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Physical Characteristics of the Japanese Tosa


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale’s breed standard)


Skull: Broad.


Eyes: Rather small, dark brown in color with dignified expression.


Stop: Rather abrupt.
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Muzzle: Moderately long. Nasal bridge straight.


Jaws: Upper and lower jaws strong.


Teeth: Strong with scissors bite.


Chest: Broad and deep, ribs moderately sprung.


Forequarters: Shoulder: Moderately sloping. Forearm: Straight, moderately long and strong. Pastern: Slightly inclining and robust.


Size: Minimum height at withers for dogs 23.5 in (60 cm), for bitches 21.5 in (55 cm).


Ears: Relatively small, rather thin, set high on the skull sides, hanging close to the cheeks.


Neck: Muscular with a dewlap.


Nose: Large and black.


Back: Level and straight.


Belly: Well drawn up.


Color: Red, fawn, apricot, black, brindle. Slight white markings on chest and feet are permitted.


Croup: Slightly arched at the top.


Tail: Thick at the root, tapering towards the tip, reaching the hocks when let down.


Hindquarters: Muscles very developed, joints of stifle and hock moderately angulated, strong.


Coat: Short, hard and dense.


Feet: Tightly closed. Pads thick and elastic. Nails hard and preferably dark in color.
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The Japanese people have had the Tosa-inu (inu meaning “dog”) as a part of their cultural heritage for more than 900 years. This Tosa has just won his championship in Japan and is adorned with the ornaments of a champion.
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BACKGROUND AND HISTORY IN JAPAN


The Japanese Tosa-token, more commonly called the Tosa-inu or Tosa-ken, has been revered and feared throughout Japan for more than 900 years. The Japanese people consider the Tosa to be a Natural Treasure and, even with the breed’s current popularity in the West, Tosas are rarely exported. The breed has also been referred to as the Japanese Mastiff or the Japanese Fighting Dog, but the Japanese Kennel Club (JKC) sanctions neither name. The name Japanese Fighting Dog seems to be a more generic term that has been used throughout time to refer to whatever was the predominant Japanese fighting breed of a given time period. It has been used in the past to describe the Akita but is now mainly used in reference to the Tosa.


Many Japanese breeds were named after the province in which they originated. The Tosa is the indigenous dog of Tosa-Wan (Tosa Bay), located in Kochi Prefecture on the southern Japanese island of Shikoku. Some older sources refer to the Tosa as the Kochi-inu, which translates as “Kochi dog.” The names Kochiinu and Tosa-inu both refer to the same dog; however, Kochi-inu is no longer used to refer to the breed.




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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Known for its tenacious fighting ability and its extreme courage, the Tosa is unequaled among all canine species. The Tosa’s athletic abilities are evenly balanced by its loyalty and devotion to home and family.


Although the Tosa we recognize today has a predominantly mastiff-like appearance, the original Tosa from Tosa-Wan is of spitz lineage with a shaggy coat, erect ears and a tail that curles over the hindquarters, similar to the modern Akita and Shiba-inu. These lupoid (wolf-like) canines were and still are common throughout Japan.


The tales of the Tosa date from the 11th century and are wrapped in the lore of Japan and, more specifically, Kochi Prefecture. The dogs were known as warrior companions and were used extensively in dog-fighting arenas. It has been said that the Tosa’s stoicism, bravery and quiet approach to impending combat were presented as a training regimen for young Samurai warriors in order for them to learn the true meaning of courage in combat.


Dog fighting has been a longstanding tradition in Japan (as well as in many other countries around the world, including England and the US). There is a negative opinion of dog fighting in Western culture due to literature such as Jack London’s Call of the Wild and Hollywood movies that depict the cruelties of the sport in the West. However, dog fighting in Japan is completely unlike the Western-style pit fights. This account from Jefferick Stocklassa, cited in Molosser Magazine (March 1985), offers a clear description of a Tosa match in Japan: “The Tosa fights are not allowed to be bloodthirsty. But the dogs wrestle and shake each other. Hence they do bite, but not to wound or kill the other, but to hold him and throw him down. Fights are immediately stopped when wounds are visible. A vet is always present. Furthermore, fights are carried out in public places, not secretly like with Pit Bulls.”


The rules of Tosa combat are the same as those of Sumo wrestling. The objective is to pin or dominate an opponent. Most matches end in disqualification when referees and handlers, who are ever-present in the ring, separate combatants. Fights may be stopped when one dog whimpers, cowers or shows any sign of submission. A growl, a bark, a snarl or a cower is also grounds for disqualification. Noises of any kind are discouraged; hence, the Tosa is a very quiet dog.




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.
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Males are the only dogs that legally can compete in the ring. Bitches are strictly for breeding; however, they are fought or “rolled” at least once, sometimes more, in order to determine their instincts and abilities as fighting dogs. Characteristics such as viciousness, timidity or an unwillingness to engage in combat are considered disqualifications and would render such a bitch unsuitable for breeding.


Fighting Tosa dogs, especially champions, are very valuable. They are never fought to the death and are rarely seriously wounded. A winning Tosa can commonly be valued at six figures or more, very similar to a thoroughbred race-horse. There was a time when a Tosa may have provided the sole source of income for a family, and the family’s time was devoted to training and exercising their dog. The dog gained value and a family gained material wealth as a Tosa rose in standing through successful fights.


[image: image]


Two Japanese champions! A champion Tosa and a champion Sumo wrestler.


Dog fighting played a critical role in the development of the modern Tosa. Until the 1800s, Japanese breeds were virtually unknown outside the country; however, within Japan, fierce competition existed in the dogfighting rings. In 1854, the Tokogawa government of Japan repealed its national isolation policy and opened trading with Western foreigners. When Western merchants came to Japan, they found the Samurai warrior clans, whose dog of choice was the Kochi-inu (Tosa), eager to engage and compete in the ring with the Western dogs.


These Tosas, lupoid in appearance, were known throughout Japan as the most tenacious and capable of all Japanese fighting dogs. However, they rarely reached the weight of 50 lb (23 kg), while their Western counterparts often ranged from 100 to 150 lb (46 to 69 kg), sometimes even larger. Modern English Mastiffs can, and commonly do, weigh up to 250 lb (almost 115 kg). Unable to compete on equal terms due to their vast weight and size differences, some of the dog breeders/ fighters from Tosa-Wan decided to modify their breed. The first known crossbreeding was between an original Tosa (spitz-style) dog and an old-style Bulldog. It is said that the resulting puppies became the forefathers of our modern-day Tosa.


From this early modification came admixtures of Bulldog, Bloodhound, Mastiff, Great Dane, St. Bernard, Bull Terrier and Pointer. The results of these admixtures are the foundation of the Tosa we know today, and are obvious and easily recognized even by the most inexperienced of dog fanciers.


Each breed modification and/or improvement had a rhyme and a reason to it. Each component breed was chosen for a specific purpose. The St. Bernard and Mastiff were introduced for size and strength, the Bulldog and Bull Terrier for tenacity and the Pointer for the concentration it takes to maintain focus. The Bloodhound added the extra skin whereby one dog can bite and the opponent still has the freedom and ability to turn around and bite back. The Doberman added intelligence and the Dogue de Bordeaux added bulk. The Great Dane contributed height, though the authors feel that it is debatable whether the added height actually increased performance ability, though it is attractive.


The dog breeders/fighters in Japan prefer a dog of light-to middle-weight proportions. The heavier dogs (150–200 lb) are more often used to attract tourists into the fighting arenas or are pictured in photos dressed in costly silk and gold-embroidered robes called Miswashi. Miswashi are custom-made to celebrate a Tosa’s championship and usually show the owner’s crest or coat-of-arms and the dog’s name. While traveling in Japan, Western breeders have tried to purchase these robes for display; although never offered for sale, the cost would be astronomical for a full set. They are truly magnificent.
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A Japanese champion Tosa winning in Kochi, Japan and wearing the ceremonial robes of a champion Tosa.


From the time of the cross-breedings, dog fighting became even more popular and large tournaments were held often throughout Japan. The early arenas were constructed of bamboo and were easily moved from one site to another. Tournaments were staged in public parks and Shinto shrines. Tosa dogs were led into the gazebo-style ring dressed in their custom Miswashi. Dog fighting maintained its popularity as a spectator sport until the years of World War II. With all available resources then devoted to the war effort, Tosas became a drain on the food and resources of Japanese society. At that point, the fighting and rearing of Tosa dogs were forbidden, some say punishable by death.
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Takashi Hirose, his mother and a Tosa champion, pictured in Japan in this historically significant photo.




THE JAPANESE MASTIFF


The Tosa may be referred to as the Japanese Mastiff. Many countries have a distinct mastiff breed: the Rottweiler of Germany; the Mastiff of Great Britain; the Dogue de Bordeaux of France; the Neapolitan Mastiff of Italy and the St. Bernard of Switzerland, just to name a few.





During those turbulent years, some of the most dedicated Tosa breeders took what may have been the last remaining handful of Tosa breeding stock and clandestinely hid the dogs in the mountainous areas surrounding Kochi Prefecture. After Japan surrendered to Western forces and the reconstruction of Japanese cities and society began, so also began the normalization that brought Japanese traditions back into the day-to-day lives of the Japanese people.


Tosa dog fighting, however, never regained its early popularity as a spectator sport and became instead an underground activity controlled by the Yakuza (Japan-ese Mafia groups). Mainstream society turned a blind eye to the Tosa and its importance as a culturally and historically significant Japanese breed. The popularity and interest in Tosa dog fighting had waned, but the legality of the sport remained intact. Dog fighting maintained its legal status until recent years, when animal rights activists petitioned the Japanese Kennel Club as well as the Japanese government. They finally received favorable legislation that made dog fighting illegal throughout Japan except in Tosa-Wan (Kochi Prefecture).
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Ceremonial garb Miswashi worn by Tosa champions.
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The Akita, like the Tosa, is a fighting dog derived from Japan. The Akita possesses Nordic spitz-dog qualities like the original Tosa.


This exemption was due to the fact that the Tosa is still considered a cultural icon. This status allows the people of Tosa-Wan to maintain strictly controlled fighting arenas where Japanese enthusiasts as well as Western tourists can observe the Tosa dog in its element, doing what it has been bred to do: exhibit courage and bravery in the fighting ring.
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In recent years, the Tosa has been favored by many Europeans, including Dutch, German and Spanish enthusiasts, who have taken to the breed with much fervor.
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A young Tosa, showing much promise. Notice the confident stance and the alert expression on this dog’s face.


THE TOSA IN THE WEST


Western interest in this rare breed may well have saved the Tosa from obscurity and possible extinction. By the late 1970s, the Tosa had made its way to Europe and, in the early 1980s, the Tosa was imported to the continental United States. American author Dr. Carl Semencic introduced many Americans and Europeans to the Tosa breed in his three popular books that featured the Tosa (among other breeds): The World of Fighting Dogs, Pit Bulls and Tenacious Guard Dogs and Gladiator Dogs.


According to the January 1984 edition of Molosser Magazine, the first Tosa to be registered in Europe was probably a female, Fujimusumu, registered in 1976. A male named Tomitake was registered in 1977 and shortly thereafter became a World Champion at the 1977 World Dog Show. Swedish photographer Jefferick Stocklassa and his Japanese wife, Mizuko Sasaki, are on record as the breeders of the first European litter of Tosas, which was born in the late 1970s or early 1980s. By 1982, we know of two more European litters, one bred by the Stocklassas in Sweden and the other born in Germany.


Due to close ties between Japan and Hawaii, there were Tosas in Hawaii for many years prior to this time, although little is known about their history. However, we do know that they were crossbred with the Poi Dog, the local dog of Hawaii, and were of smaller stature and looked similar to a Pit Bull. In the early 1980s, Masaru Hirose, a prominent breeder from Kochi Prefecture in Japan, gave a Tosa to the Governor of Hawaii. Mr. Hirose’s son, Takashi Hirose, presented Mutsu, a very impressive Tosa with a decidedly mastiff-like appearance, to the Governor. Donald Lee, an avid Tosa enthusiast and president of the Tosa-ken Association of America (the first Tosa club outside Japan), became Mutsu’s caretaker. Mutsu’s lineage produced some magnificent Tosas, some of whom were eventually placed on the West Coast of the US.


Also in the early 1980s, in the southern US, co-author Steve Ostuni purchased his first breeding pair of Japanese imports through his good friend, Eiko Smith. Coincidentally, the American actor Jack Palance met Masaru Hirose while filming Tosas for an episode of the television show Ripley’s Believe It or Not. Mr. Hirose gave Kuma and Miss Kochi, a breeding pair of Tosas, to Mr. Palance. In 1988, Jerri Hall, owner of a Mutsu daughter, introduced the Palances to DogStar Kennels. Kuma and Miss Kochi were left in the care of DogStar Kennels in southern California, and their offspring became part of a strong breeding program.
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Banira and Bidanchi of Tomahimeden Kennels in Germany. This handsome duo came from the last litter to be whelped in Germany before the ban on the breed in that country.


Within two years, Steve Ostuni and DogStar Kennels began to share bloodlines, as they found their dogs quite compatible in quality and size. Mariella Sachs and Oak Valley Kennels imported a pair of breeding Tosas from the Tokyo area. Fire Mountain Kennels, also in California, obtained Tosa offspring from these dogs and started another line of American-bred Tosas. Yoko and Michael Galli also brought some imports from Tokyo to California. By the early 1990s, there was an active network of Tosa breeders in the US with bridges built to Japanese and European breeders.
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Despite the problems that the breed faces in certain European countries, including the UK, the Tosa enjoys recognition by the Fédération Cynologique Internationale and can be shown in most countries. on the Continent.


WORLD-WIDE ATTENTION FOR THE TOSA


It was a turbulent time in the dog world. By the mid-1980s, there was an anti-Pit-Bull hysteria sweeping over America, and world-wide panic about fighting dogs increased to a feverish pitch. The Tosa was banned outright (and remains banned) in Great Britain, due only to public outcry and not because of any dangerous or harmful actions by a Tosa dog or a Tosa owner. Although there were fewer than 100 Tosas in the US, Tosa breeders and enthusiasts were diligent about public education campaigns to prevent damaging fictitious rumors about the Tosa from becoming accepted as fact.
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When properly bred, raised and trained, the Tosa can be a remarkable guard dog and companion. The breed is naturally blest with the brains and brawn to protect his family and property.


Interest in the Tosa was very high. The breed was novel, extremely handsome and very expensive, as well as being a natural home and family protector. These factors put the Tosa at risk for overbreeding and subsequent loss of quality, physically and temperamentally. The International Tosa-ken Association was founded to provide information, guidance and education to both Tosa breeders and prospective Tosa owners. The organization had great success in uniting the Japanese, European and American breeders on behalf of the Tosa. The primary purpose was to inform the public about the Tosa breed and its enormous potential as a home and family guardian.


An interesting aspect in the Tosa’s integration into the West is that the Japanese were not very anxious to export the breed. They were concerned that since the Tosa was a Natural Treasure and a cultural icon, it would be unwise to allow Western influence on the breed. They were very aware of the tendency of the Western breeders to alter breeds to fit “fashions” and to breed for size over function, a situation they saw with the Akita. Therefore, during the 1980s and 1990s, while there were cordial relations between Japanese and Western breeders, not many Tosas were exported from the main breeding centers in Japan.


However, Tosas from other areas in Japan and from Korea, Taiwan and other Asian countries were imported to Europe and America. These dogs were generally smaller in stature, with more of the Bulldog-and Doberman-type looks rather than the mastiff look of the dogs from Kochi Prefecture. The differences can still be seen, and they provide a significant variety within the breed today.


In the 1990s, the popularity of the Tosa continued to grow. Dedicated Western breeders invested the time, energy and money to import Tosas from Japan. Americans Serena Burnett of DogStar Kennels and Steve Ostuni traveled to Kochi Prefecture in 1993 to obtain additional breeding stock. They imported Ryoma, a 170-lb dark red male from the Hirose kennel. Steve Ostuni also took the first true black male to the US, obtained from Shiji Sasaki of Kochi, Japan. Ms. Burnett and Mr. Ostuni observed and studied the Tosa in its native element and forged strong ties with Tosa breeders in Japan.


These American breeders formed an alliance with the Tosa breeders/fighters in the Kochi area and determined a plan of action for the breed as a whole. Together, they petitioned the Japanese Kennel Club to upgrade and clarify breed standards and to legitimize the Tosa as a distinct breed. By focusing on Tosas’ uses as family companions and guardians, they were taken out of the fighting arenas controlled by the Yakuza, the Japanese underground. The emphasis today is to utilize the natural instincts of the Tosa as a family and home guardian, to show them in the conformation and obedience rings, to train them as therapy dogs and to minimize the focus on dog fighting. With these objectives in place, Tosas are currently thriving in Japan and elsewhere throughout the world.


While doing research for this book, many Tosa breeders and owners world-wide were contacted for information. Two of the most complete histories of the Tosa came from Berndt Leikauf in Germany and R. Schol and M. Schrieken in the Netherlands. These histories are interconnected and both tell stories of enthusiasm and obstacles.
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This Tosa is participating in the World Dog Show in Amsterdam, having placed first in her class.


In Germany, interest in the Tosa began in 1975 with Hermann Heuser. A rare-breed enthusiast, he owned some of the more exotic breeds at the time. In his six-year quest to locate Tosas, he was told repeatedly by Japanese business-men and the Japanese embassy that the Tosa was a legend and did not really exist. This was most likely due to the fact that dog fighting, and therefore the fighting breeds, including the Tosa, were out of favor in Japan and not known to the general public.
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Akihito of Tamahimeden, second from the left, and his offspring. This clan represents the second litter from Germany’s Tamahimeden Kennels.


In 1981, a chance meeting with a Japanese businessman resulted in Heuser’s receiving a gift of a breeding pair of Tosas imported from Japan. From this pair, 34 pups eventually were produced. Very few were shown in dog shows and only one was ever used for breeding. Heuser sold his breeding pair to Wolfgang Fink, who worked for years to bring new bloodlines into Germany to cross with these two original dogs. Fink imported a male from the Stocklassas in Sweden, but was never able to produce offspring. He tried to import from Donald Lee in Hawaii, but the cost was prohibitive. Eventually Fink gave up breeding Tosas and, for a while, the breed seemed to die out in Germany.


In the meantime, Gerd Jessen fell in love with a little Tosa female from Heuser’s last litter, but only succeeded in breeding one litter. One excellent-quality male, Akihito, resulted, but after several years of trying to find a suitable female to breed with him, the Jessens also gave up Tosa breeding.


In 1996, Berndt Leikauf worked with the Jessens to find a suitable female for Akihito. They imported a female from DogStar Kennels and other dogs from Fire Mountain Kennels, both in the US. By crossing these dogs with other Tosas from American and European kennels, they were successful in promoting a strong Tosa breeding line.


European countries were very hard-hit by the hysteria over fighting dogs in the 1980s and 1990s. The Tosa was banned outright in England and remains so today. France also has banned the Tosa and several other breeds. In Germany, until recently, the laws restricting ownership of several breeds, including the Tosa, were very strict and, in some districts, the dogs were taxed at 2000%. This was a devastating blow to the Tosa breeding program. In January 2001, the Tosa and 38 other breeds were banned. Breeding and importing these breeds were forbidden, so it is feared that the Tosa will once again become extinct in Germany. Some dedicated dog lovers are fighting these laws with some success, and they hope to work with other Tosa enthusiasts and dog lovers throughout the world in order to gain support and eventually reverse this ban.


The Netherlands’ history began in the early 1980s with a Tosa imported from Germany. With great effort, two more Tosas were imported from Japan and, from these, the Netherlands’ breeding program was started. The popularity of the breed was high, and there was little chance of importing anything from Japan, so the breeders were able to sell all of the dogs they produced. Lack of new bloodlines and 13 years of close breeding led to some temperamental and physical problems in the Tosas of that area.


In 1998, a fresh bloodline from DogStar Kennels in the US was introduced, which refreshed the bloodlines and brought in the more massive and powerful Tosa type that is so attractive. At this time, the Tosa breeders and owners in the Netherlands are working diligently to breed “healthy and typical Tosas,” which they acknowledge “will not be possible without good imports.” The breeding population is small, but, in their words, the “will to learn and to breed good Tosas is enormous.”
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