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Physical Characteristics of the Basset Hound


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: Large and well proportioned and of medium width. The skull is well domed, showing a pronounced occipital protuberance.


Eyes: Soft, sad, and slightly sunken, showing a prominent haw, and in color are brown, dark brown preferred.


Muzzle: Deep, heavy, and free from snipiness.
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Nose: Darkly pigmented, preferably black, with large wide-open nostrils.


Neck: Powerful, of good length, and well arched.


Lips: Darkly pigmented and pendulous, falling squarely in front and, toward the back, in loose hanging flews.


Ears: Extremely long, low set, and when drawn forward, fold well over the end of the nose. They are velvety in texture, hanging in loose folds with the ends curling slightly inward.


Chest: Deep and full with prominent sternum showing clearly in front of the legs. The distance from the deepest point of the chest to the ground is not to be more than one-third the total height at the withers.


Forelegs: Short, powerful, heavy in bone, with wrinkled skin.


Feet: The paw is massive, very heavy with tough heavy pads, well rounded and with both feet inclined equally a trifle outward, balancing the width of the shoulders.


Tail: Not docked and set in continuation of the spine with but slight curvature, and carried gaily in hound fashion.


Size: The height should not exceed 14 inches.


Body: The rib structure is long, smooth, and extends well back. The ribs are well sprung, allowing adequate room for heart and lungs. The topline is straight, level, and free from any tendency to sag or roach.


Hindquarters: Very full and well rounded, approximately equal to the shoulders in width. The dog stands firmly on its hind legs showing a well-let-down stifle with no tendency toward a crouching stance. The hind feet point straight ahead.


Coat: Hard, smooth, and short, with sufficient density to be of use in all weather. The skin is loose and elastic.


Color: Any recognized hound color is acceptable and the distribution of color and markings is of no importance.
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Mr. George R. Krehl’s Basset Hounds, Jupiter, Fino de Paris and Pallas, as they appeared in Cassell’s Illustrated Book of the Dog, published in 1881.
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The origin of the Basset Hound, like most other hound breeds, cannot be positively traced; it certainly appears buried in antiquity. Figures found on the monument of Thothmus III, who reigned in Egypt more than 4,000 years ago, are of dogs of long, low stature, the same proportions we see in the Basset Hound of today.


Similar figures were also found in early Assyrian dog sculptures. Dogs of similar Basset type but differing coat textures, one smooth, the other rough, were sent from Assyria to the Rhone district of western France between 125 and 200 AD. Writers describing these dogs told of their use as tracking and trailing traditional Basset game, the rabbit and the hare.


Onomasticon, a Greek dictionary in ten volumes, written by Iulius Pollux in the second century AD, mentions the dog being used by man for hunting purposes about 1300 BC. The ancient Greek author Xenophon made references in his writings of about 450 BC to small hounds used to hunt the hare on foot.


Early man hunted animals for survival itself, but down through the centuries hunting evolved from a means to sustain life into a sport. The landed gentry and nobility of France, as early as the 14th century, pursued blood sports as a social activity, using horses and large and small hounds, along with small terriers, in pursuit of deer, fox, badger and hare.


[image: image]


Zero, owned by HRH The Prince of Wales in the 1930s.


Selection for desired physical characteristics and mental traits to suit a purpose is how the various pure breeds came into being. In prehistoric times, the breeder was the caveman looking for a dog whose basic instincts were strong, and he used the best of these dogs to assist him in finding and catching food. Later, the breeder was the farmer, who found that keeping a game, hardy dog around helped keep meat on the family’s table. The advantage to the common man was that the Basset was slower and could be easily followed on foot.


Later still, when the Basset was kept by the aristocracy, stockmen were employed and it was they who made the selection of stock. Having the wealth to do so, the aristocracy kept large numbers of hounds together in packs. The terrain varied from district to district throughout France and so the desired type varied from pack to pack to best serve the challenges of the local hunt. This group of wealthy sportsmen usually followed the hounds on horseback.


Down through the ages, the breeder, whether he be the caveman, the farmer or the stockman, fixed type by repeatedly selecting for those desirable characteristics and traits known to suit the purpose at hand, and the long, low hounds eventually were refined and bred with some consistency.


During the Middle Ages in France, there were many varieties of hound described in early writings. How each of these influenced the present-day Basset Hound is not clear. In the eighth century, the “Dog of Flanders” was called the St. Hubert Hound; St. Hubert was the patron saint of the monks at an abbey in the Ardennes. There were two varieties: a black-and-tan dog used for hunting boar and wolf, and a white variety later known as the Talbot Hound, a dog said to be 28 inches high.
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The modern Basset Hound represents generations of selective breeding for desired characteristics, all of which are abundantly evident in Eng. Ch. Coombeglen Rufus.


Sir Thomas Cockraine in 1591 recommended that a dog known only as the “heavy Southern-type hound” in southern France be bred with a Kibble Hound, the latter described as being of the broken and crook-legged Basset type.


Le Couteulx believed that all French hounds were derived from the St. Hubert Hound. He describes 12 different varieties of Basset said to exist around the time of the French Revolution (1789–1799). He felt that they were all related, having similarly shaped heads, long ears and dewlap. In another work, dated 1879, there is mention of the Rostaing Bassets with long bodies and short crooked legs that were owned by a French marquis. This type of dog was described as having a grand Otterhound-type head with a rough coat and was probably of the type we know today as the basset griffon (such as the Griffon Nivernais, the Grand Basset Griffon Vendéen and the Griffon Fauve de Bretagne).


Sir John Everett Millais, one of the earliest English breeders, theorized that the rickety-type Bloodhounds, descendants of the St. Hubert Hound, could have developed short, crooked legs. He believed that sportsmen who followed their hounds on foot selected specimens with the shortest legs, and the Basset Hound was the result of their continued selections.
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ACHONDROPLASTIC


You have read that the French word basset means “low-set” or “dwarf” but did you realize that today the Basset is known as an achondroplastic type of dog? Achondroplasia refers to a form of dwarfism primarily affecting the development of long bones, i.e., the limbs of young dogs. Growth in some areas is restricted or arrested, resulting in an animal normal in head and body development, but severely foreshortened in the limbs. The stunted bones, although lacking in length and frequently bowed, are strong, often stronger than those of normal legs. Dachshunds and Basset Hounds are typical achondroplastics. The rather short and anatomically deformed limbs, due to achondroplasia, equip the Basset specifically to enter rabbit warrens, badger lairs, etc., a task quite beyond hounds with “normal” leg formation.







CANIS


Dogs and wolves are members of the genus Canis. Wolves are known scientifically as Canis lupus while dogs are known as Canis domesticus. Dogs and wolves are known to interbreed. The term canine derives from the Latin-derived word Canis. The term dog has no scientific basis but has been used for thousands of years. The origin of the word dog has never been definitively ascertained.
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This early drawing of French Bassets as they appeared in 1885 represents the two coat types, rough and smooth, which have been popular on the Continent for many years.


In 1887, the prolific English writer, Stonehenge, wrote, “In France, about twelve different breeds of hounds are met with, including the St. Hubert, the smooth hounds of La Vendée, the Brittany Red Hound, the gray St. Louis, the Gascony, the Normandy, the Saintogne, the Poitou, the Breese, the Vendée rough-coated hound, the Artois, and the little Basset, coupled with the Briquet. Of these, the grey St. Louis is almost extinct, and all the others, with the exception of the Basset, may be grouped with the St. Hubert and the Red Hound of Brittany.” He goes on to say, “The varieties of the Basset are innumerable, some being black-and-tan, and common throughout the Black Forest and Vosges, while the others are either tricoloured or blue mottled. The tricolour has lately been introduced into England in large numbers, having been first shown to the English visitors at the French show of 1863.”
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Basset Hounds, when in proper physical condition, can leap hurdles and hold their own in agility trials. This action photo originally appeared in Sport & General.


Stonehenge uses the words of the earliest French authority, De Fouilloux, to describe the “Basset d’Artois,” with which we are chiefly concerned. “The Artesien, with full-crooked fore-legs, smooth coats, brave, and having double rows of teeth like wolves.”


Stonehenge further observed, “In the many political storms that have swept over France, carrying away her monarchical pageantry and the impressing ceremonies of the chase, many of that country’s ancient breeds became almost extinct. Among them, the basset-hound fared a little better than its blood neighbours—the hounds of Artois, Normandy, Gascony and Saintogne. Thanks to the sporting and patriotic instincts of the descendant of the old noblesse, Count le Couteulx de Canteleu, who spared neither trouble nor expense in his purpose, the smooth tricolour basset-hound of Artois has been preserved in all its purity. The breed was not revived; it had never died out, but it was necessary to search all over the ‘basset’ districts to find, in sportsmen’s kennels, the few true typical specimens, and to breed from them alone. In these efforts on behalf of the old breeds, he was greatly benefited by the valuable assistance of M. Pierre Pichot, editor of the Revue Britannique. These are inseparably connected with the famous kennel of Chateau St. Martin, and hounds of Count Couteulx’s strain are now as highly prized and eagerly sought for in England as in France. They are aptly described by the French writer De la Blanchere as ‘large hounds on short legs’.”




PHYSICAL AND MENTAL


Since dogs have been inbred for centuries, their physical and mental characteristics are constantly being changed to suit man’s desires for hunting, retrieving, scenting, guarding and warming their masters’ laps. During the past 150 years, dogs have been judged according to physical characteristics as well as functional abilities. Few breeds can boast a genuine balance between physique, working ability and temperament.
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In Vero Shaw’s 1881 The Book of the Dog, another of the earliest English Basset fanciers wrote, “The Basset par excellence, though, is the beautiful smooth-coated tricolour of Artois, and this is the type with its rich and brilliant colouring of black, white, and golden tan, its noble Bloodhound-like head so full of solemn dignity, and long velvet-soft ears, the kind and pensive eye, the heavy folds of the throat, the strange fore-limbs, the quaint and mediaeval appearance…” This type, according to Mr. Krehl, will always be associated with Count le Couteulx de Canteleu, who set about to breed a line he described as, “The head lays great stress upon the occipital protuberance…and is long, narrow and thin in the muzzle, the ears very long; the head of the dog being much heavier and stronger than the bitch’s. He gives about four inches for the height of the crooked legs. Colour, tricolour, sometimes ticked with black spots.” He goes on to say that, “Some of them have more teeth than dogs usually have, and that many have a lower jaw a little shorter than the upper jaw.”
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The Wooton Basset Hounds were a well-known pack in the 1930s. Bassets were commonly used as pack dogs both in France and England during the first part of the 20th century.


Also breeding about this same time, from much the same stock, were two other French breeders, Monsieurs Masson and Lane. Each developed a line, but with varying results. What happened in France in the 1880s also happens today. It is the selection of different traits that a breeder makes from his stock that form the easily recognized type known to come from a particular kennel. These three gentlemen were responsible for breeding Bassets, similar yet different in style, apparently easily recognized as the Fino de Paris type, the Termino or Masson type and the Lane type. Eventually the three lines were combined, each line needing attributes different than the others to keep the line healthy and breeding true.


It is interesting to note that these three types within the breed would have influence later on the type established in England and America. The two Couteulx types were defined as the Fino de Paris type, a finer hound with rich coloring and a powerful physique, some with flattish heads with ears set high and small, with skulls domed. The Termino (or Masson) type of Couteulx breeding had lighter coloring, the head was large and well shaped, the good-sized ears hung low with well-developed flews and the nose was slightly Roman. The Lane type, while lighter still in coloring compared to the other two, was a very big, heavy Basset, with a large, coarse, domed head, decidedly lacking in Bloodhound-like expression, and ears that were long, broad and heavy, hung low.
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FOLLOWING THE TRAIL


Aside from the Basset’s big leather nose with large wide-open nostrils, there are several other breed characteristics that enhance his ability to follow a trail for hours and hours. The Basset’s extremely long ears are velvety in texture and hang in loose folds, with the ends curling slightly inward. They are supposed to be long enough to fold well over the end of the nose. These ears, of course, touch the ground and stir up the scent on the trail. The skin over the whole head is loose, falling in distinct wrinkles over the brow when the head is lowered. The lips are pendulous, too, falling squarely in front and toward the back, in loose hanging flews. The dewlap is very pronounced. The excess skin around the head, muzzle and flews all collect the scent and hold it around the dog’s knowing nose.
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This Basset Hound, well marked and with extremely short legs, was owned by HRH Queen Alexandra and named Sandringham Forester.


Other important breeders during this period were Monsieurs Verrier, Machart, Gosselin, Hannoire and Baillet, and Col. de Champs. It is believed that it was from these gentlemen that the early stock was obtained and exported to America and England.
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These ladies mean business! While Greyhound racing was considered a gentleman’s sport, Basset Hound racing was an outing for the ladies during the 1920s in England.


Wildfowler, in 1879, wrote about the use of Basset Hound packs in the hunting of vermin. The Bassets’ hunting behavior was different than that of Beagle packs. While the Bassets were part of a large group of dogs, each dog seemed to work on his own within the pack. Not easily aroused by the excitement of others, nor given to charging blindly after game, each dog preferred to investigate and make his own decisions about the importance of the trail, and give tongue only when aroused to do so.


The Bassets were used on a variety of vermin, including the ferocious badger and the cunning fox. They were also used for pheasant and woodcock shooting, and some were even trained to retrieve from water. Another interesting pursuit for the Bassets was the hunting of truffles, the great French delicacy, a potato-shaped fungi akin to the mushroom family. The Basset, with his great scenting ability, located the underground site for the farmer and stood back while the truffle was excavated.
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The Petit Basset Griffon Vendéen is the small French rough-coated hound that has become the most popular of the French rough-coated Basset breeds.


The Basset in 19th-century France was a smaller, lighter boned, more agile dog than the Basset in America and England. The smooth-coated dogs were found in the Ardennes, Artois, Saintonge and Gascony regions, areas where the terrain consisted of open fields, farmlands and woods. The rough-coated griffon varieties went to the Brittany and Vendée regions where the countryside was rougher and the dogs needed more protection from the elements. By the mid-20th century, the varieties of Bassets were known as the Griffon Vendéen, the Artesien Normand, the Fauve de Bretagne and the Bleu de Gascogne. The French kept these dogs primarily for their hunting abilities, rather than for their companionship.
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Mr. J. W. Practor’s Basset bitch, Eng. Ch. Queen of Geisha, shows the quality of British champion dogs during the 1930s.
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The Basset Artesian Normand is a French hunting dog that resembles the British dog but is lighter with a more conical head shape.


In the 1960s, the modern-day version of the Basset Hound, which had been developed and refined abroad, arrived in France and a club was formed in 1967. This is a distinct breed, despite its French origins in the 19th century, and registered simply as Basset Hound.


It is interesting to note that the Fédération Internationale Cynologique (FCI), of which France is a member, considers the Basset Hound, as we know it, to be an American breed, despite the fact that its roots are decidedly French. In France, the Basset Hound is simply one of 41 recognized scenthound breeds. The standard for the Basset Hound, which was adopted by the FCI, is the same as that of the American Kennel Club.


THE BASSET HOUND GOES TO BRITAIN


In 1866, M. Le Comte de Tournon presented several Bassets of the smooth-coated Artois variety to Lord Galway of Great Britain. Later these dogs were passed to Lord Onslow. Also from the Couteulx kennels came a dog named Model, imported by Sir John Everett Millais in 1874, and he was the first Basset shown in Britain. In 1877, the Earl of Onslow imported Fino and Finette, also from Couteulx. Model was bred to Finette, and Sir Everett took a bitch puppy named Garrenne in lieu of a stud fee. Later, in 1880, George Krehl imported Fino de Paris, and these dogs and their progeny gave Britain its start in the breed.


The Basset Hound Club was founded in 1884, and in 1886 there were 120 entries at the Aquarium Show in London. About this time the differences in type among the British Bassets became obvious, and the two types of Couteulx hounds were in evidence. The 20 years of close breeding from the original French dogs had resulted in a finer, lighter dog than desired. Also, the dogs were not as vigorous as they once were, with a declining ability to resist disease (distemper in particular) as well as problems with reproduction, whelping and raising puppies. So in 1894, Sir Everett took the matter in hand and crossed his Basset stud, Nicholas, by means of what we know today as artificial insemination, to the Bloodhound bitch named Inoculation. Dogs from these early crosses were bred back to the Bassets and the Basset’s unique anatomy proved to be dominant. Within a few generations, it proved impossible to tell these crossbreds from pure-bred Bassets, and Sir Everett’s strain was once again thriving. What we know today as “hybrid vigor” was the desired result.
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The Basset Fauve de Bretagne is a rough-coated Basset from France, designed to hunt on difficult terrain.


At the turn of the century, the Basset was gaining popularity and was firmly established in Britain. The first quarter of the 20th century saw a great deal of Basset breeding, including patronage from HRH Queen Alexandra, who kept both rough and smooth hounds at her famous Sandringham kennels.


The Walhampton kennels were highly successful both in the field and in the show ring. The combining of their original British stock with the French imports produced a line sought after by others, and a number of Walhampton dogs were exported to the United States. Walhampton came to an abrupt end with the untimely passing of the brothers Heseltine in 1932.
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The smooth bitch, Sandringham Dido, was the property of HRH Queen Alexandra, who fancied both smooths and roughs.
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A drawing by C. Burton Barber, from the 1930s, of Sir John Everett Millais’s Basset Hound, Model.


Many established Basset breeders purchased dogs from the disbanding Walhampton kennels, including two prominent breed stalwarts, Mrs. Elms (Reynalton) and Mrs. Grew (Maybush), who somehow managed to breed a few litters through the war years, and thankfully both had quality stock at the war’s end on which to base the next generations. By this time, however, both Mrs. Elms and Mrs. Grew were quite elderly and the reconstruction of the breed fell to Miss Peggy Keevil, whose The Grims kennel was dominant both in the show ring and in the field during the 1950s and 1960s.


The Basset Hound Club had disbanded in 1921 due to the split of opinion between the show fanciers and the field and hunt members. However, in 1953, with the renewed interest in the breed following the war, the Basset Hound Club was reformed and Mrs. Angela Hodson served as the first secretary.


THE BASSET IN THE US


The first mention of Basset Hounds in America is from the diary of none other than our first President, George Washington. He wrote that his friend, Lafayette, sent some to the United States.
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Major G. Heseltine’s pack of Basset Hounds was probably the finest Basset pack in the world at the turn of the 20th century.


Almost a century later, in 1883, Lord Aylesford imported a pair for his ranch in Texas to be used for rabbit hunting. About this time, Mr. Chamberlain purchased a Basset from Mr. George Krehl for Mr. Lawrence Timson of New Jersey. This dog, named Nemours, was the first Basset shown in the newly created classes for Basset Hounds at the famous Westminster Kennel Club show in New York in 1884. Nemours became the first American champion Basset Hound in 1886. The first Bassets registered with the American Kennel Club in 1885 were bred by Pottinger Dorsey of Maryland.


Interest grew slowly over the next three decades. To augment the stock already in America, both Erastus Tefft and Gerald Livingston imported numerous dogs from the Walhampton line. These included the Walhampton pack leader, Walhampton Dainty, and English and American Champion Walhampton Andrew. Lewis Thompson imported English Champion Amir of Reynalton and Walhampton Nicety. Carl Smith imported two from France, Baillet’s Trompette II and French Champion Baillet’s Corvette (sometimes misspelled as “Cornette”). Exhibition of Bassets at shows was sporadic during these early years.


In the 1956 volume The Modern Dog Encyclopedia (edited by Henry P. Davis and published in Pennsylvania), the authors sum up the differences between the French, British and American Basset Hounds, “From this breeding has come the American Basset, a bit sounder in limb than the lighter French type and more compact and not so bulky as the English type, which was considered too large.”
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