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Physical Characteristics of the Irish Water Spaniel


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: Cleanly chiseled.


Skull: Rather large and high in the dome, with a prominent occiput and a gradual stop.


Eyes: Medium in size, slightly almond shaped with tight eyelids.
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Nose: Large and liver in color.


Muzzle: Square and rather long, with a deep mouth opening and lips fine in texture.


Teeth: Strong and regular with a scissors or level bite.


Chest: Deep, with brisket extending to the elbows.


Forequarters: Shoulders are sloping and clean. Forelegs well boned, muscular, medium in length.


Topknot: Long, loose curls growing down into a well-defined peak between the eyes and falling like a shawl over the tops of the ears and occiput.


Ears: Long, lobular, set low.


Neck: Long, arching, strong and muscular.


Topline: Strong and level, or slightly higher in the rear.


Size: Dogs 22 to 24 inches, bitches 21 to 23 inches, measured at the highest point of the shoulder. Dogs 55 to 65 pounds, bitches 45 to 58 pounds.


Body: Medium length, slightly rectangular.


Tail: At the root it is thick and covered for two or three inches with short curls. It tapers to a fine point at the end.


Hindquarters: Should be as high or slightly higher than the shoulders, powerful and muscular, with well developed upper and second thighs. Hips wide, stifles moderately bent, hocks low set and moderately bent.


Feet: Large, thick and somewhat spreading; well clothed with hair both over and between the toes.


Color: Solid liver.


Coat: The neck, back, sides, and rear are densely covered with tight, crisp ringlets, with the hair longer underneath the ribs. Forelegs are well covered with abundant curls or waves. The hind legs should also be abundantly covered by hair falling in curls or waves, except that the hair should be short and smooth on the front of the legs below the hocks. The hair on the throat is very short and smooth, forming a V-shaped patch.
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Ch. Mallyree Triple Expectation is a winning combination of beauty and the breed’s prized water-dog abilities. Owned by Gemma Moorman.
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The Irish Water Spaniel may have evolved from water dogs 700 or more years ago. Although some historians have been able to link the breed’s heritage to Persian manuscripts that existed 4,000 years ago, it’s clear that these early specimens do not strongly resemble the handsome Irish Water Spaniel of today. These ancient water spaniels had only a few of the features of today’s modern breed. Like most of the other sporting breeds, the Irish Water Spaniel’s true origins remain largely unclear. Although there are many DNA advances today to authenticate the antiquity of pure-bred dogs, most of the Irish Water Spaniel’s origins will remain a mystery.


Our best source of information comes from some early books and manuscripts that identified a type of dog that closely resembled our breed. Some other references indicate that the Irish Water Spaniel may have originated from the Afghan Hound, a breed whose antiquity has been verified through DNA studies. The Irish Water Spaniel’s high-domed head, crowned with a topknot of loose curls, bears some resemblance to the Afghan Hound of the 1930s and 1940s. The Irish Water Spaniel has also been traced to the Poodle, due to the similarity of the two breeds’ coats (which will cord if not groomed). Although these theories exist, no solid evidence is available to link the Irish Water Spaniel to these breeds.


During the late 1500s and early 1600s, there were several types of water spaniel described that likely bear a relationship to the Irish Water Spaniel. The Tweed Water Spaniel, now extinct, existed in an Irish and an English type; this dog is believed to have been a predecessor of the Irish Water Spaniel and other water spaniel breeds. A “Water Spagnel” illustration was first printed in the 1607 edition of Historie of the Foure-footed Beastes. As the Irish Water Spaniel’s name denotes, the breed began in Ireland and then spread to England and beyond.
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An Irish Water Spaniel truly throws himself into his role of hunting dog.
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An Afghan Hound from the 1930s. An old breed standard states: “Hair long from the eyes backward, with a distinct silky topknot.”
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The Standard Poodle possesses a coat and retrieving abilities similar to those of the Irish Water Spaniel.


The breed’s earliest reference (by name) was published in Dublin in 1847. H. D. Richardson’s book Dogs, Their Origin and Varieties described the breed. A. E. Knox also wrote about the breed in his work Game Birds and Wild Fowl, Their Friends and Their Foes. Early varieties of the Irish Water Spaniel varied from very small to quite large in size. By 1859 the breed was recognized by name, but there were two varieties of the breed in Ireland, one in the North and one in the South. The northern-type Irish Water Spaniel had short ears and was liver colored with some distinct white markings. The southern variety had long well-feathered ears and was solid liver in color with a crisp, curly coat. Early specimens were regarded as valuable field and water dogs, traded for other resources or commodities or given as gifts to the wealthy.


THE BREED’S FATHER FIGURE


Beginning his efforts in the mid-1830s, Justin McCarthy was the first sportsman to establish a single distinct type for the breed and therefore is considered by fanciers to be the father of the Irish Water Spaniel breed. McCarthy had a kennel in Dublin. In all likelihood, McCarthy’s stock evolved from other strains of water spaniel from the southwestern sections of Ireland, though it is not clear whether he resurrected the breed from various water spaniel types or saved the breed from existing stock. His most famous dog was Boatswain, considered to be the first of the new “Irish race.” Despite McCarthy’s influence, his dogs and kennel existed before the dog-show era and beginning of the British Kennel Club. Therefore, no records of his dogs are available. This is very unfortunate, since there is no doubt that McCarthy was a major influence in the breed’s development. In fact, in 1859 McCarthy wrote a letter to The Field, describing the breed, but he did not mention how he initially encountered it.


Over the ensuing years, many popular kennels and dogs emerged and were responsible for the Irish Water Spaniel’s development. One such kennel was owned and operated by the Barrington family in Ireland during the 1840s. The Irish Water Spaniel Club was founded on May 30, 1890 in Dublin. The chairman was Dr. Richard Carey. The first working trials for spaniels were held in 1899 at the Sutton Scarsdale Chesterfield home of W. Arkwright.




SWIMMING COUSINS


The Irish Water Spaniel is counted among the curly-coated water dogs who excel at retrieving. Among the related breeds we count the Poodle and Barbet of France, the Portuguese Water Dog of Portugal, the Curly-Coated Retriever of the UK, the Perro de Agua Español of Spain, the Wetterhoun of Holland and the American Water Spaniel of the US. All of these breeds share similar features, including a water-proof coat, exceptional swimming ability and uncanny intelligence.
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The Perro de Agua Español is Spain’s multi-talented solution to the water-dog equation.
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The Barbet makes a splash as France’s version of the water dog.
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The Wetterhoun, sometimes called the Frisian Water Dog, is the Netherlands’ take on the aquatic canine.
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Eng. Ch. Breifny Chieftain, bred by F. Trench O’Rorke in 1930, won prizes at dog shows as well as at field trials.


Further reference to the Irish Water Spaniel appeared in Hugh Dalziel’s writings in British Dogs between 1888 and 1897. Dalziel, like many other dog historians of his time, believed that the McCarthy line was a result of crossing with many other water spaniels. C. A. Phillips, writing in 1910 in The Kennel Encyclopaedia, was one of the first to link the breed’s heritage to the Greyhound. Throughout all of these different theories of development, the writers referred to small and large water dogs, but never specifically to the Irish Water Spaniel.
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Eng. Ch. Breifny Gloria, a bitch born in 1927, was another of Mr. O’Rorke’s multi-titled Irish Water Spaniels.


In many ways, the Irish Water Spaniel has been one of the dog world’s best-kept secrets. It is a unique breed that has never been exceedingly popular worldwide. In comparison to other breeds, in which popularity and fashion trends have drastically altered their appearance, the Irish Water Spaniel has changed very little over the last century. Many IWS enthusiasts are happy that they’ve been able to preserve this hunting dog’s wonderful qualities and have been successful in steering clear of the detrimental effects of over-popularity.


HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE


Alan Stern, an American Kennel Club (AKC) judge and Irish Water Spaniel fancier, has written several articles on the history of the breed. In the March 1982 issue of the American Kennel Gazette he writes, “What about the yarn about Justin McCarthy ‘inventing’ Irish Water Spaniels?” The myth dies hard, but a little reading and knowledge of the laws of genetics put it all into focus.


Before McCarthy started breeding, the Northern Irish Water Spaniel (from the English Water Dog) and the Southern, Whip-Tail or River Shannon Irish Water Spaniel were well documented. If McCarthy had invented the breed, there would have been only the northern variety. McCarthy’s first dog, Boatswain, was born in 1834, just three years after McCarthy took an interest in the breed, so it is unlikely that he was the result of any extensive cross-breeding experiments. On the contrary, in McCarthy’s letters to The Field, he states that bitches from all parts of Ireland “of the proper type” had been sent to Boatswain for breeding, indicating that the breed type was not uncommon during that period. In a letter published in The Field on March 27, 1886, McCarthy speaks of making frequent use of a Captain Montressor’s well-bred Irish Water Spaniel from Limerick in his own breeding program. McCarthy bred a strain and was a very important figure in the breed, but he did not invent the breed.




ONE TALL GUNDOG


The Irish Water Spaniel is the tallest spaniel in the Sporting Group. The breed stands up to about 24 inches high and weighs anywhere from 45 to 65 pounds. Males are usually larger than females.
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A field-trial winner from the late 1920s, bred by Col. J. Birbeck, this bitch was owned by F. Trench O’Rorke.
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Eng. Ch. Breifny Fairy, born in 1928, won many Challenge Certificates in the ring as well as honors in field trials.


Finally, genetics tells the rest of the story. The breed from well before the 1800s remains unchanged to this day. The early Irish Water Spaniel recorded by artists in the earliest days of sporting prints and dog shows are unmistakably the same breed. If the breed had been cross-bred in the 1830s, recessive traits (e.g., hairy faces and tails, smooth bodies, etc.) would certainly have shown up.




A PRIZED SPANIEL


The Irish Water Spaniel’s merit as a prized gundog was recognized from ancient times. Skeletal remains of a dog that greatly resembled the breed were found in the Lake Districts of Central Europe, dating back to the later Bronze Ages. Another indication of its popularity is that Ireland’s Sir Robert Cecil was recorded as having sent an Irish Water Spaniel as a gift to the King of France in 1598.





While Mr. Stern furnishes us with historical and scientific evidence, Geraldine Hayes, former historian and archivist of the AKC, suggests that a simpler explanation is found in myths and legends. Hayes tells of one such legend:


In the early days of St. Patrick’s missionary work, when the then little-known holy man was ridding Ireland of snakes, the good father, shabbily dressed, was given lodging for the night by a fisherman whose liver-colored dog was particularly adept at catching fish. Because the dog had grown out of his puppy coat, his tail was too profusely covered with hair and this was hampering him in his specialty.
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In the 1930s, this photograph marked a historical meeting between renowned British breeder F. Trench O’Rorke and E. Naegly from France, the Continent’s most successful breeder.


St. Patrick said nothing during his stay and was well on his way before the fisherman arose the next morning. Going out into the yard, the fisherman was surprised to notice that a great change had come over his dog. His tail was no longer bushy, but was covered only with short curls at the base and with short, smooth hair for most of its length. Also, for the first time, the dog’s head was covered with a luxurious topknot (a fifth-century example of recycling!).


THE BREED IN ENGLAND AND IRELAND


The first dog show with classes for Irish Water Spaniels took place at the third Birmingham show for sporting and other dogs in 1862. It was held at the Old Wharf on Broad Street. A dog called Charlie, bred by T. Cooke in 1860 and owned by J. Dunderdale of Worcestershire, took second in the class for dogs. A bitch named Bell, owned and bred by C. E. N. Lloyd, also of Worcestershire, was the winner of the bitch class. Bell was the first Irish Water Spaniel entered in the records of the British Kennel Club.


In Ireland, one of the first shows for the Irish Water Spaniel was held at the Exhibition Palace in Dublin. At this event, there were classes for Irish Water Spaniels as well as other smaller and larger water spaniels. Jock, owned by J. T. Robson, was one of the early top-winning show dogs. A son of Lord Eglinton’s Boatswain (not to be confused with McCarthy’s dog of the same name), this dog won at Birmingham in 1864 and was handled by R. W. Boyle. The next top-winning dog to come along dominated the show scene for nearly seven years. His name was Doctor, a son of Jock, who was out of Robson’s and Willett’s Duck. Next in line was a dog named Mickey Free, who was best remembered for having excellent liver color.


Much of the Irish Water Spaniel’s English influence began with Mr. Skidmore from Nantwich. Skidmore helped to popularize the breed in England and exhibited dogs well into the late 1880s. This period witnessed the arrival of numerous other famous breeders from both England and Ireland. Some prominent breeders included Capt. Montresor, Capt. Lindoe, J. Fletcher and R. B. and J. S. Carey.




A WATER SPANIEL IN PROGRESS


Many of the early dog shows in Ireland and England included classes for Irish Water Spaniels. At that time, the breed varied from small to large. All evidence indicates that these early specimens were not full-bred Irish Water Spaniels. Most likely, the breed was a mixture of other field spaniels developed at or around the same time, which were imported from other countries.





C. E. Wright and Lady Dunleath established the first Irish Water Spaniel club in England. They had assistance from Miss A. Prior and Mr. W. O. Hagan. By the 1920s, the Crome kennel of Mr. and Mrs. Groves had a stronghold in the breed. During World War I, the Irish Water Spaniel, like many other breeds, suffered a severe decrease in number and popularity. Nonetheless, many dedicated breeders and fanciers managed to keep the breed afloat through these tough times. Following World War II, Mr. and Mrs. F. Taylor’s Shotwick dogs came on the scene. Their dog Eng. Ch. Bruin became the first post-war British champion. Bruin would later go on to sire Eng. Ch. Crome Teddy Boy, who would later be one of the most successful dogs of the 1950s.


The post-war era witnessed a tremendous interest in the Irish Water Spaniel in England. Many instrumental breeders emerged. One kennel of major importance was Seedhill, owned by Mrs. V. C. Yates. Another was the Wicklewood kennels of Miss J. Long. Wicklewood kennels was one of the most influential show and field kennels of this era. They produced several winners of Challenge Certificates, required for a British championship, and awards in field-trial stakes.
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Although not as popular as many of the other retriever breeds, the Irish Water Spaniel has a growing appeal all his own.


[image: image]


Irish Water Spaniels are competitive participants in dog shows around the world. Their sprightly personalities and appealing appearances make them favorites with the audiences and the judges.


By the 1960s, Miss F. M. Barrington’s Annagh kennels was established and would become enormously influential. To this day, many English breeders’ pedigrees have the Annagh prefix somewhere in their bloodlines. The Zanfi kennels of N. Waters also became dominant during this time.


Another important figure during the late 1960s was Col. le Poer Trench. Trench was responsible for revolutionizing the way in which Irish Water Spaniels were presented in the show ring. Trench’s excellent grooming skills were demonstrated on many beautiful specimens in the ring. He groomed his dogs regularly and let them swim frequently to develop the desired curling of the coat. Trench was a major figure not only in the Irish Water Spaniel’s progress but also in that of the modern Golden Retriever.


IRISH WATER SPANIEL COMES TO AMERICA


In the mid-1800s the middle of the United States was a flyway. Great flocks of birds darkened the sky from early fall to spring. With no restrictions on shooting and a ready market for game birds, professional hunters as well as sportsmen discovered the Irish Water Spaniel, a rugged water dog from Ireland. His dense, slightly oily coat, large spreading feet and endurance were ideal for working day after day in rough cover and icy waters when the flight was on.




THE “RAT-TAIL” SPANIEL


As its name suggests, the Irish Water Spaniel is a superb dog for use in the water. However, its tightly curled coat will sometimes get caught in brush when the dog is used in the field. The breed’s tail is thickly haired at the body and the thick hair tapers for several inches. The rest of the tail is covered with such short flat hair that the dog has sometimes been called a “rat-tail” spaniel.





The breed was popular among sportsmen living around Milwaukee, St. Louis, Chicago and Cleveland. Gradually the breed’s popularity spread to the East, and sportsmen from Cape Cod, Massachusetts and Long Island, New York began to use and register Irish Water Spaniels. The demand for game birds by restaurants and hotels in New York attracted professional hunters who prized the Irish Water Spaniel for his ability to locate and bring back wounded birds (called “cripples” by the hunters). Every bird meant another dollar for these men. Around this time, West Coast duck hunters also started using Irish Water Spaniels. American gunners originally imported the dogs from Ireland, but as the IWS became more popular, American breeders began to breed larger dogs that were heavier, longer-legged and better suited to working in the sloughs and tidal rivers here. By 1875, Irish Water Spaniels were number three in popularity of all the hunting breeds in the US.
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Ch. Shillalah Napper Tandy in the early 1960s. Bred by C. and D. Goodnow, owned by E. Hutzmann.
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Mallyree Malachai Mulligan makes a spectacular catch! Owner, Ruth Roes.
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A champion of the 1960s, Ch. Naptandy’s Shillalah Scarlett, bred by C. and D. Goodman and owned by E. Hutzmann.


By 1886 there were 83 Irish Water Spaniels registered in the Stud Book of the National Kennel Club (later to become the American Kennel Club), the first being Bob, owned by Richard Tuttle of Chicago. The breed was one of the most popular retrievers between 1880 and 1920, and the Field Dog Stud Book of 1922 shows that more Irish Water Spaniels were registered than any of the other retrievers.


Despite the popularity of the breed at the time, there were not many kennels in the US. One of the largest was owned by Percy K. Swan, a sheep rancher from Chico, California, who used his dogs for herding as well as hunting. The dogs he bred were a larger type; one of his dogs, Spider, owned by Thomas Marshall, a sportsman from Connecticut, was 26 inches tall and weighed 73 pounds.
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Winning runs in the family: Am./Can. Ch. Mallyree Mr. Muldoon (left) and his son Mallyree Malachai Mulligan, taking Best of Breed and Best of Winners, respectively, in 1974 under judge Anne Rogers Clarke.


A great self-promoter, Swan was confident that Irish Water Spaniels were excellent hunting dogs. In response to inquiries and orders, he included a two-page essay on Irish Water Spaniels. Printed on his stationery was “IRISH WATER SPANIELS (EXCLUSIVELY) Percy K. Swan, importer, trainer and breeder.” At the bottom of the sheet it read, “Buy an IRISHMAN, the one best Duck Dog. He has Intelligence, and the Nose and will get you all your hidden cripples.” Swan prided himself on being honest with buyers. He would ask in what kind of country you intended to hunt, and if you said, “Wide open and fairly level,” he would tell you that a pointer or setter would range wider and faster and find more birds in an hour than an Irish Water Spaniel would in three. However, in rougher country, with thicker and denser cover, those dogs would lose their value and the Irish Water Spaniel would surpass them. He warned against what he called the “department-store kennel,” where many breeds were for sale, pointing out that under those conditions no one breed could get the start and training that he could give to his one breed, the Irish Water Spaniel.


Swan would reply to a simple inquiry with many pictures and a 15-page letter. If you ordered a pup, he might very well send you two. In the days when shipment by air was not an option, dogs were sent by railway express. It took about a week to ship a dog coast to coast, a stressful experience for any puppy. Thomas Marshall, who termed himself a duck hunter, wrote, “I had ordered two and he sent me four. A year-old, fully trained male and three four-month-old pups. The male became the author’s Ch. Blackwater Bog, CDX. The other two became the author’s Ch. Spider Kelly and Ch. King Erin. The fourth dog was Irish Singer, who Arthur Smith trained and placed in many Open Age all-breed retriever trials.” You will find Ch. Blackwater Bog’s name in some of the old pedigrees.


Another kennel of note was that of Rev. T. Moore Smith of New Jersey, one of the most successful breeders of the day. His kennel prefix, Erin’s, was well known on the American show circuit in the early part of the 20th century. He imported Poor Pat, a British champion whelped in 1897, son of Rock Diver and Eileen II and bred by Col. le Poer Trench. Pat was part of the foundation stock of that early kennel.
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Three spectacular shots of dogs from Percy Swan’s kennels at work and play.


Another son of Eileen II was the foundation stock of the Frisco kennels, owned by William Bay of San Francisco. The American Kennel Club Stud Book of 1909 shows that over one-third of all of the Irish Water Spaniels listed as champions of record were descended from Eileen II.


THE IRISH WATER SPANIEL CLUB OF AMERICA


In a letter to Mr. K. A. Snyder of St. Louis, Missouri dated February 28, 1937, Thomas Marshall wrote, “At the Westminster Show a group of people interested in Irish Water Spaniels appointed me as chairman of an organization committee to form a club to support this breed. In order that we may have full approval of all those interested, we want you to attend a meeting, on Monday, March l, 4 o’clock at the club rooms of the American Kennel Club.” He states that at the meeting, plans for the advancement of the breed would be presented and there would be an opportunity for everyone to offer suggestions.
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Am./Can./Bd. Ch. Oaktree’s Irishtocrat is no stranger to having his photo taken for important wins!


[image: image]


Am./Can. Ch. Lindholme Duffington Crickein, owned by Norma Heiny and handled by Bonnie Proctor to the breed win at Westminster in 1980.




While only nine people attended the meeting, much was accomplished by what would become known as the Irish Water Spaniel Club of America (IWSCA). The small group would hear and eventually accept a proposed constitution and by-laws. The congregants also approved a specialty to be held at the Morris and Essex Show that year. Membership dues were decided to be $5.00 per year.


Thomas Marshall would become the first president of the IWSCA, with Alan G. Baker holding the position of vice president and Mrs. Henry Hall acting as both secretary and treasurer. The club initially consisted of 52 members in 9 states, with the majority (20) living in New York. Today there are over 400 members in the US, as well as over 40 from overseas. There are now also two regional clubs: the Irish Water Spaniel Club of the Pacific and the Twin Cities Irish Water Spaniel Club.


The newly formed IWSCA sponsored two major events soon after its formation. Seventeen members entered a total of 26 Irish Water Spaniels at the specialty show held on May 29, 1937 at the Morris and Essex Kennel Club. This was the largest entry for the breed in any show in the US. The club’s first field trial for Irish Water Spaniels only was held at the Remington Gun Club in Lordship, Stratford, Connecticut; eight dogs were entered and Elmer J. Chambers of Field and Stream took motion pictures of the trials. Irish Water Spaniels led the Sporting Group in the number of titles won to that date.
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Am./Can. Ch. Sylmar’s Raindancer, known as “Marley,” with a Best in Show win.


EARLY ESTABLISHMENT OF THE BREED IN THE US


In the 1930s, Charles and Dorothy Goodnow of Sudbury, Massachusetts imported a bitch from Canada. She was the foundation for their Princess Colleen kennels, where they used Shillalah as their prefix. They ran advertisements in Field and Stream and Sports Afield magazines for years and sold many pups for hunting. The Goodnows’ daughter, Patricia Goodnow Thomas, tells of the kennel as being small, with the breeding stock generally limited to three studs and seven or eight bitches. All adult dogs were free to roam the 15-acre property, as there were no cars to worry about. The dogs were household pets and took turns in the house to learn good manners before being shipped to new owners.
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At the 1967 IWSCA specialty, Ch. Treetop's Meg of Trievendale, shown with owner Lani Sparkes, was Winners Bitch and Best of Breed. Her daughter, Ch. Trieven's Irish Angel, owned by the author and shown with handler Kevin Hopkins, was Reserve Winners Bitch. In the middle is judge William Kindricks.
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