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Physical Characteristics of the Bichon Frise


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Skull: Slightly rounded, allowing for a round and forward looking eye. The stop is slightly accentuated.


Ears: Drop and are covered with long flowing hair. They are set on slightly higher than eye level and rather forward on the skull


Neck: Arched, long and carried proudly behind an erect head. It blends smoothly into the shoulders.
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Eyes: Round, black or dark brown and are set in the skull to look directly forward. Halos, the black or very dark brown skin surrounding the eyes, are necessary as they accentuate the eye and enhance expression. The eye rims themselves must be black.


Nose: Prominent and always black.


Lips: Black, fine, never drooping.


Chest: Well developed and wide enough to allow free and unrestricted movement of the front legs. The lowest point of the chest extends at least to the elbow.


Legs: Of medium bone; straight, with no bow or curve in the forearm or wrist. The elbows are held close to the body. The pasterns slope slightly from the vertical.


Shoulders: Laid back to somewhat near a 45 degree angle.


Tail: Well plumed, set on level with the topline and curved gracefully over the back so that the hair of the tail rests on the back.


Hindquarters: Of medium bone, well angulated with muscular thighs and spaced moderately wide. The upper and lower thigh are nearly equal in length meeting at a well bent stifle joint. The leg from hock joint to foot pad is perpendicular to the ground.


Color: White, may have shadings of buff, cream or apricot around the ears or on the body.


Size: Dogs and bitches 9.5 to 11.5 inches.


Coat: The undercoat is soft and dense, the outercoat of a coarser and curlier texture. The combination of the two gives a soft but substantial feel to the touch which is similar to plush or velvet and when patted springs back.


Feet: Tight and round, resembling those of a cat and point directly forward, turning neither in nor out.
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The country of origin of the Bichon Frise is probably France. Sailors carried these little dogs around the world as barter and gifts, thus establishing varieties of Bichon-like dogs in different parts of the world.
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Theories about the origin of the Bichon Frise vary quite considerably, but the ancestor is generally accepted as being the French breed known as the Barbet, or Water Spaniel. From the Barbet came the name “Barbichon,” which was later shortened to become “Bichon.” The word “Barbichon” probably evolved from the French word for beard, barbiche. All called “Bichon” and originating in the Mediterranean region, four different categories of dog were acknowledged: the Bichon Maltais, Bichon Bolognaise, Bichon Havanais and Bichon Teneriffe, who later became known as the Bichon à Poil Frisé, and, subsequently, as the Bichon Frise we know today.


All of these dogs were appreciated for their disposition and character and were often used as goods with which to barter. So it was that these little dogs traveled widely, being transported from one continent to another by sailors.
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The Bichon was especially popular in 16th-century Spain among royalty and among artists, who often depicted the dogs in their work.


THE BICHON IN SPAIN


Traveling from Eastern Mediterranean regions to the Balearic Islands, Teneriffe and the Canary Islands, it is usually accepted that it was sailors who introduced the Bichon to Teneriffe. The name of the island was used largely because it enhanced the commercial value of the dog, the very name “Teneriffe” then sounding rather exotic.
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The Bichon Teneriffe was particularly popular in Spanish courts during the 16th century, and painters of the Spanish school often included such dogs in their paintings. Several can be found, particularly in the works of Goya (1746–1828). Goya was both a painter and an etcher and was taken on as court artist to Charles IV in 1789.
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The Bichon Bolognese, shown here, is the Italian Bichon variety.


THE BICHON IN ITALY


Although known as far back as the 11th century, it was in the 14th century that the Bichon became a particular favorite of the nobility and, as with several other breeds of dog kept in Italy at that time, many were cut into lion trim. They became especially popular in the city of Bologna in northern Italy, and this has become the breed we now know as the Bolognese. However, this breed is much less well known than the Bichon Frise.
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In early centuries, Bolognese were highly regarded for their excellent hearing and, although small in size, were often used as watchdogs. In the late 17th century, Bichons Bolognese were sent as gifts from Italian aristocrats to others in France and in Belgium, so spreading their wings still further.


THE BICHON IN FRANCE


Under Francis I (1515–1547), the Bichon, known as the Bichon Teneriffe, appeared in France and a few decades later became especially popular. It was in the court of Henry III (1547–1589) where this captivating little dog found itself pampered, to the extreme by the standards of the day, wearing ribbons and perfumes.
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ALL DOLLED UP


These charming little dogs were tenderly cared for by their owners, and the French verb, bichonner, which directly translated means “to doll up” or “to pamper,” seems to have been evolved from them.





It was recorded that the French kings and their ladies loved their little white dogs so much that they carried them with them everywhere, “in traylike baskets attached around their necks by ribbons.” Under Louis XIV, who reigned from 1643 to 1715, the small dog was designated as the court “pet of choice,” reputedly because it was easy to carry about.
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Numerous French paintings depict dogs that were Bichon in type, and they also appear frequently in tapestries of earlier years, especially those woven in the 15th century. However, it would appear that from 1789, during the French Revolution, they were far less prominent, but they re-emerged with Napoleon III, who declared himself Emperor in 1852.
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The fabled Bichon Havanese, which derived from the Blanquito de la Habana, is a close relative of the original Bichon Frise.
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The famed Blanquito de la Habana derived from the original Spanish Bichontype dogs and was the basis for the Bichon Havanais, a breed known for the silken texture of its coat.


THE BICHON HAVANAIS


Theories as to the actual origin of the Bichon Havanais are many and varied. This is the breed known today as the Havanese, although, like the Bolognese, it is much less well known than its close relative, the Bichon Frise.


It may be that the Bichon Havanais descended from the Bolognese and was taken to Argentina by Italians. There it could possibly have been crossed with a small South American Poodle, which effectively would have created another breed.


Another, perhaps more plausible theory, is that the Bichon Havanais instead descended from the Bichon Maltais. These Maltese, as we know them now, were taken to the West Indies by Spaniards. There they became known as the Blanquito de la Habana or Havana Silk Dog, the predecessor of the Havanese we know today.
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Two other theories are also worthy of consideration. They may have arrived in Cuba during the time of Spanish colonization and exploration, or Italians may indeed have taken them to Cuba as gifts. Whatever their origin, the Bichons Havanais became much adored pets of wealthy Cubans. The Cubans gave these dogs as gifts and somehow they eventually found their way back to Europe.




A NON-SPORTING OR TOY DOG?


Early American breeders thought the Bichon should be included in the AKC’s Non-Sporting Group rather than the Toy Group, considering that in substance, attitude and type it was better suited to the former. To this day, the Bichon remains in the Non-Sporting Group, rather than being included with Toys as is the case in Britain and other countries.





[image: image]


A photograph of a Vicente Escobar painting that shows a young lady with a Blanquito de la Habana. Escobar was a famous Cuban portrait painter (1757-1854), and this is the earliest (and only) painting of this extinct breed. The original is in the archives of the Salas del Museo Nacional de Cuba in Havana, where it has not been on exhibit for many years.


Although the Bichon Frise we know today is a distinct breed, this has not always been the case. A review in a French magazine published in 1935 actually listed seven names as belonging to what was described as “the same breed name as Bichon.” These were the Dog of Tenerife, the Dog of Havana, the Dog of Bologna, the Dog of the Baleares, the Dog of Peru, the Dog of Holland and the Little Lion Dog as described by Buffon, whose works were published in many volumes between 1755 and 1789.


THE LITTLE LION DOG


Because it has been linked with the Bichon Frise in history, it is also of interest to note the connection of the Little Lion Dog, known more familiarly as the Löwchen, or by the French name, Petit Chien Lion. The connection between the two is probably not close. The outlines of the two breeds are quite different in shape, and the coats are not similar. It is highly likely that there is some terrier blood in the Löwchen, and though there may be a little, it is certainly not found to this degree in any other of the true Bichon breeds.


To confuse the issue, the now familiar “lion trim” of the Löwchen had been used on many other breeds of dog in the past, and this can only add to one’s dilemma when trying to ascertain exactly which breeds were depicted in early representations.
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The Löwchen, or Little Lion Dog, historically has been linked with both the Bichon Frise and the Bichon Havanais.
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In considering look-alikes, the Poodle does have a fair resemblance to the Bichon Frise. It is possible that an early Bichon relative may have been crossed with a Poodle.


THE COTON DE TULEAR


The little-known Coton de Tulear also cannot go without mention, for its history can be traced back to the Bichon Teneriffe. As trade routes opened up, the Bichon Teneriffe found its way to the island of Reunion in the Indian Ocean. It was here that this little Bichon developed a cotton-like coat, probably the result of a single genetic mutation. This dog was now known as the Coton de Reunion, but eventually the breed was to become extinct on the island.


Thankfully, somehow the Coton reappeared at Tulear on the southwestern coast of Madagascar. This was an active trading port and so, once again, the sailors had undoubtedly played their important part in moving another related breed to yet another country.
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The Coton de Tulear’s reappearance is a direct result of sailors’ bartering Bichontype dogs for goods, as the breed eventually ended up on the coast of Madagascar in the port of Tulear.


THE BICHON’S DECLINE


Despite centuries of having been a pampered pet, towards the close of the 19th century the Bichon seemed to go out of fashion. The reason for this is not easy to comprehend, for in France prosperity was increasing. However, some were still to be found with circuses and fairs, often called “the dog of the street” or sometimes “little sheep dog.” Their lives were far removed from the luxury the breed had known in earlier years. Sometimes they could be found roaming the streets and were occasional companions to the blind.
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The Coton de Tulear possesses a cotton-like coat and a completely different anatomical structure.


THE BREED’S REVIVAL


When the First World War was behind them, a handful of breeders in France and Belgium decided to create a breeding program for the Bichon Teneriffe, or Bichon à Poil Frisé. This, they hoped, would revive the breed and take it beyond the status of the circus or street dog.


Enthusiasm among this small band of dedicated followers was such that by 1933 enough progress had been made for a breed standard to be drawn up. This was written by Mme. Bouctovagniez, who was President of the Toy Club of France, aided by “Friends of the Belgian Breeds.” However, when the question of a breed name arose, it was Mme. Nizet de Leemans, head of the Fédération Cynologique Internationale’s (FCI) Breed Standards Committee who made this important decision.


The story has been related that at a meeting in 1933 there was heated discussion about what the breed was to be called. In simple desperation, Mme. Nizet de Leemans asked what the breed looked like. It was described as a fluffy little white dog, so she said, without more ado, that it was to be called Bichon Frise, meaning fluffy little dog. So it was that on October 18, 1934, the Bichon Frise was registered in the Livre des Origines Françaises. Despite this historical decision, many people continued to use the names Bichon Teneriffe or Bichon à Poil Frisé even into the early 1950s.


[image: image]


The Bichon Maltais, more commonly known simply as the Maltese, is the predecessor of the Bichon Havanais and is one of today’s most popular breeds.


INBREEDING


In the years of the breed’s revival, there was only a limited supply of foundation stock, so it was understandable that inbreeding had to take place. Inbreeding we define as mating closely related dogs, such as mother to son or father to daughter. Among the early pioneers of the breed were M. et Mme. Bellotte, owners of the Milton prefix, and whose first registered Bichon Frise was born in 1929. To warrant registration, this dog must have been pure-bred for at least four generations.
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You have to start with a good dog and give it a very professional grooming before it can be shown. Bichons Frises are recognized the world over for their beautiful and distinctive white coats.


THE BICHON FRISE IN AMERICA


Considering that the Bichon Frise had reached such depths of obscurity until its revival following the First World War, it has certainly had a revival in recent decades! The breed first became active in the US in 1956 and it took a good many years for the Bichon to obtain full American Kennel Club (AKC) recognition. It was accepted for entry in the Miscellaneous Class on September 1, 1971, and was admitted to the AKC Stud Book in October 1972. The breed was allowed regular show classification in the Non-Sporting Group at AKC shows in April 1973. The reason that early American breeders thought the Bichon Frise should be included in the Non-Sporting Group rather than the Toy Group was because they considered that in substance, attitude and type it was better suited to the former.


To those unfamiliar with the official acceptance of “new” breeds in the AKC, the number of years it took to achieve full recognition may seem a very long time, but given the fragmented history of the Bichon, this is actually not the case. Out of interest, the Bichon Frise Club of Canada was formed in 1975.


Although there were Bichons that arrived in America between the 1920s and 1940s, they had entered just as family pets of people who had traveled to Europe and brought them home with them. For the purposes of official introduction to the country, events leading to the entry of the breed to the US must therefore be said to have begun in 1952, when Helene and Français Picault acquired their first Bichon in Dieppe in France. The couple’s daughters married Americans and in October 1956 M. et Mme. Picault, and seven Bichons, joined one of their daughters in Milwaukee. Six months later, two more Bichons followed them.


The Picaults had apparently been told that they would make a fortune from breeding Bichons in the US, but all was not as simple as it had been made to appear. Although the breed was thought charming, it was not registered and few puppies were sold in the early days following their arrival. It was in the Midwest that Etoile de Steran Vor produced the first Bichon litter born in the US, this sired by Eddie White de Steren Ver. As time went on the charming little white Bichon wormed its way into the hearts of the American people.
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It took the Bichon a while to gain popularity, just as it took Bichon fanciers time to learn the proper ways of grooming and coat care. The breed’s image was improved greatly through increased attention to grooming and uniform presentation.


Azelia Gascoigne of Wisconsin had already been involved with other breeds and she bought her first Bichon in 1956, considering that the breed had potential. Another of the early Bichon purchasers was Mrs. Fournier who had bred Collies.


Although progress in bringing the breed to the notice of the public was slow, Mrs. Fournier tried hard to promote the breed and advertised the Bichon in a national dog magazine. Finally, in May of 1964, the formation of a national club was discussed at a meeting in San Diego. This was to be called the Bichon Frise Club of America, Mrs. Gascoigne becoming the club’s first President and Mrs. Fournier its Registrar and Secretary.


Through the club, various local groups of Bichon enthusiasts were brought together and the possibility of getting the breed registered with the AKC was on everyone’s lips. However, the Bichon was not really taken seriously by other canine enthusiasts in the US. This seems partly to have been because of the breed’s history of lack of careful grooming and show presentation on the Continent, where those who traveled had seen the breed.
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The Bichon Frise was finally accepted in 1971, and then fully recognized in 1973, by the American Kennel Club. This occurred more than 100 years after its recognition as a specific breed in Europe.


In 1969, a top professional handler and expert Poodle breeder, Frank Sabella, visited an annual meeting of the breed club, giving his own ideas and suggestions as to how the breed’s image could be improved by presentation. He demonstrated how to wash and blow-dry a Bichon, as well as the now important scissoring process and competent handling. Someone else who greatly helped to promote the new image of the breed was Richard Beauchamp, editor of a leading dog magazine. He agreed to join others in the fight for breed recognition and undoubtedly in this he helped greatly.


America was responsible for the first Bichon Frise seen in the show ring in Britain. This was American-bred bitch, Cluneen Lejerdell Tarz Anna, born in June 1973 and exhibited at Leeds Championship Show, England, in May 1974, where she won Best Non Separately Classified.


So, although it took a little time for the Bichon Frise to capture American hearts in the breed’s early days on these shores, it certainly flourished in the decades that followed. Now the Bichon is in the top 20 breeds in terms of AKC registrations, with around over 10,000 new registrations each year.


THE BICHON IN BRITAIN


Even as late as the beginning of the 1970s, there were no Bichons known in Britain, although one kept as a pet had been registered with the English Kennel Club in 1957. Even though this dog was not active in any other way, because of its registration the breed could be registered immediately upon arrival in the early 1970s.


The real beginning of the breed in Britain was in 1973 when Mr. and Mrs. J. Sorstein from the US came to live in Britain, bringing with them two Bichons Frises, a dog and a bitch.


The Sorteins’ Bichons, Rava’s Regal Valor of Reenroy and Jenny-Vive de Carlise, were bred together, and the first litter born in Britain was whelped in 1974. From this litter three puppies returned to the US but two were shown in the UK. The dog, Carlise Cicero of Tresilva, was later to become an Australian champion. This same dog was the sire of Int Ch. Tresilva Don Azur, who made an impact on the breed in Sweden. The mating was repeated in 1975, producing five puppies, helping to form the foundation of other Bichon kennels.


By the 1970s, undoubtedly the charming Bichon Frise had gained many admirers throughout the world and its fame spread. Since then, bloodlines have been exchanged from country to country thanks to numerous exports. The breed is now most certainly one that is taken very seriously. Presentation is first-rate and many high accolades have been achieved, including Best in Show wins and first in the Toy Group at the prestigious Crufts Show in 1999.
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The first Bichon Frise, a pet dog, was registered with The Kennel Club in 1957. It is now a popular breed in the UK as both a companion and a show dog.
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The Bichon Frise, though fairly small in stature, has a big personality and is great fun to own. Described as “energy and affection in a powder-puff package,” this is a remarkably affectionate and intelligent breed with stylish good looks. However, to keep the coat looking as good as it does in the pictures you will find in this book, a certain amount of time and dedication is needed. A coat kept in tip-top condition usually has attention paid to it every day, so this is a very important consideration when adopting a Bichon Frise.
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Once you have fallen in love with the Bichon Frise, you will be enamored for life! Because the Bichon Frise is small, intelligent, lovable and well behaved, it is easy to keep more than one. Who can resist?


A long-lived breed, the Bichon Frise can often live to 15 or 16 years of age, so this is another factor that must be seriously contemplated before deciding that this is really the breed for you. Clearly, when taking a new pet into your home, the most important aim will be that the dog remains with you for life.


The Bichon has risen rapidly in the popularity stakes and currently there are thousands of new puppies registered with the American Kennel Club each year. This puts the breed in the top 20 most popular of all breeds registered in the US.


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS


Because of the Bichon’s profuse curly white coat, the physical structure concealed beneath can come as something of a surprise to the uninitiated. This is an exceptionally sound breed, not exaggerated structurally in any way. Although the Bichon is actually just a little longer than high, this is not immediately apparent because of the coat that stands off the body, creating an overall powder-puff appearance.


Thanks to the breed’s sound construction, it is capable of moving with great ease, and many Bichons can be quite bouncy around the home. Bichons are quite capable of taking part in agility trials. No weight clause is specified in the standard for this breed, but weight usually falls somewhere between 10–18 lb.


Apart from the coat, the head of the Bichon surely stands out as quite unforgettable, looking, as it does, like three lumps of coal on a background of snowy white. It is the grooming of the coat that creates the rounded appearance of the head, for underneath the furnishings the skull and muzzle shape are not at all extraordinary.
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