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Physical Characteristics of the Perro de Presa Canario


(from the breed standard of the Club Español del Presa Canario)


Head: Brachycephalic type. Cubic tendency. Large and solid.


Eyes: Slightly oval. Well separated. Black eyelids. Color varies with coat from medium to very dark brown.


Lips: Fairly thick and fleshy.
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Jaws: Teeth with strong wide base, generally fitting. Bite typical of molossoid dogs.


Muzzle: Shorter than the length of the skull, normally about 40% of the total head. Very wide.


Forequarters: Perfectly straight, well boned, set well apart, powerful musculature. Elbows turned neither in nor out. Compact cat-like feet. Strong nails.


Ears: Medium sized, set high and wide apart. Generally rose. If, in accordance with tradition, they are cut, they stand erect or semi-erect and are triangular in shape.


Neck: Round, straight, solid and highly muscled.


Coat: Short all over, generally denser at withers, throat and top of loins. No underhair. Rough-looking, coarse.


Body: Longer than the height at the shoulder by about 20%. Wide chest, deep brisket level with elbows, with marked pectoral muscles. Dorsolumbar line straight, ascending slightly to the loins. Well-arched rib cage, almost cylindrical. Loin straight, medium length and wide.


Color: All types of brindle, from very warm dark colors to gray or very light brown or blonde. Full range of fawn to sand-colored. In general, there are more or less long white markings on the chest. The mask is always dark and may extend around the eyes.


Height at shoulder: Males: 61 to 66 cms. (24 to 26 ins.). Females: 57 to 62 cms. (22.5 to 24.5 ins.).


Weight: Average male: 45–57 kgs. (100–125 lbs.). Average female: 40–50 kgs. (88–110 lbs.).


Tail: Set on high, flexible, strong at the root and tapering to the hocks. In action, elevated saber-like with the tip pointing forward but not curled.


Hindquarters: Hindlegs powerful, straight when viewed from the side or front. Very muscular second thighs, unpronounced angles. Cat-like feet. Hocks low and neither sickle nor cow.
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The Perro de Presa Canario is a powerful, impressive breed of working dog that evolved in the Islas Canarias or Canary Islands, off the northwestern coast of Africa, which include the main island in the modern Presa’s development, Tenerife, as well as six others.
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The Perro de Presa Canario is becoming quite fashionable as more and more people are attracted to this powerful and trustworthy breed. As the breed has become more popular around the world, much has been speculated and written about these dogs, much of which immensely varies from the truth.


THE PRE-HISPANIC DOGS


The Canary Islands were first given that name by Plinio and Estacio Seboso, and it is thought that the name was taken from the big canines that were found on these islands at the times of the famous Juba expedition. Two of those first big dogs were taken as gifts to the King of Mauritania. Many dog fanciers interested in the dogs of the Canary Islands accept this historical reference. The etymology, though accepted by a large number of people, has found opposition with others.
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The essence of the Presa Canario is exemplified by the breed’s magnificent head and intense expression.
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THE CANARY ISLANDS


The Canary Islands are a group of islands in the Atlantic, approximately 70 miles off the northwestern African coast, forming two Spanish provinces: Santa Cruz de Tenerife and Las Palmas. There are seven islands in all, inhabited by about one and a half million people, covering about 2,800 square miles. The main exports are fruit, grain and wine. The seven islands are named: Tenerife, Fuerteventura, Gran Canaria, Lanzarote, La Palma, La Gomera and Hierro.





There were never corpulent canines in the Canary Islands. Missionaries and historians from Bethencourt expressly mentioned in their descriptions of the island’s fauna: “There are pigs, goats, sheep and wild dogs that look like wolves, although they are small.” Juba, a philosopher and naturalist from this period, was the first to gather accurate information on the archipelago. Therefore, it is evident that since the days of this first world-renowned exploration of the islands, they were named the Canary Islands. This was either after the ingentis magnitudinis canines cited by Plinio or perhaps for other reasons supported with different, perhaps more sound, criteria.


Considering this and other careful observations, new etymological theories, which we will briefly present here, emerged. Plinio purported that to the west of the islands, certain communities could be found under the name of Canaries. That was perhaps the reason that Ptolomeo used the name “Caunaria Extrema” for the Bojador Key. The question arises: Did these names derive from what had previously been the island of Canaria or, conversely, did the island borrow its name from those peoples and the African promontory? Whatever the answer, it is important to remember that there is a correlation between both designations.


Others believe that the island of Gran Canario borrowed its name from the word canna, related to the Canary euphorbia (officinal spurge), the ferula of the Latin people or bitter cane, which Juba knew well. He actually wrote a treaty about this vegetation and named it “Euforbio,” after his doctor. In his writings from 1525, Tomás Nichols supports this hypothesis and adds, “I’ve heard from ancient inhabitants that the island was named like that (Canaria) after certain bitter cane that abundantly spreads throughout the country and from which a highly poisonous milk can be extracted.” The island of Gran Canaria (Grand Canary) was also called Tamarán or Tamerán by its first inhabitants, the meaning of which seems to be “country of the brave” in their native tongue.


Nevertheless, if the word Canaria derives from can or canna, that is of no relevance to us now. The importance lies in the actual size of those two dogs, which, according to Plinio and Estacio Seboso, were taken to the King of Mauritania (Juba II). This, too, we will not be able to confirm.


Bontier and Le Verrier wrote the book Le Canarien. They were missionaries at the service of Jean de Bethencourt, who was the first conqueror of the Canary Islands. The book says that “in those islands there were dogs that looked like wolves, but smaller.” This description matches with the canine remains found by archeologists in both Grand Canary and Tenerife. So far, no traces of dogs from before the conquest and colonization of the Canary Islands have been found on any of the other islands of the archipelago (Fuerteventura, Lanzarote, El Hierro, La Gomera and La Palma.) Therefore, we can infer that there were no dogs of this kind there.


Canine remains were found next to those of their masters in several sepulchral caves in Tenerife, but it was in the Necropolis of El Llano de Maja where a dog’s skull was found next to the remains of its shepherd and surrounded by a complete set of funeral accessories. The skull was one of a small-sized dog with a short coat of a dark cream color and traces of mummification in some areas, according to the writings of Luis Diego Cuscoy, an archeologist and director of Tenerife’s Archeological Museum.


Fray Alonso de Espinosa, born in 1543, lived among the last guanches in the south of Tenerife and wrote about the aboriginal dogs: “These dogs were mongrels or small yappers, which the natives called cancha.” It is apparent to the author (and so far nobody has proved otherwise) that the dogs belonging to the native inhabitants of Grand Canary and Tenerife were small in size and became extinct some time long ago.
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THE NAME “CANARY DOG”


The name “Canary Dog” is an anglicization of the original Spanish name for the breed, coined by American dog fancier Dr. Carl Semencic. The author has chosen not to propagate this name in this volume for the simple reason that there are five existing breeds of dog on the Canary Islands, not just the Perro de Presa Canario. Thus, “Canary Dog” does not accurately describe the Presa breed and should not be applied to these dogs.





THE ANCIENT DOGS OF THE CANARY ISLANDS


The dogs of the Canary Islands, namely those of Tenerife, were first cited on September 3, 1515. The citation reads: “No person should have a dog inside his house or property and he should keep it tied up all day, and the pig shepherds can have a dog on their herds as long as it is not a Canary dog.” Conquerors and their dogs are first cited together in November 1404, when Bethencourt’s men (the first conquerors of the Canary Islands) went searching for the natives on Lanzarote: “And they have dogs with them.” This reference does not inform us of the kind of dogs they kept, mastiffs, shepherding dogs or prey dogs (dogs used for hunting purposes, chasing and catching).


It is thus easy to conclude that the conquerors’ dogs were of considerable size, suitable for guarding, defense and war, although there is no evidence proving that they were used for the capture of native Canary people. An uninformed author in recent times wrote that the natives used their dogs for the defense of the islands against conquerors. This author cannot find a single reference in any history of the Canary Islands that confirms this theory. We think it is pure invention, based on a flight of romance and fancy!


Prey dogs, herding dogs and hunting dogs are often cited in the statutes and agreements of the town halls of Tenerife and Fuerteventura from the 16th through 18th centuries. These dogs are referred to as wandering out of control through the countryside, inflicting damage on the cattle. There is a very detailed ordinance, dated February 5, 1516, which reads as follows:


“Related to the great damage that dogs inflict upon the cattle, major and minor, and such dogs belong to pegueros (pitch manufacturers), almocrebes (muleteers) and other people of poor living who take the dogs with them to their rides and hunting and stealing. Some of the dogs went off without their owners and others turned wild or feral, becoming worse than wolves. Thus it was ordered, on the third day, that everyone owning a dog was to kill it. However, this ordinance does not go against butchers’ cutting and weighing meat, so that each of them can have two dogs at the meat market, keeping them tied up day and night and only letting them loose to chase the cattle. Likewise, the two dogs that are kept on the outskirts of town to kill the stray feral dogs (asilvestrados) should remain so that they can perform this needed task, provided that do not come into town and that they are trained, as they are in Adexe and Abona, where they are kept by councilman Pedro de Lugo.”


No doubts that the butchers’ dogs were used to chase and catch prey, as likely were those belonging to Pedro de Lugo, which were trained to hunt wild dogs (asilvestrados). An ordinance of April 9, 1518 also refers to prey dogs: “A solution for the damage caused by wild dogs, of which there is at present a good deal, may rest in certain dogs kept by a gentleman. These dogs have killed many wild dogs, and their pelts are displayed in town hall. It would be fair to provide this man with good payment for his services, and entrust him as guardian. All cattle breeders should contribute their share and request that Valdés and Las Hijas support a just law to help alleviate this problem.”
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The Presa was considered a butcher’s dog in the olden days, as the term presa indicates a dog that was a catcher of cattle or a prey dog.


An ordinance dated February 20, 1523 reads: “And the dog’s ordinance ought to be proclaimed since they are harmful and kill the cattle. Valdés said that no dog should be killed except those that are harmful. We should proclaim and keep the ordinance and assign Castellano and Gallinato to choose dogs suitable to kill the wild dogs.”


Since the days of conquest and colonization, the Canary prey dogs became important for the services they offered to inhabitants. The people used the dogs to immobilize the cattle for the slaughter, to hunt wild dogs and, later, to guard and drive the cattle (this practice has only been carried out during the last few decades for the guarding of houses and farms).


In Fuerteventura, just like in Tenerife and the rest of the islands, prey dogs carried out the functions of chasing and catching wild dogs, as the uncontrolled asilvestrados still posed problems. An example of this appears in an agreement of Betancuria (Fuerteventura), dated October 21, 1624, which reads as follows: “The goat and sheep and cattle were damaged by the dogs, therefore, it is agreed that all people—in eight days—keep a dog each to watch over the house and kill any others. And this applies to both hunt and prey dogs…” In another agreement, dated August 16, 1630, we read, “Anyone owning prey dogs should notify the judicial system.”


Fifteen years later, the general deputy, Sebastián de Betancor, demanded the killing of dogs on the island due to the great damage they caused. It was then agreed that “all neighbors, residents and inhabitants kill the dogs they owned, except one prey or hunting dog, which they can keep to watch over their houses, as long as it is tied up; the slaughter was to take place within eight days or else they will be charged with a 600-maravedi fine.”


The author notes that there is no description of these prey dogs that the people from the Canary Islands appreciated so much. It is curious that there is no written documentation to give us a better idea of their appearance. All we know, from the agreements and ordinances dating from those years, is that these dogs were useful to men, but those records are all we have. There is not even any record of oral tradition regarding these dogs until more modern times.


It all leads the author to propose that (as a whole) those prey dogs resembled their Spanish bulldog ancestors. It is well known that, centuries ago, there were different kinds of prey dogs or bulldogs in Spain. Famous painters such as Velázquez, Goya, Corvasí, Caste-llanos, Branchard, Perea y Rojas and Pérez Villaamil immortalized some of these dogs in their works. Jose María de Cossío (1893–1977), author of Los Toros Encyclopedia, writes, “The dogs used for this purpose were the ones called alanos. They were a Spanish breed of prey dog, very strong and corpulent, with a big head, dropped ears (which are usually cropped to avoid further cuts or bites as they struggle to get hold of prey), flat nose and a long tail.” Therefore, we theorize that there were different kinds of prey dogs in the Canary Islands, which all had the same use in the end.


This is all we have managed to find out about the “ancient” Canary dogs. Some Canary dog fanciers have tried, with or without actual documentation, to support and promote the hypothesis that certain strains of the ancient breed reached the 1970s. They have also said that, from that time on, the Presa Canario we know today was progressively shaped by means of cross-breeding the ancient strains with imported prey dogs.




EAR CROPPING


Ear cropping consists of surgically trimming the ear leathers and then training the ears to stand upright. Originally, cropping was done to prevent the ears from being bitten by prey, vermin or any adversary. With fighting dogs and terriers, cropped ears gave the opponent less to hang on to. Ear cropping also is considered important for cosmetic purposes, as it gives the dog a very smart look. In the US, dogs can be shown with cropped or natural ears, as is the case in most European nations. In the UK, however, ear cropping has been banned for years. American breeders concentrate on the stylish look of cropped ears, which they believe give the dog’s head a more appealing, sharper look. In fact, at most shows in the US, it is more difficult to do top winning with a dog with natural ears, though some pet owners favor the uncropped look.


[image: image]







[image: image]


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.





This statement (which could be so suggestive for nationalists, who defend the autochthonous) is by no means bearable. The only remains of those ancient dogs, which were brought to the Canary Islands by conquerors and colonizers from the Iberian Peninsula, are the Perro de Ganado Majorero (a type of cattle dog) and the Podenco Canario (a type of small sighthound). The former is a polyvalent relation of the mastiff and the wolf, very apt at guarding, defense and hunting, with certain inherited traits and behavior—in my belief—from ancient Canary prey dogs. I think that this could be the result of crossing with those prey dogs, which I am absolutely sure did take place, for whatever reasons. There are neither record nor remains left of the rest of the dog breeds introduced to the Canary Islands by the conquerors and colonizers.


“The most common dogs found on the islands were mastiffs, shepherd dogs, hounds, perdigueros or partridge-hunting dogs, molossers or mastiff-type dogs, ancient short-legged hunting dogs known as pachones, water dogs, bloodhounds, etc.,” according to Viera y Clavijo in the 1760s.


I believe that it is extremely important to consider the cattle dog and its origins and evolution in time. Right now, nearly all of the attention is focused on the fashionable Presa Canario. However, if we are to analyze modern Presa Canarios, which derive from the aforementioned cattle dogs, we conclude that, without the cattle dog, there would not be any other dogs on the Canary Islands. Neither one can be studied without the other. To put it in other words: all prey dogs born in the Canary Islands without a significant part of their genes coming from those cattle dogs can neither be nor should they be considered true Perros de Presa Canario.


THE ENGLISH PREY DOGS


In 1982, I wrote an extensive article about the Canary prey dog, which was published in El Día daily newspaper in Tenerife. A year later, an abridged version appeared in El mundo del perro dog magazine (Madrid). In part, I wrote: “The English, who seem to have been the ones who brought a fondness for dog fighting to the Canary Islands, would have brought their mastiffs, which were already famous for being good fighters at the times of Caesar; the ruthless bull terriers, which were able, more at those times than now, to fight against and defeat dogs far bigger than themselves; the bullmastiffs, the bulldogs, etc.”


I reached this conclusion without any research, as my passion for the subject matter was intense, though my knowledge of the history of the Canary Islands, where I live, was scarce. I knew nothing of the informative town-hall agreements and ordinances of Tenerife and Fuerteventura, where the diversity of dog breeds is repeatedly mentioned from the first years of the conquest and colonization of the islands.


Many dog breeds were brought to the islands from Spain, even after the conquest and colonization. The Spanish land-owning families, with social prestige and economic power, who were settled in the islands, continued importing dogs from the peninsula to maintain the Spanish breeds in the archipelago. This was confirmed in the writings of Viera y Clavijo: “In 1764 rabies entered the islands through dogs brought from Spain and it was passed to others in Tenerife.”
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The Podenco Canario is a living testament to the forebears brought to the Islas Canarias by Iberian conquerors. This rare sighthound is a small, lithe and swift working dog, similar to the better known Ibizan Hound and Pharaoh Hound.


The indispensable trading of various domestic animals, first from Spain to the Canary Islands, became extensive after Columbus’s second trip to America. There is plenty of documentation on this matter. Some dogs were even raised in the islands to be later used for the conquest of the New World. By the end of the 15th century, “Juan Canario and his black dog were also famous in the Spanish island.” However, we have not found a single document on the introduction of dogs or any other animal by the English into the Canary Islands.
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A distant relation to the Presa, the Bullmastiff derives from English Mastiff stock that may have been influenced by the importation of Spanish bulldogs.


There is no doubt that the islands were a source of interest for the British Crown in the 16th century, and that explains their constant pirating. “And it was all to do with the Canary insular border, which was then vital for the sailing of the Iberian fleet galleons and the Dutch and English privateering. It constituted, together with the Azores archipelago, the perfect base for the ‘race after Indies.’ Besides this geographical and strategic significance, the Canary Islands offered other incentives to the ‘adventurous merchants.’ They marveled at the temperate weather conditions, the quality fruits harvested in their lands—perfect for exportation to the northern regions and to the Indies (sugar, molasses, wine)—and for the ‘re-exportation’ of manufactured goods of European origin and uncontrollable destination.”
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The author contends that the beautiful Spanish Mastiff, a powerful long-coated breed of flock guardian, is related to the English Mastiff through common descendants. This breed was used in crosses with the old-time Presas.


Nevertheless, the Canary Islands and England traded sporadically, but relations between both kingdoms were extremely difficult. At the end of the 16th century, the constant pirate attacks of English sailors occurred frequently on the Canary Islands. But trade is trade—the English needed Canary malmsey (a type of sweet wine), and the Canaries needed English products. A few English families settled down in La Laguna and La Orotava (Tenerife) as well as in El Real de Las Palmas (Grand Canary).
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The powerful Presa Canario shares like mastiff ancestors that were once called bandogs, referring to the fact that the dog needed to be tied. Tying a Presa defeats an owner’s purpose of having an able-bodied guard dog.


Another problem that made these trade relations and the settling of English families on the islands difficult was religion: “…the lists of grievances of the Inquisition, the documentation of counselorships and audiences comprise plenty of information on visitors and residents who either break the Spanish control or fall under sanctions. Such was the case of the English merchants, who complain to the English Council of States for the mistreatment they claim to receive in the Canary ports by governors and inquisitors and for alleged crimes of trafficking and heresy.”


Regarding the information available, it is very interesting to read about Thomas Nichols (by Alejandro Cioranescu), an English trade agent in the Canaries, who settled down in La Laguna in 1557. It is clear that, from the 16th to mid-19th century, commercial transactions between England and the Canary Islands were basically made through agents with residence (temporary, in most of the cases) on the islands. This was the case of Thomas Nichols, “who represented the interests of Anthony Hickman, Edward Castlyn and Thomas Lok.” These English commercial intermediates did not provide the island with any domestic animals, neither cows, goats, pigs, horses nor dogs. By saying this, I do not mean that certain Englishmen did not come to the islands accompanied by their dogs, regardless of breed.
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