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Physical Characteristics of the Spanish Water Dog


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale’s breed standard)


Head and Cranial Region: Head: Strong, carried with elegance. Skull: Flat with only slightly marked occipital crest. Stop: Facial-cranial depression gentle, only slightly marked.


Eyes: Slightly oblique position, very expressive; of a hazel to chestnut color, should harmonize with the color of the coat.


Nose: Nostrils well defined. Nose is of the same color or slightly darker than the darkest one of the coat.
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Lips: Well fitting; labial corners well defined.


Teeth: Well-formed, white, with well-developed canines.


Forequarters: Solid and upright. Shoulders: Well muscled and oblique. Upper arms: Sturdy. Elbows: Close to the chest and parallel. Forearms: Straight and sturdy. Carpus (Pastern joint) and pastern: Straight, rather short. Front feet: Rounded, toes tight, nails of varied colors, resistant pads.


Size: Height at withers: Males 44–50 cm (17.32–19.69 in); females 40–46 cm (15.75–18.11 in). Weight: Males 18–22 kg (39.69–48.5 lb); females 14–18 kg (30.86–39.69 lb).


Ears: Set at medium height, triangular drooping.


Neck: Short, well muscled, without dewlap, springing cleanly into the shoulders.


Body: Robust. Topline: Straight. Withers: Hardly marked. Back: Straight and powerful. Croup: Slightly tucked up. Chest: Broad and well let down; ribs well arched; diameter of thorax ample, indicating considerable respiratory capacity.


Tail: Set at medium height. Docking must be done at the height of the second to the fourth vertebra.


Hindquarters: Perfectly straight with not too pronounced angulations. Upper thighs: Long and well muscled. Second thighs: Well developed. Hock joint: Well let down. Hock: Short, lean and perpendicular to the ground. Hind feet: As the forefeet.


Coat: Hair: Always curly and of woolly texture. Curly when short, can form cords when long. The recommended maximum length of the hair for shows is 12 cm (15 cm extending the curl) and the minimum is 3 cm to see the quality of the curl.


Color: Solid: White, black and chestnut in different shades. Bicolor: White and black or white and brown in different shades.
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Although “new” to dog fanciers, the Spanish Water Dog is an ancient breed of Spain, celebrated for its working and swimming abilities, superior intelligence, friendly demeanor and, of course, its eye-catching coat worn in cords or curls.
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Although the Spanish Water Dog’s origins trace back many centuries, for the purpose of this discussion of the breed’s history, we will focus on some recent events that mark the breed’s acceptance into the modern world of pure-bred dogs. It was only in the early 1980s that the world’s major kennel clubs finally recognized these remarkable dogs, beginning with the Fédération Cynologique Internationale, the National Kennel Club and the Spanish Royal Canine Society. Currently, the American Kennel Club, The Kennel Club of England and the Canadian Kennel Club have yet to officially accept the breed for registration.


RECOGNITION OF THE BREED


The Spanish Water Dog, or Perro de Agua Español, was officially recognized in Spain during the celebration of the First National Dog Show held in San Pedro de Alcántara in Malaga on May 24, 1981. That day, a cinnamon-colored male owned by Mr. and Mrs. de Klaas Mesdag of Holland was presented and won acclaim. This Dutch family also bred horses, and their contribution to the Perro de Agua was critical to the recognition of the breed.
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Spanish Ch. Bartolo de Caba Aramar is just one of the many Spanish Water Dogs being shown throughout Europe, where the breed is enjoying a much-deserved renaissance.


At the time, the breed was still known as Turcos Andaluces (Turkish Andalusians), a name that some dog experts still consider to be more appropriate and perhaps more genuine, since it alludes to the breed’s likely true origins. The presentation of the breed resulted through the efforts of a group of aficionados who had researched the background of the Turcos Andaluces. Their efforts, along with a few articles that were published in the major dog magazines in Spain, succeeded in promoting the breed within the national and international dog communities.


Veterinarian Andrés Flores, Jose V. García and María Victoria Mañas became the leaders in this campaign to recognize the breed. Other important figures include Antonio García, president of the Spanish association of the breed (AEPDAE); Klaas Mesdag; Santiago Montesinos, the first president of the AEPDAE; David Salamanca, then a member of the Commission for the Spanish Breeds of the Spanish Kennel Club [Real Sociedad Canina de España (RSCE)]; Carlos Salas; Jesús Vadillo, then President of the Iberian Environmental Society [Sociedad Ecologista Ibérica para la Protección de las razas Caninas de Perros de Pastoreo y su Entorno Cultural (SEIPPEC)]; and many others. We must also recognize the contributions of the many shepherds and goat keepers who allowed dog experts to display their dogs wherever necessary so that others could get to know the characteristics of the breed.
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Named for the water, this breed enjoys nothing more than to dive in and go for a dip! Unlike most other breeds of dog, the Spanish Water Dog will dive under the water and begin swimming.
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Spanish Ch. Limon, exhibiting the intelligent gaze and the characteristic corded coat for which the breed is prized.
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A full profile view of Spanish Ch. Limon shows the unique body outline of the breed.


Today, nobody questions Antonio García’s incredible personal involvement in the Perro de Agua breed. Some refer to him as “Antonio de Ubrique” because he was born in Ubrique, Cadiz, where he continues to work on promoting the breed. His work has been indispensable in reviving the breed, drafting the first official standard and campaigning the breed to official recognition.


IMPORTANT MODERN HISTORY


On May 14, 1983, the Iberian Environmental Society organized the first show for local shepherd dogs in Plasencia. The SEIPPEC works to promote all matters related to the cattle-raising community in the Iberian Peninsula. Many dogs from that area were brought forward to participate in this first show, the “Contest of Iberian Shepherd Dogs,” which was sponsored by the RSCE. The organization even offered a cash prize to stir up interest in the event, which attracted a number of Perros de Agua Españoles.


The following year, on October 6, 1984, SEIPPEC organized the second show and, again, many Spanish Water Dogs competed. The event was very effective in promoting the breed in Spain. The third year, the show took place on September 28, 1985 and was held in a small village near Madrid called Griñón. The winners of the event were the bitch Trini, bred by Dr. Flores and owned by María Teresa Rupérez, secretary of the SEIPPEC; and the dog Silvestre, owned by Jesús Ruiz. In fact, Trini was the first dog to obtain a Certificat d’Aptitude au Championnat (CAC) and, in about a year’s time, she earned all of the CACs required to become the first Spanish Champion of the breed.


Yet, when discussing the history of the breed, it is worth noting that the SEIPPEC and the RSCE did not see eye-to-eye about the breed for a period of two years between 1984 and 1986. This happened because, during that time, the SEIPPEC did not agree with some of the demands that the RSCE placed on its breeds and therefore did not support all of the organization’s events. Thus, at the International Exhibition in Madrid in the fall of 1985, only one Spanish Water Dog was entered. However, several months prior, in May of the same year, more than 40 Spanish Water Dogs had been enrolled in the Spanish stud book. Most of these dogs came from Cadiz and Malaga, while five came from Santander.


A key date in the breed’s modern history is May 19, 1985, when the RSCE, led by Valentín Álvarez, officially recognized the breed as the Perro de Aqua Español. In that same month, the Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI) provisionally registered the breed with the number 336, based on the first standard written for the breed. The model for the standard was a black and white Spanish Water Dog named Lucky, owned by Antonio Moreno.


On September 20 of the following year, 1986, the first breed specialty show was held in Ubrique. This important event was presided over by judge Marqués de Perales, and over 20 dogs competed, 13 of which were owned by Antonio García (with the “de Ubrique” prefix), recognized by everyone as the “father of the breed.” Márquez won Best in Show, Nieve de Ubrique was selected as Best Young Dog and Gastor de Ubrique was named Best Puppy.
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Consistency of type, the woolly coat texture, a cheerful disposition and a love of water are some of the defining traits of this unique and up-and-coming rare breed.


It was not until nearly 15 years later that the Spanish Water Dog won international recognition at the FCI’s Annual Assembly held in Mexico in June 1999. The breed was thus eligible to compete for Certificats d’Aptitude au Championnat Internationale de Beauté (CACIBs) at FCI shows. These certificates are required in order for dogs to become FCI International Champions. The first Spanish Water Dog to win a CACIB was Ch. Cheto de La Galea, a spectacular brown dog owned by Fernando Gutiérrez. This dog won not only the first CACIB for the breed but also three consecutive World Winner titles and, later, his fourth World Champion title, in the year 2000 (the first was in Puerto Rico, the second in Finland, the third in Mexico and the fourth in Italy). He also holds the breed record for most World Champion titles, CACs, CACIBs and Bests in Show, including two at specialty shows in Spain.


The years that have gone by since the mid-1970s, when Mr. Mesdag showed Dr. Flores and Ms. Mañas how a group of Spanish Water Dogs drove a flock of nearly 800 sheep throughout Moron de la Frontera in Seville, have not been in vain, nor have the efforts of shepherds, goat keepers, sailors and hunters in maintaining the breed as pure as possible. Through the years, and with much effort and special personal commitment, they have managed to avoid mating the breed with others, something that has often negatively affected dogs in the Peninsula.


In recent years, the number of breeders and fanciers has increased all over Spain, and what is more surprising is that the breed has unexpectedly begun to win prestige outside national borders. Today, there are thousands of active prefixes within and outside Spain, as there are hundreds of fanciers who keep and/or breed these dogs. Countries that are far different than and quite distant from Spain, such as Great Britain, Germany and Finland, and even as far away as the United States, have welcomed the Spanish Water Dog. The breed has adjusted perfectly in many countries, which speaks well of its extraordinary capacity to fit in wherever welcomed.


The breed began the 21st century with some impressive numbers entered in the 15th annual specialty show. Whereas the first show in 1986 only attracted 20 dogs, this show in April 2000 attracted 150 dogs. The show was held once again in Ubrique, and Antonio García and Francisco Gómez served as judges. To show how well the breed has progressed in recent years, it is noteworthy that many of the dogs entered were graded “Excellent” by the judges. The bitches’ average quality was very high, proven by the 21 “Excellents” that were granted in the Open Bitch Class, which speaks well of the quality of future generations. We should not forget that, not long ago, bitches were relegated to a secondary position in Spain, no matter how absurd this may seem to the dedicated fancier and expert breeder.


At the specialty show in 2000, prefixes such as d’Antrilles, de los Cadetes, Domus, de la Galea, de Palaciego, de la Petaca, de Polvorín, Sierra Alhamillas and de Ubrique were the most well known for their numbers of dogs participating and the scores that they won in the different classes. The top winners in the show were: (Best in Show) Uno de los Cadetes, owned by Pedro Domínguez; (Best Young Dog) Unkas d’Antrilles, owned by Montserrat Rovira; and (Best Puppy) Cheta de la Galea, owned by Fernando Gutiérrez.


At another important event at the turn of the 21st century, the National Specialty Show for Spanish Breeds, held on September 24, 2000, the Spanish Water Dog made a splashing showing, with 44 dogs entered. The show, for the fourth consecutive year, was sponsored by the Spanish Kennel Club, and the breed judge was José María Piñeiro. Among the Spanish Water Dog winners were: (Best Puppy) Brezu del Llabanazu; (Best Young Dog) Charly de Salnicks and (Best of Breed) Zula de Ubrique.


At the National Specialty Show for Spanish Breeds organized by the Spanish Kennel Club on November 11, 2001, in which all 18 Spanish breeds were represented, the Spanish Water Dog had the highest entry with a total of 115, of which 23 were Open Class males and 37 were Open Class females. The breed was judged solely by Antonio González.


Considering how relatively new the Spanish Water Dog is in Spain, its future looks quite promising, as the breed’s registration statistics (according to the RSCE’s stud book) have doubled in five years’ time. Compared to the other Spanish breeds, the Spanish Water Dog is the leading breed in number of registrations, with 838 in the year 2000 alone, and a total of 4,227 in the period between 1995 and 2000. The breed has more than doubled the number of registrations of longer established indigenous breeds such as the Gos d’Atura Catalá (Catalan Shepherd Dog), Galgo Español and Mastín Español (Spanish Mastiff), and also has outnumbered the Dogo Canario, which previously had been the leading Spanish breed.




SWIMMING COUSINS


The Spanish Water Dog is frequently compared to its Portuguese cousin, the Caõ de Agua, as the Portuguese Water Dog is called in its homeland. The Portuguese dog is larger than the Spanish breed, standing as tall as 23 inches (58.5 cm) and weighing as much as 60 pounds (27 kg) for a full-grown male. The Portuguese Water Dog is heavier boned and possesses a different type of head and a tufted tail, which is carried over the back. Like the Spanish Water Dog, the Portuguese Water Dog has a coat that does not shed, though it is groomed more in the style of the Poodle, in what is usually called the “lion clip.”


The two breeds are different when it comes to work ethic, as the Spanish breed tends to work all day without fail, proving to be more focused and reliable in the field. Both breeds are intelligent and trainable, full of energy and industry.
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Portuguese Water Dog.





A LOOK AT THE BREED’S BEGINNINGS


Thus far, we have studied the more recent history of the Spanish Water Dog and seen how the efforts of a few enthusiastic people allowed this new breed to reach a favored position inside and outside Spain, in a short period of just 15 years. Yet little is known for certain about the breed’s origins, thus hypothesis and speculation have given way to legends.
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Although a gifted water retriever, as its name indicates, the breed is perhaps more well known in its homeland as a talented and tireless herding dog.




CURLY DOGS


The Spanish Water Dog has certain morphological characteristics that make the non-expert eye mistake it for other breeds such as the Portuguese Water Dog, the Poodle, the Hungarian Puli, the Italian Lagota or the French Barbet. However, there are many traits that distinguish the Spanish breed from the rest.





First of all, shepherding has always been a traditional practice in Spain. In order for this activity to be successful and allow people to make a living—given the varied weather conditions in the Iberian Peninsula—annual migrations were implemented from summer to winter pasturelands and vice-versa. This practice in search of “greener pastures” is known as a seasonal migration (the Spanish word for this is trashumancia).


Driving large herds of cattle from one place to another was not easy in and of itself, and the threat of wolves and other wild beasts complicated matters further. For this reason, dogs were assigned an increasingly significant role in the shepherding society, as dogs were useful firstly for hunting and secondly for herding sheep and cattle. The hunting function, of course, came first, and shepherding came later when the larger settlements were established.


The evolution of different kinds of dogs was propelled by the environment in which each dog was needed to work as well as by the task that the dog was expected to perform. The more specific the task and the more demanding the situation, the more specialized was the dog that developed. The large, powerful, fearless mastiffs were called upon for protection and brute strength (pulling heavy loads, warring, etc.). The smaller, more agile dogs developed and became indispensable in cattle droving and moving sheep and other livestock.


The dog we know today as the Spanish Water Dog is one of these smaller useful dogs, along with other native Spanish breeds such as the Ca de Bestiar, the Carea from Castilla, the Carea from Lean, the Garofiano of the Isla of Palma, the Gos d’Atura Catalá and the Majorero. Some of these indigenous breeds already have been recognized officially by the Spanish Kennel Club and/or the FCI, while others are still in the process of being accepted. These unique breeds are tangible evidence of the great variety of shepherd dogs that exists in Spain today, all of which possess specific breed type, physical and mental traits that correspond perfectly to the environments in which they work.


The Spanish Water Dog, which had been known previously as the Turkish Andalusian, seems to have originated from the same family tree as the Barbet of France. The name “Barbet” comes from the French barbe (meaning “long beard”), which can be traced further back to the ancient Canis aquaticus or water dog. This water dog hunts birds and is very difficult to find nowadays, some 21.5–23.5 inches (55–60 cm) high with a shiny, thick coat in locks of black, gray and solid-colored brown hair, with white markings. This dog is considered to be the “father” of all Spanish Water Dogs as well as the basis of the other water-dog breeds (such as the Portuguese Water Dog and the Irish Water Spaniel).


Maybe the Spanish Water Dog’s ancestors—the Turkish Andalusians—were the original “Spanish water dogs” mentioned in 10th-century writings. Their traits were described in those years with accuracy, revealing an undeniable resemblance to the dogs we know today, especially regarding coat, temperament and behavior. Other hypotheses sustain that these dogs could have been introduced into the region of Andalusia by Turkish ships (explaining the use of the old “Turkish Andalusian” name). These dogs worked in the exportation of our Merino sheep to Australia at the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries. This theory is quite reliable since even today on Turkey’s coastline, dogs very similar to the Spanish Water Dog continue driving herds back and forth between the docks to the ships.




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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The American Water Spaniel is counted among the world’s water dogs. This breed evolved in the US, where it is used mainly as a hunting dog in the Midwest.
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The Barbet of France is believed to be one of the Poodle’s ancestors, as well as a cousin of the Spanish Water Dog.
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The Lagotta Romagnolo is Italy’s answer to the water dog, though the breed is even more rare than the Spanish Water Dog.
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A close cousin, the Portuguese Water Dog is larger than the Spanish Water Dog with a strong following in the US and beyond.


[image: image]


[image: image]


The Puli of Hungary possesses a heavily corded coat and is recognized around the world. Like the Spanish Water Dog, this is a native herding breed from Europe.


The very prestigious German breeder Duhel supported the theory of the Asian origins of the Spanish Water Dog. According to him, dogs of the breed accompanied Alanos, Suevos, Vandals and other Barbarian tribes in their successive invasions of Europe. Other experts think that the Spanish Water Dog descended from those that accompanied Muslims during their years of domination in the peninsula.


The Count of Buffon, Georges Louis Lecrerc (1707–1788), who was appointed as a member of the French Academy in 1753, was noted for writing the famous book entitled Histoire Naturelle, concerning the history and “evolution” of animals (birds and quadrupeds). Without actually formulating a formal theory of evolution (which Charles Darwin did later on), Buffon noted that species change with time and that one turns into the degenerated form of another. He held the theory that cattle-raising in the Peninsula was highly influenced by Arabic traditions of the past. Arabs developed their culture in these lands for more than 800 years, which became apparent later, for example, in the way of shearing and washing the wool and of selecting the lambs for reproduction, which were also called moruecos.


This also would explain how these people from Northern Africa influenced the dogs that they used to work and drive the herds. Nevertheless, and most curiously, no remains of water dogs similar to the Turkish Andalusian have been found in Northern Africa, from where invaders came, while plenty are found in Turkey. Opponents of this theory use this argument in their attempts to prove it fallible.


THE ANDALUSIAN BIRTHPLACE


To discover the true origins of the Spanish Water Dog, we must account for the fact that the precious Merino sheep were first introduced into Spain by the Ben Merines, a nomadic tribe that ruled over the South of the Peninsula after the domination of the Almohadies. This makes us hypothesize that they brought the Carea dogs with them to drive their cattle herds.




A COAT OF MANY COLORS


A. Flores, M. V. Mañas and J. V. García researched the coat coloration of the breed in Spain in the early 1980s. The study revealed that 61% of the dogs had single-colored coats (predominantly black, followed by chestnut, cinnamon, white, yellow and red), 30% had bicolored markings, 6% had tricolored markings and less than 2% were spotted.
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