

[image: image]




Physical Characteristics of the Caucasian Mountain Dog


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale breed standard)


Head: Solid with a wide skull and strongly developed bones.


Eyes: Dark. Medium-large. Oval shaped, set deep.


Ears: Hanging. Set high.
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Nose: Large, wide and black.


Neck: Very powerful and short.


Muzzle: Shorter than the forehead.


Teeth: White, large, well developed … Scissors grip.


Chest: Broad, deep, somewhat domed.


Front Limbs: The shoulder and upper arm angle comes to 100˚. Upper arms are straight, solid, moderately long. The pasterns short, solid, standing vertical and only giving slightly.


Height at Withers: The male dog must not be under 65 cm, the bitch not under 62 cm.


Back: Very wide, straight, muscular.


Abdomen: Moderate tuck-up.


Tail: Set high.


Coat: The fur is natural, coarse with strongly developed lighter undercoat.


Color: Various grays. Mostly light to rust-colored tones. Also rust-colored, straw, yellow, white, earth-colored, striped, but also spotted and piebald.


Hind Limbs: Seen from the side, knee joint somewhat stretched out. Short lower leg. Powerful ankle joints which are wide and somewhat stretched. A vertical line should run from the buttocks towards the middle of the ankle joints and the metacarpus.


Paws: Large oval form, domed and well closed.
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The Caucasian Mountain Dog has been at man’s service for more than 2,000 years. The breed was trained to protect both sheep and shepherds in cold mountainous conditions.
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“Second century AD stone carvings of tall, powerful dogs…Tales of great shaggy beasts saving their owners from various dangers…The heroic dog, ‘Topush,’ killing over a hundred wolves while protecting the family flock…Aralez, old Armenian beneficent dog-like spirits, licking the wounds of those who fell in battle, thus healing or resurrecting them…”





INTRODUCTION


In times and places of danger, when the conditions of life are harsh, the partnership between dog and man is forged by a special urgency. For here the dog must be large, powerful and unflinchingly brave. The dog must be devoted and incorruptible not by training but rather innately, or by the necessity of a hard existence.


The Caucasian Mountain Dog is such a dog: a wall of determination bounding forward, always placing himself before the threat, charging forward with a fury and determination that harken back to a primitive epoch, when the dog might any day or any night be called upon to fight to his death in the service of his partnership with man. The Caucasian Mountain Dog is a dog with over 2,000-year-old roots in the remote mountainous region of the Caucasus in southeastern Europe, the legendary land of towering mountains, winding valleys and endless steppes, where one can envision Greek mythology leaping to life: Prometheus, demigod of the Titans, chained by Zeus as punishment for giving fire and the arts to mankind, and Jason, leader of the Argonauts, in search of the Golden Fleece.




IN HIS NATIVE LANGUAGE…


The Caucasian Mountain Dog breed is called “Nagazi” in the Georgian Republic, one of his countries of origin.
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OUR BREED IN THE 21ST CENTURY


The Caucasian Mountain Dog is known by many names around the world. Though the Russian name for the breed “Kavkazskaya Ovcharka”, translates most directly into “Caucasian Shepherd Dog,” we decided to call this book (and breed) Caucasian Mountain Dog to adhere to the popular US name for the breed and its AKC-chosen name. Just as the breed is known by different names, type varies around the world, too. The Caucasian is a breed in transition from native landrace to breeding in accordance with the modern breed standard. The photographs in this book reflect the wide variety of type in today’s Caucasian population around the world, including the author’s own breeding, the heavier Russian-bred dogs, as well as many European-bred dogs, show dogs and pet dogs.





The Caucasian Mountain Dog is a dog of legends from a time when age-old stories were passed down around the campfires among the inhabitants of remote villages. And so they would sit, our European forefathers, and tell the stories of the great bear-like dog that would strike down an enemy, sacrificing himself to protect the flock and family. During the 20th century, the Caucasian Mountain Dog was removed from his remote Caucasus homeland to Asia. In the former USSR, the breed was utilized for guarding factories and military establishments. Today this noble ancient breed links the past to the present and has captured the hearts of dog fanciers throughout the world.


As I write these lines from the comfortable study of my home in Ohio, two of my Caucasian Mountain Dogs lie here by my side, still on guard, still my partners. I see their watchful readiness and feel the confidence and security they bring to my home—the same qualities that the shepherds of the high Caucasus villages admired two millennia ago. The Caucasian Mountain Dogs have not changed so very much in all of that time, but the world of men surely has. Although the days of passing legends are far behind in our modern world, perhaps these pages will at least be a small window to this piece of canine history.


MEET THE CAUCASIAN MOUNTAIN DOG


The Caucasian Mountain Dog is a breed belonging to the ancient molosser group of primitive flock-guardian or livestock-guardian dogs and is closely related to the flock guardians of Tibet, other parts of Asia and the European mountains. This flock-guardian subdivision includes the Tibetan Mastiff, Spanish Mastiff, Anatolian Karabash, Great Pyrenees, Estrela Mountain Dog and Kuvasz. The Caucasian’s age-old duty, like that of his flock-guardian brethren, is to defend sheep and village from four-and two-legged predators—wolves, big cats, bears and human thieves.


The Caucasian Mountain Dog is indigenous to the Caucasus region, an isolated mountainous finger of land extending 750 miles from the Black Sea to the Caspian Sea. The main range, the Greater Caucasus, is a majestic chain of snow-capped peaks. Several passes divide the North Caucasus, which slopes down to the Kuban steppe, a major grain region, from Transcaucasia. The Lesser Caucasus is an extension of the Iranian plateau with pastures and forests in the uplands and orchards and vineyards in the valleys.


The breed hails from the following countries: the Georgian Republic, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Dagestan and surrounding areas. While Russia is considered the modern motherland of the Caucasian breed, the many peoples of the Caucasus have held a working partnership with the breed for thousands of years and are diverse in culture and language, different from Russian, and not of Slavic origin. To these people, the dogs are known as “Nagazi” or “Shepherd Dog” (in the Georgian Republic) and “Gampr” (in Armenia). The peoples of the Caucasus also refer to their dogs according to the work they perform, their appearance or their characteristics. Thus one may hear the dogs referred to as “Mgeli Dzaghli” (wolf-dogs) in the Georgian Republic or “Kurt Kopek” (wolf-dogs) in Azerbaijan, while black-masked dogs are called “Topush” in Armenia.




OVCHARKA BREEDS


The Caucasian Mountain Dog, known as the Kavkazskaya Ovcharka in Russia, is one of the native flock-guardian dogs known as “ovcharkas.” The word “ovcharka” is a Slavic-based word, meaning “shepherd dog” or “sheepdog.” Among the breed’s ovcharka cousins are the Central Asian Ovcharka and South Russian Ovcharka, the former of which is leggier and less coated than the Caucasian and the latter of which is densely coated and usually colored in solid white.
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Central Asian Ovcharka.





Only more recently has the breed become known as an “Ovcharka,” the Slavic-based Russian-language word that translates roughly into “shepherd dog” or “sheepdog.” In Russia, the country of origin as designated by cynological organizations, the breed is referred to as the Kavkazskaya Ovcharka, which translates most closely as “Caucasian Shepherd Dog.” But because the breed is a mountain-type guardian of the flock and not a herding dog, many modern fanciers refer to the breed as the “Caucasian Mountain Dog,” as we do here.




COLOR RANGE


The Caucasian Mountain Dog is one of the few flock-guardian breeds that is typically agouti gray or fawn in color. Only 3% of the breed is all white.
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EARLY ORIGINS


Lack of written records leaves questions regarding exactly how and when the flock-guardian dogs of the Caucasus originated. Several theories are proposed, but none can be proven, and it is possible that flock-guardian dogs entered the Caucasus through several routes. One romantic theory suggests that the Caucasian Mountain Dog is a completely independent and unique breed, originating in the Caucasus as a domestication of local wolves by the settlers of the region. The theory more often promulgated is that the Caucasian, as with the other molosser-type dogs, is a direct natural descendant of the Tibetan Mastiff, which entered the region through trade routes.


Other writers speculate that the Caucasian Mountain Dog was created by purposeful crossing of mastiff-type dogs with sheep-herding spitz-like dogs to produce a hardy breed, resistant to the cold, with sufficient size and fierceness. Yet another theory suggests that the breed developed from pariah dogs of Mesopotamia, which accompanied the nomadic people during their trek across the Asian continent. Over the centuries, parts of the Caucasus and surrounding regions were invaded and conquered by different cultures that may have brought their own dogs with them.


We do know that DNA evidence proves the wolf to be the ancestor of today’s domestic dog. Skeletal remains of a strain of wolf, Canis volgensis, were discovered along the river Volga, Transcausasia, Yakutsk region, and in northern China. A commonly held theory is that 14,000 to 16,000 years ago, a mutually beneficial, cooperative effort began between individuals of a wolf population and man, signifying the beginning of the domesticated dog. The first agricultural pursuits and the domestication of sheep and goats also coincide with this timetable. The dog’s first job for man may well have been guarding livestock from his hungry wolf ancestors.


Dog skeletal remains dating to 4000 BC, depicting dogs with massive skulls and a gradual transition from muzzle to strong jaws, were discovered near the Russian town of Bologoj and the Ladoga Water Canal. The Bronze Age dog, Canis familiaris matris optimae, or, as translated from the Latin, “dog of the best mother,” was large, with a wedge-like skull and a long muzzle. It is thought to have been common in the steppes around the Black Sea and northern Caucasus by 2000 BC.




CROPPING TRADITIONS


Herdsmen crop a puppy’s ears horizontally and bluntly close to the head to prevent their loss to the teeth of a predatory wolf. Legend says that the mother dog must consume the ear flaps, for if they are eaten by a wolf, the puppy will never have the strength to defend against him. Ear cropping continues throughout Russia and the former Soviet Union but is outlawed in some other parts of Europe. Most breeders in the US crop their dogs’ ears.
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The breed, here called the Caucasian Sheep Dog, was featured on a postage stamp of the Georgian Republic in 1996.


Iberian tribes were spread from the East to the West more than 4,000 years ago, settling the Caucasus (then called eastern Iberia) in fortified villages. Their survival depended on the safekeeping of their goats, sheep and cows, which grazed seasonal pastures and required protection from the fierce predators of the region. These settlers maintained trade relations with Asia and the Mediterranean. With the advent of slave trading came the additional need for personal and family protection. Ancient Greek and Roman writers made reference to the flock-guardian dogs of the Caucasus. Aristotle and Terenius are said to have called such dogs “Iberian Sheepdogs.” An Armenian manuscript of antiquity predating the second century AD references the shepherd dogs of the area. In the Azerbaijan mountain area, pictures are carved in stone of dogs drawn very tall and powerful. Folk tales and legends often make mention of large shaggy dogs who saved their owners from various dangers.
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The Spanish Mastiff (TOP) and the Pyrenean Mastiff (BOTTOM) share many similarities with the Caucasian Mountain Dog in looks, background and ability.


We know that western Iberia was conquered by the Celts, who were thought to have brought with them dogs called “hunting mastiffs.” The crossing of the so-called Iberian Sheepdogs and Celtic dogs is speculated by some to have produced the Pyrenean Mastiff and Spanish Mastiff, while the Caucasian branch of the flock-guardian dog family remained isolated and consistent in type, explaining the unique appearance of the Caucasian Mountain Dog today.


THE CAUCASIAN MOUNTAIN DOG IN RUSSIA


The Caucasian Mountain Dog is said to have been known in Russia since the Caucasian wars of 1765–1774 and possibly earlier in the Transcaucasus, native grasslands inhabited by early Russians. But the beginning of the modern history of the Caucasian breed in Russia is reported to be the 1920s, when the breed was sought as a livestock guardian dog to defend cattle and sheep from Russian wolf packs, jackals and bears. In some areas, organized dog-fighting matches provided entertainment and a selection criterion for the best four-footed warriors. The extraordinary territorial-guarding and predator-dispatching abilities of the breed were highly acclaimed, and, by the 1930s, the Caucasian breed was a legend throughout Russia.




HOW RARE IS RARE?


While still considered a rare breed throughout Europe and the Americas, the Russian National stud book records over 41,000 Caucasian Mountain Dogs.





One such Russian legend tells of a severe and sudden snowstorm in which 400 head of sheep were separated from the rest of the flock and lost. Three Caucasian Mountain Dogs who were guarding the sheep also vanished. Long searches were conducted but proved fruitless. Six weeks later, some herdsmen discovered the lost flock grazing on a pasture, guarded by three emaciated Caucasian Mountain Dogs. Both the adult sheep and newly born lambs, numbering now about 500 head, were saved by the dogs that never left their charges. The dogs apparently survived on rodents hunted down for food and bore the scars of countless encounters with wolves and other predators.


During this same period, the Soviet Red Army and NKVD (later known as KGB) kennels took hundreds of Caucasian dogs from the rural areas for use in the guarding of factories, storage sites, military installations and prisons. Over the next half-century, special Soviet-State-run kennels bred “chain-dogs,” with some kennels selecting for dogs with large and heavy-set bodies, guarding instinct and extreme ferocity instead of the historical athletic, well-balanced flock- and family-protection dogs of the Caucasus.




EVER-WATCHFUL GUARDIAN


Of course, the Caucasian Mountain Dog was bred to guard his flock from intruders, both lupine and human. There is a common saying about the breed that the Caucasian is so watchful that he sleeps with one eye open.
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The South Russian Ovcharka’s long coat distinguishes it from the other “ovcharka” breeds.


Some of the army kennels are reputed to have extensively crossed the Caucasian Mountain Dog with other breeds in an attempt to make the Caucasian dogs larger and also to try to create new breeds. Russian authors Alexander Inshakov and Eugene Tsigelnitsky write, “The practice of crossings became very common during the breeding of Moscow’s Watchdog (Caucasian Sheepdog x St. Bernard) and the Moscow Diver (Caucasian Sheep-dog x Newfoundland).” Nobody knows how many cross-bred dogs had been registered as Caucasian Sheepdogs during that period. Such a way of breeding and selection produced the enfant terrible of the army kennels: extremely rough, huge and heavy with too-heavy heads and poor hips and movements (movement not being important for chain-dogs). Such Caucasians often had bad temperaments: they attacked everything around, becoming dangerous even for the handlers. This type is widely spread over the country, but it is undesirable from the point of view of private owners or organized breeders.


Organized breeders throughout Russia have indeed worked to preserve the pure Caucasian Mountain Dog. The first post-war dog show reports in Moscow date to 1947. By the 1960s, the breed was flourishing in Moscow, with 179 Caucasian Mountain Dogs exhibited in 1964 at the 28th Moscow City Show. The first registered Caucasian Mountain Dog in what was then called Leningrad appeared in the 1960s in the stud book of the Working Dog Club and in the show catalog during this time. The best and most famous Caucasian dog populations became concentrated in the big cities: Moscow, Leningrad, Ivanovo, Nizhni, Novgorod and Perm.


These dogs were also kept in kennels and used for guarding factories and storehouses and were shown at the Agricultural Fair of the USSR as an achievement of the Soviet national farmer. Selection was geared toward property protection, with emphasis placed on stable temperament. All working dogs had to be rated at a show with marks of “Excellent” or “Very Good” in order to be bred, and had to pass obedience and protection tests in order to then be judged on physical conformation at a show. One such temperament/training test was the “KS,” which included a minimal obedience requirement along with a high defense reaction. The dog had to exhibit aggressiveness toward strangers who attempted to pass the dog’s tie-out when the dog’s owner left the dog tied with a command to “Watch.” Show dogs during this time were quite ferocious and often came into the show ring wearing muzzles.


The advent of electronic intruder-alert systems and the hardships accompanying the breakup of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s resulted in a decline in the number of guard dogs employed in Russian factories. Dogs need to be fed, and their necessity declined as electronic security systems were installed. To add infection to injury, an epidemic of infectious hepatitis in Moscow spread throughout the breed at this time. Breeders abandoned their kennel programs and closed up. Part of the best Caucasian Mountain Dog populations in the big city kennels were lost.


Simultaneously the breed came into fashion with the Russian general public. Clubs fragmented and the breed suffered a very difficult period of transition. Female dogs of any origin were bred to the same males. The lines and families were broken down and became difficult to trace, and numerous pedigrees were falsified. About the Kavkazskaya Ovcharka, Russia Magazine in 1998 reported that “Dozens of organizations all over the country were breeding dogs and giving out the hastily made pedigrees. Any contacts between the specialists were impossible, as they were afraid of revealing their shady business. Some of them didn’t trust anybody and withdrew into themselves; others were indifferent to anything and cared only of their own males mating. The breed broke like a mirror, and the smaller the fragments were, the more distorted and abnormal the reflection was. Today the ties are gradually settling, the number of those who want to make a profit out of the breeding decreases, and only the true enthusiasts stay. Time will show which of them is right.”




GOOD AND BAD LUCK


There is a superstition in some parts of the Caucasus that forbids photographing Caucasian Mountain Dogs for fear that the dogs will be cursed by an “evil eye” and become sick and die. Another legend says that clothing spun from the undercoat of the Caucasian will impart good health upon the wearer.
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A theory proposes that the Caucasian breed and other Molosser flock-guardian breeds descended from the Tibetan Mastiff, shown here.


Despite technology, hepatitis and puppy booms, dedicated breeders throughout the former USSR persevered through the darkest of breed times. Today strong breed clubs exist in Russia, furthering the breed as a property guardian and family protector. In 1995, the Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI) recognized the Russian Kynological Federation (RKF) and named Russia as the parent country of the Caucasian Mountain Dog. The RKF’s new program, known as the Russian National Breed Clubs, united each breed’s parent clubs, resulting in one club representing each breed. Further, the Russian National Club was formed to unite the various regional clubs. The RKF maintains a stud book for the Caucasian Mountain Dog and issues pedigrees with holograms and dog tattoo numbers. Some Caucasians registered in the Russian National Stud Book have 17-generation pedigrees.


THE BREED OUTSIDE RUSSIA


By the turn of the 20th century, the Caucasian Mountain Dog found its way outside Russia. Through the efforts of Gustav Radde, German researcher and founder of the Caucasian Museum, the Swiss cynologists Prof. Heim and Conrad Keller were made aware of the breed. Canine literature and encyclopedias published during the early and mid-1900s also provide brief descriptions.


The first exhibited Caucasian Mountain Dogs outside Russia were shown in 1930 at the German National Exhibition in Nuremberg. Likely these dogs were sold to German breeders by Russian sources, though their actual origins and history in Germany remain unclear. According to some writers, World War II halted breeding efforts, which were resumed after the war by the military, the police, state sheep-breeding farms and a few private breeders. Other sources identify 1969 as the year that the breed was established in East Germany and 1979 as the year that the breed became established in West Germany. By 1987 the breed had spread to Finland. Considered a “National Treasure,” export from the USSR was still forbidden as late as 1989, but individuals of the breed continued to cross into other European countries and the West. In 1990, the Caucasian Mountain Dog breed was introduced in the United States, and the US parent club was organized by author Stacey Kubyn of Esquire Caucasians (www.esquirecaucasians.com).


Today increasing numbers of the modern standardized Caucasian Mountain Dog of Russia can be found in many countries around the globe. The Fédération Cynologique Internationale recognizes the breed and holds shows in Europe and South America. Likewise, alternative clubs also exist and are growing in popularity. In 1995, the breed was recognized in the United States by the United Kennel Club, now listed as the Caucasian Ovcharka. The breed is eligible for the American Kennel Club’s FSS (Foundation Stock Service, a record-keeping service for breeds not currently AKC-registered) as the Caucasian Mountain Dog.


THE FUTURE


The modern standardized Caucasian Mountain Dog continues his partnership with mankind as an estate and ranch guardian and family companion. In the US, efforts are underway to place dogs on sheep ranches in hopes of restoring the breed’s age-old agricultural role. Aboriginal Caucasian dogs, bred for flock and family protection, can still be found throughout the Caucasus. The Armenia Kennel Club has written a separate breed standard for their local dogs, which they call “Gampr.” One day we may see different cultivated versions of the Caucasian dogs from different regions of the Caucasus competing at exhibitions under breed names separate from Caucasian Mountain Dog.
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Even the strongest, most robust dogs need to rest sometimes!
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“That’s not a dog, it’s a bear!” is the comment Caucasian Mountain Dog owners hear most often when they walk their dogs down the road. Curious awestruck motorists will stop their cars to ask if it really is a dog or which breed of dog it is that has caught their attention. The large size, seemingly even more immense because of the attractive long heavy coat and the substantial head with high-set bluntly cropped ears, wide muzzle and noticeable cheekbones conjure up the image of a wild animal more than one of a domesticated dog.


Breed lovers extol the virtues of the Caucasian Mountain Dog. We describe a dog of great self-esteem that is always aware of his power, utilizing a keen intelligence that evaluates a situation with an attentive gaze. Protection is the job of the Caucasian Mountain Dog. An owner entrusts this dog with his own life, the lives of his family and the security of his property. The owner depends upon the breed to be naturally protective without specific training for the task, and to be gentle and loving with family members and children.


Molded by the forces of nature in the often harsh working conditions of the Caucasus Mountains, the Caucasian Mountain Dog is a product of both natural selection and man’s ever-changing demands for the various tasks that the breed has had to perform over many generations. Recognition of the original guardian role for which the Caucasian Mountain Dog was developed provides a better understanding of the breed’s characteristics and behavior today.


A PHYSICALLY ROBUST BREED


While each family will vary in the care and keeping of a dog, the working Caucasian Mountain Dog often lives half-wild in the Caucasus Mountains. Historically, no custom of selling dogs exists in the Caucasus, and the pups born to the working dogs are needed to replenish the family guardian pack or are traded to neighboring herdsmen. Excess litters are considered an unnecessary burden. Therefore a herdsman may keep five or six dogs, of which four are males and only one or two are females. Bitches cycle every eight to eleven months. Male dogs will battle for the breeding rights to the bitch in season, with the winning male siring the litter. Puppies are usually whelped in an outdoor lair with minimal human intervention and care. The herdsman may leave only the male puppies and destroy all but one or two of the females. About 20% of the mountain-born puppies actually live to adulthood. Herdsmen crop the puppies’ ears horizontally and bluntly, close to the head (in theory to prevent their later loss to a predatory wolf) without the use of anesthesia. A difficult mountain life begins from birth for the Caucasian Mountain Dog, governed by the principle of “survival of the fittest.”


The flock migration from summer to winter pasture may span miles. Only sound, healthy dogs can complete the journey. Predator attacks are frequent, and only the strongest and most efficient guardians that meet these challenges live to reproduce. Food rations are meager. The dogs are fed a cornmeal- or bread-based diet, and sometimes a little goat’s milk. Only dogs that are “easy-keepers” with the instinct to supplement their diets by hunting rodents and rabbits endure.


Over the centuries, the Caucasian Mountain Dog breed developed physical characteristics advantageous to living and working in the Caucasus Mountains environment. The breed’s thick double coat and mane-like ruff are insulation from heat and cold and protection from predator bites. The coat has a characteristic oiliness with water-repellent and tangle-resistant properties, and an odor that serves as a scent warning to predators. Dirt that dries on the coat shakes off. Dogs at higher elevations developed longer coats in response to colder winter weather, and larger chest and lung capacity in response to thinner air. Dogs in the steppe regions are often shorter-coated in response to the more temperate climate.
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Traditionally, ears are cropped close to the head. Cropping is done on pups at a very young age.
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A representative of the breed from Germany, which differs somewhat from the dogs in Russia.


Conditions in the Soviet-run kennels were less extreme than mountain conditions. Kennel Caucasian Mountain Dogs were well fed until perestroika and did not face animal predators. However, natural selection was replaced by a half-century of human selection in these kennels. Dogs that could not perform their government guarding service were destroyed, and only the largest, strongest, most aggressive dogs were chosen for breeding.


Today’s Caucasian Mountain Dog is heir to the robust, healthy constitution of his mountain flock-guardian ancestors. The breed’s most significant health problem is a high incidence of radiographic hip and elbow dysplasia, for which all breeding stock should be screened. However, the breed is so physically strong and stoic that few individuals are crippled from these diseases. Entropion (turning in of the eyelids) also occurs in the breed with some frequency. Hypothyroidism, seizures, food allergies, gastric torsion, heart problems and early cancers that plague other dog breeds are reported occasionally but are not widespread in the general population. Average life expectancy is about ten years, of course with some living longer, and the breed stays hardy in its senior years.
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