Pei import into Britain, Heathstyle Dandelion, arrived in 1981. This fawn dog was bred in the US and imported into Britain by Heather Ligget. Not only did he appear on several television shows but, more importantly, also sired top-winning specimens of the breed. Later that same year, Heather Ligget imported a bitch, Down-Homes Junoesque of Heathstyle, this time from Hong Kong’s Matgo Law. These two imports, mated together, produced the very first litter of Shar-Pei puppies in Britain.


Several other Shar-Pei bloodlines were imported and, as in the US, in the early years there was considerable variation in type as there was a lack of background information regarding ancestry. Fourteen representatives of the breed were registered with The Kennel Club in 1982, and by this time there was already a waiting list for puppies. It was therefore felt that the time had come to form a breed club, but it took a further four years before the Chinese Shar-Pei Club of Great Britain was officially recognized by The Kennel Club. The club’s magazine, The Wrinkle, was first published in 1984 and has provided a valuable link for members. As well as other events, this club holds educational seminars, of particular value to judges of the breed.


Another enthusiastic club for the breed is the Midland Shar-Pei Club (Proposed). This was set up in 1992 and its large membership enjoys an active program of events, but the club is still seeking the official approval of The Kennel Club.






FACT OR FICTION?


According to some reports, Shar-Pei have supposedly encountered wild boar in the New Territories of Hong Kong and in China, and have also been used to chase big cats. However, other experts on the breed think such incidents are unlikely.







The first Open Show for Shar-Pei was held in conjunction with the Rare Breeds Spectacular in 1987, and in 1990 the Shar-Pei had breed classes scheduled at Crufts Dog Show. The Kennel Club permitted Challenge Certificates to be allocated to the breed in 1999, allowing Shar-Pei to compete for the title of champion.


THE SHAR-PEI AROUND THE WORLD


Although not found in any great numbers in other countries of the world, the Shar-Pei is now represented in many nations, including Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South America. It is particularly strong in Germany, where the first Shar-Pei was imported into Europe by Joachim Weinberg. The breed is still actively bred in Hong Kong, and breeding from Hong Kong has had a substantial influence on the Shar-Pei in Japan.
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This top-winning bitch in the UK is exemplary of the rapid development of quality Shar-Pei around the world.
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It is easy to see why the Chinese Shar-Pei now has so many devoted followers. Not only is this an unusual-looking breed that, once seen, is rarely forgotten, but it also has many endearing characteristics. However, it must be stressed that the Shar-Pei is not a breed that suits everyone. The breed has had much publicity, largely due to its unique appearance, but publicity is not always a good thing and prospective owners should seriously do their “homework” before deciding that a Shar-Pei should share their lives.


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS


The Chinese Shar-Pei is best known for his loose skin and frowning expression, with his rather large head and unique, well-padded muzzle, bulging slightly at the base of the nose. There is also padding on the lower lip, but this should not be so excessive as to interfere with the bite.


This is a substantial, strong, squarely built dog, with dogs being more powerful than bitches. According to breed standards in both the US and UK, height should be between 18–20 inches at the withers, though certainly both taller and shorter Shar-Pei are to be found, particularly when one looks at the Shar-Pei population in the world as a whole.


Another important breed characteristic is the Shar-Pei’s bluish-black tongue. On closer investigation, you will find that the flews, roof of mouth and gums are also black, though lighter colors are permissible in dilute-colored dogs.


COLORS AND COAT



A litter of Shar-Pei can comprise puppies of several different colors. Those accepted within the breed standard are the solid colors and sable. There is a wide range of solid colors, including dilute forms. Frequently there is lighter shading on the tail and back of thighs, but a dog patched with white or spotted is undesirable. As solid colors are desired, the black and tan color combination that crops up from time to time is not a recognized color.


The coat is another highly distinctive feature of the breed and sets the Shar-Pei apart from all other breeds of dog. It is said that the name “Shar-Pei” means “sandy-coated dog,” a description relating to the texture of the coat, not to its color. It is short, bristly and harsh to the touch.


Indeed, some of the very short coats in the breed, known as “horse coats,” can sometimes irritate human skin, so one should be fully aware of this before deciding on a Shar-Pei puppy. Of course, not everyone is allergic to the coat, but this should be considered and reactions assessed before making a long-term commitment to the breed.


The coat has no undercoat, is straight and stands off from the body, but is generally flatter on the limbs. Coats over 1 inch long are undesirable.


The range of coat types are mentioned in the breed standard, and they do differ considerably. An authority in Hong Kong even suggested that there are as many as ten different coat types in Shar-Pei, and the subject has certainly been a controversial one in recent years.


Looking back to the Hong Kong Kennel Club standard, a clear description of why the Shar-Pei’s coat was to be harsh was explained as it is was to be “absolutely too uncomfortable to be held in any canine mouth.” Some coats, known as “brush coats,” are longer but still conform to the standard; others are called “bear coats.” The latter are much longer and softer and are uncharacteristic of the breed, resulting from throwbacks to other breeds that were used in redeveloping the breed as we know it today.






GROWING INTO THEIR SKIN


Shar-Pei puppies should have much fuller, more wrinkled skin than they will have in adulthood. One has to admit that they look absolutely adorable as puppies, seeming to grow into their skin as they mature.
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