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Physical Characteristics of the Pyrenean Mastiff


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale breed standard)


Head: Large, strong, moderately long. Seen from side, head must be deep and not bulging.


Eyes: Small, almond shaped, hazel color.


Lips: The upper lip should cover the lower without any hint of slackness.
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Chest: Broad, deep, muscular and powerful. Ribs spaced widely apart with rounded rib cage.


Coat: Dense, thick and of moderate length. The coat should be bristly, not woolly in texture.


Forequarters: Perfectly aligned. Shoulders: Well muscled. Upper arm: Very strong. Elbows very bony, close fitting to rib cage. Forearm: Bone sturdy, straight and strong. Pastern: Seen from side, slightly sloping.


Front feet: Cat feet. Toes tight with strong, well arched toe bones.


Ears: Medium size, triangular, hanging flat. Set on above line of eyes. In repose, hanging close to cheeks.


Neck: Should be the shape of a blunt cone, broad, strong, muscular and flexible.


Body: Rectangular, powerful and robust, giving the impression of great strength, yet supple and agile.


Size: There is no upper height limit. Lower limit: Dogs: 77 cm. Bitches: 72 cm. Dogs should be above 81 cm; bitches 75 cm.


Color: Basic color white, always with a well defined mask. The most desired colors are, in order of preference, pure white (snow-white), with medium gray, intensive golden yellow, brown, black, silver, light beige, sandy or marbled patches.


Hindquarters: Powerful, muscular. Hocks straight and vertical. Upper thigh: Strong and muscular. Lower thigh: Long, well muscled and good strength of bone. Hind pastern: Well defined with clearly visible, straight Achilles tendon.


Tail: Set on medium high. Thick at root, strong and flexible. In repose it hangs low and reaches at least to the hocks.


Hind feet: Cat feet of light oval shape, slightly longer than front feet.
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To Rafael Malo, the geniune author of the recovery of this magnificent breed for Spain and for the rest of the world.
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Throughout the history of our world, dogs have been one of the most diverse domestic animals, producing such vast differences as those between the minute Chihuahua and the giant mastiffs. Surprisingly, unlike other countries in which a certain degree of interest has been shown in determining the histories of native breeds, Spain today still lacks serious and profound archeo-zoological studies into the origins, sources and ages of its most emblematic breeds, among which the Pyrenean Mastiff is certainly to be counted.


Perhaps we must turn to history itself, and the 800 years of Arabian dominance in the Iberian Peninsula, for an explanation of this shortcoming. Since the Middle Ages, the word “dog” has had pejorative and insulting undertones, and this has inevitably colored the basic concept of dogs and their importance to society. In order to explain the lack of interest in the origins of our canine breeds, however, we can perhaps also lay the blame on the equally significant socio-economic attitudes of Spain.
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GENUS CANIS


Dogs and wolves are members of the genus Canis. Wolves are known scientifically as Canis lupus while dogs are known as Canis domesticus. Dogs and wolves are known to interbreed. The term “canine” derives from the Latin word Canis. The term “dog” has no scientific basis but has been used for thousands of years. The origin of the word “dog” has never been authoritatively ascertained.





Whatever the causes, the undeniable fact is that archeological discoveries have been ignored. Although relatively scarce, such findings could have shed some light on the origins of the Pyrenean Mastiff, the canine colossus that has inhabited a specific geographical area for centuries: the Aragón Pyrenees.


This book will endeavor to set the record straight and rigorously trace the history of the Pyrenean Mastiff, while at the same time doing justice to the efforts of the one man who has worked incessantly over the last several decades so that more and more of us throughout the world may grow to know and love this incomparable breed. We owe all this to Rafael Malo.


THE DISTANT PAST


In order to understand the traits of the Pyrenean Mastiff, we must attempt to understand the idiosyncrasies of the geographical region that has traditionally been home to such dogs. This is an area cut off from the rest of the European continent, and even from the Peninsula itself, in whose interior a breed of dog has evolved in symbiosis with a strict function: shepherding. The Pyrenean Mastiff was traditionally dedicated to the protection of flocks and the phenomenon of seasonal migration in search of better pastures which, as is now coming to light, began long before the Middle Ages.
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BRAIN AND BRAWN


Since dogs have been inbred for centuries, their physical and mental characteristics are constantly being changed to suit man’s desires for hunting, retrieving, scenting, guarding and warming their masters’ laps. During the past 150 years, dogs have been judged according to physical characteristics as well as functional abilities. Few breeds can boast a genuine balance between physique, working ability and temperament.





Shepherds have always relied on tolerant dogs of substantial size and height, whose character has been specially molded by men to make them the ideal guardians against wild predators (especially wolves) and thieves. Such was their importance that the theft of these dogs was severely punished and the law obliged their return when lost. These dogs were even fed the same bread ration that was allocated for the shepherds themselves. This implied a significant cost to the flock-owners, and the fact that they were prepared to assume this cost demonstrates these dogs’ importance in cattle-raising, in which the Pyrenean Aragonese and Navarene societies were traditionally based.


Interestingly, pastoralism, particularly that which led to seasonal migration, is not a recent phenomenon (we understand “recent” to comprise the time between the 13th century and the present day). Seasonal migration in Spain can be placed in the pre-Roman, Celtic and Celt-Iberian periods, and perhaps even earlier.


Classical, Greek and Roman authors (the latter being especially determined to associate nomadism with barbarism and to associate settling with civilization) belittled seasonal migration as a custom of socially backward societies, even in the face of abundant written evidence on the quality of Iberian wool, both from Andalusia and the interior. Such evidence can be found in texts dating from the first two centuries BC, written by noted authors and historians such as Polybius, Strabon, Diodorus, Plinius and Caius Plinius Secundus the Elder, and the great poet Marcial. The production of Iberian wool was so costly that woolen cloaks were demanded as tributes to Rome.
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This ancient dog was drawn by F. Reinagle to depict the Mastiff of long ago. The drawing, titled “Clearly a Molossus,” appeared in the Sportsman’s Cabinet, published in 1803.


It is also true that tracing the origins of the Pyrenean Mastiff (or any of the other peninsular mastiff breeds) is difficult before the reign of Alfonso (X) The Wise (1252–1284), founder of the Honrado Concejo de la Mesta (or Honorable Council of Shepherds). Because livestock husbandry played a very important role in Spain’s economic life in the Middle Ages, meetings of ranchers and shepherds were common in order to draw up laws regulating employment and the distribution of pastures. For this reason, the Honrado Concejo de la Mesta was formed in 1266. The council, under the direct authority of King Alfonso the Wise, enabled ranchers to move safely throughout the whole kingdom, using all pastures on the condition that no vineyards, orchards or meadows were damaged. A similar system was sponsored in another of the so-called Five Kingdoms, Aragón, under the king at the time, James the Conqueror (1213–1276).


Discovering the Pyrenean Mastiff’s origins before this time is difficult because archeological diggings in Spain have not included relevant archeo-faunistic studies. We must also remember that these nomadic communities, practicing seasonal migration with their flocks in search of better pastures, did not leave significant traces behind. Unlike sedentary populations, they relied on furnishings and equipment made of materials vulnerable to the passage of time (wood, bark, skins, leather, horn, clay, wool, rope, etc.).


Nevertheless, it has been possible to link the presence of large mastiff-type dogs with that of seasonal migratory populations prior to Roman colonization. A number of bone and bodily remains dating from the latter part of the Bronze Age and the First and Second Iron Ages were found in various locations. Part of a pelvis “significantly larger than the mastiff measurements to be found in private collection,” was cited in the words of C. Liseau in a 1994 doctoral thesis. This was found in El Soto de Medinilla, Vallodolid, alongside other gnawed and swallowed bones, indicating a canine presence in the village. An atlas bone from a dog discovered in the foundations of a room in Castilmontán, Soria, was classified by author M. Arlegui as having come from “a large dog similar perhaps to those mastiffs used to tend the flocks.” The recovery of remains from large canines “of mastiff or equivalent type” was cited by A. Morales and C. Liseau in a 1995 study.


Perhaps the most significant discovery of all came from one of the most important pre-Roman villages of the Upper Ebro Valley; the findings were two ulna, one distal extremity of the humerus and one distal extremity of the tibia “corresponding to large dogs in that all measurements exceed those of the largest of Manching Oppidum classified by Boessneck (1961) as Canis Matris Optimae” (acording to J. Altuna in 1980).


Other archeological evidence pointing to textile activity among the pre-Roman peoples are the widely found fusayolas and weaving weights, as well as the shearing scissors of different sizes found in burial grounds around Molina in Aragón and particularly in the Arcóbriga settlement in Zaragoza. These tools were employed in wool and textile production, and their discovery in burial sites undoubtedly confirms the importance of such activities. It was common practice among the most ancient civilizations to bury their dead accompanied by their most precious possessions.


We may consider this to be mere speculation, but as these and other findings are studied in more depth, we may reach the conclusion that large peninsular mastiffs lived alongside our ancestors much earlier than we previously suspected, and, even more importantly, that they played a fundamental role in those distant societies. Only in this way can we explain the fact that the laws of the mesta, imposed by Alfonso X, comprised and amplified many earlier rules (Lex Visigothorum), just as the Visigothic laws were nothing more than a reflection of common Roman law which, in turn, merely comprised the existing customs and norms of every conquered region and adapted them to Roman traditions and usages.


THE PYRENEES


In order to understand the special personality of the Pyrenean Mastiff, we must familiarize ourselves, although only superficially, with the particular characteristics of the territory that has traditionally spawned and molded these impressive animals. The Pyrenees are composed of sheer mountains with extreme climates. Without doubt, this is a dramatic and spectacular, mythical and mysterious region, where the most primitive traditions have been preserved intact thanks to thousands of years of isolation.


The mountains run for around 440 km (about 275 miles) from the Bay of Biscay to the Mediterranean, covering vast territories in Navarra, Aragón and Catalonia on the Spanish side and even more in France and Andorra on the opposite side. These mountains have traditionally formed and continue to form the natural frontier separating the Iberian Peninsula from the rest of the European continent. Across the range, the Pyrenees contain more than 300 peaks over 3000 meters (about 9850 feet) in altitude. The last Iberian glaciers are to be found here alongside deep canyons, broad sweeps of forest, a multitude of rivers and spectacular valleys where brown bears, lammergeiers (large bearded vulture-like birds) and rock ptarmigan quail still roam.
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It takes a special breed to be able to withstand and thrive in the extreme climates of the Pyrenees, so a snowy day is no problem for Swed. Ch. Ojinegra’s Qué Bonita Chica.


Owing to the sheer topography and difficulty in accessing this region, it remains virtually untouched, populated by a very select people who hold deeply rooted customs and preserve a multitude of ancestral traditions inseparable from the mountains.


We must pay particular attention to the province of Huesca, from where the ancient kingdom of Aragón emerged, Zaragoza being in Muslim hands until the end of the 11th century. It was in Huesca that the primitive Pyrenean Mastiff first roamed. The breed is now seen in the rest of Spain, in other European countries and in North America, thanks to a number of enthusiasts led, of course, by Rafael Malo, widely considered as the true “father” of the modern Pyrenean Mastiff.




WHAT’S A CARLANCA?


A carlanca is a wide collar of iron or leather with large spikes that is used to defend the dog against wolf bites.
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Of Huesca, it is sufficient to say that it belongs to the region of Aragón and stretches from the Pyrenees, forming the border with France, to the Ebro Valley. In less than 200 km (about 125 miles) as the crow flies, one passes from the mountains to the spectacular Monegro Desert, close to Zaragoza. It is a pre-Pyrenean zone whose seven regions contain impressive canyons, extensive valleys and several large rivers. The most important of the rivers is the Ebro; indeed, this is the most important river in the whole of Spain. It emerges at Fontibre (Santander province) and ends in the Mediterranean via an impressive delta in the Tarragona province (Catalonia) that has acted as a natural frontier between the Kingdom of Aragón and the Kingdom of Castilla since time immemorial.


SEASONAL MIGRATION


We must not ignore the specific characteristics of the seasonal migration method of ranching, as these mass movements were so decisive in forming the most unique traits that distinguish the magnificent Pyrenean Mastiff from the rest of dogdom. For this reason, we must briefly examine seasonal migration and the reasons behind this practice.


To begin, there are four distinct types of ranching in the Peninsula, based on both climate and terrain, or the physical environment in which they occur. Fixed ranching, typical of small farmers, is a mere complement to normal agricultural activity and characterized by the use of small numbers of various species, from coop birds to cattle. Seasonal migration in search of better pastures is not necessary in fixed ranching because the animals are fed on commercial feed and fodder grown in the same region.


Nomadic ranching is the polar opposite; here, ranching prevails and agriculture is practically nonexistent or certainly extremely marginal. When talking of nomadic ranching, we are referring to populations that migrate in search of green pastures. Their livestock will usually be of one single species, usually cattle or horses, along with small numbers of other animals such as goats or sheep. The dwellings of these societies are temporary and they usually live in complete harmony with other agricultural groups.


Short-range migration (transterminancia) consists of “vertical” movement of the herds from the peaks to the valleys and vice versa in search of the most abundant pasture of the season. This is usually practiced by rural communities (and was common even in pre-historic Spain) where the herds had an almost primordial importance. Ample evidence has been found of summer movements of small herds from southeastern Spain to the Sierra del Segura, later returning to the lowlands in the winter.




TAJADERA


Tajadera is the name given to a type of sluice gate used in Aragón to control a water current, a precious asset in a region that contains the largest desert in the Iberian Peninsula—the Monegro Desert.





In large-scale regional migration, the herds seasonally disperse to areas far from their location of origin. This implies the movement of huge groups of animals (usually sheep flocks in the case of Spain) in search of feeding pastures. This also implies the movement of large numbers of shepherds to guide and guard the flocks under high levels of security for all concerned when moving along the cañadas or sheep paths.


When talking of flock herding, we must mention the traditional and ancestral use of large dogs, often accompanied by smaller careas or sheepdogs. It is for this very type of ranching that the presence of the large, fearless mastiffs was so essential for the protection of the flocks from predators. This was particularly true among the oldest Agrafa societies, in which the number of animals was too great to permit the construction of temporary enclosures made of branches to protect the flocks overnight. It is also apparent that these sheep and goat herds were easy prey for large predators like wolves and bears.


Since the domestication of dogs began—more than 100,000 years ago, according to the latest research using comparative DNA studies between wolves and domestic dogs—the typical mesomorphic-type shepherd dogs (known as careas) have always been associated with ranching activities and have been common in three of the four types of ranching. What is even more interesting is that the large mastiffs, or macromorphic-type dogs, are and have always been exclusively linked to the herding of livestock that do not sleep in folds; that’s to say, migratory livestock.




CAREA DOGS


In Spain, dogs responsible for guiding or directing livestock are known as carea dogs. They tend to be perfect complements to the mastiffs, being smaller and more agile, able to run over great distances and capable of moving wherever the shepherd’s directions send them. The Catalonian Gos d’Atura, shown here, has traditionally been employed in this task and has been a faithful friend to the Pyrenean Mastiff.
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We must not forget that the introduction of Celtic culture in Spain, approximately three million years ago, was a question neither of a distinct people’s suddenly appearing in the Peninsula nor the forced displacement of the natives as a result of the new occupation. It was a process of gradual filtration (from France towards the southern Pyrenees) of various tribes associated with the Hallstattian culture (around the eighth century BC) that covered the whole region from Central Europe to the Atlantic and from the British Isles to the Mediterranean. In this way, peoples dedicated to either animal husbandry, metal work or agriculture spread throughout the Ebro Valley, later spreading to the central plateau through Álava and ascending to Soria and Teruel.


Something else to bear in mind is that, as in other Celtic-occupied zones (as of the beginning of the second millenium BC), these societies possessed large dogs, very similar to present-day mastiffs, to protect their forts from thieves and wolves. These dogs were left to roam free at night and were tied up during the day. When seasonal migration began to be practiced, these same dogs accompanied the shepherds and their flocks on the long journeys to and from the seasonal pasture. It is also necessary to point out that the appearance of megalithic tombs throughout these areas, and the discovery of pottery typical to the Las Cogotas region in such widely dispersed places as the Andalusian digs, are more easily explained if we consider the practice of seasonal migration by these communities.
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The Pyrenean Mastiff has been used to guard and drive the sheep, and to insure the safety of the shepherds, for hundreds of years in Spain.


Finally, it is interesting to note that seasonal migration perhaps explains, better than any other factor, the vast majority of the wars and conflicts in which the Celto-Iberian peoples found themselves embroiled, both alone and in alliance with the other communities inhabiting the central Iberian Peninsula. A good example of this is Hanibal’s campaign, just before the Second Punic War. Luis Vega et al., in their interesting study of the origin of the Pyrenean Mastiff, suggested that these movements were not so much due to political motivation or nationalistic passion, but rather pure economic need, which necessitated new solutions each time the southern seasonal migration of the sheep herds was disturbed.


DECLINE AND RECOVERY


In light of what we have already learned, it is apparent that long before Marco Polo described the enormous canine beasts he saw in his exotic journeys to the East (which, coincidentally, took place at the same time that the Honrado Concejo de la Mesta and similar systems were being instituted), there were already various types of mastiff in the Peninsula being used to protect and herd livestock. These dogs had been there for up to a thousand years prior. It is also clear that the Romanization of the Iberian Peninsula could not completely eradicate the institutions, customs or livelihoods of the native peoples. This included the seasonal migration, which Roman and Greek historians and analysts of the era scorned due to the negative views they had about the apparent nomadism of the indigenous population. Indeed, they thought of this ancient custom as a form of social marginalization, linking this with barbarism and civil underdevelopment.


We can safely say, therefore, that the ancestors of the present-day Pyrenean Mastiff accompanied the big flocks of sheep and goats that wandered year after year through the peaks, gorges and valleys of the mountains, descending to the Maestrazgo region, penetrating into the northern region of Castellón and Valencia. These migrations were practiced for at least three or four thousand years, becoming an irreplaceable part of the most entrenched pastoral traditions of Aragón.
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The Pyrenean Mastiff in a typical setting, right at home among the flock.


Throughout three or four millennia and almost up until the present day, the Pyrenean Mastiff has been at the shepherd’s side, defending the sheep against wolves and bears, with his customary skill and loyalty. By the middle of the 20th century, however, the number of predators in the Pyrenean region had fallen dramatically. By the end of the 1940s, wolves and brown bears had virtually disappeared from the area and are now being reintroduced in broad repopulation programs on both sides of the Pyrenees. Thus, the needs of the Aragonese shepherd changed and the use of these big dogs declined until they almost vanished.


The Pyrenean Mastiff population was confined to very few bloodlines that were inbred in a highly abusive manner, due either to lack of alternatives or ignorance of the most elemental genetic principles. This led to the emergence of bloodlines that epitomized all that is good and bad about inbreeding (the practice of breeding close relations, like mother and son).
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THE YEAR’S BEST


To promote the participation of pure-bred Pyrenean Mastiffs in national and international shows sponsored by the Spanish Royal Canine Society, the PMCS annually awards trophies to the Best Mostín (male) and Best Mostína (female) of the year, the results of which can be found by contacting the PMCS. The judges choose between the six best examples of each gender, based on results from RCSS-sponsored national and international show, and results of official and regional monographies from January 1 to December 31 of the given year. The winners receive their trophies in a ceremony during the official monography organized by the PMCS in the following year.





The Spanish Civil War (1936–1939) compounded the situation. The economic crisis that hit the country and the hunger from which none escaped were even more acute in the inaccessible and isolated regions of the Pyrenees. This crisis made keeping such large and apparently unneccesary dogs totally unjustifiable. The breed seemed destined to disappear, and shepherds were forced to crossbred their Pyrenean Mastiffs to other similar breeds (such as the Spanish Mastiff). Before long, it was with great difficulty that one could talk of a “pure” breed.
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