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Physical Characteristics of the Irish Terrier


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: Long, but in nice proportion to the rest of the body; the skull flat, rather narrow between the ears, and narrowing slightly toward the eyes. The foreface must not fall away appreciably between or below the eyes; instead, the modeling should be delicate.


Eyes: Dark brown in color; small, not prominent; full of life, fire and intelligence, showing an intense expression.


Ears: Small and V-shaped; of moderate thickness; set well on the head, and dropping forward closely toward the outside corner of the eye.
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Neck: Should be of fair length and gradually widening toward the shoulders; well and proudly carried, and free from throatiness.


Nose: Must be black.


Lips: Should be close and well-fitting, almost black in color.


Teeth: Should be strong and even, white and sound; and neither overshot nor undershot.


Shoulders and Chest: Shoulders must be fine, long, and sloping well into the back. The chest should be deep and muscular.


Color: Should be whole-colored: bright red, golden red, red wheaten, or wheaten. A small patch of white on the chest is permissible but not desirable.


Stern: Should be docked, taking off about one quarter. It should be set on rather high, but not curled. It should be of good strength and substance; of fair length and well covered with harsh, rough hair.


Body: The body should be moderately long. The back must be strong and straight. The loin should be strong and muscular, and slightly arched, the ribs fairly sprung, deep rather than round, reaching to the level of the elbow. The bitch may be slightly longer than the dog.


Hindquarters: Should be strong and muscular; thighs powerful; hocks near the ground; stifles moderately bent.


Coat: Should be dense and wiry in texture, rich in quality, having a broken appearance, but still lying fairly close to the body, the hairs growing so closely and strongly together that when parted with the fingers the skin is hardly visible; free of softness or silkiness, and not so long as to alter the outline of the body, particularly in the hindquarters.


Size: The most desirable weight in show condition is 27 pounds for the dog and 25 pounds for the bitch. The height at the shoulder should be approximately 18 inches.


Feet and Legs: The feet should be strong, tolerably round, and moderately small; toes arched and turned neither out nor in, with dark toenails. Legs moderately long, well set from the shoulders, perfectly straight, with plenty of bone and muscle; the elbows working clear of the sides; pasterns short, straight, and hardly noticeable.
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The Irish Terrier has the reputation of being fiery, boisterous and intelligent, and a faithful family friend. Fanciers around the world prize this native Irish breed. This Canadian record-holder is Am. Can. Ch. Fairplay’s Raging Cajun, owned and bred by Cheryle Goodfellow.
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THE IRISH MYSTERY


The Irish Terrier has a reputation that precedes him whenever the breed is mentioned. He is the fiery one, boisterous but intelligent, a child’s companion, a faithful friend for the elderly. Squirrels and rats are mortal enemies, and cats aren’t far behind on the list. With a touch of blarney, he manages to get away with whatever mischief he gets into—and then to make his owner think he’s the clever dog for having done it! Beguiling, sparkling, quick to challenge and, with his head on your knee, devotion personified.


The Irish people have always felt strongly about their dogs and, in the Brehon Code dating from the first century A.D., there were rules regarding both the control of dogs and the people’s responsibility for them. At that time, all dogs were separated into three categories: hunting dogs, only to be owned by the lords of the land; shepherds’ dogs, for guarding the sheep; and small breeds, used primarily as all-around farm dogs. The latter group consisted primarily of the terriers, which were dogs owned by the cottagers who worked the land and thus had need of these vermin exterminators. (As a sidebar, a quick small terrier, with its strong jaws, was also used for small-game poaching on any nearby land off-limits to the farmer.)


Prior to the 1700s, this mixed bag of terrier-type dogs ran indiscriminately loose, and matings were purely by chance. As time went on, however, dogs became valued solely for their skills and—egotists that people are—were generally referred to by the owner’s name. In other words, a dog deemed worthy (or perhaps unworthy) of breeding for its working ability would be spoken of as “O’Brien’s Moll” or “Murphy’s Dan.” It wasn’t until dog shows came about in the late 1800s that terriers were lumped together as a group. At first, they were classified more or less by general locale, and dogs called “Irish terriers” came in all manner of sizes and shapes. Specific breed names soon became necessary.
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In 1875, there was some dispute over whether “Kate” and “Badger” were of pure Irish blood or were actually red Scottish Terriers.


In the beginning, for example, the so-called “Scotch” terrier was any sort of short-legged, long-bodied, rough-coated dog that went to earth after vermin. Over time, these terriers became known as individual breeds—the Scottish Terrier, the West Highland White Terrier and the Cairn Terrier. (The Skye Terrier, despite undergoing several name changes, was always a breed unto itself.) The breed known as the Irish Terrier, as we shall see, began life among that mixed group of terriers native to the Emerald Isle.


Once again, as is the case with the majority of the terrier breeds, we find the history of the breed now known simply as the Irish Terrier to be primarily conjecture. There are those who contend that it stems from the Kerry Blue, and those who would make the same claim in favor of the Irish Soft Coated Wheaten. The fact that these larger terriers, in their colors of dark blue, brindle, wheaten and red, were to be found throughout Ireland and not in the rest of the British Isles, nor on the Continent (until dog shows came on the scene), would indicate that, whatever their make-up, they could all be considered truly native terriers.


No one goes quite so far as to claim that the Irish Terrier came down solely through the Irish Glen of Imaal Terrier, although an Irish Terrier winner at Lisburn in 1875 was a dog named Stinger, said to have been long-backed, dark-blue grizzle, with short tan legs and white turned-out feet, a description more closely fitting a Glen of Imaal.


Most canine historians agree, however, that what is now called the Irish Terrier (also known as the Red Devil, or Daredevil, if you prefer) was carefully created by man. Originally the breed appeared in every canine color, including white. The first to come into the show ring were black and tan, brindle, wheaten and gray or blue and tan, in addition to the shades of red that we know today as the breed’s only acceptable color. The truth may lie in a mix to that dear old dog of yore, which no one can point to with certainty but which almost all terrier people point to with pride: the Old English Black and Tan (which wasn’t always black and tan, by the way, nor necessarily English). One writer went so far as to say the Irish Terrier came from a combination of digging terriers from England (and used in the hunt kennels in Ireland), rat dogs found in Cork and “a considerable number of terriers from Wales.” Confused? Of course you are. Let’s sort out what we can.




MEET STONEHENGE


“Stonehenge” was the pseudonym of renowned British dog historian John Henry Walsh (1810-1888). He was a member of Britain’s Royal College of Surgeons, but became famous for his interest in, and knowledge of, dogs. His book, The Dog in Health and Disease, was such a success that it went to four editions. Another book, Dogs of the British Islands, was published in 1867 and was expanded and re-published in five editions. He was also the editor of The Field, a country sport publication. He was obviously the right man for his time, and his books have aided historians to this day despite the fact that he was at odds with many regarding the terrier breeds.





Once dogs were separated into specific breeds to facilitate record-keeping for kennel registries and dog shows, with definitive pedigrees required to maintain proof of pure breeding, and with breed standards drawn up to pinpoint what was wanted and what was not, all of this confusion was sorted out. Much of it was conveniently forgotten, but it took time.


THE COLOR CHART


Irish Terriers were at first accepted in wheaten and gray (or blue) as well as red, but even when breeding only for red or red-wheaten coats, black-and-tan pups often showed up in litters, as they reportedly did in Kerry Blue and Soft Coated Wheaten litters. Those first breeders also noted that the wheaten-colored Irish produced good heads but soft coats, while the deep reds had wiry coats and rather plain heads, said to come from those Old English Black and Tans (or from the Scotch terrier, the Bull-and-Terrier or anything else on which one wanted to pin the blame). No matter. The breeders were determined to breed both red wire coats and good heads.
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Irish Terriers of the Red Hill Kennels at work.
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The Kerry Blue Terrier, also called the Irish Blue, is larger than the red Irish Terrier.


THE IRISH WOLFHOUND LEGACY


Many respected Irish terriermen still hold to the Irish Terrier (if not the other three native Irish breeds) as having descended from the Irish Wolfhound, noting that in the beginning it was not uncommon to see Irish Terriers weighing 60 pounds (today’s dogs weighing around 25 to 27 pounds.) Looking at these two breeds today, one can see the Wolfhound’s lean racy outline reflected in the Irish Terrier, setting it apart from the rest of the long-legged terrier tribe, which tend to be shorter backed, closer coupled and heavier bodied. One might also note that, even today, the Irish Terrier’s ears may hang heavily hound-like or folded and thrown back like the Wolfhound’s. (Most pups to this day have their ears glued in place to correct these problems.) One may also contend that the large hound’s ability to take down a wolf is evident in the tenacity of the red terrier when challenged. But in basic temperament all similarity ends, for the Irish Wolfhound is rightly referred to as the Gentle Giant—a quiet, docile dog—and the Irish Terrier as the reckless Daredevil.




HAIL THE KING… AND HIS DOGS!


When King Edward VII returned to London from the country, there were always crowds lining the streets. Following the entourage of ladies-in-waiting and so forth came an omnibus of dogs—Fox Terriers, Irish Terriers, Scottish Terriers and Japanese Spaniels—all standing up on the seats, looking out at the throng of cheering people looking at them! It must have been a comical sight.





Regardless of how or when they developed separately, the four Irish breeds of terrier—the Irish Terrier, Kerry Blue Terrier (also known as the Irish Blue), Soft Coated Wheaten Terrier and Glen of Imaal Terrier—appear to have been indigenous to Ireland, for no mention is made of them in other lands by the early canine historians such as Stonehenge and Youatt. Not until the third edition of his work, The Dog in Health and Disease, published in 1879, did J. H. Walsh (“Stone-henge”) include the Irish Terrier, and then only “by request,” pointing out his objection to that name for a dog that he felt was simply another variety of the Scotch terrier. (At that time, “Scotch terrier” was a derogatory reference to any terrier that was not a Fox Terrier.) Another writer of the day, Edward C. Ashe, had diverse opinions about many of the breeds and described the Irish Terrier as the “Wild Irishman,” whose ancestry was a “mixed bag.”
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The Soft Coated Wheaten Terrier, another of the terrier breeds native to Ireland.


ACCEPTANCE AND ESTABLISHMENT OF TYPE IN ITS HOMELAND


The Irish Terrier was accepted for registration by the UK’s Kennel Club in 1873, but this was not our lovely present-day Red Devil. The first classes offered were for “Irish Terriers over and under 9 pounds,” which gives a fair picture of the motley lot of dogs entered. They were of every color, size and shape. A reporter on the scene summed up the hodge-podge by saying that the only thing the dogs had in common was that they were all bred in Ireland!
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The least known of the Irish terrier breeds is the short-legged Glen of Imaal Terrier.


Adding to the problem of uniformity in the breed’s early years was the dispute over what was wanted in the breed. Without a goal, the game was a shambles. What was held in esteem in one region of Ireland was looked upon with disfavor in another. For example, in Ballymena, the preference was for a racy dog, higher on leg and with strong terrier jaws, but carrying a soft wheaten-colored coat. In County Cork, breeders wanted large and light-colored dogs, and, in County Wicklow, breeders opted for a short-legged type. According to early records, one Irish Terrier winner named Slasher was not only white but also was proudly declared by his breeder to have descended from a pure white strain!




WHERE’S THE RED?


As early as 1847, a Dubliner, H. D. Richardson, described a Harlequin Terrier as “bluish-slate, marked with darker blotches and patches and often with tan about the muzzle.” He pointed out its great skill at pursuing and dispatching game, but apparently this particular dog went the way of all things. Strangely, however, in his writings about all the terriers of Ireland, Richardson does not even once mention a red Irish Terrier!
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Fortunately, there were enough specimens upon which the majority could agree as being examples of what was wanted in the breed, and they set the type that prevailed. One such good example was George Jamison’s Sport, a dog said to be of the right size and color, with naturally correct ears. He must have appeared too extreme for the judges of the day, as he did not do much winning. The breeders, however, liked what they saw and what the dog produced.


Gradually, what pleased the discerning eye prevailed and the Irish Terrier separated itself once and for all from the Kerry Blue (or Irish Blue), from the Soft Coated Wheaten and from the short-legged Glen of Imaal, to take its place as a separate, worthy, competitive Irish show dog while retaining all of its terrier fire.


George Krehl and fellow Irish Terrier exhibitor and author, James Watson, were said to be instrumental in putting together the breed standard. Every breed new to the dog show scene has had its publicist, and Mr. Krehl was one who promoted the Irish Terrier in its infancy. In 1894, the noted terrier expert, Rawdon B. Lee, did even more to further the popularity of the Irish Terrier in numerous articles and in a volume of Modern Dogs devoted to terriers. Almost 100 years later, the noted terrierman, judge and author, Tom Horner, went even further to suggest that Rawdon Lee may actually have been the author of the Irish Terrier breed standard, since it was said to have been drawn up by an “up-to-date but anonymous admirer and successful breeder of the variety.” This description not only describes Mr. Lee but the standard also was first mentioned in Mr. Lee’s book.




SLIGHTLY CROSSED?


Many of the terrier breeds were at first openly referred to as crossbreeds. As late as 1859, Stonehenge wrote of the Fox Terrier as being “slightly crossed with the bull-dog in order to give courage to bear the bites of the vermin which they are meant to attack.” Today, use of the term “slightly crossed” in the purebred world would set off bells and whistles!





In 1894, the Irish Terrier Club was formed in a rather unique fashion, with two secretaries—Dr. R. B. Carey in Ireland and Mr. A. W. Krehl in England—and two vice-presidents—again one Irish and one English—plus a committee of 20. Mr. C. J. Barnett, an Irish Terrier breeder, ardently backed by George Krehl, began a movement to ban ear cropping and in 1880 offered at least one prize to the best Irish Terrier with uncropped ears. Seven years later, no prizes or cups (other than the Club’s Challenge Cup for Best of Breed) were to be awarded any Irish Terrier whelped after July of that year if the ears were cropped. In 1889, The Kennel Club ruled that no Irish Terrier whelped after December 31, 1899 could compete in its licensed shows if cropped. This was the first such ruling, which eventually led to a ban on cropping in all breeds.
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Ch. Sporter, owned by the great breed enthusiast George W. Krehl, was exhibited in Ireland and won many first prizes in shows throughout the country.
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Artist R. H. Moore’s rendering of E. A. Wiener’s Ch. Brickbat, one of the last successful crop-eared dogs in the breed.


One famous dog just made the cut (no pun intended). Ch. Brickbat did have cropped ears, but got by on his birthdate and went on to win the Breeder’s Cup 12 times in a row, starting in 1889.


THE BREED’S TRUE FOUNDATION


The Man of the Hour was William Graham, known as “Billy Graham, the Irish Ambassador,’” a reference to his breeding of numerous top dogs and to his wide travels in pursuit of establishing the breed. This Belfast breeder is acknowledged to be the one person who perfected the look of the Irish Terrier we see today.


In 1879, two Irish Terriers, Billy Graham’s Ch. Erin and Mr. Waterhouse’s Ch. Killiney Boy, not only became prominent in their day but also ever since have been considered the true “parents” of the breed. Their offspring included numerous champions. It was well known that Killiney Boy’s dam was a black-and-tan bitch, though he was a solid red. This color purification process occurred in numerous breeds that were being refined, or made uniform, for the show ring.


Both Erin and Killiney Boy had cropped ears. Erin was high on leg, with a good head and soft coat. Killiney Boy had the right coat and head, but was shorter on leg. A perfect match! Ch. Erin bred to Ch. Killiney Boy produced a remarkable litter of show winners—Playboy, Pretty Lass, Poppy, Pagan II, Peggy and Gerald. Some of them carried the grandmother’s black-and-tan coloration, but two pure reds—Poppy and Playboy—went far in establishing breed type. Over 90% of all Irish Terriers can be traced back to this litter.




STONEHENGE’S RECOGNITION


It wasn’t until 1879 that the renowned canine historian added the Irish Terrier to his list of terriers, and indicated red, yellow or gray as acceptable colors. At this time, he stated that the breed was descended from the Scotch terrier, adding that it was said to have been pure-bred in Ireland since about 1830.







LONG AND SHORT


In a cartoon published after the terrier show held at the UK’s Royal Aquarium in 1886 (the first show superintended by Charles Cruft), the two stalwart Irish Terrier fanciers, the small Billy Graham and tall Mr. C. J. Barnett, were depicted deep in conversation as “The long and the short of it.”





In the next few years, colors other than red or wheaten were emphatically excluded from breeding programs and few appeared thereafter in the show ring.


WAR SERVICE


The Irish Terrier served as messenger and sentinel in World War I, putting the breed’s fearless spirit and noted loyalty to good use. Lt. Col. E. H. Richardson, who became Commandant of the British War-Dog School, noted in an article about the breed, “I can say with decided emphasis that the Irish Terriers of the service more than did their part. My opinion of this breed is indeed a high one.” Adding, “They are highly sensitive, spirited dogs of fine mettle, and those of us who respect and admire the finer qualities of mind will find them amply reflected in these Terriers. They are extraordinarily intelligent, faithful, and honest, and a man who has one of them as a companion will never lack a true friend.”


By the end of World War I, Irish Terrier breeders were claiming larger stud fees and getting top prices for their pups. Many—especially dogs that were already champions—were sold abroad, becoming the breed’s foundation in Europe, America and Canada. Obviously, this sudden popularity was due in great part to the breed’s striking good looks. The era of pet ownership was erupting and little thought therefore was given to utilizing the Irish Terrier’s natural skills and instincts.
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Ch. Playboy, from the remarkable and successful litter by Mr. William “Billy” Graham’s Killiney Boy out of Erin.


THE IRISH ARRIVES IN AMERICA


By 1881, the Irish Terrier was already on its way in the United States with classes at the Westminster Kennel Club show in New York City, although it was another 15 years before the Irish Terrier Club of America was founded and the British standard officially adopted by the American Kennel Club (to be revised in 1929 and in 1968). The Red Devil quickly gained popularity, however, and by 1929 was ranked 13th of the breeds then recognized by the American Kennel Club.


Jeremiah (“Jerry”) O’Callaghan, was born in County Cork in 1886, emigrated to America at the age of 11 and became the single most important breeder of Irish Terriers in the US at the turn of the century. The foundation of his Kilvara line was from Celtic Badger, a dog his uncle, a priest in Canada, purchased on a visit to Ireland. Jerry died in 1973, having outlived the first lot of American breeders who were his competition, but having started many important new kennels such as Aroostock and Ahtram with his Kilvara stock.
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Ch. Breda Mixer, bred by Billy Graham in 1889, was a prolific winner and one of the most important Irish Terriers of that time.




MIX IT UP


In the offices of the American Kennel Club, there is a painting of an Irish Terrier with a white tail. It is by Lucy Waller, dated 1898, and the dog’s name is Ch. Bolton Woods Mixer. (“Mixed” with that “pure white strain” perhaps?)





The Irish Terrier in the United States has been small in number of late, but in good shape and with many long-time fanciers. Two such people were Michael and Mary Gately, who came to New York from Ireland and began their Blazer kennels in the 1940s with Ch. Galway Blazer, a winner over a breed entry of 63 at Westminster in 1944. A highlight of Michael Gately’s lifetime involvement in the breed came in 1972, when he was invited to judge Irish Terriers at the Dublin St. Patrick’s Day show.


At the Montgomery County show, the most prestigious all-terrier show in North America (with huge numbers of overseas visitors each year who would agree), the Irish Terrier has had better success in Group placement than in capturing Best In Show. In 1940, Ch. Newtownards Aristocrat was the first Irish to go to the top, handled by one of America’s leading terriermen, George Ward. In 1950, Stately Lady, a young bitch not yet a champion, took Best in Show, handled by the renowned Irish Terrier breeder and handler Ed (Pop) Sayres, Sr. After that, there was a very long dry spell until Ch. Rough and Ready’s Wild Irishman went the distance in 1994, followed by the win in 1998 of Ch. Rockledge’s Mick of Meath, bred and owned by Linda Honey and the late Marion Honey. Marion was another lifelong breeder and proponent of the breed. Her Rockledge kennels have world-wide recognition.


Two additional leading American kennels, which have consistently produced excellent specimens for many decades, are Jeanene MacDonald’s Mullaghboy in California and Cocksure, owned by the terrier handler and judge Robert Clyde.


SUCCESSES IN IRELAND AND BEYOND


Two pairs of father-son Irish Terrier breeders came together when Ch. Edbrios Dirmuid took the Terrier Group at the Irish Kennel Club Top Irish Showdog of the Year Final in 1998. Dirmuid was bred by father Ed O’Brien and his son Philip, who handled for the win. Paul Sweeney made the first presentation of a perpetual trophy for the Top Terrier in memory of his father, Gerry Sweeney, a lifetime Irish breeder. It was fitting that this initial trophy should go first to Dirmuid, an Irish Terrier. Sweeney’s Ch. Teltown General McKee was Ireland’s Dog of the Year in 1976, also taking Best of Breed at Crufts that year. Afterward, he went to Countess Stuaffenberg in Germany. Paul Sweeney is carrying on the family’s Teltown Irish Terrier breeding.
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