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Physical Characteristics of the Fila Brasileiro


(from the FCI breed standard)


Head: Heavy, massive proportionate to body. Seen from above it resembles a trapezoid (pear-shape).


Stop: The medium furrow runs up smoothly until about the halfway mark of the skull.


Eyes: Medium to large size, almond shape, well spaced apart and medium to deep set. The colors are from dark chestnut to yellow, always in harmony with the coat color.
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Nose: Well developed with broad nostrils not entirely occupying the maxilla width. Black in color.


Muzzle: Strong, broad and deep, always in harmony with the skull. The upper lips are thick and pendulous and droop over the lower lip, giving shape to the lower line of the muzzle, which is almost parallel to the upper line of the muzzle.


Color: All solid colors except white, mouse gray, patched, dappled or black and tan. Brindles of a basic color may have the stripes of either less or with very strong intensity. Black mask acceptable. White markings limited to chest, feet and tip of tail; otherwise they are undesirable.


Neck: Extraordinarily strong and well muscled, giving the impression of a short neck.


Ears: Pendant, large, thick, V-shaped, broad at the base and tapering to the end with rounded tips.


Coat: Short, smooth, dense and tight to the body.


Body: Strong, broad and deep, covered by thick and loose skin.


Skin: A very important characteristic of the breed is the loose skin. Thick and most prominent at the neck where it forms accentuated dewlaps.


Tail: Very wide at the root, medium set, reaching to the level of the hocks, tapering rapidly at its end.


Height: At the withers: males 65—75 cms (25.5—29.5 in); females 60–70 cms (23.5–27.5 in).


Weight: Males minimum of 50 kgs (110 lb); females minimum of 40 kg (88 lb).


Forelegs: Must be parallel, straight to the pasterns and with powerful bones.


Feet: Formed by strong and well arched toes, which are not close together. The correct position of the feet is pointing to the front.
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The Fila Brasileiro is a big dog, afraid of nothing and aloof to strangers. He is extremely loyal to his masters and is used extensively in Brazil as a working dog on farms and ranches.
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THE GENESIS OF THE BREED IN ITS HOMELAND


The Fila Brasileiro is not a man-made breed, but one that developed naturally because of Brazil’s early colonists’ need for a strong, hardy working dog. These first Filas can be seen in historical documents as early as 1671. The exact roots of these early Filas are not known. However, most people agree that the Fila Brasileiro is a combination of three basic breeds—ancient bulldogs, Mastiffs and Bloodhounds. It is also thought by some that the Fila Terceirense may have played a part in the development of the Fila Brasileiro.
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One of the breeds that contributed to the Fila Brasileiro was the Engelsen Doggen. These ancient bulldogs were often used for hunting and fighting. They were brought to Brazil during the Dutch invasion around 1630. From the Engelsen Doggen, the Fila Brasileiro inherited his aggressive temperament, stubbornness and tenacity. Some of the physical traits these ancient bulldogs share with the modern Fila Brasileiro are the “rose ear,” the colors of the coat and a higher croup than the withers, which is one of the identifying traits of the Fila Brasileiro.


The influence of the English Mastiff is clearly visible in the Fila Brasileiro. From these large, ferocious dogs the Fila acquired his size and substance. These ancient Mastiffs, often used in battle and hunting sports, also passed the large, heavy head, the short neck and the curved croup on to the Fila Brasileiro. The Mastiff and Fila Brasileiro share the same basic coat colors and the black mask as well.


Bloodhounds were imported to Brazil in the early 1800s because of their reputation as excellent trackers. The Bloodhound passed his scenting ability on to the Fila Brasileiro. An abundance of loose skin, pendulous lips and hanging flews and dewlaps, obvious characteristics of the Bloodhound, can also be seen in the Fila. Anyone who owns a Fila Brasileiro can tell you that the vocalizations of the Bloodhound are present in the Fila of today. Many Fila owners claim that their dogs have a language all their own!


[image: image]


The English Mastiff contributed his bulk, giant head and substance to the Fila. Both breeds also share the same basic coat colors.


Another theory speculates that a fourth breed had a paw in the development of the Fila Brasileiro. This is the Fila Terceirense, a herding dog brought by Portuguese colonists from the Azores Islands. It would explain the cattle-herding ability of the Fila Brasileiro and may explain another trait sometimes seen in Filas, in which the tail has a twist that makes it change directions to the side. This physical characteristic is the reason the Fila is sometimes called “crooked tail” or “broken tail” in his homeland of Brazil.


Around 1930, Great Danes were becoming very popular in Brazil. Although the Fila was well established as a breed by this time, some breeders tried to introduce Great Dane blood into the Fila Brasileiro. These crossings were numerically insignificant and did nothing to improve the breed. It was found at this time that trying to add new breeds to the Fila Brasileiro could only harm, and not improve, the balanced temperament of the Fila.


In 1968, Dr. Erwin Rathsam, along with Dr. Paulo Santos Cruz and Dr. João Ebner, wrote the first official standard for the breed. Until this time, the Fila Brasileiro was viewed solely as a working breed. The first Filas were shown in Brazil at this time and judged by the new standard. Not all Filas went into the show ring; many continued in their roles as working dogs. These working dogs did not even have pedigrees. They were bred solely for their working abilities.


[image: image]


The Great Dane cannot claim much credit for the great Fila, although some were introduced into Fila lines well into the breed’s development.
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The Bloodhound was used to improve the scenting ability of the Fila, as the Bloodhound’s nose is his most legendary trait Additionally, the Bloodhound contributed his loose skin, lips, flews and dewlaps.


The Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI) officially recognized the Fila Brasileiro breed in 1968. The standard was introduced around Europe, including England, Holland and Italy. The standard remained unchanged for almost a decade. Then, in 1976, the first symposium on the Fila Brasileiro was held in Brazil. The standard was revised at this time. The Fila Brasileiro continued to grow in popularity until 1982, when it became the most popular breed in Brazil with 8,087 puppies officially registered (according to the Brazilian Confederation Kennel Club).


In 1983, a great National Congress was held in Rio de Janeiro. The purpose was to determine breeding practices for the Fila Brasileiro and to discuss revisions to the breed standard. A more detailed standard was the result of this meeting. The new standard, which became official on January 1, 1994, is still used today.


ORIGINAL PURPOSE OF THE BREED


The Fila Brasileiro is a breed that met the needs of the people of Brazil. These early colonists needed a hard-working dog that could perform many tasks. They needed a guard dog, a herding dog, a hunter and a loyal companion. All of these traits, and many more, are found in the Fila Brasileiro.


The Colonial period in Brazil was a time of grand sugar plantations. Many workers were needed to keep these plantations going, so African slaves were brought to Brazil. The average annual importation of slaves during this period was around 30,000. Filas were used to guard the slaves, often over 200 per plantation, and to discourage escape. If a slave did escape, the Filas were used to track them down. Unlike their ancestor, the Bloodhound, the Fila Brasileiro will grab and hold at the end of the trail. The word “fila” actually translates into “to hold” in the old Portuguese language. Slavery ended in 1888 in Brazil, but the Fila continued to perform many other duties.


The early Filas also served as hunting dogs. Filas were used for centuries to hunt large prey, such as wild boar and jaguars. The dense jungles of Brazil posed little problem for these robust dogs, which were even able to withstand the assaults of mosquitoes and other insects that inhabit the jungle. The Fila Brasileiro also put his hunting skills to use on the large ranches of Brazil, protecting the livestock and ranch owners.
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Filas are used for guarding large plantations in their homeland. Ideal for this type of work, they are highly protective and very suspicious of strangers.
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In 1960 Dr. Herbert R. Axelrod, the tropical fish explorer, took HRH King Leopold of Belgium into the jungle to visit a remote tribe of pygmies. They had several Filas that they stole from cattle ranches (fazendas). It is common for cattle to be placed on one of the thousands of islands in the Amazon-Rio Negro rivers. A caretaker watches them and visits the island every few days. A Fila may be left with the cattle to chase alligators, poachers, jaguars and snakes.


These large ranches employed many Filas, not only as livestock guardians but also as cattle drovers. A powerful, trustworthy dog was needed to drive the cattle over the open areas of Brazil. The Fila Brasileiro has a natural herding instinct, much like his abilities as a guard dog.


The Fila Brasileiro’s natural dislike of strangers, coupled with a proverbial faithfulness to his master, made it a natural choice as a guard dog for the people of Brazil. As time went on, and more people were moving to the big cities, the Filas went with them. The Filas’ aggressiveness toward burglars made them a popular choice with property owners in the cities. The modern Fila Brasileiro exhibits this same temperament toward strangers and is a popular choice for a guard dog today.


INTRODUCTION TO COUNTRIES OUTSIDE BRAZIL


The first European country to notice the Fila was Germany, which already had a history of interest in guardian breeds. In 1953, Prince Albrecht von Bayern imported the first Fila Brasileiro to Germany. It is said that he had become interested in the Fila during an earlier excursion to Brazil. He later imported several Fila bitches. Thus, the popularity of the Fila began to grow in Germany, and other countries would soon take an interest as well. When the FCI officially recognized the Fila Brasileiro breed in 1968, the standard was introduced in England, Holland and Italy, but it would be another decade before the Fila would really get noticed.
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Philo do Camping, at six months of age, showing off her excellent scenting abilities and a typical “Fila pace.”


The 1980s was a very important decade in the history of the Fila Brasileiro outside Brazil. One of the most significant books on the Fila Brasileiro was published in 1981. Grande Livro do Fila Brasileiro, written by Procópio do Valle, is one of the finest volumes on the Fila Brasileiro ever written. Half of the copies printed were sold abroad.


During the 1980s, hundreds of Filas were sent to countries around the world, including Nigeria, Japan and South Africa. The Fila was also gaining popularity all over Europe. The interest was growing in the Netherlands, Austria, Portugal, Spain and Hungary, later to be followed by Belgium and Sweden. It was around the same time (1979) that the first litter of Filas was born in the United States. The Fila’s popularity continues to spread in each of these countries as more and more fanciers discover the alluring qualities of the majestic Fila Brasileiro.


FORMATION OF BREED CLUBS


As the popularity of the Fila Brasileiro grew, clubs dedicated to the breed began to appear. The first Fila Brasileiro specialty club in Brazil, El Associacao do Fila Brasileiro do Estado do Rio de Janeiro (AFBERJ), was founded by Jacob and Andrea Blumen in the 1970s. AFBERJ is still an active club dedicated to the betterment of the breed. Numerous state clubs for the Fila Brasileiro were founded in the 1980s in Brazil.


As interest in the Fila Brasileiro spread to other countries, clubs were started to promote the breed abroad. The Fila Brasileiro Club of America (FBCA) was founded in 1984 by a small group of Fila fanciers. The FBCA, headquartered in the state of Georgia, maintains a stud book and registry. This club is still active in the United States.
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Philo do Camping, at age 15 months, chases squirrels up a tree. Filas are usually intolerant of any trespassers whether they are humans or animals.
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The head of a lovely black Fila. This bitch is named Madie.


Another club founded in the United States is the Fila Brasileiro Association (FBA). Clelia Kruel, CBKC/FCI/SKC judge and Fila Brasileiro breeder, founded the FBA in 1992. The FBA follows the policies of Confederação Brasileira de Cinofilia (CBKC), which is the official organization in Brazil affiliated with the FCI. Though the FBA is headquartered in the United States, it is an international organization and one of the largest Fila specialty clubs in the world. The FBA currently has several European delegates covering Belgium, Luxembourg, Hungary, Finland, Portugal and the Netherlands. Besides the many delegates throughout Europe and the United States, the FBA is represented in Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, New Zealand, Costa Rica, Honduras and the West Indies.


Most of the clubs covering the Fila Brasileiro in Europe are not specialty clubs; that is, they are not dedicated to only one breed. In Europe, clubs that promote the Fila Brasileiro usually represent other breeds as well. One example of this type of club is Portugal’s Clube Portugues do Molossos de Arena, which covers the Fila Brasileiro, Neapolitan Mastiff, Mastiff, Bullmastiff and Dogue de Bordeaux. Other European clubs include: Germany’s Der Club für Molosser, the Netherlands’ Nederlandse Mastino Napoletano en Molosser Club, Austria’s Österreichscher Klub für Grosse Hunderassen and Spain’s Club Español de los Molosos de Arena. As the popularity of the Fila Brasileiro grows, we may see more specialty clubs dedicated solely to the Fila Brasileiro in Europe.




GENUS 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 authoritatively ascertained.





If you plan on getting a Fila Brasileiro, it is a good idea to join (at least one) of these clubs. Any one of these Fila Brasileiro clubs can provide you with valuable information on the breed, as well as provide contacts with Fila breeders and owners who can help answer any question you may have. Most clubs put out regular newsletters that are mailed to all members. Members can post show results, announce litters and exchange information in these newsletters.


Another concern that many clubs are facing is defeating breed-specific legislation. This type of legislation, usually brought on by panic and misinformation, seeks to ban certain breeds, especially those breeds related to fighting dogs and other “dangerous” dogs. In many areas, the Fila Brasileiro is included in this list of so-called “dangerous” breeds. Some countries have already successfully passed such laws. For example, the Fila Brasileiro is banned in England under the Dangerous Dog Act, the same legislation that banned the American Pit Bull Terrier, Tosa Inu and Dogo Argentino.
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White is allowed on the chest, toes and tip of the tail. The rear of the dog is higher than the front.


THE FILA’S POPULARITY TODAY


Though the Fila Brasileiro is still considered a rare breed, its popularity continues to rise. The number of puppies being registered in Brazil does not match those of the early 1980s (when the popularity of the Fila Brasileiro reached its apex), but we must remember that many Filas are now being registered outside Brazil. The numbers in the United States are growing at a rapid pace.
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Filas are excellent guard dogs and they can be trained (by experts) to protect their owners against any type of physical attack. Filas have an inborn suspicion of strangers. For pet owners, this may not be the most desirable characteristic of their temperament.


In Europe, the growing popularity of the breed is evident at the dog shows. We see more and more Fila owners participating in shows and some countries hosting Fila Brasileiro specialty shows. Luxembourg, Italy, Hungary and Germany have all seen good participation from Fila owners at recent shows. Some European countries face battles over laws seeking to ban the Fila Brasileiro, but others are enjoying the rising popularity of the breed in their areas.


The growing acceptance of the breed is also evident in the good placements the Fila Brasileiro has been receiving at recent shows. Until recently, a Fila Brasileiro would be considered fortunate to be awarded a Group first or second. As breed acceptance has grown and judges have become more familiar with the breed, Filas have been awarded Best in Show and received many international distinctions.


Though many Fila Brasileiro fanciers are happy to see the interest in the breed expand, they are also worried. With popularity comes many other things—more “commercial” breeders, more uninformed buyers and more health problems in the breed. Commercial breeders only breed to make money; they do not care about improving the Fila Brasileiro. Any caring Fila breeder can tell you that you will not get rich breeding Filas; it costs a lot of money to properly care for the dam and her puppies, and a lot of time to research possible families for your Fila pups. We can only hope that honest, selective breeders will continue to breed high-quality, healthy Filas and strive to better the breed.
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BRAIN AND BRAWN


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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“FAITHFUL AS A FILA”


The Fila Brasileiro’s dedication to his master is legendary, as we can see in the Brazilian saying “Faithful as a Fila.” Who is this dog that inspired the Brazilian proverb?


THE UNIQUE TEMPERAMENT OF THE FILA BRASILEIRO


Just as the Fila’s loyalty towards his family is unsurpassed, so is his dislike for strangers. The Fila has a “dual personality” of sorts and is one of the few breeds in which temperament is so important that breeders commonly regard it as more important than physical traits. This is one of the main things that sets the Fila Brasileiro apart from many other breeds.


The Fila Brasileiro’s official standard is very specific about his character and temperament: “Outstanding courage, determination and bravery are part of his characteristics. He is docile and obedient to his owners and family and extremely tolerant with children. His faithfulness became a Brazilian proverb. He is always looking for the company of his master. One of his characteristics is his ojeriza (bad will) towards strangers. He shows a calm disposition, self-assurance and self-confidence, not being disturbed by strange noises nor when facing a new environment. An unsurpassed guardian of property, he is also inclined, by instinct, to hunt big game and to herd cattle.” Let us examine the different aspects of the Fila’s temperament, as written in the breed standard.


Courage, determination and bravery are evident in the Fila Brasileiro from a very young age. Fila puppies as young as eight weeks old will bravely investigate new objects placed in front of them. Young puppies will also bark at strange noises, always investigating without hesitation. A Fila should never show cowardice or fear. Cowardice is aptly listed as a disqualification in the breed standard.


Another disqualifying trait is aggression towards his owner. A Fila should always be docile toward his owners and family. It is a myth that the Fila Brasileiro is not good with children; it is quite the opposite. A Fila is very tolerant of his family’s children.


The devotion that inspired the Brazilian proverb well describes the Filas of today. The Fila Brasileiro is happiest in the company of his master and will follow him around, content to lay his heavy head in his lap or sleep at his feet. Unlike some other guardian breeds, Filas are not reserved; they are very loving and affectionate with their families.
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Filas’ dedication to the well-being of their masters (mistresses) is so famous in Brazil that it spawned the expression “Faithful as a Fila.” Nobody is going to upset this little girl as long as her Fila is around.


One of the most important aspects of the Fila Brasileiro is his ojeriza towards strangers. Ojeriza is a Portuguese word meaning “bad will against someone, dislike, aversion, hate.” The Fila Brasileiro harbors these feelings towards all strangers, including children, neighbors, your friends, people on the street. It is up to the Fila’s owner to temper these feelings with training and proper socialization. That does not mean that you will get rid of the ojeriza. This is the Fila Brasileiro’s natural temperament and should not be eliminated by training or selective breeding.


Though the Fila Brasileiro has strong feelings towards strangers, he should nevertheless show a calm disposition. A Fila is self-confident in any situation, never hesitating to take on a challenge or face a new environment.


Because of his self-assurance and dislike towards strangers, the Fila Brasileiro makes an exceptional and natural guardian. The Fila does not require special training to learn to protect his family and property. He is very territorial and will protect any territory he is placed in, whether it is a pen, your car or any other area. This territoriality will extend to very large areas as well. Filas can be found protecting vast estates or working on large ranches.


Not only can Filas work as guardians on farms, they also can be used to herd or drove livestock. The Fila Brasileiro is a true working breed with a natural herding instinct.


Though the Fila Brasileiro is inclined to hunt big game, he usually gets along with other dogs and animals. Many Filas live in multi-pet households and can easily make friends with other animals with whom they are raised. They may, however, try to “hunt” strange animals that come into their territory.
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