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Physical Characteristics of the Basenji


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: Proudly carried.


Skull: Flat, well chiseled and of medium width.


Eyes: Dark hazel to dark brown, almond shaped.
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Muzzle: Shorter than skull, neither coarse nor snipy, but with rounded cushions.


Nose: Black greatly desired.


Teeth: Evenly aligned with a scissors bite.


Chest: Of medium width.


Forequarters: Shoulders moderately laid back. Elbows tucked firmly against brisket. Legs straight with clean fine bone, long forearm and well defined sinews.


Ears: Small, erect and slightly hooded, of fine texture and set well forward on top of head.


Neck: Of good length, well crested and slightly full at base of throat.


Body: Balanced with a short back, short coupled and ending in a definite waist.


Tail: Set high on topline, bends acutely forward and lies well curled over to either side.


Topline: Back level.


Hindquarters: Medium width, strong and muscular, hocks well let down.


Height: For dogs is 17 inches and bitches 16 inches.


Coat: Short and fine.


Color: Chestnut red; pure black; tricolor (pure black and chestnut red); or brindle (black stripes on a background of chestnut red); all with white feet, chest and tail tip.


Feet: Small, oval and compact with thick pads and well arched toes.
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Detail of an Egyptian papyrus, circa 900 BC, showing the night voyage of the sun god in his boat. The boat is being pulled by four jackals, which bear a resemblance to today’s Basenji and some of the sighthound breeds.




[image: image]


The Basenji is a very special dog, used in Africa as an all-around hunter and typifying neither a classic sighthound nor scenthound, as it hunts by both scent and sight. It appears to have developed from a diversity of canid types and indeed is probably most closely related to the pariah family. Over the years, the breed has also been described as both a terrier and as one of the spitz breeds, so to obtain a clearer picture of the Basenji we will peruse the pages of history.


Today’s Basenji is the descendant of a dog well known to the pharaohs of Egypt, for rock carvings dating back about 5,000 years tell us of the breed’s history in that land. There is no doubt that remarkably similar dogs were in Upper Egypt at one time, and probably also in Lower Egypt. The Khufu dogs are the first domestic dogs to have been known in ancient Egypt, found on tombs in the period of King Khufu (also known as Cheops), who reigned from 2,638 until 2,613 BC. Although they have been described as being of spitz type, they are more likely to have resembled the dingo/pariah type, but certainly show strong Basenji characteristics. It is evident that some, at least, were kept as house dogs, for they were shown on the chairs of their masters and were named “thesam,” which means “hound” or “ordinary dog.”
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A painted wooden statue from the early Ptolemaic period, circa 300 BC, of the jackal-headed Anubis, god of death.


There were even accounts of individual dogs, so we know that they were well thought of by both the pharaohs themselves and by court officials. There is a remarkable account of a Basenji-type dog by the name of Abuwtiyuw, who was buried in fine linen. The following inscription was found on an ancient Egyptian tomb of about 2,650 BC and is well deserving of quotation to set the scene:


“The dog which was the guard of His Majesty,


Abuwtiyuw is his name.


His Majesty ordered that he be buried ceremonially,


That he be given a coffin from the Royal treasury,


Fine linen in great quantity, and incense.


His Majesty also gave perfumed ointment, and ordered that a tomb


Be built for him by gangs of masons.


His Majesty did this for him in order that the dog


Might be honored before the great god, Anubis.”


It is likely that many dogs similar to the Basenji we know today were entombed with great honors, especially those belonging to the royal household. It should, however, be recognized that Egyptian dogs more akin to the Greyhound were also honored in this way.


With the fall of the Egyptian pharaohs and as trading routes opened up, various tribes throughout the Congo adopted the dogs that had been so favored in Egypt. Merchants must have traveled with their dogs, and so the breed spread farther into Africa. In Central Africa, the Basenji was reputed to be very attached to its masters, and the affection was reciprocated. They were put to several different kinds of tasks; in particular, hunting and destroying the long-toothed reed rat that was a great threat to the natives’ homesteads and to their livestock. The Basenji also was used by native hunters as a beater of game and for hunting antelope. As a sporting dog, the Basenji is both fast and agile, and a remarkably good jumper. In Africa, it can jump sufficiently high to see over the tall elephant grass, for which reason it is sometimes known as the M’bwa m’kubwa M’mwa mamwitu, which can be roughly translated as “jumping-up-and-down-dog.”


When working as a beating dog, a so-called “king” dog was selected to lead the beaters. As the Basenji did not use its voice, around its neck was tied a dried gourd, filled with pebbles, which would make noise.


In Central Africa, the Basenji found itself with many close relatives, among which were the Niam Niam and the Manbouton. It also found itself with a variety of names—Belgian Congo Dog, Congo Bush Dog, Congo Hunting Terrier, Lagos Bush Dog and Congo Terrier were all commonly used for this breed.


DESCRIPTION OF THE CONGO TERRIER


Writing in 1906, Robert Leighton gave a description of the Congo Terrier and incorporated a picture of “Bosc,” who was kept in the Zoological Gardens in Paris. He wrote of the Congo Terrier as being one of the most authentic of African breeds, a symmetrical, lightly built dog. Though he described a rather long head, large upstanding ears and intelligent, dark eyes, the size varied enormously, from 12 to 24 inches tall. This is a much wider range in height than in today’s Basenji; thus, the early dogs were seen both much shorter and much taller than the modern breed. Teeth were well developed “but mostly overshot,” though, of course, by this Leighton may have meant a scissor bite. The short tail was usually curved over the back and was somewhat bushy.
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CANIS LUPUS


“Grandma, what big teeth you have!” The gray wolf, a familiar figure in fairy tales and legends, has had its reputation tarnished and its population pummeled over the centuries. Yet it is the descendants of this much-feared creature to which we open our homes and hearts. Our beloved dog, Canis domesticus, derives directly from the gray wolf, a highly social canine that lives in elaborately structured packs. In the wild, the gray wolf can range from 60 to 175 pounds, standing between 25 and 40 inches in height.
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Sitting in the celebrated Anubis fashion, the Basenji is a thoroughbred aristocrat with a long and proud history.


Interestingly, the writer comments on a ridge of longer hair along the spine, even though the rest of the coat was short. This surely leads one to make some connection with the Rhodesian Ridgeback, also an African breed. The color was red or mouse-gray, with large white patches. Leighton comments further that Sir Harry Johnston had noticed that “these dogs were much used for terrier work in the territory north of the Zambesi. In a degenerate state they become pariah dogs, and as such may often be seen prowling about the Congo villages.”


A “BARKLESS” DOG?


Although the Basenji as a breed is unique, there have been rather far-fetched stories about the breed’s being absolutely mute and unable to bark. It is true enough that the Basenji is a quiet dog and normally does not bark, but with the exception of a terrier’s yap and a hound’s bay, it is, when excited, capable of all other canine sounds and has a few interesting sounds all his own. The Basenji is not alone in this, as some other Equatorial dogs utter their sounds in a gentle murmur that can increase to a chortle, which rather resembles a yodeling sound. The Basenji uses this sound to express pleasure. It is interesting to note that the wolf, too, is capable of barking, though it seldom does so.




YODELING IN THE CONGO


Known as “the barkless dog,” the Basenji is, in fact, capable of barking, but its vocal cords are not really shaped for barking. The reason the Basenji makes sounds different from those of other dogs is because the larynx is not located in the same place as it is in others. The result is a wide variety of delightful vocalizations, including yodels, chortles, mumbles and others that you just have to hear to understand!
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In the burial vault of Pashedu, about 1,150 BC, Anubis jackals, on royal pedestals, are guarding access to the vault. Notice their resemblance to the Basenji.
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A PRIZED POSSESSION


Among its many practical functions in Africa, the Basenji was used to hunt the reed rat, a vicious long-toothed animal weighing 12–20 pounds. The Basenji’s silent manner of working proved a great asset. Basenjis also have wonderful noses and can scent at a distance of 80 yards.


The value placed on Basenjis by African natives was high indeed, for they not only hunted antelope and a large species of reed rat but they also were capable of driving larger game. Their worth was more than 20 times the value of a spear.





THE BASENJI GOES TO BRITAIN


Two Basenjis, entered as Lagos Bush Dogs, were exhibited at the Crufts Dog Show in the 1890s. These dogs were red and white, with white on their necks, “rather dingo-headed, and decidedly breedy-looking,” and it was noted they could not bark properly. Sadly, both died of distemper shortly after the show.


In the 1920s, Lady Helen Nutting owned six Basenjis in the Sudan; these she kept in Khartoum before bringing them to England. Unfortunately, all of them died due to the effects of the distemper inoculation, something that was then only in an experimental stage. Despite this dreadful experience, she retained her interest in the breed for many years to come.


In the 1930s, Mrs. Olivia Burn, who lived near Canterbury, brought home her Basenjis from Central Africa, and took advice from the noted canine author Mr. A. Croxton Smith as to how best she could obtain publicity for them. He suggested that she show them at Crufts the following year, so they were exhibited at Islington’s Royal Agricultural Hall in 1937. Upon meeting the dogs, Croxton Smith thought the breed was well worth encouraging, for they were of a convenient size and yet looked sporting and intelligent.


Mrs. Burn had first seen the dogs when she was visiting her husband, who was holding an appointment in the Kwango district up the Kwillo River, a tributary of the Congo. Mrs. Burn was the breeder of the well-known Blean Wirehaired Fox Terriers, and she was immediately attracted to the hunting dogs she saw living with the Africans. In inquiring what the breed was called, the nearest name she could get was “Basenji,” which translates to “bush thing,” or “little thing of the bush.” The dogs she chose came from those bred by tribal chiefs, and their long journey back to England involved river steamer, train and plane. Mrs. Burn subsequently imported a number of other Basenjis and had them sent by plane, via Antwerp.


As the Crufts show of 1937 approached, Croxton Smith wrote a paragraph about these remarkable dogs that made only a crooning noise, and his article captured the imagination of the press. Reporters and photographers visited Mrs. Burn and her dogs, and the papers were full of them. Considered eccentricities, they were “dogs-with-a-difference,” members of a breed that “crooned and washed itself like a cat.” When Crufts opened, there was a long line of people in Upper Islington Street, reputedly made up of people all waiting to see the “barkless dogs.” The breed had certainly hit the headlines!


THE BASENJI ENTERS THE US


The year 1937 marks the official beginning of the Basenji in the United States, as this was the year in which Mrs. Olivia Burn exported three Basenjis to Mr. and Mrs. Byron Rogers of New York. This trio included the male Bakuma of Blean and two bitches that died a year after importation. Bakuma mysteriously disappeared. The next imports to the US came to Dr. A.R.B. Richmond from Toronto in 1939, these from English breeder Veronica Tudor-Williams and her Congo kennel. This pair died of distemper. In 1940, a quartet arrived to Dr. Richmond: these were males Kwillo and Koodoo of the Congo, and females Kikuyu and Kiteve of the Congo. Kwillo became a Canadian Champion in 1942, the first Basenji champion in any country.


It was in 1941 that Alexander and Mary Phemister of Massachusetts acquired a bitch named Congo, a stowaway on a coffee boat from Africa. Congo was bred to Koodoo of the Congo, purchased by the Phemisters from Dr. Richmond. They produced Phemister’s Barrie, who became the first obedience-titled Basenji. A lost Basenji was purchased by the Phemisters, and he was named Phemister’s Bois. Photographs reveal that Bois was actually Bakuma of Blean, who had disappeared a few years prior. He became an important sire for the breed, though he wasn’t a champion.
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FAMOUS OWNERS


Several famous people have owned Basenjis over the years. Among them have been Queen Juliana of the Netherlands and members of the Romanian royal family.





The arrival of the Basenji to the US received more media attention than most other dog importations. An issue of Life magazine from 1941 featured a photo of a Basenji in a cargo crate, coming from Africa with two gorillas. The caption described the breed as “mute but fearless,” as the photo depicted the Basenji chasing the gorilla around the large container. There actually were four Basenjis that were shipped in this gorilla carrier, among them Kasenyi and Kindu, the first Basenjis to be shown at the Westminster Kennel Club show (“for exhibition only”) in 1942. They were obtained by Mrs. Tress Taaffee of California the following year and became the foundation of her kennel.


Interest in the breed increased and the Basenji Club of America (BCOA) was formed in 1942, with Mr. Phemister as the club’s first president. The club accepted the breed standard that had been drawn up by the Basenji Club of Great Britain. The American Kennel Club (AKC) accepted the standard on November 9, 1943, and the Basenji became eligible for registration. There was a total of about 35 Basenjis registered; registrations climbed up to 59 within a few short months. At this point, the breed was recognized for registration purposes, but not for showing in individual Basenji classes. Because of a new AKC rule in 1943, all newly recognized breeds could only be shown in Miscellaneous Classes.




DOGS FIRST


Travelers to Africa in the 1930s were somewhat surprised at the attitude of the natives to their Basenjis, when compared with that shown toward their children. When a truck approached, they were seen to run and pick up their dogs while their toddlers, also standing in the road, were ignored!





The first champion Basenji was sired by Phemister’s Bois out of Zinnia of the Congo: Ch. Phemister’s Melengo earned the title in 1945. His dam then earned the title in 1946. A Basenji named Ch. Kingolo earned the champion title in 1949; he was the son of Kindu and Kasenyi, two of the Basenjis that arrived with the gorillas. The Basenji Club of America held its first specialty show in 1950, and the famous dog authority Alva Rosenberg served as judge. Ch. Rhosenji Beau, owned by George Gilky, was selected as Best of Breed.


Another important first was won by Am./Can. Ch. Dainty Dancer of Glenairley in 1958. She was the first Basenji to win a Best in Show in the US. The year prior, when she was nine months of age, she won the first Canadian Best in Show. She was handled by Bob Hastings and won a total of seven Bests in Show.


Basenjis in North America by 1960 were essentially red and white, which remains the most popular color today. Miss Tudor-Williams and two other fanciers visited southern Sudan in 1959 and reported on the condition and coloration of the African dogs. They found over half the dogs to be chestnut with white and one-quarter to be tricolor (black, white and tan), as well as one black and white dog and one tiger-striped brindle. Most of the dogs that they saw were Basenji-like village dogs, though not many true breed examples. Two dogs were exported to England, Fula of the Congo and Tiger of the Congo, the former having done much for the breed worldwide to improve type and temperament and the latter (later named M’Binza of Laughing Brook) was the first brindle export. Miss Tudor-Williams, now regarded as one of the Basenji’s saviors, summed up the breed’s passage to the West by stating that “practically every Basenji in the world consists of: Bongo, Bereke, Bokoto, Bashele and Bungwa of Blean, Amatangazig, Wau and Fula of the Congo and Kindu and Kasenyi through their son, Ch. Kingolo.” Two other Basenjis, added to the list by author Susan Coe, are Kiki of Cryon, a black and white import from Africa, and Phemister’s Bois, both of which can be found on Basenji pedigrees to this day. In 1980 a publication called Years of the American Basenji was released. It is an important record of American breed history that has continued to this day, currently running five looseleaf volumes, with over 4,000 American titled Basenjis shown on its pages—all descendants of the original twelve.
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The Basenji possesses a regal look and an air of mystery befitting its mythological past.
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DIVINING DOGS


In the Congo, if people fell ill repeatedly, this was believed to have been caused by black magic. Wooden instruments representing dogs (called divining dogs) were presented with the names of possible sorcerers upon them. The knob attached to the wooden dog’s back was then briskly rubbed up and down, and the name at which it became stuck was believed to be the sorcerer responsible.
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The allure of lure coursing! Basenjis excel in this exciting sporting event because of their keen sight and great speed.


A new chapter in Basenji history opened up in 1987, when American breeders Jon Curby and Michael Work went on a Basenji-seeking excursion to Africa. They reported that of the nearly 300 dogs they observed, about half of them were brindle. This proved to be quite a revelation to the Basenji community worldwide. The following year, Curby along with two other fanciers, Damara Bolte and Stan Carter, traveled to Zaire and brought back 14 Basenjis, including a dam in whelp. The brindle imports caused quite a stir in AKC circles. What was fascinating to breed historians was the fact that there seemed to be little difference between the dogs imported into the US in the 1930s and 1940s and the more recent imports, except that the dogs from the 1980s seemed less feral and more approachable than the earlier dogs.


Breeders were keen to include these new imports into existing American bloodlines, though the AKC long had forbidden registration of African stock. The Basenji Club of America voted to accept the new imports as well as to revise the breed standard to include the brindle coloration. By 1990, the AKC agreed to accept the revision to the standard and two-thirds of the imported dogs (13 of the total 21 dogs imported). These dogs were given the Avongara prefix and were used in breeding programs. Since the early 1990s, there have been many champions with the Avongara dogs in their pedigrees.


The Basenji Club of America is a member of the AKC and has over 500 members, not only in the US but in other countries too. There are 21 regional clubs affiliated with the BCOA. Apart from sanctioned conformation matches, the club also holds obedience and lure-coursing trials. That Basenjis compete in obedience, agility and field events speaks well for this intelligent trainable dog. In the early days, you could hardly drag a Basenji into the obedience ring; nowadays, there are Basenjis with Utility Dog titles!


Lure coursing, of course, has its allure for Basenjis! Lyle Gillette and other sighthound fanciers from California developed lure coursing as a performance event in the early 1970s. Gillette and her band had hunted jackrabbits in open field, but recognized that a safer, more controlled sport would be beneficial. Lure coursing uses pullies to simulate the running and turning actions of live prey. Together they formed the American Sighthound Field Association (ASFA) in 1972. Nearly two decades later, in 1991, the AKC approved lure coursing regulations and also sanctioned the sport.
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Evidence of the tractable personality of today’s Basenji, a Basenji participates in an obedience class with other breeds.


Today Basenjis participate both in ASFA and AKC lure-coursing events, and it is indeed a spectacular sight to watch dogs using every muscle in their chase of an evasive lure that is, in reality, nothing more than a white trash bag attached to a cable system. The limitless Basenji may take part in sanctioned AKC conformation, obedience, agility, lure-coursing and tracking tests.
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Naturally, it should be appreciated that the Basenji is certainly not the breed for everyone. A Basenji owner needs both patience and flexibility to understand this unusual breed, but for such people the Basenji will give many years of devoted companionship and pleasure. An affectionate pet, the Basenji, with his sleek and highly attractive appearance, makes a wonderful companion and should always be treated as such. Indeed, with a Basenji around the house, which is the place he prefers, it is difficult to be lonely!




COMFORTS OF HOME


Although Basenjis frequently enjoy chewing furniture, they do love their comforts and seem to feel it their prerogative to recline on any piece of furniture.
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The Basenji is an expressive dog described in the 1930s as “half an angel, half a cat.” Some say that a Basenji is like a cat trapped inside the body of a dog. Basenjis are regal dogs, but are subject to sudden bouts of absolute canine joy and can go from a statuesque pose into berserk play-mode in just a matter of seconds.


This is a particularly clean breed, one that washes itself thoroughly in the manner of a cat and likes to be involved in anything that involves cleaning. Washing clothes apparently holds endless fascination for them! After a walk in the rain, Basenjis enjoy drying each other off. Another cat-like trait is the way that Basenjis use their front paws in a similar fashion.


Basenjis are capable of running for miles without tiring, for they are very fit and athletic dogs. They are reputed, though, to have very little road sense, so they must be carefully and sensibly controlled (i.e., on leash!) when near traffic (not too many busy intersections in the Congo!).


It should be remembered that the Basenji is a hunter by nature, and as a result many need plenty of opportunity for activity to keep them happily occupied and out of trouble. Some need long full-out runs to use up their energy, although others seem to be content with good long walks. Again, safety is important. Any off-lead exercise must be in safely enclosed areas to prevent your Basenji from going off running, “hunting” something that strikes his interest.


PERSONALITY


The American Kennel Club breed standard describes the Basenji as intelligent and independent, but affectionate and alert. It also mentions that the breed can be aloof with strangers, and this is a serious consideration when deciding on whether or not a Basenji is the most suitable dog to fit your family’s lifestyle.


An inquisitive breed that likes to participate in every possible activity, the Basenji seems to enjoy teasing his owners. However, he does not like to be foolishly teased back, for he is quite dignified about his curiosity and basically has a serious nature. Basenjis tend to be rather dominant dogs and have a tendency to think deeply before deciding to obey orders.
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ANYONE FOR A SWIM?


Although there are exceptions, most Basenjis do not like water and would be highly reluctant to go for a swim. Perhaps because they are so fastidious about their own appearance, they will do their best to avoid water. A walk in the rain is also generally frowned upon! However, there are reports of some with close African ancestry enjoying a cooling soak during the hottest parts of the day.





An owner must discipline a Basenji justly if he expects to win the dog’s respect. Basenjis should not be allowed to get away with mischief, for most owners will agree that the Basenji in general can be described as a “naughty” breed. It is essential, though, that the dog knows exactly why he is being reprimanded. A young Basenji will almost undoubtedly try things out on his owners, just as a child might. This can be a challenge to an owner, but discipline must be given and parameters established; this aspect of a Basenji’s upbringing and care should never be overlooked.


Another feature of a Basenji’s personality is that he has a long memory. This will enable him to remember not only his training guidelines but also people and places; he will also remember what he has liked and disliked previously. If treated well, he is almost certain to feel that his own family can do no wrong in his eyes, but it is his owner’s duty to teach him that the world outside his own home can also be a place of happiness. The Basenji will need to be taken outside the home environment to socialize and establish his confidence.
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GOOD CHEWERS


Many Basenjis are chewers. They enjoy chewing anything available, and this includes not only socks and shoes but also chairs, sofas, rocks, fences and trees. For this reason, when they go out many owners leave their dogs in sizeable crates with something safe to chew upon. Such a precaution can avoid much distress to the dog’s digestive system as well as the owner’s belongings.





“BARKLESS,” BUT NOT MUTE


Basenjis make their own special noises, which sometimes can sound like a mixture of a chortle and a yodel. Most Basenji noises are usually reserved for moments of happiness and contentment. This is truly something one needs to experience to appreciate!


Upon seeing and smelling the aromatic dash of a rabbit, a Basenji is likely to whimper, and when in pain he can screech like a siren! Also, one should never be fooled into thinking that a Basenji will never disturb the neighbors, because the noises they make can be rather alarming. It is not unknown for police and medical services to have been called to a house because a neighbor thought that someone was in agony inside. Upon arrival, it was discovered that the dreadful noise had emanated from a discontented or excited Basenji!


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS


This is a lightly built and finely boned aristocratic-looking dog, always poised and alert. Compared with body length, the dog appears quite high on his legs. This well-balanced dog, with his definite waist, exhibits gazelle-like grace. The muscular shoulders should be moderately laid back, and, when seen from the front, the Basenji’s elbows should be in line with the ribs, the forelegs continuing in a straight line to the ground. The forearms are very long and the pasterns, too, are of good length. The latter should be strong and flexible.
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