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Physical Characteristics of the Dalmatian


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: The head is in balance with the overall dog. It is of fair length and is free of loose skin. The top of the skull is flat with a slight vertical furrow and is approximately as wide as it is long.


Eyes: Set moderately well apart, are medium sized and somewhat rounded in appearance, and are set well into the skull. Eye color is brown or blue, or any combination thereof.


Nose: Completely pigmented on the leather, black in black-spotted dogs.
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Chest: Deep, capacious and of moderate width, having good spring of rib without being barrel shaped.


Forequarters: The shoulders are smoothly muscled and well laid back. The elbows are close to the body. The legs are straight, strong and sturdy in bone.


Ears: Of moderate size, proportionately wide at the base and gradually tapering to a rounded tip. They are set rather high, and are carried close to the head, and are thin and fine in texture.


Neck: Nicely arched, fairly long, free from throatiness, and blends smoothly into the shoulders.




Body: Back level and strong. The loin is short, muscular and slightly arched. The flanks narrow through the loin. The croup is nearly level with the back.


Coat: Short, dense, fine and close fitting. It is neither woolly nor silky. It is sleek, glossy and healthy in appearance.


Size: Desirable height at the withers is between 19 and 23 inches.


Color and Markings: The ground color is pure white. In black-spotted dogs the spots are dense black. Spots are round and well-defined, the more distinct the better.


Tail: A natural extension of the topline. It is strong at the insertion and tapers to the tip, which reaches to the hock. The tail is carried with a slight upward curve but should never curl over the back.


Hindquarters: Powerful, having smooth, yet well defined muscles. The stifle is well bent. The hocks are well let down.


Feet: Round and compact with thick, elastic pads and well arched toes.
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Although the exact origin of the Dalmatian is still uncertain, today it is one of the most distinct-looking and recognizable breeds in the world.
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ANCIENT BEGINNINGS


Although it is known that the Dalmatian is a very old breed, its exact origins are somewhat of a mystery. Evidence of Dalmatian-like dogs can be found in artifacts from civilizations as old as ancient Egypt, as drawings of spotted dogs have been found on cave walls and in Egyptian tombs. These early drawings depict the dogs running beside chariots pulled by horses. Some historians maintain that ancient Egypt is, in fact, the birthplace of the Dalmatian breed.


There are also those who believe that the region formerly known as Yugoslavia is where the Dalmatian’s roots lie and that a man named Jurij Dalmatin is the originator of the breed. There is evidence that Dalmatin had received dogs from Turkey and bred them in the latter part of the sixteenth century. The dogs became known as “Dalmatins” or “Turkish Dogs,” but there is no written description of what these dogs looked like. To add to the confusion, there is a province on the Adriatic Sea called Dalmatia, a name that often causes people to believe that it is the Dalmatian’s homeland (though there is no evidence to support this assumption).


One thing that is constant about the Dalmatian’s history is their association with horses. From the ancient cave drawing to seventeenth-and eighteenth-century artwork depicting spotted dogs, the dogs are almost always pictured with horses. Along with the dogs’ striking markings, it is their affinity for horses that caused the dogs to be prized by traveling Romany gypsies. This is yet another factor that adds to the cloudiness of the Dalmatian’s origin. These spotted dogs were “spotted” all over Europe, most likely introduced into many different regions through their travels. Thus, it is difficult to ascertain where the dogs were first found.
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The harlequin Great Dane has been suggested as one of the Dalmatian’s ancestors. Judging from looks, this theory is quite probable.
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Harlequin Great Dane puppies bear an amazing similarity to Dalmatian puppies.


THE DALMATIAN GOES TO ENGLAND


Once the Dalmatian reached England, the breed’s history becomes easier to trace. The breed is a very old one in England, tracing back to around the late seventeenth century. The Dalmatian first gained popularity among the upper class in England, where the dogs were used as coach dogs for both protective and ornamental purposes. Dalmatians were used to guard their masters’ horses and coaches while traveling. The Dalmatian would run with the coach, either behind the horses’ heels or underneath one of the coach’s axles. When the passengers had to make a stop and leave the coach unattended, the Dalmatian would guard the horses, the coach and the coach’s contents. During overnight stops, the Dalmatian would stay in the stable with the horses and coach to ward off thieves.




UK BREED CLUBS


In the UK, there are four major Dalmatian breed clubs:


• The North of England Dalmatian Club (NEDC), founded in 1903


• The British Dalmatian Club (BDC), founded in 1925 as the Southern Dalmatian Club


• The Dalmatian Club of Scotland (DCS), founded in 1969


• The Northern Ireland Dalmatian Club (NIDC), founded in 1981
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The Dalmatian became very well known as the “coach dog,” and was prized for his tireless ability to keep pace on long journeys. Add to this the dog’s uncanny sense of kinship with the horses, and it seemed that coaching was indeed the Dalmatian’s purpose; no other breed was better suited to the task. The Dalmatian, with his distinctive spots, was already an easily recognizable breed to begin with, but now he was also an almost permanent fixture beside coaches all over England. Unfortunately, when the use of automobiles became commonplace and the use of the horse-drawn carriage eventually was phased out, the Dalmatian was no longer needed to perform what had become his intended duty.
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The smooth Istrian Pointer, probably from the former Yugoslavia, is also among the Dalmatian’s ancestors.
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Head study of the Istrian Pointer.


Dals also gained their fame as “firehouse dogs” in Britain. The dogs were kept by London firemen to rid the firehouses of rats and similar pests, but because of the dogs’ love of horses and instinct for coaching, they would often run along with the horse-drawn fire wagons. One could often witness a Dalmatian running in front of a fire wagon, as if to blaze a trail and clear the path for the firemen. With the advent of motorized fire trucks came a change for the Dalmatian as well—he then became a passenger in the truck, seated next to the driver. Although it is rare today to see a Dalmatian accompanying a fire company to fight a fire, the distinction of “firehouse dog” has remained with the breed.




FIRST UK SPECIALTIES


The first specialty shows of both the North of England Dalmatian Club and the Southern Dalmatian Club were held in the same year, 1930. The Southern Dalmatian Club also changed its name in 1930 to the British Dalmatian Club, the name by which the club is known today.
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The Bengal Harrier, as shown in this illustration from the 1700s, seems like a sure bet to have been the Dalmatian’s predecessor. Early English dog books credit the Old English hounds as the origin of the Dalmatian.
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Eng. Ch. Golden Dawn of Coelan is a beautiful bitch from the 1930s with good markings. Owned by Miss Stephenson.
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In a photo from 1931, the beautiful Miss Griselda Hervey poses with her two pet Dalmatians.




CRUFTS CHAMP


In 1968 a Dalmatian, Eng. Ch. Fanhill Faune, was the Supreme Champion at Crufts Dog Show, the UK’s largest and most prestigious dog show.





The Dalmatian’s popularity in England was not just as a coaching dog and a firehouse mascot. The dogs also became popular in the show ring. Britain’s second conformation show was held in 1860, and this is the first time that Dalmatians were shown. The first breed standard, which was The Kennel Club’s first official standard for the breed, was published in 1890. However, for about the next 30 years, there were very few records of Dalmatian champions. In 1925 the Southern Dalmatian Club (now the British Dalmatian Club) was formed, with Mr. Fred Kemp as president. Mr. Kemp is a major reason that there were any Dalmatians left in England at that time, as he kept the Dals in his kennel alive through the devastation of World War I and, as a result, was able to provide breeding stock after the war.
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Look at that! This Dalmatian is as alert as his young friend as an airplane passes overhead in this photo from the early 1930s.
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Miss L. B. Clay was a famous English exhibitor of Dalmatians and well known at the UK’s Crufts show. One of her pups is pictured here, just when he was starting to get


While Dalmatians were popular before the war, their popularity really blossomed after the war. In 1918, there were two Kennel-Club-registered Dalmatians. Then, in a span of less than 15 years, registrations skyrocketed to nearly 900! It was during this time period that many important bloodlines were established in England. These quality dogs improved the breed all over the world, as many English-born Dalmatians of this time, or their offspring, were exported to other countries and became foundation stock. An example is the “of the Wells” strain; this line not only produced top winners in England but many “of the Wells” dogs also figured prominently in the foundations of important American kennels.




ROAD TRIALS


A major effort on the part of the Dalmatian Club of America to preserve the Dalmatian’s original function was the introduction of road trial competition. The first road trial was held in Pennsylvania in 1906. Each dog ran with a horse and carriage and the dogs were scored: 75% on coaching ability and 25% on conformation. Toward the middle of the century, the carriages were eliminated and each dog ran with a rider on horseback, covering distances of either 12.5 or 25 miles. The DCA still sponsors road trials, usually in conjunction with its national specialties if held in an appropriate location.







101 DALMATIANS


In 1956, English author Dodie Smith’s 101 Dalmatians was published (yes, it originated as a book!). The animated Disney movie 101 Dalmatians followed in 1961, and 1996 saw the Disney re-release of the movie, this time with live people and dogs!
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A lovely group of Dalmatian pups. Their spotting is still at an early stage in this photo.


Since the end of World War II, the Dalmatian’s popularity as a pet and show dog has remained relatively constant. Dalmatian breed clubs in the UK are committed to preserving the Dalmatian and disseminating information about the breed to prospective owners. Today the Dalmatian ranks among the top 20 most popular breeds in the UK, according to the number of Kennel Club registrations.


THE DALMATIAN IN THE UNITED STATES


The Dalmatian is quite a star in the United States, thanks in no small part to Disney and the 101 Dalmatians movies (and what seems to be the requisite marketing and merchandise blitz). It took them some time to gain their popularity in the US, but it wasn’t too long before Americans were “seeing spots” everywhere. Top-quality English bloodlines have much to do with the improvement of the Dalmatian in the USA. While records show that George Washington owned “coach dogs” as early as the late eighteenth century, the first Dalmatian was not registered with the American Kennel Club until 1887—this was a bitch named “Bessie.”
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Champion Dalmatians from the 1930s, all belonging to the well-known breeder Mrs. D. K. Hackney. Ch. Snow Leopard, second from the right, was world-famous during his career.


The first record of a Dalmatian in conformation competition in America was in 1883, but the breed was not particularly popular. The first Dalmatian champion was recorded in 1904; this is also the year in which the organizational foundation was being laid down for the Dalmatian Club of America (DCA). The DCA was officially founded in 1905, and the formation of a breed club did much to increase the Dalmatian’s popularity in the US.




DCA ONLINE


The Dalmatian Club of America has a wonderful web site (www.thedca.org), which can help you find a breeder and puppy, update you on the latest health advances, put you in touch with breed clubs and rescue organizations in your area, tell you about upcoming Dal events, and the list goes on!





Registration was not required in the early days of conformation showing, so registrations alone are not the most accurate way to determine the number of Dalmatians. The northeastern United States was where the Dalmatian first gained popularity; this is where much of the showing activity took place. Dalmatians were shown not only in conformation competition but also in road-trial competition, which became very popular. These were tests that evaluated the dogs’ natural aptitude for coaching, the purpose for which the breed was intended. Conformation played a small part in these tests, but the focus was on the dogs’ working ability.
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Miss Barnes’ top-winning bitch Westella Venture shows the breed’s beautiful head.
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Mother and pups make a pretty picture. Note the difference in the spotting pattern on the ears of each dog.


American Dals also became “firehouse dogs” just like their English counterparts; they were highly valued by the firemen as companions. When the company was called to the scene of a fire, the Dalmatian often appointed himself an “honorary firefighter” and came along on foot. Today many fire companies adopt Dalmatians as mascots. Dalmatians are often used in demonstrations to give fire safety lessons to schoolchildren. It is very common to see Dalmatian collectibles and trinkets depicting the dogs wearing fire hats or in fire trucks. “Fire engine red” is a color very often associated with the Dalmatian; many owners “dress” their Dals in red collars, believing that red is the color in which their dogs look best!


Dalmatians are very popular today in the US, with a large pet population and consistently large entries in specialty and all-breed shows. Dalmatians participate in a wide range of activities in America, including agility and obedience trials, road trial competition, flyball, hiking, backpacking and much more. The Dalmatian is also used as a therapy dog and as an assistance dog. Because of the huge demand for Dalmatian puppies created by the re-creation of Disney’s 101 Dalmatians, the DCA has done much to promote responsible breeding, responsible ownership and Dalmatian rescue.


THE DALMATIAN IN AUSTRALIA


The Dalmatian has found a wonderful home in Australia. Its purpose here was a bit different than in England or the US—although the Dal did accompany their masters traveling on horseback, he was used mainly as a hunter and water retriever. Owners were amazed at how well these dogs took to water and, while the rest of the world may not think of the Dalmatian in this capacity (he is part of the AKC’s Non-Sporting Group), the Dalmatian became as much of a sporting dog as any of the retrievers, spaniels or setters.


The first records of Dalmatians in conformation competition were in the late 1880s, but the breed did not do anything significant in the show ring until the 1930s. The ‘30s and ‘40s were important decades for the Dalmatian in Australia, as this is when the breed gained recognition and much of the foundation stock was established. With the importation of English, and sometimes American, stock and the subsequent rise in the breed’s quality and popularity came the Dalmatian’s first real strides in the show ring.
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Although not typically thought of as a retrieving breed, the Dalmatian is prized for his abilities as a water retriever.


Today there are many outstanding Australian Dalmatian bloodlines, and dogs continue to be imported as well. The Dalmatian is very popular in Australia and very well known for his versatility. He is seen in numerous areas of the dog sport, including conformation, obedience, agility, endurance testing, flyball and tracking. Rules for dog competition in Australia are set forth by the governing councils in each Australian state and by the Australian National Kennel Council (ANKC), which is made up of these councils.


Of course, the Dalmatian is a popular choice for a companion dog, and he is gaining fame as a performer (as is the case in much of the world). He finds a special place in firehouses throughout Australia and has been featured in numerous public safety programs, on fire safety and other topics, geared toward children.
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Dalmatians in training at a kennel in the 1920s. This looks like the precursor to modern agility training!
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A modern example of a beautiful Dalmatian bred in the Netherlands.


THE DALMATIAN IN GERMANY


In Germany the Dalmatian is well over 300 years old, and just like their English counterparts, it took German Dalmatians quite some time before they attracted much attention. Two Dalmatians were entered in a show in 1879, and for the next few decades entries rose slowly but consistently. World War I, of course, had a detrimental effect on the breed, and the first Dalmatian breed club (Deutscher Dalmatiner Club von 1920 e.V.) in Germany was formed several years later in an attempt to revive breeding activity and improve quality. In the years between the two World Wars, breed clubs began to fall under very strict regulation. During the wars, there was virtually no breeding of dogs of any breed. Once breeding resumed after World War II, more conflict ensued with the split of the country into East and West Germany.


Breeding began again following the division, but Dalmatian breeders in East Germany and West Germany may as well have been breeding two separate breeds. The Dalmatians resembled each other in looks, but were on opposite ends of the spectrum in terms of personality. West German breeders bred mild-tempered companion dogs, while East German breeders bred slightly aggressive dogs designed for protection work. Since the reunification of Germany, breeders across the country have united and major breed clubs have joined together for the purpose of solidifying type and temperament in the Dalmatian. Also, there has been an increase in imports since 1989, which has done much to contribute to the quality of the German Dalmatian bloodlines. The Deutscher Dalmatiner Club von 1920 e.V. still exists and operates today under the Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI), the ruling organization for dog activity in continental Europe.


WORLDWIDE POPULARITY


Dalmatians are popular worldwide, with much foundation stock coming from English, American and German bloodlines. From Canada to South Africa and almost everywhere in between, national breed clubs are dedicated to preserving and promoting the Dalmatian. No matter where in the world the Dalmatian is “spotted,” there is no doubt that he is one of the most distinctive-looking dog breeds of all time, and perhaps the most recognizable. Breed fanciers around the globe today strive to let the world know that the Dalmatian has more than just his unique look—behind those spots lies a wonderfully rich and ancient heritage.


[image: image]


Ch. Midstone Ebony, owned by Mrs. J. W. Bonney, was bred in England and exported to the USA.
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Goworth Victor, owned by Miss E. V. Barnes, was an English-bred Dalmatian and a Crufts winner.
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The answer to the question, “Why the Dalmatian?” is, on the surface, a very easy one. Why? Because those spots are something else! Why? Because they have such exuberant, outgoing personalities. Why? Because we just saw 101 Dalmatians and want a dog just like Pongo or Perdita.


True, the Dalmatian is a beautiful, distinctive-looking dog with a wonderfully gregarious personality. However, if your impressions of what the breed is all about are based on what you’ve seen in a movie, then you have a lot more learning to do. If you’re bowled over by the thought of bringing an adorable spotted puppy home, it’s time to look beyond the spots. In order to be a responsible and informed dog owner, and this goes for dogs of any breed, it is not sufficient to decide to add a dog to your family simply because you saw one on TV and it “looked cute.” Dogs are dogs and, in reality, the pup you bring home will not behave like the highly trained animals used in TV and movies. All of this is being said not to dissuade the potential Dalmatian owner, because they are indeed wonderful dogs. Wonderful dogs, yes. The perfect dog for everyone, no. This information is being presented to give the prospective owner important facts about the Dalmatian. So read on, and if the Dalmatian is in fact the breed for you, may you enjoy a long and fulfilling life with your new spotted friend.
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Dalmatians make wonderful pets provided that they have enough attention and activity. They want nothing more than to be part of the family!


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS


Let’s start off with the obvious. The Dalmatian is one of the world’s most recognizable dog breeds and the reason is obvious…the spots, of course. From a purely esthetic point of view, the spots are what make the Dalmatian a Dalmatian. While the spots are the Dalmatian’s “beauty marks,” they are far from being the breed’s most important physical trait when it comes to soundness.




NICKNAMES


Throughout history, the Dalmatian’s trademark spots have earned him some interesting nicknames like “Plum Pudding Dog” and “Spotted Dick.”
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Even at a young age, the breed’s elegance is evident in this beautiful pup from Dutch breeding.


The Dalmatian is a mediumsized dog with an athletic-looking body. A Dalmatian in good condition is an awesome sight with sleek, clean lines. Remember that the Dalmatian was a working breed by design, and the fact that the breed is no longer used in that capacity is no excuse for obese, outof-shape dogs. Although most Dals would run all day if they had the choice, regular, not excessive, exercise is all that is needed to keep a healthy Dalmatian looking fit.


Overall, the Dalmatian should be balanced and well proportioned. It should not be exaggerated in any one feature. These are essential characteristics of a dog that needs to use energy efficiently for maximum endurance.


The Dalmatian is not a long-coated breed (although long-haired Dals are known to exist), but the length of the coat varies from dog to dog. The coat should be smooth and, while the Dalmatian does not require an elaborate grooming routine, the prospective owner should know that Dalmatians shed! White hairs on your black sweater, black hairs on your white sofa…of course, this is a small inconvenience compared to the joy your pet Dalmatian will bring to you, but something to consider nonetheless. The shedding can be kept to a minimum easily with regular brushing to remove dead hair.
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These little puppies will eventually have large spots like Mom. The breed has a very unique look thanks to its spots.
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