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Physical Characteristics of the
Airedale Terrier


(from the American Kennel Club
breed standard)


Skull: Long and flat, not too broad between the ears and narrowing very slightly to the eyes.


Head: Well balanced with little apparent difference between the length of skull and foreface.


Ears: V-shaped with carriage rather to the side of the head.


[image: image]


Eyes: Dark, small, not prominent, full of terrier expression, keenness and intelligence.


Foreface: Deep, powerful, strong and muscular.


Nose: Black and not too small.


Lips: Tight.


Teeth: Strong and white. Bite either level or vise-like.


Neck: Of moderate length and thickness gradually widening towards the shoulders.


Shoulders: Long and sloping well into the back.


Chest: The depth of the chest should be approximately on a level with the elbows.


Forelegs: Perfectly straight, with plenty of muscle and bone. Elbows should be perpendicular to the body, working free of sides.


Feet: Small, round and compact with a good depth of pad, well cushioned; the toes moderately arched.


Body: Back should be short, strong and level. Ribs well sprung. Loins muscular and of good width.


Tail: The root of the tail should be set well up on the back. It should be carried gaily but not curled over the back.


Hindquarters:  Strong and muscular with no droop. Thighs should be long and powerful with muscular second thigh, stifles well bent.


Coat: Hard, dense and wiry, lying straight and close, covering the dog well over the body and legs.


Color: The head and ears should be tan, the ears being of a darker shade than the rest. The legs up to the thighs and elbows and the under-part of the body and chest are also tan and the tan frequently runs into the shoulder. The sides and upper parts of the body should be black or dark grizzle.


Size: Dogs should measure approximately 23 inches in height at the shoulder; bitches, slightly less.
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The courageous and athletic Airedale Terrier has its origins in the valley of the Aire and Wharfe Rivers. This handsome black and tan Adonis is the largest of the British terriers.
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It is certain that the Airedale Terrier originated in the valley of the Aire and Wharfe Rivers in northeastern England, but the breed’s exact genetic makeup is conjecture at best. The creators were either blissfully unaware of the conundrum they were leaving for future enthusiasts of their newly created breed or, as competitive sportsmen, took sly amusement in leaving us with a puzzle on which to place our bets.


Small terriers were used from time immemorial for poaching the fields and streams of the landed gentry. Rabbits and birds that strayed by chance beyond the gamekeeper’s sharp eye were “fair game” to the poacher in search of food for his table. Terriers had to be quick and accurate to catch this prey. They were considered “easy keepers” who slept by the fire or in the barn, required little in the way of food, were a healthy lot and, best of all, were extremely willing and capable workers. They also kept the rat population under control.


When the towns of Leeds, Bradford, Otley and Bingley and the surrounding area first became industrialized in the early 1800s, the millworkers and miners were using their small terriers on the abundance of small game (primarily water rats) found along the banks of the Aire, Wharfe, Colne and Calder Rivers. In a short time, the Aire became so heavily lined with factories and mills that the otter and fish population retreated to adjoining less polluted waterways. The water rats, however, remained behind.


Pursuit of the strong-swimming otters by the small terriers had never been too successful due to the terriers’ short legs, which hampered their ability to wade into deep water or to swim long distances upstream. Packs of Otterhounds were the recognized leaders in this endeavor, and as such had the full support of the fishermen whose sport and food supply were being depleted by the fish-hungry otters in the rivers and streams feeding the industry-choked Aire.




WORKING TERRIERS


A “working terrier” used to refer only to a terrier that worked underground. Today, however, small underground terriers are commonly called “earth dogs” and all terriers, large and small, that do work of any kind, be it search and rescue, sniffing narcotics or chasing lions or rabbits, are referred to as “working terriers.” To be sure, there are still hold-outs for the original definition!
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Used to create the Airedale, the Otterhound is also associated with the River Aire and is famous for its ability to hunt otters in the rough waters of the river.


The factory and mill workers considered water-ratting a prime weekend sport. Organized matches generated such keen competition that spectators lined the riverbanks to wager on their favorites. The dogs were sent out two at a time and points were scored for speed and performance in both locating and in dispatching the rats.


A CLEVER SOLUTION


It wasn’t long before some bright lads hit upon the idea of mating the gameness of the terrier with the aquatic ability of the hound as the answer to extending their sport. No doubt they also reasoned that one or two such offspring could be kept at home as were their small terriers, rather than requiring the large kennel facilities needed for packs of Otterhounds. Wilfred Holmes is credited with having made the first such cross of hound and terrier in 1853.


At this point I would like to hypothesize. We know the Black and Tan Terrier (whether you wish to call it English or Welsh) was the common terrier in the area. Therefore, would not the Welsh Harrier have been an obvious choice for a cross to obtain slightly more leg and the strength to work in water? In his book Hounds of the World, Sir John Buchanan-Jardine, Bt. MFH, MBH, describes the Welsh Hound, or Harrier, of the 1800s as black and tan or red with rough or wire hair, and smaller than its English cousins. He adds this, which would indicate a perfect trait to cross with a terrier: “(Welsh Harriers) hunt in a more independent style, taking nothing for granted and relying mostly on their own individual efforts.” This was (and is) contrary to the pack hunting style of the English hounds and of the Otterhounds. Then there is the suspicion put forth by Otterhound authorities that the Welsh Harrier is in their ancestral heap!
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This black-saddled Harrier hails from the UK in the 1920s.
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The extinct Black and Tan Terriers, shown in this 1881 drawing, were common to the area from which the Airedale emanated and are believed to have contributed to the development of many modern terriers.


So we have the wire-coated Welsh Terrier, whose coloration was always black and tan or red and so affirmed in writings of the 1400s. We have the harsh-coated Welsh Harrier, always black and tan or red, but smaller than the Otterhound, which at that time rose to 27 inches (68.5 cm) and weighed as much as 120 lb (54.46 kg)! The weight of the Waterside or Bingley Terrier, as the Airedale was first known, averaged 35–45 pounds (15.9–20.44 kg). Today’s Airedale weighs about 60 pounds (27.2 kg). Now then, were the first hound crosses the Welsh or the Otter? We shall never know!


These first Airedale breeders were intent on the results being nothing more or less than a terrier. What of the “other terriers” frequently mentioned as outcrosses used to eliminate what were considered to be undesirable hound characteristics, such as heavy low-set ears, rounded skull, light eyes, slow hound-like gait and soft woolly coat? (These atavistic faults, by the way, appear from time to time in Airedales to this day.) It is difficult to imagine just how the Bull Terrier (one of those cited) would have corrected these matters, but it might have contributed substance. The Black and Tan Terrier had originally been selected for its drive, tenacity and punishing jaws, so the Bull Terrier was not needed for those attributes. Despite the geographic proximity and the fact that these breeds were not then what we see today, introducing the Dandie Dinmont Terrier would seem an unlikely choice to produce the desired coat, color or ear type. Some records of the day lay claim to such mixes, while others refute it.
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The Dandie Dinmont Terrier is a questionable possible addition to the genealogy of the Airedale Terrier.
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CLASS CONFUSION


The English Kennel Club’s Stud Book was published in 1874 to register dogs by breed, but problems with breed classifications persisted. In 1890, for example, at Crufts, there was one class listed that wasn’t for any breed at all! Class #220 was for “Stuffed dogs, or dogs made of wood, china, etc.” This may have been the forerunner of the dog-show concessionaire.





As late as 1930, a noted writer dismissed the Airedale breed as rather useless, saying, “Their coats are not heavy enough for them to act as retrievers in cold weather and their noses are not good enough for them to follow cold trails.”


Other observers at the time held an opposing view. One commented on the Airedale’s exceptional capability “not only to hunt vermin but also to hunt game and to retrieve it as well, as he has a very keen nose and is a remarkably good water dog.” As time went on, this latter view prevailed and holds today.


ENTER THE SHOW DOG


The first dog shows moved from pubs and parlors to become part of the popular agricultural shows. In the mid-1860s, this new breed caught on at shows in nearby Otley, Shipley, Keighly and Bingley first as Waterside Terriers, then as Bingley Terriers. Indeed, the first presentations in Otley and Bingley brought a crowd of admiring spectators to ringside and the public’s acclaim of the breed has not wavered since.




MILI-TERRIERS


In World War I, Germany already had some 50,000 dogs trained for military duty when the war broke out. England hastily recruited and trained 2,000 dogs, including Airedale Terriers, for work at the front with the troops. Dogs that failed the intense training were honorably discharged (sent home). American forces did not have dogs in the military then, but they did by WWII. To prove the worth of these war dogs, Hitler had an estimated 30,000 German Shepherd Dogs ready for action by the outbreak of WWII and Russia topped all nations with a canine military force estimated at 40 to 50,000.
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The famous painting “The Airedale,” rendered by the skilled canine artist Mrs. Scott-Langley in 1933, is typical of the good quality Airedales of the period.


In 1882, Hugh Dalziel, a well-known judge and dog writer, chaired a meeting of the Dales terriermen at the Airedale Agricultural Society Show held at Bingley. It was finally decided to settle the name debate and the suggestion of “Airedale Terrier” was agreed upon to represent the entire area rather than a single town.


The breed was entered as the Airedale Terrier in the National Dog Show at Birmingham in 1883 and three years later was officially accepted in the English Kennel Club’s Stud Book. One still had to remain alert in tracing a dog’s lineage, because the names of the dogs changed as often as did the owners. In those days, there were no restrictions regarding a dog’s name or the owner’s kennel affix.


There is inevitably one person in any given breed who stands out as what today would be called the breed’s first publicist, one whose writing ability and contagious enthusiasm for the breed make the world sit up and take notice. In the history of the Airedale Terrier, Holland Buckley of Burnham, Buckinghamshire was that person. Mr. Buckley wrote The Airedale Terrier, the first book dedicated solely to the breed and its early history. He writes of the confusion that existed in many breeds due to the lack of breeding records.




POETIC PRAISE


A poem in praise of the Airedale’s exploits in WWI was written by William Wilson, an Airedale breeder. It ends with the following lines:


“What more can we say of our gallant breed.
He answered the call of his country’s need.
He did all that was asked and did it well.
Then returned home victorious, our brave Airedale.
The Airedale was trained by a man of fame.
Lieutenant Colonel Richardson was his name.
He knew the dangers and hardships, too.
But he knew our breed would pull us through.”


The picture below shows the famed Lt. Col. Richardson, teaching an Airedale to climb a ladder to attack an opponent.
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In the latter half of the 1800s, when dog shows were still in their infancy, breed classifications were not necessarily specific. The Broken-haired Terrier class, for example, took in just about anything that would visually fit that description. Pedigrees were often non-existent or imprecise: “Ben, sired by Green’s Jim out of Nan” would leave anyone save a close friend of Mr. Green’s completely in the dark as to the lineage. Mr. Buckley tells of one dog having been awarded prizes as an Old English Black and Tan Terrier and as a Welsh Terrier although both parents were known to be Airedales, something not at all uncommon at the time.


By now the breed was definitely all terrier, but at 35–45 pounds (15.9–20.44 kg), it was well beyond the size to “go to earth,” or terra firma, for which all “terriers” are named. The larger size, however, proved to have definite benefits. Longer legs meant the dogs could work in water along the riverbanks without having to swim, while their strong deep chests enabled them to swim a fair distance when necessary. In the fields, longer legs allowed the dogs to clamber over stiles and other obstacles without having to be picked up and carried.


Still, both the size and the terrier designation were disputed. Some felt the dogs should be considered hounds or (horrors!) crossbreeds. Initially, as one would expect, in any given litter some pups might display hound features, and others those of the terrier, lending credence to the crossbreed stand. Of course the Airedale was a mix, but almost every breed of dog in the world that was developed by man for a specific purpose began life as a crossbreed.
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“Pioneer of the Airedale Terrier,” as this old woodcut was titled, depicts Young Tanner from the 1880s, typical of how the early Airedale Terriers appeared.


A STANDARD, OF SORTS


The first breed standard with a scale of points was written in 1879 by Reginald Knight of Leeds and based entirely on his dog, Thunder, whom he considered to be almost perfect. Great controversy ensued and a second standard and points scale were drawn up by a group of breeders who felt that, despite Mr. Knight’s understandable devotion to Thunder, there was still much work required to bring the breed to anything like their idea of perfection.
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Matador Mandarin was a British champion from the 1930s who, supposedly, was purchased for a few shillings as a pet and later went on to win many show awards.


A dog named Colne Crack was among the first thought to be without most of the undesirable houndlike features. A bitch by Crack and out of Poll was named Fracture. (You begin to see how “specific” this background information is.) Fracture is described as having a soft coat and bad ears, but nevertheless did some early winning. The leading stud dog of the day was Rover III, whelped in 1881. He sired several champions, including Venus III and Vixen III. Another, Cholmondeley Bondsman, is best known for having been sold for 100 guineas, an outrageous sum in that era. Things were looking up for the new breed.
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This is believed to be the first published illustration of an Airedale: Thunder, owned by R. Knight, drawn in 1878.
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Eng. Ch. Cotsford Topsail, noted for having a remarkable head, is shown here perfectly trimmed in the preferred style of the 1930s.


However, a dog named simply Airedale Jerry is felt to be the first of the breed as we would recognize it today. We do know how Jerry came about. A dog named Bruce sired Eng. Ch. Brush (before Bruce was sent off to America in 1881) and Brush’s daughter, Bess, was bred to Rattler to produce Jerry in 1888.


Jerry was bred to Cholmondeley Luce, a mating that produced another great one, Cholmondeley Briar, a top dog in his lifetime. Briar was the only pup in his litter to survive. Another example of the name-change-syndrome: Briar was entered as Red Robin at the Bingley show, where he took first prize at the age of six months and at which time he was sold and his name changed. Briar went on to win 100 consecutive firsts and was considered by many to be the “father of the breed,” a designation given to several of the first top sires. Among the bitches that did well was Luce (also called Miss Luce), whose next litter became all first-prize winners and all but one in her third litter repeated this feat.


Briar, mated to an Eng. Ch. Newbold Test daughter, Rosamond, sired Briar Test, a dog considered for type to be an even more dominant “father of the breed.” Test’s son, Master Briar, bred to a daughter of Holland Buckley’s Clonmel Marvel, produced Eng. Ch. Clonmel Monarch. Eng. Ch. Warland What Not and Int. Ch. Warland Ditto were two from J. P. Hall’s kennels that were held to be exceptional. Ditto’s get figured prominently in England, on the Continent and in the United States.


AMERICA, A PRIME MARKET


Through these close lines came all the top Airedales of the early 1900s, including virtually every good representative of the breed that was to be the foundation of the leading Airedale kennels in the US. And still comments persisted about size, light eyes, soft coat—and those ears!


Although the dog Bruce arrived in the US in 1881 (three years prior to the founding of the American Kennel Club), it wasn’t until Ch. Clonmel Marvel won the breed at Westminster in 1900 and repeated the win in the following year that the Airedale Terrier was accepted as a rising star on American soil. The year 1900 also saw the formation of the Airedale Club of America, the national parent club, still in existence today.


Ch. Clonmel Marvel’s wins were followed by another two of Mr. Buckley’s dogs—Ch. Clonmel Bed Rock and Ch. Clonmel Monarch, the latter being the dog Buckley himself deemed to be closest to perfection. Even though the dog had sired many litters before going to America, Buckley was harshly criticized for letting this prized dog leave England.


It is interesting to note the pride with which imports were touted in the US and Canada. Owning or breeding show dogs began to carry the prestige of owning race horses. One man advertised that he was the first to introduce and exhibit these dogs in the US (an unconfirmed statement), while another offered “the most successful Airedales living.” Another breeder, the proud owner of Briar Ranger (from Cholmondeley Briar), noted the dog to be “full of the most valuable blood” and for more emphasis added, “all stock recently imported from England.” It is also known that, in the first part of the 20th century, the Airedale was widely esteemed by American sportsmen for its “do-it-all” hunting abilities.


MOVING ON


At the onset of World War I, the Airedale Terrier became England’s war dog, in part to overcome the stigma of enemy attached to the German Shepherd Dog (Alsatian). Shows were halted and pursuits of championships put on hold, but the breed’s military accomplishments in battle won it a permanent place in the hearts of the public. Word of mighty feats performed by Airedales at the front spread to America and, as a result, some of the best dogs in Britain were sold to the US for large sums of money. Among them were several of J. P. Hall’s Warland dogs, including Int. Ch. Warland Ditto, the aforementioned top sire who appeared in pedigrees of most leading kennels of the day.




AIREDALE VS. WELSH


Many breeders throughout the world breed both Airedales and Welsh Terriers, no doubt contributing to that persistently irritating query, “Is that a miniature Airedale?” To which, a common reply is, “No, that other dog is a giant Welsh!”
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Welsh Terrier





If it seems odd that all of these great dogs were exported out of the UK, it is because top breeders in the British Isles have always sold their “good ones.” The reason given is that the British breeders are generally in it for life, often passing the kennels along to their offspring, whereas in other countries, show folk don’t always stay in breeding and showing as long. They are likely to give up if in five years they haven’t handled, bred or bought a Best in Show dog; or perhaps the care of dogs 365 days a year takes its toll. Breeders in Britain are not as competitive and, as perpetual optimists, they believe that the “perfect” pup is sure to be in the next litter.


One of the undesirable features agreed upon by all in the early years (along with light eyes and long ears) was the persistence of faded color and soft texture of the coat. After WWI, a dog named Ch. Mespot Tinker, found as a pup by A. J. Edwards, was a force in establishing what was wanted. He was highly acclaimed for his jet-black saddle and rich red tan jacket of the correct wire texture. Even more significant, he was prepotent for both, passing these traits along to his offspring. It seems that the striking deep color was what most attracted people to the breed.


A. J. “Towyn” Edwards was well known as an exceptionally fine breeder of both Welsh and Fox Terriers. And where do you suppose Mr. Edwards found Mespot Tinker? In Aberdovey, Wales—right where those small black and red Welsh Terriers had been for centuries! And from where (I’m delighted to add), according to historian J. L. Ethel Aspinall, came the contribution of the Welsh Harrier to the Airedale Terrier mix (Miss Aspinall grew up in Scotland and her affix, Llanipsa, was not Welsh, but merely her surname spelled backwards!).


Women were taking their place in the dog world. Mrs. M. Beamish-Levy, in addition to running her Ardross kennels, founded a training college for kennelmaids. George Oliver and his wife were both Airedale enthusiasts, with Mrs. Oliver founding the North of England Airedale Terrier Club in 1923. This of course continues, with significant numbers of women in the UK and all over the world breeding Airedales as well as grooming them and handling them in the show ring.




MOVIE STAR


Ch. Jokyl Bengal Figaro was a Hollywood film star, appearing in Walt Disney’s film The Ballad of Hector, followed by a dog-show career on the Continent before returning to England.





By the early 1920s, the breed had become too popular for its own good. Would-be breeders, who knew nothing about dogs, the breeding of them or the Airedale Terrier’s temperament or needs, took to producing them en masse. Their only goal was to profit from selling puppies. Their lack of integrity created a glut on the market and in shelters. Poorly bred and poorly raised, many of these dogs were aggressive, with atypical coats and ears (of course) and with a variety of health problems. This situation was particularly bad in the US. To this day, many uninformed people still consider the Airedale to be an aggressive guardian of his turf. So be it. No doubt that the misconception has deterred many an intruder!


By the end of the 1920s, the demand had dried up and the profiteers retreated. A number of concerned breeders assumed the task of eliminating the problems caused by uninformed over-breeding, as well as putting right the Airedale’s deteriorating public image. The comeback was slow but steady, and extremely gratifying. By the end of the 1930s, the Airedale Terrier once again stood as the undoubted “King of Terriers”—a sensible protector, willing worker, playful prankster and faithful friend.
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During World War I, British troops used Airedales to carry messenger pigeons to a given point. Then the birds were released in order to communicate with troops under siege.


THE MODERN AIREDALE IN ITS HOMELAND AND ABROAD


There were no Championship Shows in England during the two World Wars, from 1914 to 1918 and again from 1939 to 1945. Breeding also slowed down, but the clubs remained active and overseas sales of dogs from the UK picked up quickly, especially after 1945.


Mollie Harmsworth’s Bengal affix lives on in numerous pedigrees throughout the world. Ch. Bengal Sabu was not shown in England, but his outstanding success as a show dog and sire in the US in the 1960s brought him to the attention of breeders. However, it was his silly side that endeared him to all who knew him. One such moment is captured in Barbara Strebeigh’s amusing snapshots of the great Sabu sporting a full Native American feather headdress while riding a child’s tricycle. His temperament did much to popularize the breed.


George and Olive Jackson (Jokyl) bred or owned 50 champions from 1958 to 1992, and a Jokyl dog or bitch was sire or dam of an additional 30! And the list goes on. Given that only eight to ten champions are made up in the breed each year, this is truly a great record. One dog, bred by Mrs. Harmsworth and owned by the Jacksons, Jokyl Bengal Figaro, was a film star in America, then (based in Germany) toured the Continent and became the first truly international champion Airedale before returning to the UK. Ch. Jokyl Gallipants was a particular standout in Airedale history, earning Top Dog All-Breeds in 1983, Top Airedale in 1984, Top Airedale Sire in 1985 and Top Terrier Sire in 1986!




ATCA


The breed’s parent club in the US, the Airedale Terrier Club of America (ATCA), is a dedicated organization over a century old. Since its inception in 1900, the club has worked to promote and protect the breed in the US through its shows, educational programs, record-keeping, careful breeding and much more on behalf of the Airedale. The ATCA can be found online at www.airedale.org and is a wonderful source of breed information for fanciers and prospective owners.





The breed remains popular in the UK and in the US, ranking in the top 50 most popular breeds registered by the American Kennel Club (AKC). America has had a long love affair with the Airedale where, as mentioned, he has been prized as a show dog, as a hunter of all types of game, large and small, on land and water, and as a companion. Many pet owners go from childhood to retirement with one Airedale after another. The fact that the Airedale Terrier Club of America was founded in 1900, rather shortly after the breed’s arrival to the US, resulted from the enthusiasm of early importers of this “new” terrier breed.


The Airedale is presently popular throughout the world, with all his related activities strongly supported by club members. In Italy, Airedales are classified as guard dogs, not terriers, perhaps only by definition limiting their other capabilities. Since 1945, Airedales have twice taken the Supreme Champion title at Crufts Dog Show. The millennium celebration of the Airedale Terrier, from June 23–25, 2000 in Bingley, surely marked one of the great milestones of the breed.


Strict rules in Germany govern all breeding of pure-bred dogs. The three- to five-day-old litter is inspected by a breed “specialist” from the national kennel club who checks each puppy, and the breeder is allowed to keep only the best; the others are destroyed. Despite this, Germany boasts the Airedale as one of the country’s most popular terrier breeds with members of Klub für Terrier active in all aspects of breeding, showing and guard-dog training. Dogs in Germany and Finland must prove their working ability before making up champions. Dr. Hannibal-Friedrich’s multiple-title-holder, Headhunter von der Locher Muhle, not only is siring winning puppies on the Continent but also has sired promising litters in the US via frozen semen.
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