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Physical Characteristics of the Flat-Coated Retriever


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: Long, clean, well molded.


Skull and Muzzle: Fairly flat skull of moderate breadth and flat, clean cheeks, combined with the long, strong, deep muzzle.


Eyes: Set widely apart. Medium sized, almond shaped, dark brown or hazel.
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Stop: Gradual, slight, barely perceptible.


Ears: Relatively small, well set on, lying close to the side of the head.


Neck: Strong and slightly arched for retrieving strength.


Nose: Large open nostrils.


Lips: Fairly tight, firm, clean and dry.


Jaws: Long and strong.


Forechest: Prow prominent and well developed.


Chest: Deep, reaching to the elbow and only moderately broad.


Forequarters: Shoulders long, well laid back shoulder blade with upper arm of approximately equal length. Elbows clean, close to the body and set well back under the withers. Forelegs straight and strong with medium bone of good quality. Pasterns slightly sloping and strong.


Underline: Deep chest tapering to a moderate tuck-up.


Color: Solid black or solid liver.


Topline: Strong and level.


Loin: Strong, well muscled and long enough to allow for agility, freedom of movement and length of stride.


Coat: Of moderate length, density and fullness, with a high luster. The ideal coat is straight and flat lying.


Tail: Fairly straight, well set on, with bone reaching approximately to the hock joint.


Size: Preferred height is 23 to 24.5 inches at the withers for dogs, 22 to 23.5 inches for bitches.


Hindquarters: Powerful with angulation in balance with the front assembly. Upper thighs powerful and well muscled. Good turn of stifle with sound, strong joint. Hock joint strong, well let down.


Feet: Oval or round. Medium sized and tight with well arched toes and thick pads.
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The Flat-Coated Retriever has always been an all-around favorite—loved for its ability in the field, its beauty and its temperament.
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Throughout history, the pairing of the hunter and the hunting dog has evolved according to whatever hunting conditions existed at the time. Prior to the 1800s, the primitive weaponry dictated the type of canine used to locate and pursue game birds and other animals. The introduction of the shotgun changed forever the nature of the human-canine hunting partnership.


With his improved weaponry offering greater distance and advantage in downing large numbers of upland game and waterfowl, the hunter also needed an improved retrieving dog to locate, collect and deliver those shot birds to hand. Use of the shotgun demanded a controllable dog that would locate game within gun range.


During that period, the name “retriever” was used to define the function of any general-purpose hunting dog, rather than to refer to a specific breed of dog. Thus any pointer, spaniel or setter that also retrieved the game shot by its hunting master was considered a retriever. Sportsmen and market hunters used a variety of such hunting dogs to pursue their sport and livelihood, and most dog breedings were planned and accomplished according to the game-finding ability of individual dogs. They simply bred good hunting dogs of any origin to other accomplished dogs in order to produce superior hunting dogs with certain qualities such as scenting ability, courage or water affinity, rather than promote a particular type or breed.




NO YELLOW ALLOWED


Yellow is a disqualifying color in the Flat-Coated Retriever. Many longtime breeders who believe that health problems automatically accompany the color are adamant about keeping yellow out and will insist a yellow Flat-Coated Retriever be spayed or neutered. While the yellow color is rare, it is not valuable and should not command a higher price.





Due to this random selection process and the lack of breeding records, the exact sequence of the development of the retriever breeds is lost in the mist of history. Thus confusion reigns over the exact origin of most retriever breeds. The exception is the Golden Retriever, which was developed by a single individual whose breeding efforts were locked into canine history by his kennel records.
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This famous photo from the 1930s shows Fanny, belonging to Mr. J. Smart, carrying his master’s pet ferret. Neither of these family pets seems to mind this unusual method of transport.


Around 1850, as various retriever types were evolving and developing in England, the St. John’s Water Dog from Labrador emerged as an outstanding retrieving dog that possessed exceptional intelligence, stamina and good health. It is commonly believed that crosses to these dogs from Labrador resulted in the establishment of the Labrador Retriever, Curly-Coated Retriever and Wavy-Coated Retriever, which later became the Flat-Coated Retriever.


The Wavy-Coated Retriever became known as a superb working dog that combined working ability with grace and beauty. Such elegance was not lost on those sportsmen who also fancied comely dogs, and within two decades the athletic, racy Flat-Coat type had been “fixed,” producing a dual-purpose dog that performed in the field and had potential in the show ring.


The first Flat-Coated Retrievers were exhibited in 1864 in two classes at a show in Birmingham, England. The winners were Mr. T. Meyrick’s Wyndham and Lord Paget’s Music, the first two Flat-Coats to launch the breed’s ascent in both venues of canine competition.


By the early 1870s, the versatile Flat-Coat had caught the eye of Mr. Sewallis Evelyn Shirley, a prominent breeder and fancier who bred outstanding dual-purpose dogs under the Ettington prefix.
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The great Betty of Riverside is a beautiful example of H. Reginald Cooke’s Riverside strain of Flat-Coats. Mr. Cooke was one of the leading breeders and breed authorities of his time.


Mr. Shirley was perhaps best known as the founder of England’s Kennel Club in 1873, where he also served as its first president and chairman. His experience and association with The Kennel Club assured the breed of dual-purpose quality in showing on the bench as well as working ability in the field.


It is thought that Mr. Shirley used the St. John’s Water Dogs, water spaniels and possibly Scotch collies to stabilize and fix the type of the Flat-Coat breed. He also used the Labrador Retriever in some breedings, using available dogs from two major English Labrador kennels, Malmesbury and Buccleuch. Mr. Shirley’s Flat-Coats were primarily black or liver, although other colors were considered acceptable at that time. During that period, Flat-Coats were still referred to as Wavy-Coated Retrievers.
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Stainton Spinner was a Flat-Coated Retriever owned by Mr. T. H. Moorby. This type of dog was advertised as being both a field and bench dog.




COLOR GENETICS


The liver color is recessive to black, which means both parents of a liver Flat-Coated Retriever must carry at least one gene for that color, even if both parents are black.


A liver Flat-Coated Retriever carries only liver genes, and two livers can produce only the liver color, never black.
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Two other prominent breeders of the late 1800s succeeded Mr. Shirley in his dedication to setting and preserving type in Flat-Coated Retrievers. Mr. Harding Cox followed Mr. Shirley’s example and produced Flat-Coats that were well known for their elegant heads and similarity of type. Another patron of the breed, Colonel Cornwall-Leigh, also was known for considerable contributions to the breed.


Mr. H. Reginald Cooke (1850–1951), was an influential fancier who was well known by his Riverside prefix. He kept Flat-Coats for over 60 years and is regarded as the most notable patron of the breed. Concerned with preserving the hunting ability in the show dog, Mr. Cooke was successful in field trials as well as the show ring, and his efforts helped the breed retain its dual-purpose nature. The spectacular Riverside kennel has produced great numbers of top-winning show and field dogs, with statistics that rival any kennel in any breed.
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Mrs. Phizacklea with four of her famed Atherbram Flat-Coated Retrievers, all of which were prize-winning dogs.


Mr. Cooke was a keen competitor, determined to breed and campaign the best-quality dogs possible. He was a formidable handler and exhibitor, and during his career his field trial record included 15 first placements, 10 seconds, 11 Reserves and 21 Certificates of Merit. He also won 349 Challenge Certificates (CCs, the building blocks of British championships) and 130 Reserve CCs, and made up many champions, including Toby of Riverside and Grouse of Riverside, who both became dual champions.
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Probably the most famous painting of a Flat-Coated Retriever is this rendition of the well-known Eng. Ch. High Leigh Blarney, owned by Colonel Cornwall-Leigh and then H. Reginald Cooke, both prominent in the breed. The painting was executed by Maud Earl, an outstanding painter of dogs.


Mr. Cooke kept detailed breeding records, which are preserved today as part of Flat-Coat history. Passionate about promoting the best in the breed, he also wrote three small brochures to help educate the novice about the breed.


Mr. Cooke’s, Mr. Cox’s and Colonel Cornwall-Leigh’s dedication to the Flat-Coat helped to establish the breed as a favored choice of pure-bred dog. By the late 1800s, the Flat-Coat was recognized for its beauty and ability as well as for being a breed well fixed in character and quality. Known especially for their graceful movement, sleek good looks and pleasing expressions, Flat-Coats became favorites in both field trials and the show ring.


Colonel Cornwall-Leigh’s High Leigh Blarney was a leading contender during his career. When the Colonel passed away in 1905, his dogs were put up at auction. Mr. Cooke was so greatly impressed with Blarney that he moved forward to purchase him. Mr. Cooke’s agent successfully secured the dog for 200 guineas. That was a grand price in those days, but Mr. Cooke easily recovered his investment in stud fees in just two years.
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The old type of Flat-Coated Retriever, as shown here, was thought by some to be too heavy for hunting and retrieving.


Blarney continued his winning ways and remained unbeaten in the show ring until his death at 11 years of age. Used frequently at stud for his superb qualities, he left a lasting imprint on the breed.


Mr. Cooke’s success with Blarney no doubt influenced his future plans, and he went on to pay 200 guineas for Eng. Ch. Black Quilt. Lord Redesdale followed suit and purchased a bitch, Eng. Ch. Black Queen, for 145 guineas. Although the Flat-Coated Retriever was apparently in demand given those steep purchases, the smaller kennels and less wealthy fanciers were unable to compete due to those inflated prices demanded by the larger and more influential breeders of the day.
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Kennett Ruth, owned by Major H. L. A. Swann, retrieves game that fell on the wrong side of the road. Roads often caused a bother to the shooters, as people would gather to sightsee.


At the end of the 19th century the Flat-Coat was the top retriever in England and his popularity had spread across the Atlantic to the US, with AKC registration in 1915. However, several factors were about to influence the breed negatively in both countries. First, around this same time, the Labrador and Golden Retrievers were on the rise, with both breeds growing in numbers and popularity in the UK and the US. These breeds soon surpassed the Flat-Coat, which was typically bred in smaller numbers and kept by English gamekeepers rather than bred in larger kennels. Nonetheless, the real decline in Flat-Coat numbers was caused by the two World Wars, which had negative effects on all breeds of pure-bred dog, as much breeding activity dwindled or ceased completely.


By the time World War II had ended, the influence of the war years and the popularity of the Labrador and Golden Retrievers had trampled the Flat-Coat’s popularity. The breed reappeared in England in 1946 at an Open Show in Leeds. The Flat-Coat’s preservation and re-establishment in England is credited to the efforts of several dedicated breeders in the post-war years, one of these being Mr. and Mrs. W. J. Phizacklea, whose Atherbram line produced strong dual-purpose dogs in both liver and black. His breeding program produced the majority of Flat-Coats in England following World War II.


Another notable English breeder whose dedication truly helped to save the breed is Mr. Stanley O’Neill of the Pewcroft Kennel. Mr. O’Neill put much research and study into his breeding, sharing his advice and knowledge with other breeders, fanciers and owners. He produced three litters that would become foundation stock for other kennels in the UK, and was instrumental in the revival of the breed in the US, with his Pewcroft Prefect being among the first post-war exports to the US.
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A COAT FOR ALL SEASONS


The Flat-Coated Retriever is a double-coated breed, possessing an outer coat of long silky guard hairs and a soft downy undercoat that insulates the dog from temperature extremes. This is an important characteristic in a dog that must retrieve birds, especially waterfowl, under all weather conditions.





Homer Downing was a major force in the breed in the US at that time, being the recipient of Pewcroft Prefect in 1953. Called “Doc,” this dog became the first dog to earn the UDT title in the Flat-Coat breed. UDT stands for Utility Dog Tracker, meaning that the dog has earned titles at high levels of both obedience and tracking competition. Mr. Downing then in 1955 imported the bitch Atherbram Stella who, two years later, gave birth to the first American-born litter in a decade. A mating of Doc and Stella produced one of the most notable Flat-Coats of his day, Ch. Bramcroft Dandy, UD, owned by Sally Terroux, who also owned some significant UK imports. He was highly successful in the breed ring, winning almost all of the shows that he entered. This dog was a multiple breed winner, multiple Group winner and highly successful obedience dog.
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Another of H. Reginald Cooke’s famous dogs, Ch. Worsley Bess, memorialized in a lovely painting by Maud Earl.


From the mid-1950s on, the breed was on firm footing but numbers were low. A sudden surge occurred in the late 1960s and beginning of the 1970s, with a marked increase in registrations and members of the breed entered, and earning titles, in the conformation and obedience rings. Today the Flat-Coat hovers around the 100th-place mark in terms of popularity as measured by AKC registration statistics, with well over 500 Flat-Coats being registered annually. Of course, these numbers don’t begin to compare to the sky-high registration statistics of the Golden and Labrador Retrievers but, then again, the Flat-Coated Retriever is in a class by himself!
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Busy Mite, owned by E. W. H. Blagg, is a perfect example of what Flat-Coats looked like in the early 1900s.


The one definitive feature that sets the Flat-Coat apart from other retriever breeds, and continues to distinguish it from all other breeds, is the breeders’ dedication to preserving and promoting Flat-Coat working ability. Unlike the other retriever breeds, the Flat-Coat has not yet split into two different types, bred for either the show ring or ability in the field. The Flat-Coated Retriever should be a tireless, willing and biddable worker that excels in locating fallen game. Only the relentless efforts of those who love the breed will maintain its versatility as a retriever that enjoys and excels at working disciplines in the field, tracking, obedience, agility and flyball. It is important to note that most Flat-Coats shown in conformation were, and still are today, worked in the field or in performance events.




FCRSA


The Flat-Coated Retriever Society of America (FCRSA) was formed in 1960. Membership has increased greatly since the club’s inception, from 15 members to over 800! Two prestigious awards offered by the club are given in honor of the achievements of the well-known Doc and his equally notable owner, Homer Downing: the Bramcroft Obedience Trophy, established in 1972, and the Field Trial Trophy, established in 1975. These two awards are certainly a testament to the club’s commitment to preserving the dual-purpose, all-around abilities of the Flat-Coated Retriever breed.
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Flat-Coated Retrievers are as comfortable in the water as they are on land, thanks to their insulating coats.
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BE GENTLE AND KIND


Flat-Coated Retrievers are known to be sensitive dogs who learn best with gentle but consistent teaching methods. They thrive on praise and knowing that they have pleased their masters. Harsh training methods and physical abuse will not get you the results you want with your Flat-Coat; such treatment will only teach the dog to be afraid of you. Any corrections given to a Flat-Coat must be fair and never harsh.
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The Flat-Coat is perhaps best known for its elegant head and sleek black body. Often mistaken for a “slender black Labrador” or a “black Irish Setter,” the Flat-Coat nevertheless is a most distinguished-looking dog with classic features. He is a graceful but strong dog with a distinctive long head, an intelligent expression and a dense, well-feathered coat. Known for his long, racy body and smooth, ground-covering action, he combines ineffable beauty with unspoiled utility. He is extremely versatile, being a hunting retriever as well as a responsive and congenial family companion who is able to achieve high levels of proficiency in a variety of endeavors.


EXERCISE AND COMPANIONSHIP


An active dog that adapts well to country, suburban or city life, the Flat-Coat requires considerable daily activity and exercise with family members no matter where he lives. This is a clean, energetic and cheerful dog who keeps his youthful outlook on life well into old age. Although he’s a typical retriever who is gentle and affectionate and always ready to play, he has a higher activity level than a Golden or Labrador Retriever. A properly bred Flat-Coat will be highly energetic, but not hyper. His need for exercise is enormous and, without it, he will become destructive and difficult to control. Even with adequate exercise, he will remain exuberant and enthusiastic, always ready to leap into some new activity with you. “Sedate” is not part of his job description!


The Flat-Coat definitely needs to be with people and requires close interaction with members of his family. He will become frustrated if separated from his “pack” and will not thrive if confined to a doghouse in his owner’s back yard. Because of their high energy level, Flat-Coats become bored easily and can become “creatively destructive” if left unsupervised too long without something to occupy their time. Like other retrievers, they are very oral dogs who seem obsessed with always having something in their mouths to carry around.
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A luxurious, healthy, shiny coat is the result of good health and attention to grooming.
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Being retrievers, Flat-Coats can easily be trained and exercised simultaneously. Pet shops sell retrieving dummies to help train your Flat-Coat; the dog will enjoy the activity.
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The Labrador Retriever, shown here, has a shorter coat and a bulkier body, but it is easy to see why the two breeds are often confused.
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What a catch! The athletic and agile Flat-Coat has lots of energy to expend, and what better way to do so than by playing retrieving games with his favorite person?


Flat-Coats as a breed make poor watchdogs. Perhaps more of a warning dog than a watchdog, he will bark at a stranger but rarely bite. He is basically a tail-wagging fellow who is inclined to be friendly to everyone, animals as well as people. Although he is good with children, he can be a hazard around small children because of his exuberance and strength. His joyful attitude and wildly wagging tail can unintentionally intimidate or even harm young children, who could be easily injured by 60 or so pounds of canine enthusiasm. A common Flat-Coat greeting is jumping up for a happy hello and nose-to-nose lick in the face, a typical behavior that few adults appreciate or condone.




DON’T WANNA GROW UP!


You should allow plenty of time for your Flat-Coat to grow up. Flat-Coats are very slow to mature and will remain puppy-like well into their third and fourth years.





COAT MANAGEMENT


Although the Flat-Coat carries a double coat and sheds his hair indiscriminately, his coat is smoother and less feathered than the heavy-coated Golden Retriever and thus requires much less grooming. Frequent (with an emphasis on “frequent”) brushing will keep his coat in good condition and keep the shedding to a minimum.


MATURITY AND TRAINING


Most notably, the Flat-Coat is very slow to mature physically and emotionally, and doesn’t outgrow his puppy nature until he’s three or four years of age. Early puppy training is essential and encouraged, although training must be kept brief and happy, because the breed’s sensitive nature will resist heavy-handed tactics. Flat-Coats are bright and eager students who learn quickly and easily, but can also become shy and fearful if they are harshly treated. In training they require a light but firm technique and, above all, an individual approach. Proper behavior should be encouraged and good manners strictly enforced through short, positive, upbeat lessons. Bad habits can be prevented with proper supervision, attention and adequate exercise.


While the Flat-Coat is enthusiastic about working, he also can be equally stubborn, especially if he is treated harshly or unfairly (in his opinion). He requires a good foundation in obedience offered at a very early age in order to become a civilized dog and a well-behaved companion.
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The Flat-Coat loves his people and he’s not afraid to show it.
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Even when young, the Flat-Coat will show a love of water.


Although a Flat-Coat must be introduced to training early in life to prevent unruliness and for the owner to gain control, training can also present unusual challenges. Because this is a slow-maturing dog who is still a puppy at 12, even 24 months of age, he is not capable of the same high degree of proficiency one would expect in a Border Collie or a Golden Retriever of the same age. Never train for too long or with a stern attitude. Training this breed can easily test the patience and determination of an owner who cannot accept a full-grown dog who continues to act like he’s still a silly pup. But if you are cheerful and enthusiastic, your Flat-Coat will be, too.


TASKS AND ABILITIES


The Flat-Coated Retriever is versatile and can be trained for a multitude of sports and jobs. Many Flat-Coats enjoy success in agility and obedience competition. Of course, the breed’s traditional pursuit is to assist hunters by retrieving on land or in water. Dogs not used in this capacity can develop their instinctive skills through training for field trials and/or hunting events. The Flat-Coat is a talented swimmer and will enjoy the opportunity to get some of his activity in the water if possible. The Flat-Coat’s abilities have proved useful in various types of service as well.
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Flat-Coats, because they are slow to mature emotionally, have to be trained in a gentle manner or they will become shy and fearful. Once matured and trained, they are wonderful pets and companions.


GUIDE AND ASSISTANCE DOGS


As a general rule, Flat-Coats are considered too active for work as guide dogs for the blind, hearing dogs for the deaf or service animals for the physically challenged. The most successful results have been with Flat-Coats who have been trained to help their partially sighted owners, people who already know and love their dog.


TRACKING


Flat-Coats, like the other retriever breeds, are known for superior scenting ability. As “super sniffers,” they have nosed their way into most of today’s tracking and scenting adventures. In some countries, the Flat-Coated Retriever participates in regulated tracking events, earning tracking titles in formal competition.
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The multi-talented and friendly Flat-Coat easily becomes a true member of his owner’s family.


Flat-Coats accomplished in tracking venues are also used in some countries to track wounded animals such as deer and elk who have been injured in road or hunting accidents. In Norway, for example, it is forbidden by law to hunt deer or elk without the presence of an officially registered tracking dog.


SEARCH AND RESCUE


In several countries Flat-Coats also follow their noses to find lost, injured and buried people. Flat-Coats have been trained for avalanche work and are adept at locating humans buried under huge mounds of snow. Such dogs work under extreme conditions; their ability to work in heavy snow and freezing weather underscores their scenting prowess.


Search and rescue Flat-Coats also assist in locating victims of natural disasters such as earthquakes and of terrorist disasters such as bomb explosion sites.


DRUG DETECTION


Not surprisingly, Flat-Coats have also proven to be outstanding sniffer dogs for drugs. At one time during the 1990s in Norway, Flat-Coated Retrievers totaled one-third of that country’s approved canine drug-detection force. Although the breed in Norway is considered to be hyperactive, that very characteristic is felt to contribute to the breed’s superior working capability.
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A standard is a written description of what the ideal representative of a breed should look, act and move like. The perfect dog described in a breed standard does not exist, even though some breed standards were “based upon” an existing champion that was popular or considered ideal at that time. Composing such a word picture is fraught with difficulty and dissension, since words are prone to interpretation and the meanings of words vary. For instance, what is in balance to one viewer is totally out of balance to the next. Thus breeders and judges could never agree on the perfect dog even if it walked into the show ring! Nonetheless, the breed standard is the best measuring stick available for determining which Flat-Coats are excellent and which are below average. The standard is used by judges in the show ring, just as breeders use the standard to decide which dogs are worth breeding and which dogs are not.


For the pet owner who has no intention of showing or breeding his dog, the question pops into mind: should I skip this chapter and get on with the puppy chapter? The author answers with a qualified no! Even though you are not terribly concerned about the “standard of perfection” for your trustworthy chum, you are interested in your Flat-Coat’s temperament and personality, which are described in detail in the standard along with physical traits. If you were not interested in the Flat-Coat as a breed and what makes the breed what it is, you probably would not be reading this book. There is no sense in selecting a Flat-Coated Retriever that doesn’t look and behave like a Flat-Coat. Pet owners are encouraged to use the breed standard to confirm what a Flat-Coat really should be! The physical and temperamental attributes that attract the pet owner to the Flat-Coat are precisely defined in the breed standard. It is provided here for the reference of everyone interested in the Flat-Coat breed.


THE AMERICAN KENNEL CLUB STANDARD FOR THE FLAT-COATED RETRIEVER


General Appearance: The Flat-Coated Retriever is a versatile family companion hunting retriever with a happy and active demeanor, intelligent expression, and clean lines. The Flat-Coat has been traditionally described as showing “power without lumber and raciness without weediness.”
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