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Physical Characteristics of the Bracco Italiano


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale breed standard)


Eyes: Semi-lateral position with a soft and submissive expression neither deep set nor prominent. Eyes fairly large, eyelids oval-shaped and close-fitting.


Nose: Voluminous, with large well-opened nostrils, protrudes slightly over the lips with which it forms an angle.


Muzzle: Foreface either straight or slightly arched. Its length is equal to half of the length of the head and its depth measures four-fifths of its length.
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Head: Angular and narrow at the level of the zygomatic arches, its length corresponds to four-tenths of the height at the withers.


Ears: Well developed, in length they should, without being stretched, reach the tip of the nose. Their width is at least equal to half their length.


Neck: Powerful, in truncated cone shape, length not less than two thirds of the length of the head.


Forequarters: Shoulder strong, well muscled, long and sloping, very free in its movement; the upper arm sloping, fitting to the rib cage; forearm strong, straight, with strong and well marked sinews; the point of the elbows should be on a perpendicular line from the rear point of the shoulder blade to the ground; metacarpus (pasterns) well proportioned, lean, of good length and slightly sloping; feet strong, slightly oval shaped, well arched and closed toes with strong nails well curved towards the ground.


Body: Topline—The upper profile of the back is made up of two lines: one, almost straight, slopes from the withers to the 11th dorsal vertebra; the other is slightly arched, joining with the line of the rump. Withers—Well defined, with the points of the shoulder blades well separated. Loin—Wide lumbar region, muscled, short and slightly convex. Rump—Long (about one-third of the height at the withers), broad and well muscled. Chest—Broad, deep and well down to level of elbows, without forming a heel, with well sprung ribs, particularly in their lower part, and sloping. Underline—Lower profile almost horizontal in its rib cage part, rising slightly in its abdominal part.


Tail: Thick at the base, straight, with a slight tendency to taper, hair short. Should be docked at 15–25 cm from the root.


Hindquarters: Thigh long, parallel, muscular, with a rear edge almost straight; strong limbs; hocks wide, metatarsals relatively short and lean. The feet, with all the characteristics of the front feet, have dewclaws.


Coat: Short, dense and glossy, fine and shorter on the head, the ears, front part of the legs and feet.


Size and Weight: Height at the withers between 55–67 cm. Preferred size for males: 58–67 cm; preferred size for females: 55–62 cm. Weight between 25 and 40 kg, depending on height.


Color: White; white with marking of varied size of an orange or more or less dark amber color, white with more or less large chestnut marking; white with pale orange (speckled); white mottled with chestnut (roan-chestnut).
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A spectacular sight in action, the Bracco Italiano is a native Italian hunting breed that is prized for its well-rounded abilities in all aspects of the field.
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The Bracco Italiano is the Italian Pointer, and one of only two native Italian gundog breeds, both of which are known as Hunt, Point and Retrieve dogs, familiarly known as HPR. The other such breed is the Italian Spinone, and both are held in high esteem in their country of origin.


The Bracco is an elegant and athletic dog, a classic and ancient pointer whose origins, many say, can be traced back to the fourth and fifth centuries BC. There are various theories about the breed’s origin, but it appears most likely that it developed from the Molossus and the Egyptian Hound, and that it is an antecedent of many modern sporting dogs today.


In Italy, the Bracco is accepted as having been a distinct breed since the Middle Ages. During the Renaissance period, the breed became widespread, being held in especially high regard by the nobility. This was due to the fact that hunting feathered game was an exclusive sport of Italy’s aristocracy. The Gonzaga and Medici families bred the Bracco Italiano, and dogs from their kennels were eagerly sought by nobility and those of royal rank.


There are frescoes from the 14th century that depict the breed’s existence at that time. It is believed that the white and orange variety originated in Piedmont, with the white and chestnut dog hailing from Lombardy. The type from Piedmont was generally lighter in construction than the other and, because of its lighter build, was better suited for work in the mountains. Indeed, the two types were at one time referred to as the “Piedmontese Pointer” and the “Lombard Pointer,” but, as time passed, breeders amalgamated the two types so that now the breed is more uniform in size.


Some people, however, believe that the Bracco Italiano came into being only as recently as the 17th century, arising from hound and gundog breeds. People of this belief rightly point out that the Bracco has the head of a hound and the body of a gundog, and they also consider the Bracco’s temperament to be a mixture of the two.


BRED TO WORK, AND KEPT THAT WAY


In Italy, the breed was developed specifically to work. The Bracco’s role was to drive game into the hunters’ nets. Only with the invention of the gun did the breed’s role change to that of HPR, and the breed developed further to accommodate the needs of the hunters.


At the close of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, the Bracco Italiano almost disappeared into oblivion. However, thanks to the enthusiastic Italian breeder, Ferdinando Delor de Ferrabouc (1838–1913), the breed was saved from extinction and has survived until this day. Ferdinando Delor not only was a fancier of the breed but also was a hunter, show judge and field-trial judge. Furthermore, he served as editor of specialized magazines, including that of the Italian Kennel Club, of which he was an important founder. We owe the very first drafts of the standard for the Bracco Italiano to this man.


Particularly involved with the Bracco, Spinone and Pointer breeds, Ferdinando Delor was highly prominent in dogs in the years leading up to and following the turn of the 20th century. In his memory, a trophy is still awarded for pointing dogs; competition for this award is among the best Italian, English and other European dogs.


In Italy, the definitive breed standard for the Bracco Italiano was issued by the Italian Kennel Club (ENCI) on February 19, 1949, and it should be noted that this standard allows for both the heavier and lighter types. In November of that same year, the Società Amatori Bracco Italiano (SABI) was founded. To this day, SABI has striven to maintain the high quality of the breed, maintaining good health and type without losing any of the Bracco’s instinctive hunting ability. SABI is now essentially the custodian of the Bracco Italiano in Italy and has worked extremely hard to revive this magnificent dog, which has deservedly grown stronger in popularity from year to year.
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The Segugio Italiano is another Italian hunting hound. Inset: Head study of the Segugio.
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The Italian hound known as the Spinone shares the distinction, along with the Bracco, of being one of two native Italian HPR breeds.


THE BRACCO ITALIANO AT WORK


The Bracco Italiano is not only a stylish hunter but also an enthusiastic one with a splendid nose. This is a breed that will hold a point and retrieve keenly. Although originally used without the gun, by means of allowing the falconers to fly their hawks or the hunters to deploy their nets before flushing the quarry, they are now used to hunt, point and retrieve. Retrieving was something the Bracco had not done hitherto.


In 1937, a Working Standard was drawn up in Italy, this known as “The Pastrone Standard.” It was very specific in its description of how the breed was to work, with a long, brisk trot, tolerating a brief period of galloping when returning on ground already inspected or when the dog was strangely excited. The standard specified that the gait was lively and almost always in a straight line for 100 meters (330 feet) or more. Preoccupation with the scent was of the utmost importance, requiring a complex mental process.


The hunt was extremely diligent. The stub of the Bracco’s tail, held upright, was in joyful, almost continuous, transversal motion. Upon detecting a scent, the dog would gradually slow down and return, with great prudence, to the presumed origin, his head held high, his ears cocked and his slightly lowered tail held stiffly. If the scent were leading him closer to the game, he would slow down even more, often feeling the ground with his paw before placing it on the ground, seemingly afraid to make any noise. When motionless, his tail was still, raised slightly, and the dog in horizontal poise.


This Working Standard builds a vivid word-picture when it says, “The combined comportment of the dog is noble, imposing, alert but calm, erect and slightly forward balanced. The neckline is a little raised and the head erect with the nose decisively towards the ground (approx. 30° from the horizontal).” If, during the search, the dog crossed a scent that made him instantly certain of the game’s presence, he would slow and take up a general posture, similar to that when stationary, but with his neckline a little more pronounced and his tail held a little lower.
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SLOW BUT STEADY SPREAD


Although numerically strongest in its homeland, Italy, the Bracco is now known in several different countries throughout the world, albeit often still in small numbers. This elegant, versatile breed is working its way into the hearts of many who want a good-looking companion that is highly capable of work.
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An early illustration of the Bracco Italiano.


When the Bracco later sensed that he was suddenly upon the game, he would stop immediately, staying more often than not upright, his limbs a little flexed and his head turned down to the ground, or lowered, toward the game. In exceptional cases, the dog at this stage would squat in a contorted pose.


Should the game attempt to escape, the Bracco would guide the game to the wind, proceeding with caution to avoid dry branches or noisy leaves, while always maintaining a motionless tension. Thus the dog would repeat the tracking action, prudently but decisively.


When the game found itself on especially favored ground, and tried to make its escape, the Bracco became a prudent and tenacious tracker. A Bracco was always to have complete contact with his handler, and the dog’s calm and reflective nature was ideal for work in accordance with the conditions encountered.


Indeed, the Bracco works in much the same way today. Individual dogs point in different ways, but they have in common the fact that their heads are unmoving and fixed, and that their feet are rooted to the spot. On point, the Bracco is expected to produce or flush the quarry upon command. The dog, working in a positive manner, thus causes the bird to fly, or the rabbit or hare to bolt. It is important that the dog remains steady so that the hunter is able to take a shot. Then, on command, the Bracco is expected to quickly find the area where the quarry lies and retrieve it to hand without any damage.


THE BRACCO IN THE UNITED STATES


The Bracco Italiano is still virtually unknown in the US, and in North America as a whole, and is still in its formative years of establishment. However, meetings are held for dedicated and genuine enthusiasts, and thanks to careful selection of stock from abroad, the breed is set to thrive.


Although not recognized by the American Kennel Club, the major governing body of dog registration and events in the US, it is accepted by the United Kennel Club, the American Rare Breeds Association and other rare-breed and all-breed registries. The North American Bracco Italiano Club is a parent club dedicated to the breed in North America; the North American Versatility Hunting Dog Association is a hunting organization that recognizes the Bracco and other hunting breeds. So although the breed is waiting to “arrive” in the US, it does have a promising future, and Americans have a wonderful breed to look forward to.


THE BRACCO ITALIANO IN THE UK


Jonathan and Liz Shaw visited a field trial in Italy in 1988, initially to see Italian Spinone. However, at this trial, they first encountered the Bracco Italiano. The breed made such an impression on them that they brought a Bracco named Zerbo into quarantine in Britain in spring of the following year. Since then, a number of Bracchi have been imported to Britain, primarily by the Shaws. England is one of the countries outside Italy in which the breed enjoys the most popularity.




HOUND RESEMBLANCE


Although the Bracco Italiano is a gundog breed, in appearance it is somewhat hound-like, indeed more so than any other of the gundog breeds. Facially, the Bracco bears a certain resemblance to the Bloodhound or the Basset Hound, but there is no disputing that this is a true gundog!
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Although the breed had arrived in Britain some nine years earlier, the Bracco Italiano Society was not formed until 1998, receiving full recognition from the English Kennel Club in 2000. Few litters have been bred in the country since the first import, but breeders have tried to ensure that they breed for quality rather than quantity. In doing so, they have built a firm foundation for the further progress of the breed in Britain.
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Interest in the Bracco is spreading throughout Europe, and the breed is especially enjoying growing popularity in the Netherlands. The Bracco pictured here is being exhibited at a Dutch show.


In Britain, this breed is mainly a companion animal but, having said that, a high proportion of Bracchi actively participate in some kind of work, too. It should always be remembered that a Bracco seems at his happiest when carrying out a job of some sort. Work for the breed can take many forms: performing as gundogs, taking part in working tests and trials, tracking, searching and rescuing, serving as aids in falconry or even working as therapy dogs.


The Bracco Italiano is still on the Import Register with England’s Kennel Club (KC), thereby not allowing breed-specific competition at KC-regulated shows. At Open and Championship Shows, the Bracco can only compete among other breeds on the Import Register if such classes are scheduled. The breed is not permitted to compete for Best in Show. Nonetheless, Bracco enthusiasts are interested in both show and working aspects.
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WHY THE BRACCO ITALIANO?


There can be no disputing the fact that the Bracco Italiano is a handsome dog, and though presently not especially well-known worldwide, his appearance, character and physique endear him to many, whether or not they will eventually become owners of the breed. The Bracco is a soundly constructed sporting dog with a well-developed brain. He is a friendly dog that is eager to please. Thus, although he is a wonderful companion, he also needs ample opportunity to exercise both his brainpower and his powerful body.
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Equally at home in the field or in water, the Bracco is a skilled retriever in all types of environments.


It is generally recommended that only people with previous experience in dog ownership should take on a Bracco Italiano, so this is not an ideal selection as a “first” breed. However, the Bracco makes a great companion dog and is therefore suitable as a family dog, provided the dog is given sufficient training and opportunity for exercise. Most Bracchi even seem to take well to the family cat, though calm, sensible discipline and training, and careful introductions, are important for success. It is generally accepted that the Bracco is better suited to a life in the country than as a city-dweller. Those who live in cities and take on Bracchi as pets must ensure that they are in a position to provide their dogs with plenty of frequent exercise.
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A SENSITIVE BREED


The Bracco Italiano is eager to learn, but training must be gently firm and always consistent. Owners should never forget that a Bracco is a sensitive dog and does not readily accept being chastised.





PERSONALITY


The Bracco is certainly fun to live with, and is a loyal breed with an amazingly good memory for people he likes. Owners say that this is indeed no “ordinary” dog, and this is well founded. Firstly, the Bracco is highly intelligent and seems to have a genuine need not only for companionship but also for exercise and brainwork. He truly enjoys the company of his family and is happy to be a lap dog, but it should always be borne in mind that he wants more than just that; he must also be given an opportunity to work. Work in the shooting field is ideal but, if this is not possible, he can turn his hand (or paw!) to other things, provided he thinks he is doing a “job.”


The Bracco does not like to be criticized or chastised. To handle and train this breed successfully, owners need to be gentle, but firm, and preferably they should have a calm nature. Should an owner try to treat a Bracco harshly in any way, the dog will simply “switch off,” and training sessions will get absolutely nowhere.


Although the Bracco loves to please, it is not by any means unknown for him to “turn a deaf ear” when it suits him to do so, especially when in hunting mode. He can certainly be willful but, in general, he has a serious yet amiable and biddable temperament, and is both docile and gentle. With those he does not know, he is usually friendly, but he is likely to show a little caution.


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS


This is a strong, powerful dog that is both muscular and robust, yet lean. His long, sloping shoulders are muscular and well-laid-back, in keeping with his long, well-muscled hindquarters, which allow him to move strongly and with drive. This is a true sporting dog, his construction in keeping with his hunting ability. It is important that the Bracco has well-sprung ribs, with a good depth of brisket, and that his back is strong.


The feet of the Bracco are sturdy and oval in shape, the toes slightly extended. While single dewclaws are preferred, double are accepted.


HEAD AND EARS


Set on a powerful neck, the long, angular head of the Bracco is highly distinctive. In general skeletal appearance, coupled with the shape of his ears, he is considered by many to be reminiscent of a hound rather than a gundog. His occiput is pronounced and the zygomatic arch well developed. The stop is slight, and it is important that the nostrils are wide, indicating that they are well opened. The FCI breed standard makes use of the descriptive word “voluminous” in relation to the nose and describes the head as “markedly sculpted.”


The supple ears, whose leathers extend to the end of the muzzle, have slightly rounded tips, are set slightly higher than the level of the eyes and hang close to the cheeks. The oval-shaped eyes are intelligent and attentive in expression, and are found in shades of amber. The strong jaw contains a typical scissors bite, but the FCI also accepts a pincer bite, in which the incisors meet edge to edge.


TAIL


The FCI breed standard states that the tail should be docked at 15–25 cm from the root; this represents 6–10 inches, thus allowing rather a wide variance. In countries such as Britain, for example, the docking of tails is a controversial issue at present. The British breed standard simply calls for a tail of medium length, strong at base and slightly tapered, with qualification that it should be carried below horizontal when at rest and slightly raised when in motion.




ENERGY AND ENTHUSIASM


The Bracco has lots of energy and, if not given sufficient exercise, can be boisterous. This a true gundog that loves to retrieve, and generally he also makes a good and enthusiastic swimmer. The Bracco loves a country life, and will thoroughly enjoy long walks, with free runs in a suitably controlled and enclosed area.
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The magnificent head and strong neck of a well-bred Bracco.


SIZE


This is a substantially built dog, but doubtless the breed’s history has some bearing on the flexibility in regard to exact specifications. The FCI standard allows for some range in height, with an overall range between 55–67 cm, but states that the preferred size for males is 58–67 cm (22.75–26.5 in), and for bitches 55-62 cm (21.75–24.5 in). It also gives some guidance as to weight, but again this is wide-ranging, from 25 kg (55 lb) to 40 kg (88 lb), depending on the height of the dog.


The FCI standard also gives a description of the proportions of this breed, and this is worthy of quotation: “Length of the body is the same or a little more than the height at the withers. Length of head is equal to four-tenths of the height at the withers, its width, measured at the level of the zygomatic arches, is less than half its length. Skull and muzzle are of equal length.”




SKIN AND COLOR


The FCI standard gives a detailed description of the breed’s skin, which is tough but elastic. On the head and throat, inside the elbows and on the lower part of the body, the skin is fine. Visible mucous membranes must be a color that corresponds with the coat, but must never show black spots. The mucous membranes of the mouth are pink, but dogs with the chestnut color sometimes show brown or light chestnut spotting.
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The Bracco’s special combination of temperament and unique physical traits makes him ideally suited for his intended purpose.


MOVEMENT


The Bracco Italiano has a brisk, short-striding gait that is straight and true. The FCI standard is rather explicit in its description, saying that the Bracco has an extended and fast trot, with powerful impulsion from the hindquarters. When moving, the head is raised, and the nose is held in such a way that, when hunting, the nose is higher than the topline.


COAT AND COLOR


The short, glossy coat is fine and dense, and is actually shorter on the head, ears and front part of the legs and feet. This is a coat that is easy to maintain in good condition, but, of course, as with all breeds, correct feeding will help to develop a healthy coat, and some routine grooming is a must.


The colors can be orange and white, orange roan, chestnut and white or chestnut roan. Roan is a fine mixture of colored hairs alternating with white ones. In the FCI breed standard, what is described as a metallic sheen is appreciated in chestnut roans, and the chestnut should be of a warm shade, described as like that of a “monk’s tunic.” Again with reference to the FCI standard, a symmetrical facial mask is preferred but the absence of a mask is tolerated.
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GROWING UP STRONG


In general, the Bracco Italiano is a good eater, but it is essential to remember that a puppy will grow into a large, powerful dog. Hence, in puppyhood especially, a Bracco will require a nutritious diet to ensure healthy formation of bones and joints.





HEALTH CONSIDERATIONS


In general, the Bracco Italiano is a healthy breed, but it is recommended that hips and eyes be tested prior to breeding, to ensure that breeding stock is free of hip dysplasia and hereditary eye disease. However, as with all breeds, some health problems do occur from time to time, and it is in the breed’s best interests if new and potential owners know what to look out for. If owners are aware of the problems that can occur, they are undoubtedly in a position to deal with them in the best manner possible.
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