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Deerhound lurchers are popular.
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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to Ash, my rough diamond.


Ash is my present lurcher. Like most lurchers he is sweet, clever, loyal, bold, obedient, robust, adaptable, loving, fast, agile, brave and fun, and he is a great rat catcher. Now he is thirteen years old, but he is still fit and well and full of fun. What more could anyone want in a dog? A good lurcher will be your faithful companion and your best pal; he will entertain you and make you feel as if you are the most important person in the whole world. more could anyone want in a dog? A good lurcher will be your faithful companion and your best pal; he will entertain you and make you feel as if you are the most important person in the whole world.


If you think this is the dog for you, read on: you are in the right place.
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Ash, my present lurcher.
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GREYHOUND RESCUE WEST OF ENGLAND


My lurchers came from Greyhound Rescue West of England (GRWE), the leading Greyhound rescue charity in England and Wales. Although GRWE originally developed in the West of England, the charity now rehomes dogs across most of England and Wales.


GRWE is independent of the Greyhound racing industry and is dedicated to the rescue, rehabilitation and rehoming of abused, abandoned and unwanted Greyhounds and lurchers. GRWE takes in Greyhounds and lurchers from members of the public, veterinary surgeries, pounds and the police. They also help trainers and owners rehome their racing Greyhounds, and some dogs come in from general rescue centres; some come from as far afield as Ireland and Scotland if resources allow.


GRWE rescues hounds of all ages, from puppies to golden oldies! Some dogs are cruelty cases, physically and emotionally scarred and damaged. GRWE nurses them back to health and helps them learn to trust humans again.


Working for the last twelve years as a volunteer for GRWE has been an unpaid employment I thoroughly enjoy. I work with wonderful people who donate their time and expertise to help the charity. I meet stunningly beautiful and affectionate dogs on a daily basis, and I know that what I do makes a difference for them. GRWE represents all that is good in rescue charities working with integrity and professionalism.





FOREWORD


It was some years ago that we welcomed a terrified, long-legged, pointed-nosed pup into our home. Although we are passionate ambassadors for all breed types and have shared our lives with many incredible dogs over the years, we are forever indebted to our lurcher, Archie, who introduced us to the delights of being guardians of these unique and joyful hounds.


Archie possessed every wonderful characteristic of these incredible dogs in bucketloads. He was graceful, at times a little shy, loving, tenacious, smart, and utterly hilarious. Of course, every breed and breed type has its own distinct characteristics, but the lurcher has inherent qualities that set them apart from any other dog.


Education and welfare walk hand in hand and as with all dogs, it is vital that lurchers learn important life skills through fun and games to keep them happy, safe and healthy. Carol is a passionate advocate for all sighthounds; her book guides the lurcher guardian through every developmental stage and includes teaching exercises that will help build a harmonious and rewarding partnership between humans and dog.


This book is more than a superb instructive publication. It is a celebration of this exceptional breed type. Beautifully written, and filled with fascinating facts, management and problem solving tips, Carol Baby shares her wealth of experience on every page and gives sound, practical and respectful advice on all aspects of lurcher care.


This book is a must, not just for lurcher owners but for anyone who cares for, or interacts with these glorious, noble dogs.
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Sarah Fisher and Anthony Head








PREFACE


Throughout this book I will sometimes refer to ‘lurchers’ and sometimes to ‘dogs’. This is because some of the information refers to all dogs, and some of it is specific to lurchers. So even if you are not a lurcher owner or a prospective lurcher owner, you will find much useful information relevant to dogs of all types within these pages.


I make no apologies for using the word ‘she’ when referring to lurchers. I have no personal preference for males or females, but in my previous book (Retired Greyhounds – A Guide to Care and Understanding) I used the pronoun ‘he’, so I feel the need to redress the balance, and I certainly don’t want to use the word ‘it’. Lurchers have great personalities, and using the word ‘it’ would seem inadequate.


Lurchers are the rough diamonds and the handsome rogues of the dog world. Their history proves that. Understanding the lives they led in mediaeval times will open your eyes as to why they needed to develop the skills they possess, and I hope you will enjoy finding out about that when you read this book. Lurchers are special. They are the dogs that get under your skin and that you remember forever.
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A lurcher – the dog that gets under your skin.








1    WHAT IS A LURCHER?


A lurcher is a type of dog rather than a specific breed. It is bred from a sighthound crossed with another working breed. Sighthounds are Greyhounds, Salukis, Afghans, Deerhounds, Whippets, and any breed that uses its speed and sight for hunting, rather than tracking more by smell as a Foxhound does. Sighthounds tend to scan the horizon whilst walking, which makes them easier to train to walk beside you, unlike scenthounds, which tend to steam along with their noses glued to the ground.




[image: image]


A young longdog with Saluki breeding.





TYPE DESCRIPTION


In some books the definition of a lurcher states that it should stand no more than 24in (60cm) at the shoulder; however, with modern breeding many do stand much taller than that. A lurcher should be long-legged and deep-chested, with a small head and ears and an undocked tail. It varies in size and can be as small as a Bedlington Terrier to as large as a Deerhound. It may be rough-, smooth- or broken-coated, and appears in a wide variety of colours.


Collies and terriers are very popular in lurcher breeding to add trainability and endurance to the speed already provided by their sighthound ancestry. Many lurchers are owned and bred by the travelling community, some are bred in private homes, and there are also some well known breeders such as David Hancock and David Platt who breed from carefully chosen stock to produce a clear type within the lurcher identity. David Hancock produces Hancock lurchers, which are Collie cross Greyhound, and David Platt produces Greyhound, Deerhound, Collie crosses.


Longdogs


Within the lurcher group is the subgroup of longdogs, which are the result of breeding different sighthounds together – for example, Saluki × Greyhound or Whippet × Greyhound. Although sighthounds share a reputation for being mild-mannered couch potatoes happy to spend the day sleeping once they have had a blast of exercise, there are subtle differences within the group. Greyhounds are possibly the laziest as adults, and Salukis possibly the most energetic. So a Greyhound or Deerhound cross is likely to be calmer than a Saluki or Whippet cross, with other sighthounds coming somewhere between.


Longdogs have an excellent temperament, and make good family pets. They excel in speed and mobility, whereas lurchers have additional assets depending on what other breeds of dog appear in their bloodlines. Sighthounds and longdogs are the sprinters of the world, like Usain Bolt, while lurchers are more like Jessica Ennis, heptathlon athletes. Because longdogs are a subgroup I will refer to both longdogs and lurchers as ‘lurchers’ in this book.
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A longdog with Deerhound breeding.





BREED CHARACTERISTICS


If you are having a lurcher as a pet the breed characteristics for working may not be important to you. But it is interesting to consider what sort of dog you may get from different crosses from the point of view of it being a member of your family – so let’s consider some of the factors involved in the way your dog may be bred.



Sighthound Characteristics


A lurcher will definitely have some sighthound in it, and the main characteristics of sighthound are speed, a strong chase instinct, loyalty, affection, and laziness and silence. Yes, surprisingly, once most sighthounds, and especially Greyhound crosses, have had a blast around a paddock they are perfectly happy to curl up on a nice soft bed and relax for a large part of the day, and they rarely bark even when visitors come to the door. These characteristics will be apparent in most lurchers and longdogs.


Whippet Crosses


Whippets, and therefore to some extent Whippet crosses, are enchanting, affectionate little dogs, but they can be quite self-centered and demanding if you let them. Many of them know what they want, and they want it now. They love their creature comforts. They are extremely mobile and great for agility. They are usually very deep-chested and thin-coated.
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A Whippet lurcher.





Saluki Crosses


Saluki crosses are often distinguishable by their almond-shaped eyes, folded, often feathery ears, and their noble, aristocratic-looking nose, which is slightly raised in the middle, curving down and tapering at the tip. They have tight lips, which makes them look as though they are smiling gently. They are elegant and thin-coated, and often have beautiful soft tail and leg feather. They, too, are fast and mobile so are good for agility, but they can be slightly wilful about recall during their adolescence. They are very loving.
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Saluki lurchers may be smooth-haired or feathered.





Complex Cross-Breeds


Frequently lurchers are bred from more than two different breeds as the parents may already be lurchers so they are also cross-breeds. For example, if the mother was a Greyhound and the father a Deerhound cross collie, the puppies would have three-quarter sighthound and one-quarter collie in their make-up. With more complex breed lines it is sometimes difficult to accurately predict parentage from looks. Some years ago we had a pair from the same litter in the rescue centre I work for. Their parentage, we were told, was a mix of Bearded Collie, Greyhound and Labrador. One looked exactly like a lightweight working black Labrador, and the other like a small Bearded Collie but completely black. Without knowing their history you would never have thought they were litter mates.
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An interesting mixed-breed Lurcher.





Collie Crosses


Should your lurcher be a Collie cross, then intelligence, energy and intensity will be added to the mix. So you may end up with a fast, energetic dog that needs plenty of mental stimulation. If you are a very active family and fancy taking up agility or cani cross (running with dogs – see Chapter 14), this might be the mix for you. But it might not be any good at playing ‘Fetch’, and would be too energetic for a quiet, indoor-loving owner. These dogs are wonderful to train.
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Darwin, a handsome Collie lurcher.





Guard-Dog Crosses


If you have a guard-dog cross – such as a German Shepherd or Doberman cross – you are likely to end up with a heavier, fairly fast dog that will probably bark and guard your house, but may be too large for agility. They will have the strength to excel at sports such as cani cross and bikejor. They are loving and faithful, and very trainable. However, they don’t really conform to the original description of a lurcher.
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Phari, a German Shepherd lurcher.





Terrier Crosses


Terrier-cross lurchers are popular. Being small and quick they make good ratters or mousers, so make good farm dogs, but they can be territorial and may be quite noisy. They have lots of energy and will often excel at agility.
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Cleo, a cute terrier lurcher.





Gundog Crosses


Gundog-cross lurchers are fairly rare; they often show the soft, gentle side of the gundog linked with the speed and focus of the sighthound, so will probably have a good chase instinct and will be great for playing ‘Fetch’ because of their retrieving instincts. A Spaniel cross may be good at agility, but a Labrador cross will probably be too slow.
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Pepper, a gundog lurcher showing Labrador mix.





Bull Crosses


There are many misconceptions about lurchers bred from bull breeds such as Bull Mastiff and Staffordshire Bull Terrier. These breeds have been a ‘cult accessory’ in recent years, though I think the preference for these is on the wane now. I say ‘accessory’ because they have often been bought irresponsibly by people who have little knowledge about dogs, and buy them for their ‘macho’ image. They are usually too heavy to be fast, so don’t really meet the original lurcher breeding requirements. Rescue centres abound with them after irresponsible ‘fashion’ buyers lose interest.


Bull breeds are affectionate, friendly and comical. They are not necessarily problem dogs, but many seem to attract problem owners. They are powerful, and were originally bred for fighting to kill, therefore when faced with a serious confrontation they have both the mental ability and the weaponry to finish the job. Dogs very rarely fight to the death – they are very much into self-preservation, and usually solve problems by posturing and short arguments where no one gets hurt – but bull breed owners need to recognize that this gene is in their dog’s make-up, which means that in a serious confrontation there may be no ‘stop’ button. No dog of any type should ever be forced to face the sort of conflict that would cause it to become so aroused that a serious fight ensued, but this is especially relevant, and could well happen with a bull breed, and I would not recommend owning two bull breeds together.


Having said that, a well brought up bull breed in a happy family home is a lovely, faithful, loving dog. In the rescue centre I have worked for they have ranged from being amongst the sweetest dogs we have taken in, through to the most difficult, and often it seems that how amenable they are largely depends on how they have been handled by their original owners.
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Andy, a handsome bull lurcher.





BREED ROBUSTNESS


Owning a lurcher gives you a major advantage over pure-bred dogs in terms of physical and mental robustness. This is because over the last hundred years most pure breeds of dog have increasingly been bred with looks for the show ring in mind, rather than to fulfil a work purpose. For many breeds this has caused a major deterioration in the health of the breed, and defects such as hip dysplasia, rage syndrome, and eye and ear problems have become prominent in some breeds. Aiming for show quality looks has caused breeders to use only dogs and bitches that have done particularly well in a handful of high class shows, which means that the gene pool has been narrowed. Some breeds have been brought nearly to ruin by this practice, and although steps are being taken to try and reverse the damage, it is a slow process.


Many believe that breeding in this way has also often compromised breed temperament. This may be why there seem to be more people having problems with their pure-bred dogs, though a lack of human tolerance may also be to blame. In the past dogs often lived outside the home in an outhouse, and problems such as house training and separation issues were rarely noticed.


Being of mixed breeds, lurchers are usually robust, healthy and long-lived, with no in-bred defects. This has great implications in terms of few vet bills, and less worry for the lurcher owner.


Whichever breed of lurcher you choose, you will have a fast, adaptable, agile dog that will settle surprisingly calmly in the home, and will fit in well with most lifestyles.
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A lurcher will soon settle quietly into her new home.








2    LURCHER ORIGINS AND HISTORY


Sighthounds have been specifically bred for hunting for at least three thousand years, and probably double that. We know this because they feature on ancient Egyptian murals and pottery, and their bones and teeth have been unearthed in ancient burial sites. Most sighthound breeds originated in the Middle East.


Lurchers have been around from before mediaeval times, and are referred to in the Book of Kells, a beautiful illuminated manuscript produced at the Abbey of Kells in Ireland over the sixth to the ninth centuries. There was even a lurcher on the Mary Rose: it was the ship’s carpenter’s dog, and sadly was trapped in the carpenter’s cabin when the ship went down. The perfectly preserved skeleton of this little dog, which stayed hidden below the sea for 480 years, can be seen in the Mary Rose exhibition in Portsmouth. There is also a reconstruction video of the carpenter playing with his treasured pet.
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Two working lurchers enjoying a well earned rest.






LURCHERS IN THE MIDDLE AGES


During the Middle Ages hunting was for the nobility only and it was illegal for the common man, or peasant, to hunt. Pure breeds such as Greyhounds, Deerhounds and Wolfhounds were used by the nobility in Europe, and Salukis and Afghans were popular for hunting in Middle Eastern countries. In 1014 King Canute published the Forest Laws, making hunting punishable by death for the common man (peasant), and stating that ‘no meane man’ might own a Greyhound, nor any other pure sighthound such as a Deerhound or Wolfhound. Greyhounds were worth more in monetary value than a serf or a peasant.


Peasants were allowed to own crossbreeds, however, so they developed the breeding of lurchers so they could own a good hunting dog that did not qualify as a pure breed. However, the law also stated that any dog of hunting type found to be owned by a peasant had to have a foot mutilated so it could not hunt. These laws held fast and were enforced right through Norman times. It is so hard to think of a fast, beautiful dog being subjected to the agony of deliberate, unanaesthetized mutilation to stop it leading a normal life and providing food for the family who kept it. A peasant would probably not be able to afford to feed a mutilated dog that was no longer of use, and if it was cast out of the home, it would not be able to fend for itself. It saddens me to think of what happened to these dogs.


Breeding Lurchers in Mediaeval Times


Lurcher litters occurred when a peasant seized the opportunity to mate his own bitch secretly with the nobleman’s purebred sighthound. The resulting litter of lurchers would be kept hidden from the nobleman with a view to being used by the peasants for poaching furtively. The peasant communities often lived in abject poverty, and the lurcher’s poaching ability could mean the difference between life and death from starvation for their families.


From the fifteen hundreds Romany communities were first recorded in Britain, and these pups were sought after by the Romany as well as by the peasants. The Romany named them, combining the words ‘lur’ meaning ‘thief’ and ‘cur’ meaning ‘mixed-breed’ dog.


The Need to Hunt Furtively


Lurchers were taught to hunt independently and bring food home for the pot. They tend to hunt silently, so this was a safer way of poaching as the dog’s owner was not seen to be directly involved with the crime and so avoided getting caught. These lurchers lived inside the home as part of the family, and were hidden when the local nobleman and his henchmen were around. This would be easy to do, as lurchers are intelligent and easy to train, but are also quiet, and would happily curl up in a dark place and sleep when they needed to be kept out of sight.


This lifestyle earned them a reputation of slyness and cunning. They belonged to the poor, they existed on scraps and what they could hunt, they were persecuted by noblemen, and they had to be clever and tough to survive. In Lynton on Exmoor the Crown Hotel bar is decorated with murals by the late artist Mick Cawston. The subject is of gypsies round a camp fire, but when you look more closely under the caps the gypsies are wearing, each one turns out to be a lurcher, and each face is depicted with a sly and shifty look. Although the paintings fit the secret life-style they were living in medieaval times, today’s pet lurchers can be more open, friendly, happy dogs.


PURE SIGHTHOUNDS, THE NOBLEMAN’S PET


Pure sighthounds, on the other hand, were revered, paraded and loved by their noble owners. They were able to live openly in the family home as one of the family, as the story of Gelert tells us.


The Legend of Gelert


The famous legend of Gelert tells of Prince Llewellyn, who left his favourite Wolfhound Gelert to look after the baby while he went hunting (one wonders where Mrs Llewellyn was at the time). A wolf appeared and tried to attack the baby. Gelert immediately sprang to defend the baby and a fight ensued. Gelert managed to kill the wolf, but the crib was overturned, trapping the baby safely underneath. Gelert, however, sustained wounds, and was covered in both his and the wolf’s blood. Prince Llewellyn returned from the hunt, and on seeing Gelert covered in blood, the upturned cradle, and no sign of the baby, he jumped to the conclusion that Gelert had killed the baby and drew his sword and killed the Wolfhound. Then he heard the baby cry and found the body of the dead wolf, and was mortified about what he had done.


There are many legends similar to this, such as the one about Guinforte in Lyons (the only difference to the story being that the protagonists were a Greyhound and a snake and it happened in France). They are possibly cautionary tales encouraging people to wait and be properly informed before they act rashly. However, there is a shrine in Beddgelert in Snowdonia, Wales, that is dedicated to Gelert, so probably the story held some truth.
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A Wolfhound like Gelert. (Photo: Chris Cook)





Eos


Continuing the theme of how revered pure-bred sighthounds have always been, even Prince Albert, consort of Queen Victoria, owned a favourite Greyhound: Eos, who lived in the palace and was frequently included in paintings of the family. This shows how valued sighthounds have been over the centuries. It is only in the twentieth century that pure Greyhounds fell on hard times, generally when they were used for racing, frequently being kept in less than acceptable conditions, and then usually abandoned or killed after their racing career was over. Is this progress?


For lurchers, on the other hand, as we have seen, times have always been undeservedly tough. For my colleagues who work in lurcher and sighthound rescue centres, it is truly a pleasure to see these wonderful dogs being found a home with all the creature comforts they could wish for, and love and respect from their owners. At last times are improving for this faithful and versatile pet.
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A home with all the creature comforts a lurcher could wish for.





LURCHERS IN THE EIGHTEENTH AND NINETEENTH CENTURIES


Over time, certain types of lurcher evolved, such as the ‘Tumbler’, a small, fast, shorter-legged lurcher used to catch rabbits in paddocks, and the more substantial ‘Norfolk Lurcher’ used on more open ground, also for catching rabbits.


Then towards the end of the eighteenth century, coursing – using sighthounds to chase and catch hares – became popular among the nobility, and in Elizabethan times the Duke of Norfolk drew up coursing rules, one of which was that the hare should be given a head start. In 1776 the first coursing club was set up in Swaffham, Norfolk. As coursing rules developed over time it became more important to judge the dog on its timing, its skill in turning, and its judgement, rather than whether it caught the hare. As a result only one in seven or eight hares were caught, and lurchers became a prized type of hound to use for hare coursing because of their speed, bravery, intelligence and agility. Usually the judge would be on horseback to get a good view and to be able to move around quickly.


Finally during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries hunting and coursing with lurchers and sighthounds became a level playing field, in that people from all classes could legally take part, rather than it being a sport purely for the nobility. However, much illegal coursing also went on, where poachers would trespass on farmers’ land and run lurchers after hares with no rules other than to catch them. Sadly this still goes on in spite of the 2004 Hunting with Dogs Act, which banned hare coursing. Nowadays large four-wheel-drive vehicles are used rather than a horse.
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A pair of working lurchers.





HUNTING WITH DOGS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY


Since the 2004 Hunting with Dogs Act it is illegal – with some minor exceptions – to hunt with dogs in England, Scotland and Wales, though not yet in Northern Ireland. There has been discussion about coursing using mechanical lures, but the coursing fraternity has rejected this as only worth using to exercise a dog, as it does not test the dog’s skill.


Those who supported the 2004 Hunting with Dogs Act were pleased when it was passed, not just from the point of view of the prey, but also in the interest of the dogs, which often sustained awful injuries running across rough ground and into fences and barbed wire at speed. However, there are still some fabulous sports for which lurchers can be used legally: see Chapter 14, ‘Sporting Fun’.
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