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Introduction


The Eikon Centre near Belfast has been described as ‘the pinnacle of Northern Ireland’s exhibition industry’. I don’t know what the competition was like, but the Eikon is certainly one of the largest buildings of its kind on the island of Ireland, with more than 5,000 square metres of space that can be used to accommodate a range of trade events, product launches, conferences and livestock shows. It is, in effect, a huge warehouse that stands like a concrete island bordered on all sides by vast expanses of tarmac parking lots—most of which were occupied on the day I visited the centre.


I had come to attend the Bangor and North Down Combined Canine Club 13th All-Breed Championship Dog Show, to give its full title, which was the club’s biggest event to date. Over 1,000 dogs were being exhibited, representing more than 170 different breeds. Inside, the centre was full to capacity, and the show rings spilled out to include a grassy area beside the main hall, where the setters, retrievers and other gun dogs were being shown. It was impossible not to be impressed by the huge variety of breeds that were being exhibited—everything from the pocket-sized short-coated Chihuahuas to the huge Bernese Mountain Dogs. Most of them were familiar to me, but there were some that I had never seen before, such as the Black Russian Terrier (which is not really a terrier at all); the Havanese (the favourite dog of Charles Dickens); and the Keeshond (which, it seems, is also known as the ‘Smiling Dutchman’).


Inside the centre, there were the usual fevered attempts by owners to make last-minute adjustments to the styling and presentation of their dogs. One of my daughters was with me, and as we passed one adorable Bedlington Terrier bitch, she could not resist petting her. ‘Don’t do that!’ snapped the owner. He whipped out a grooming comb and immediately began to tease the little dog’s coat back into shape. My daughter looked as though she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her.


As we walked from one ring to another, it was clear that owners had come to the show from every corner of Ireland. What was equally clear was the pride that each took in their own particular breed of dog. When I commented on the similarities in appearance between the purebred Wheaten Terrier and the crossbred Labradoodle, one owner was quick to inform me that the two dogs were quite different. ‘The Wheaten may look a little like that designer dog,’ she sniffed, ‘but they have very different coats. Besides, the Wheaten is a terrier, and has all of a proper terrier’s instincts.’ Of course, she was right. The coat of the Wheaten is soft and flowing, while the Labradoodle usually has an abundance of tight curls. In any case, appearance has never been the sole determining feature of any dog breed, and whatever else they might be, Labradoodles are not terriers.


Ireland has one of the highest rates of dog ownership in Europe, and our small island is now home to canine breeds from all over the world. There are hundreds of pedigree dog shows in Ireland every year, with over 200 clubs, associations and societies that are dedicated to preserving and promoting different types and classes of dog. That pales in comparison with the United States, which stages thousands of annual breed shows. Among all the varieties on exhibition, there are nine breeds that can be claimed as native to Ireland. Four of these are terriers: the Irish, the Irish Soft-Coated Wheaten, the Kerry Blue and the Glen of Imaal. There are three gun dogs: the Irish Red and White Setter, the Irish Red Setter and the Irish Water Spaniel. Two of Ireland’s native breeds are hounds: the Kerry Beagle and the Irish Wolfhound.


There are a number of other ways in which these nine dogs can be sub-divided and categorised, but perhaps the most telling is that six of the nine breeds are now rated as ‘vulnerable’ or ‘endangered’ by kennel clubs in Ireland, the United Kingdom and the United States. According to Sean Delmar, president of the Irish Kennel Club, only around 10 per cent of dogs registered with the club now come from Ireland’s native breeds. He believes there is a simple explanation for the decline in their popularity: a ‘bigger menu’ is now available for dog-lovers to choose from. Thanks to the internet, we can view and buy breeds from all over the world, and there is an obvious attraction for many people in exoticism and novelty. This is the context in which six of Ireland’s native breeds face the possibility of becoming extinct. That raises an obvious question: does it matter?


Clearly, it doesn’t matter to any of the dogs. They are as wonderfully indifferent to their breed’s fate as they are to their own appearance, and couldn’t care less whether they are described as purebred or mongrel curs. They also share admirably democratic instincts, and do not wonder much about the social antecedents or pedigrees of any animal with which they are able to mate. When it comes to human beings, however, things inevitably get more complicated. As the popularity of numerous genealogy websites and TV series indicates, we are preoccupied with tracing the bloodlines of our own descent, and it seems we are also happy to transfer that concern to another species. In fact, we now investigate the DNA of our pet dogs almost as much as we do our own.


There are those who believe that the selective breeding of any animal is abhorrent. For such individuals, even the mention of purebred dogs can conjure up horrific images of genetic disorders and unnecessary suffering. Organisations like PETA—People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals—maintain that it would have been in the best interest of dogs if ‘the institution of pet keeping’ had never existed. According to one PETA website, dogs are kept as virtual prisoners in human households, ‘where they must obey commands and can only eat, drink and even urinate when humans allow them to’. Some people may find that description difficult to square with the experience of sharing their home with any dog, pedigree or mongrel. In my own case they have seldom proved quite so biddable or acquiescent as PETA seems to believe. Dogs may offer us their unconditional affection, but they often demand as much in return—and I do mean ‘demand’.


There are some who argue that it is foolish to spend large sums of money acquiring a pedigree dog when there are so many loveable mutts incarcerated in shelters and pounds who need to be saved before they face their own—and much more imminent—extinction. That argument is hard to contradict while thousands of dogs are still being euthanised every year. However, it may be worth pointing out that many of the dogs languishing in genuine captivity are purebred animals, who may have been abandoned because they were too much trouble, or because the next fad in dog ownership had already arrived. A few years ago the English Bulldog became the breed of choice among Manhattan’s fashionable dog fanciers. Despite their rather daunting appearance, Bulldogs are usually gentle and sweet-natured creatures. However, they are often beset by health problems, and this can make them difficult to maintain. In 1999, there were just thirteen Bulldogs in New York that needed to be rescued. By 2013, that number had risen to 347.


There are those who believe that Ireland’s native dogs form an integral part of our cultural heritage, and we ought to take whatever steps are necessary to ensure that each breed is preserved. It is indisputable that these dogs are part of our island’s history, and the Irish Kennel Club has been lobbying politicians for many years to declare that the native breeds of Ireland should be accorded heritage status. It is hard to see why that status hasn’t yet been granted—especially considering that it wouldn’t cost the Irish government any money. At the same time, some of the more extravagant claims made by breeders concerning the ancient and unbroken lineage of their dogs need to be taken with a liberal pinch of salt. We can only trace the descent of most breeds with confidence for the last 200 years or so, and even within that period of time, many of them have undergone significant changes in appearance and temperament.


Without doubt, there are many breeders who have devoted a great deal of their time and commitment to ensuring that Ireland’s native dogs should survive and prosper. One has only to attend any breed show in Ireland to become aware of the genuine devotion that has been lavished on these dogs. The vast majority of Irish owners have done their utmost to maintain the standards of the native breeds, and to care for their animals. It is true there are also some who have placed their own interests first, or who have closed their eyes to the dangers of excessive inbreeding. However, the bulk of those who keep or breed pedigree dogs are unlikely to make a fortune from them. In some cases, the reverse can be the case. ‘The bitch I own only threw one pup in each of her litters,’ an owner of Glen of Imaal Terriers told me, ‘and the second time, she had to give birth by Caesarian.’ He had kept both pups, but had to give up any further breeding because ‘the vet’s costs were more than I could afford, and I live on a housing estate, so I just didn’t have room for any more dogs’.





In the course of my life, I have kept pedigree, crossbred and mongrel dogs. They have all had their own individual characters, and I have related differently to each of them. It may sound pious, but I have felt the same degree of affection for each of them—as well as experiencing similar amounts of frustration, impatience and inconvenience. I am not a dog-breeder, and have never exhibited any of the pets I have owned in any show. To be strictly accurate, there was one exception to that rule, but the failure of our family’s dog, Missy, to win a prize at a local church fete seemed to upset my children so much that I vowed I would never repeat the experiment.


Apart from the great pleasure which the company of dogs has given me, there has also been the challenge posed by living in close proximity to a member of a different species. However, I am well aware that not everybody shares my sentiments as far as dogs are concerned. My own grandmother could not understand why some people treated dogs as if they were members of the human family. For her, allowing dogs inside a house made as much sense as permitting any other working animal a similar license. ‘Would you invite a pig to sit down at your table and eat with you?’ she sometimes asked.


The modern dog-breeding industry was created in the middle of the nineteenth century. It was, in the words of one historian, ‘an age known for its gentlemen amateurs’, and the breeding of dogs was at first regarded as a suitable hobby for men of means and money. Since then it has become a multinational commercial enterprise that is hugely popular across the world. The intensive breeding of pedigree dogs has also proved to be extraordinarily resilient. It has survived catastrophic crashes in the global economy, when the value of certain breeds dropped as sharply as shares in the stock market. And it has emerged from the devastating impact of two world wars, when, for obvious reasons, the breeding of pedigree dogs virtually ceased in Europe. The sheer (one might say, dogged) persistence with which human beings have continued to keep and breed pedigree dogs in the most testing of circumstances suggests a type of emotional need that is difficult to explain. What is clear, however, is that human beings can develop the most intense feelings of affection for their dogs, which may explain why we refer to them as ‘pets’. Sometimes this can be accompanied by a suspicious or cynical view of other humans: ‘The better I get to know men,’ Charles de Gaulle once remarked, ‘the more I find myself loving dogs.’ That attitude might be traced back to Cervantes’ Dialogue of the Dogs in the seventeenth century: the first (though certainly not the last) talking-dog story in Western literature, and one in which the deceits and corruption of humanity are discussed by two virtuous members of the canine species.


It has been mooted that the close relationships we can establish with dogs may lead us to question our own status as human beings, since dogs appear to share many of the traits that we are tempted to regard as uniquely human. On the other hand, Sigmund Freud thought that dogs were fundamentally ‘unlike humans’ because humans were ‘incapable of pure love, and always have to mix love and hate’. I am more inclined to share the attitude of the American humorist Dave Berry: ‘You can say any foolish thing to a dog, and the dog will give you a look that says, “Wow, you’re right! I never would have thought of that!” ’


There was a time when we needed dogs to perform many everyday tasks for us. However, the dramatic growth of dog ownership, which has occurred in most European countries over the past few centuries, has been paralleled by a decline in the number of working breeds. This has been related, in turn, to the growth of urbanisation—since most dogs were originally bred to work in the field. The unconditional affection that dogs offer may compensate to some degree for the break-up of traditional networks of support, such as the Church or extended families, and this might also help to explain why we tend to attribute human characteristics to our dogs.


This is not a recent phenomenon: it dates back at least to ancient Greece. In his History of Animals, Aristotle suggested that dogs carried traces of our own qualities and defects, such as:





mildness or cross-temper, courage or timidity, fear or confidence, high spirits or low cunning, and, with regard to intelligence, something akin to sagacity.





Nowadays, we can often be critical of attempts to anthropomorphise animals, but when we look at dogs we cannot help but see a reflection of ourselves. It is a reflection that comes from the perspective of an entirely different species, and I think it is valuable for that alone.


The close connection that many people feel with dogs, and their many similarities to our own species, may offer some explanation why our treatment of these animals can fluctuate wildly. We are clearly capable of both idealising and demonising them. On one hand, humans have named constellations of stars after our trusted companions, and we have used those to navigate our way in the dark. We have also marketed exquisite diamond-studded dog collars that cost hundreds of thousands of dollars. At the same time, we complain when we are being treated ‘like a dog’, working ‘like a dog’, and then moan that the country has ‘gone to the dogs’. The Devil was once believed to assume the form of a black dog—the ‘Hound from Hell’—and on occasion we have even tried and executed some hapless mutts for witchcraft, heresy and treason.


in 2016, Kirsty Henderson, an animal rights campaigner, was quoted in Vanity Fair as dismissing dog breeding as ‘discriminatory and senseless’. She pledged that she and her colleagues would not rest ‘until breeders [were] no longer creating animals for profit’. She may have a long wait, since pedigree dogs are unlikely to disappear any time soon. Indeed, it is reckoned that the majority of all domestic dogs currently being kept in Ireland and the UK are purebred. The number of pedigree dogs is also growing throughout the world, and so is the number of breeds, as well as the number of dog shows. It seems to me that our first and immediate priority should be to ensure that the health and well-being of these animals receive the maximum protection. While recognising the dangers inherent in selective breeding, it would also be foolish to deny the extraordinary beauty and skills of some pedigree dogs, such as the Irish Red Setter, or to ignore the reality that human intervention and selective breeding helped to create that beauty. 





In the case of Ireland, I believe that the role our native dogs have played across the centuries can provide some unexpected insights into the social and political history of our country. Ireland is not wholly exceptional in this regard. Indeed, over the course of the centuries, some breeds of dog have become identified with several national stereotypes, or caricatures, rather in the way that individuals are connected with their pets in the famous opening scene of the Disney animated movie 101 Dalmatians. The British have been identified with Bulldogs; the Germans with Dachshunds; the Russians with Deerhounds; and the French with Poodles.


This tendency to equate ethnicity with dogs reached an extreme form in the middle of the nineteenth century through the work of the leading American physiognomist Dr James Renfield. He believed there were strong physical similarities between the Irish, as a race, and dogs, as a species. He also believed that these similarities extended beyond mere appearance to the fundamental nature of their respective personalities. In this context it is worth remembering that physiognomy, which claims to be able to assess character through the study of external features, was once taken seriously as a form of scientific enquiry. In his monumental Comparative Physiognomy, Renfield wrote:





Compare the Irishman and the dog in respect to barking, snarling, howling, begging, fawning, flattering, back-biting, quarrelling, blustering, scenting, seizing, hanging on, teasing, rollicking, and you will discover a wonderful resemblance.





He did, however, concede that the Irish were ‘good servants if you deal harshly with them, as a master does with his dog’. He cautioned against becoming too familiar, since Irish servants were likely to lay ‘their filthy paws upon your clean clothes, as if you were no better than they’. I cannot help wondering if it is only a coincidence that the Irish novelist Bram Stoker gave the name of ‘Renfield’ to Count Dracula’s insane henchman, and described him as ‘morbidly excitable’, ‘disturbed’ and ‘probably dangerous’.


It isn’t necessary to subscribe to Dr Renfield’s demented racialism to recognise and accept that particular breeds of dog are the products of specific types of society, or that dogs can learn to adjust to different national characters. And there is little doubt that dogs have long occupied a special place in the Irish psyche. Recent research has found that almost four out of every ten Irish homes contains a dog. Great Britain has the reputation of being the country in which dogs are most highly prized, and that seems a perfectly reasonable assessment: the British did, after all, stage the world’s first dog shows. But only two out of every ten British homes contains a pet dog. Perhaps that makes the Irish the real dog-lovers of these islands.


On the other hand, Ireland provides very poor public facilities for dogs and their owners in comparison with other nations. In many European countries, public parks are compelled to provide spaces for dogs to be exercised, but these are seldom found in Ireland. In many parts of Europe, dogs can be seen in cafés, bars and restaurants, which seldom happens in Ireland. We are also one of the principal centres of puppy farming in Europe, where the breeding of pedigree dogs takes place on an industrial scale in what are often appallingly cruel conditions, so we can hardly afford to be complacent about our treatment of any animal.


Most of Ireland’s native dog breeds are alleged to be part of an ancient lineage that stretches back in time across the millennia. Since no pedigree records reach that far, we are usually expected to take this on trust, or as a given. While it is undoubtedly true that dogs have lived in Ireland for thousands of years, the formation of most of our native breeds is of much more recent origin, and can be directly connected to the emergence of dog shows in the mid nineteenth century. That is also when properly detailed records of dog pedigrees began. The dog shows that began then were initiated by a privileged social class, the landed gentry of Great Britain and Ireland, and although Irish owners and Irish dogs were involved from the beginning, the roots of this phenomenon do not lie in this country, but in England.

















Show Business


The world’s first dog show was held in the Corn Exchange of the northern English town of Newcastle in June of 1859. One of those who organised the event was a successful gun manufacturer called William Pape. As well as supplying weapons to armies all over the world, Pape was also involved in gun trials, where Victorian gentlemen would test the worth of their guns by shooting game birds in field events. These events involved dogs—usually English Pointers or Irish Setters—and not surprisingly, Irish sportsmen tended to favour the latter. The ownership of sporting dogs such as pointers and setters had been largely confined to the British and Irish upper classes for centuries. In order to keep a working gun dog, it was advisable first to own a gun, and guns were expensive, so their private ownership tended to be concentrated among the landed gentry, or those who aspired to that status.


Ownership of the larger breeds of dog also tended to be restricted to the social classes that had sufficient space in their homes to accommodate them, and it was not uncommon for gentlemen to own more than one dog. The social provenance of these animals had been copper-fastened by a dog tax introduced in the eighteenth century, which was imposed on anyone who owned two or more dogs, and which was not repealed until 1882. By the middle of the nineteenth century, the landed gentlemen in Great Britain and Ireland, who organised and dominated gun trials, wanted their dogs as well as their guns to compete with each other. They could not have realised that they were opening something of a Pandora’s box.


This first modern show in Newcastle was attached to an exhibition of farmyard poultry, which was the main event, and entry to the dog show was limited to pointers and setters. Only male dogs were allowed to enter, and all the exhibitors were men. This may have been because the previous occasions on which dogs had competed were vicious and bloody fights. These usually involved gambling, and were normally held behind public houses, so it was considered inappropriate and unladylike for women to attend. On this occasion, however, the Newcastle contest was entirely peaceful, with thirty-six pointers and twenty-three setters taking part in two separate classes. At that stage there were no breed clubs to draw up exacting standards, and both of these classes featured many different types, shapes and sizes of dog. The winners were determined by two panels of three judges: one for pointers and the other for setters. The winning owner in each class received a valuable prize: one of Pape’s beautifully crafted shotguns.


One question that arose at the first dog show concerned the criteria appropriate for choosing a winning dog. Although the first classes were confined to sporting breeds, the dogs could not be judged on their abilities in the field since the competition was being held in the middle of an industrial city. Instead, they were assessed on their overall appearance, and how that might translate to their hunting skills. In other words, from the beginning the judging of show dogs, although well-informed, involved some highly subjective factors. This was to continue in future shows, and led to recurring complaints that the field qualities of pointers and setters were being eroded because they were being bred for their ‘good neck, bones and feet’, rather than the traditional qualities of courage, intelligence, endurance and a good nose. 


Before long, two different types of competition had emerged. On one hand, there were field trials for hunting dogs, which, as the name suggests, took place outdoors, and were designed to test the animals’ skills. The first of these took place in 1865, and soon gained its own following. This form of competition was conceived as a sporting activity, which was based in rural Britain and Ireland, and it continued for some time to be dominated by the landed gentry. Dog shows, on the other hand, became more of an urban pursuit. Although sporting dogs continued to take part, the appeal of these shows was able to cross a wider range of social backgrounds, and they were much more of a spectator event, which may explain why they soon attracted a larger following.


The differences between these two types of contest have persisted ever since, and have, at times, led to some intense disputes and controversies. The show ring has certainly contributed to changes in the form and character of many animals that were originally bred to work in the field. It has even contributed to different strains of dog emerging within the same breed. According to David Hancock, a current authority on a range of breeds, this may be caused, in part, by the failure of an urban-based population to appreciate that many dogs were never intended to be kept as pets or companions, ‘however good they may be in that role’. Instead, he believes that the form of each breed was decided by its function, and ‘not by preference or whim’.


All such concerns lay in the distant future for the organisers of the Newcastle show in 1859. Their principal anxiety seems to have been that their exhibition would lose money (£15 was the projected deficit), but as far as William Pape was concerned this would still have made good commercial sense since it offered him an opportunity to promote and sell his guns. In fairness, Pape was also a genuine and enthusiastic dog-breeder who had raised an acclaimed pack of black pointers of his own. He must have been delighted and amazed when the two-day event in Newcastle was attended by more than 15,000 visitors. A local newspaper reported that the presence of dogs had greatly enhanced public interest in the poultry exhibition. This was a portent of what was to come.


The spectacular success of the Newcastle show was followed by another dog show staged in Birmingham later that year. This time, the event was more ambitious. It boldly proclaimed itself to be the ‘National Dog Show’, and included other sporting breeds: Retrievers, as well as Clumber and Cocker Spaniels, with separate puppy classes. Altogether, thirty different breeds were shown. Viscount Curzon was the patron of this show, and the whole event was organised by the Earl of Derby’s gamekeeper, a clear endorsement of its status by Britain’s shooting and hunting classes. The event was also hugely successful, and so another was planned for the following year. That also took place in Birmingham, and there were more than 250 entries.


Some of the dogs came from Ireland, and, as it happens, two of the Irish owners were relatives of mine. William Hutchinson won in Birmingham in 1864 with an Irish Setter called Bob (who would later become a famous sire), and the following year his cousin Harry Blake Knox won with Bob’s sibling, another all-red Irish Setter called Dan. In 1863, the first major show took place in London, in which Bob and Dan had also featured. Bob won the following year at a show in the Cremorne Gardens in Chelsea, which lasted for an entire week. There were 100,000 visitors to that exhibition, including the Prince of Wales, and the event has been described as ‘the event of the [social] season’. By 1870, the Birmingham event had become so well established and so popular that the local MP called a meeting to discuss the establishment of a central body that would control the breeding and exhibition of dogs throughout the United Kingdom, which, at that time, included all thirty-two counties of Ireland. A few years later, the same MP and twelve other gentlemen met in London and founded the world’s first Kennel Club.





This marked a crucial turning point in the development of the modern dog-breeding industry. However, it was not until the 1880s that the Kennel Club introduced the registration of breed dogs. At first this was opposed by owners and breeders, who feared that this development would centralise and increase the power of the club at the expense of their own independence. However, it soon became obvious that it was necessary to differentiate between various breeds and types of dog if judging decisions were to be consistent and if the shows were to be run effectively. Until then, the pedigrees of show dogs had not been accorded any great priority, and even field dogs were sometimes only identified by their sires. That approach had been summed up in the simple phrase: ‘a good dog will get a good dog’. The breeds that existed tended to have little uniformity, and it was sometimes hard even to distinguish between different dogs who shared the same name, which often consisted of just one syllable, such as Dan or Bob. Once registration had been introduced, the pedigrees of the various breeds became of central importance, and for more than three decades all Irish purebred dogs had to be registered with the British club if they were to be exhibited in a championship competition.


This change was also reflected in the development of set routines and strict regulations for shows, as well as the introduction of more distinctive names, which often included the kennel where the dog had been bred. All of this coincided with an explosive increase in the number of exhibitions, and by the start of the twentieth century, substantial dog shows were being staged almost every week in Great Britain and Ireland. Nowadays, winning dogs earn the title of ‘Ch.’, which indicates that they have qualified for a championship event at a ‘conformation’ show, where the criteria for judging conform to the set standards. The breeder’s kennel prefix, expressed in possessive form, precedes each dog’s registered name. This registered name normally differs from the dog’s ‘call name’, which is used by its owners to talk to the animal.


One individual played an especially important role in the growing popularity of the dog shows. His name was Charles Cruft. He was not a dog enthusiast—he claimed to prefer cats—but he was in every sense an exceptional and original showman. In time, he would become the P. T. Barnum of the dog show ring, but in 1870 Cruft found his first employment as an office boy with James Spratt, who had just founded a business selling ‘meat fibrine dog cakes’. These biscuits were the first type of food that was manufactured specifically for dogs, and they proved to be extremely popular. Cruft was just fourteen years old when he joined Spratt’s, but within a few months he had been promoted to become a travelling salesman, a job ideally suited to his extrovert character. This introduced him to the world of sporting kennels, and he began to realise the commercial potential of the connection between feeding products and purebred dogs. Spratt’s business expanded into Europe, and Cruft began to travel extensively on the continent, where he made some useful contacts. In 1878 he was invited to organise the canine section of the great Exposition Universelle in Paris. He was still only twenty-two years old.


When he returned to England, Cruft helped to ensure that Spratt’s company grew from a single small shop in the London suburb of Islington to become the world’s principal producer of dry dog food. His own reputation also grew, and in 1886 he was approached by the Duchess of Newcastle and asked to organise a breed dog show in London. It was called ‘The First Great Show of All Kinds of Terriers’. The event attracted almost 600 entries, which were spread across fifty-seven different classes, and it was another enormous success. This encouraged Cruft to leave Spratt’s, and to begin a full-time career as a promoter of dog shows. The next shows he organised were all devoted to terriers, but his seventh show, in 1891, was open to all breeds. It was also the first to be branded with his own name. ‘Cruft’s Greatest Dog Show’ was its modest title; with Spratt’s Patent Limited as its sponsor.


Initially, Cruft’s shows were not popular with those members of the gentry who had dominated dog-breeding in previous decades. For some of those gentlemen, Cruft’s exhibitions seemed more concerned with the quantity of dogs shown than with their quality, and he was considered too vulgar in his appeal to broad-based audiences. Indeed, some breeders detested what they saw as Cruft’s crass commercialism, his lack of respect for long-standing traditions, and his high personal profile in the popular press. In the eyes of some well-heeled gentlemen, Cruft was a sensationalist who had caused lasting damage to the reputation of their beloved breeds.


It is true that Cruft massaged his attendance figures to bolster the claim that his shows were the world’s biggest, and that he marketed himself almost as much as his exhibitions. However, he was not easily deterred by criticism, and he continued to stage large-scale events for the next forty-five years. During that time he showed a consistent flair for publicity and for innovation, even designing special railway carriages in which dogs could be brought to his shows from distant parts of Great Britain. He was also instrumental in setting up a number of breed clubs, and he played a critical role in introducing many new types of dog to compete in his exhibitions. During World War One he continued running his annual show, and on the same scale as before. This was at considerable financial risk, but he still managed to attract large numbers of visitors to the events, even though they were believed to be prime targets for Germany’s Zeppelin airships. By the time of his death, Cruft had become extremely wealthy. His annual show was attracting more than 10,000 entries, and those exhibiting dogs had included Queen Victoria and Tsar Alexander II.


Since Cruft’s death, the dog show he founded has become even bigger business. The event has been owned by the British Kennel Club since 1948, and the intervening decades have seen its expansion on a scale that might have surprised even its founder. It is still the biggest dog show in the world. It now lasts for four days, and is spread over twenty-five acres, five large exhibition halls, and a 7,000-seat arena in Birmingham’s National Exhibition Centre. The show currently attracts up to 25,000 dogs, along with their owners, and more than 150,000 spectators. It is no longer described as a mere show but as an ‘experience’ for those who attend. Although the prizes awarded to the winning dogs are still relatively modest, the benefits in stud fees and sponsorship can be great.


The Irish have maintained a regular presence at the show. The Irish Kennel Club usually runs a booth in one of the exhibition halls; the judges of different classes are often Irish; and so are many of the entries, and not just with Irish breeds. In 2016, the Irish winner of the ‘Best of Breed’ in the Japanese Chin class was Lee Grogan, a young Dubliner. He described winning as the fulfilment of his ‘biggest dream and ambition’.


Most of the pedigree Irish dogs that exist today owe some degree of debt to Cruft’s work. For the most part they were developed out of breeds that could already be found in some form in the late nineteenth century. However, in order to be recognised by the Kennel Club each specimen needed to be ‘bred true’: in other words, each new generation of that breed had to reproduce what were determined to be its essential and defining features. The standards for Ireland’s native dogs are set by each of the Irish breed clubs in conjunction with the national Kennel Club. It must be acknowledged that, in order to conform to their description, systematic culling was once regarded as unavoidable. A significant amount of selective inbreeding was also common. This has the capacity, over time, to produce a genetic bottleneck that can make the opening of stud books, which permits outcrossing with other types of dog, become essential if a breed’s health is to be maintained.


From the start, dog shows appealed to the Irish public. They were a new and accessible form of entertainment, and they also became symbols of modern and progressive attitudes towards the breeding of all animals. Indeed, the selective breeding of dogs was sometimes explicitly related to Darwinian theories of natural selection (notably by Darwin’s cousin Francis Galton), and the artificial selection, as practised by dog-breeders, was viewed by some as an advance on the unplanned and haphazard evolution that had preceded it. It might also be noted that dogs can be thought to practise their own form of culling: when a dam consistently rejects one of her own litter and will not wean the pup. It could be argued that this is the canine way of maintaining the health of a bloodline, and that this has been undermined by the current practice of ensuring that the runts of litters are kept alive.


In the twentieth century, the ideology of selective breeding came to acquire explicit racist connotations when it was applied to human beings. This reached its nadir in the Lebensborn movement of Nazi Germany, which sought to raise the birth rate of ‘Aryan’ children by sponsoring the procreation of ‘racially pure and healthy’ offspring. To realise that ambition, the Nazis were even prepared to abduct children whose appearance suggested that they might possibly be of ‘Aryan’ descent. This shameful history has cast a shadow over the very idea of selective breeding. Indeed, author and activist Michael Brandow was recently quoted as claiming that ‘breeding pedigree dogs is just eugenics by another name’. However, the showing of purebred dogs has another less problematic dimension: challenging and overcoming what had been considered to be the fixed and immutable boundaries of gender and class. Judged by the standards of the time, these events allowed a wide range of individuals from different social backgrounds to take part in (relatively) friendly competition. By the start of the twentieth century, many thousands of men and women in Western countries were involved in the breeding, showing and viewing of pedigree dogs.


In the early days, shows had been dominated by sporting dogs and their gentlemen owners, but before long these events were no longer the preserve of the landed gentry. Other breeds began to take centre stage, and new types of dog began to appear. Some of these came from the sub-division of existing breeds. Irish Terriers, for example, were accorded their own separate class at an early stage. The Irish Wolfhound began as part of the Foreign Breed class, but also gained its own recognition. There were also imported breeds, such as the Pekinese, and new breeds that had recently been created, such as the Dobermann Pinscher. And, just as new types of dog began to appear on show benches, so did new types of owner. It was claimed that there was room for ‘all tastes and pockets’ at a dog show, and women had begun to play a much more active role, particularly in the classes reserved for smaller breeds.


In fact, dog-breeding came to attract a number of active feminists, such as Florence Nagle, an activist in the cause of female suffrage, who bred both Irish Wolfhounds and Irish Red Setters. It may well be that women have an innate advantage over men as dog trainers. Some recent research indicates that dogs are less likely to be defensive or aggressive around them, and it is estimated that a large majority of companion dog trainers are now female. What is more, as we shall see, several remarkable women played a crucial role in establishing and maintaining some of Ireland’s native breeds.


In his brilliant satire on the world of dog exhibitions, Best in Show, Christopher Guest focused on the owners and trainers of five pedigree specimens. In the movie, four of the nine main human characters are gay. The proportion may be exaggerated, but for many years dog shows have provided a meeting place where sexual preferences are not considered to be an issue. Guest’s movie also reveals how the love of dogs can cross a spectrum of social classes, ranging from the yuppie couple who keep a neurotic Weimaraner called Beatrice to the redneck owner of a doleful Bloodhound called Hubert. Guest also satirises the different approaches to dog-breeding on either side of the Atlantic through two TV commentators: one is a patrician Englishman called Beckwith, who speaks with carefully understated authority; the other is a brash and inept American called Buck, who is cheerfully oblivious of his own ignorance.


Dog shows like Crufts may have originated in England (which could explain the quiet assurance of Mr Beckwith), but they soon spread around the world. Paris held its first show in 1863, and the first American event was staged in 1877. The first modern dog show took place in Dublin in 1873, and within a few years the first Irish breed clubs had also been founded. In 1908, the Dublin Canine Association and the Irish Kennel Association combined to form the Irish Kennel Club. However, the new club was only a regional branch of the British Kennel Club, and had no power to set or recognise breed standards. It was not until 1922 that a genuinely independent Irish Kennel Club was formed. For many decades before then, all shows held in Ireland required a special licence from the Kennel Club in England. As we shall see, the foundation of a separate Irish club coincided, and was connected in some respects, with the foundation of an independent Irish state.


The financial potential of dog shows soon became evident, and it did not take long for these events to become major commercial concerns. Champion dogs could be sold for very large sums, or earn lucrative fees at stud, and some shows awarded large cash prizes to the winners. Against that background, it is not surprising that the judging of exhibitions was subject to increasing scrutiny. In the early days of these events, the judges often knew the competitors (they were, after all, part of a relatively small social elite), and in some cases were even related to them. Inevitably, there were allegations of favouritism, or worse. However, judges were not the only ones who were sometimes accused of dubious practices. There were also allegations that breeders were not averse to trying a few tricks of their own. Some of them were supposed to have trimmed more than the hair on their dogs’ ears, or faked coat markings with dye. There were even reports of champion dogs being entered under false names. It could be argued that all of these controversies were testament to the rapid growth in popularity that these shows had experienced.


It wasn’t just humans who were affected by this development; dog shows also had a significant effect on the lives of all our domestic animals. The shows introduced the concept of pedigree breeds to a wider public, who might have been ignorant until then of the differences between various types of the same species. Over time, the role and status of domestic animals began to change within British and Irish societies. The principal location of dogs had already shifted from rural to urban settings, although this development was much less pronounced in Ireland. The division of the canine world into purebred, crossbreed and mongrel categories also mirrored in its own way the social structure of Victorian Britain, and the existing demarcation lines between its respective classes and hierarchies. This was, after all, the type of society in which, as George Bernard Shaw observed, it was impossible ‘for an Englishman to open his mouth without making some other Englishman hate or despise him’.






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
VID BLAKE







OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo01.jpg





