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Physical Characteristics of the Old English Sheepdog


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)




Skull: Capacious and rather squarely formed giving plenty of room for brain power. The whole well covered with hair.


Ears: Medium sized and carried flat to the side of the head.


Eyes: Brown, blue or one of each.
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Neck: Fairly long and arched gracefully.


Nose: Always black, large and capacious.


Jaw: Fairly long, strong, square and truncated.


Body: Rather short and very compact, broader at the rump than at the shoulders, ribs well sprung and brisket deep and capacious.




Forequarters: Shoulders well laid back and narrow at the points. The forelegs dead straight with plenty of bone. The measurements from the withers to the elbow and from the elbow to the ground are practically the same.


Topline: Stands lower at the withers than at the loin with no indication of softness or weakness.


Tail: Docked close to the body, when not naturally bob tailed.


Height: Dogs: 22 inches (55.8 cm) and upward. Bitches: 21 inches (53.3 cm) and upward.


Hindquarters: Round and muscular with well let down hocks. When standing, the metatarses are perpendicular to the ground when viewed from any angle.


Color: Any shade of gray, grizzle, blue or blue merle with or without white markings or in reverse.


Coat: Profuse, but not so excessive as to give the impression of the dog being overly fat, and of a good hard texture.


Feet: Small and round, toes well arched, pads thick and hard, feet pointing straight ahead.
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An English farmer, circa 1892, with a pair of working Old English Sheepdogs. The OES was at one time the most popular working breed.
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Old English Sheepdogs are active, dedicated and hard-working yet fun-loving dogs. Their instinctive herding traits and abilities are evident in the breed even as pups.
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The background of the Old English Sheepdog (or “Bobtail”) is certainly “misty.” In Brian Vesey-Fitzgerald’s 1948 The Book of the Dog, the author recounts the earliest reference to the Old English Sheepdog, made by Columella. Famous artists such as Van Eyck and Dürer painted portraits of dogs resembling the Bobtail as early as the 15th century.


In the early 1700s, George-Louis Leclerc, known as Count de Buffon, describes 37 different varieties of dogs, including the Shepherd’s Dog in the first group. The Shepherd’s Dog was described as having a sharp foxlike muzzle, erect ears and an instinct for protecting flocks. All of these features still apply to various shepherding breeds today. The breeding of types of herding dogs suited to different terrains and climatic conditions undoubtedly brought about the breeds that we now know. In The Sportsman’s Cabinet, there is a recognizable early Bobtail by the artist Reinagle.


Though early writings refer to Shepherd’s Dogs, the name gradually changed to Sheepdogs. In 1884, the Collie is described as being either Scottish or Welsh, although many historians believe that the original, true Shepherd’s Dog was English. In 1872, Stone-henge wrote of the English Sheepdog as being “… rough or smooth, in various colors… [including] grizzle, black, red, brindled or [for the most part] white … [and] a dull rust color, patched with black… [The smooth] variety has frequently what are called ‘china’ or ‘walled’ eyes …” Of historical interest also was Stonehenge’s commentary about the docking of sheepdogs: “The shepherd’s dog, under old excise laws, was only exempt from tax when the tail was cut off, so it was formerly removed.”
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Bob and Dairy Maid, two famous sheepdogs of 1892. You can see the resemblance between these dogs and today’s OES.


Various other accounts of the breed’s origins exist. One famous account from 1883 worth noting was written by Idstone. He describes the sheepdogs in the southern counties of England, including Oxfordshire, Wiltshire, Berkshire, Hampshire and Dorset. He regarded them as “typical English Sheepdogs—blue, grizzled, rough-haired, large-limbed, surly, small-eared, small-eyed, leggy, bob-tailed dogs.” He also noted that the rare specimen would run over the backs of the flock to lead them into a lane.


In the Kennel Encyclopaedia (1910), editor Sidney Turner purports a possible connection between the sheepdog and the Russian Ovcharka. In later publications, authors tell accounts of the Smithfield Collie’s being used as a droving dog, taking the flocks of sheep and herds of cattle from the southern counties of England to the famous Smithfield Meat Market in London.


The Old English Sheepdog has been featured in various book illustrations and pictures over the years. Apart from the famed Reinagle, there is a well-known oil painting by Gainsborough of the Duke of Buccleuch in 1771 with a recognizable dog. In 1835, Sidney Cooper painted a fine example of an Old English Sheepdog of blue and white coloring, with good head and bone.
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Colin and his happy handler at the prestigious Manchester show of 1880. Colin won second prize and was chosen Reserve Champion; a Manchester award was considered a very high honor.






GENUINE BALANCE


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.





The breed eventually became stabilized and numerically strong enough in some areas to merit attention from dog-show organizers. At a show in Birmingham, England (later to become the home of the world-famous Crufts Dog Show, at the National Exhibition Center) held in 1873, there were three exhibitors, but the judge found the quality of the dogs so poor that he withheld the first prize—only awarding a second placing! This could have deterred fanciers for a while, until interest was aroused by Mr. Freeman-Lloyd. In 1889, an informative leaflet was produced by Mr. Freeman-Lloyd, promoting the newly formed Old English Sheepdog Club and serving to attract quite a few newcomers to the breed. Fortunately, the breed continued to appear at the shows.


[image: image]




Mme.J. Plaimand Mrs. Gordon with their Old English Sheepdogs at the 1933 Paris Dog Show. The breed was quite frequently seen in France.
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Early American champions were Downderry Voyager (left) and Irresistible (right), owned by Mrs. Walter Roesler. They created quite a stir at the Westminster Kennel Club’s 55th annual show, held in New York City in 1927.






[image: image]


Ch. Tommy Tittlemouse was a noted champion and sire of many other champions during the 1920s, as well as best friend to his young companion.
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Eng. Ch. Dame Barbara was one of the champions from Sir H. de Trafford’s famous kennel in the 1920s.
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Helen Cluff of New York City, preparing her Old English Sheepdog for the show; circa 1932. All that was needed was brushing and combing, along with combing up of the leg hair.
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The Old English Sheepdog was, and still is, popular around the world. Here is an example of the breed in Germany during the 1920s.


Many journalists and writers from this early period were outspoken about the breed, its qualities and its shortcomings. These uninhibited writers surely helped shepherd the breed toward greater stability and uniformity, and could be relied upon to focus attention on the breed’s progress. Although many of these early authors have not been credited with all they did for the breed, one outspoken, well-spoken lady who will never be forgotten is Mrs. Fare Fosse, who was the first female president of the OES Club and the owner of the famous bitch Ch. Fairweather. This bitch can still be seen, for upon her death, her body went to a taxidermist and she is now part of the special canine section in the Country Annex of the Natural History Museum at Tring in Hertfordshire, England.
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Int. Ch. Dolly Grey, bred by Mr. F. H. Travis, was a winning champion in both the UK and the US in the 1930s.


Other famous dogs that contributed to the future of the breed were Dr. Locke’s Ch. Sir Cavendish (1887), winner at shows in 1890, ’91 and ’92; Dr Bott’s Ch. Bouncer; Dr. MacGill’s Ch. Watch Boy; Sir Humphrey de Trafford’s Ch. Dame Barbara; and Mr. Dickson’s Harkaway and Ch. Lady Scaramouche. Dr. Dickson owned Ch. Handsome Boy, bred in 1902, who was later sold to an American owner. Other well-reported dogs at the turn of the century were Mr. Weager’s Ch. Dairymaid, Mr. Clayton’s Ch. Victor Cavendish and Mr. Wilmot’s Ch. Robert the Bobby and Sergeant Bruce. The previously mentioned bitch, Ch. Fairweather, was very successful in the show ring, having won no less than 20 Challenge Certificates in her career. She had a famous predecessor in the kennel called Wall-Eyed Bob, who was another prolific winner.
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The Duke of Buccleuch, shown in this magnificent portrait by Gainsborough, is accompanied by what is claimed to be the first representation of an Old English Sheepdog in a painting. Some experts think that the dog is too small to be an OES.




[image: image]


The Komondor, a Hungarian flock-and herd-guarding breed with a distinctive corded coat, is reputed to have a hand in the genetic history of the OES.
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The Bearded Collie certainly looks like a relative of the OES.


Undoubtedly the most famous kennels in the world were at Shepton Mallet in Somerset, the home of the Tilley family. W. T. S. Tilley founded them and his brother H. A. took over upon his death, with his daughter Florence continuing them upon his death until her own death.


So many of us went to Shepton for our first Old English Sheepdogs, and my first Bobtail was from one of the last litters bred with Shepton parentage on both sides, back in 1962. Some pedigrees can still trace back to Shepton even now. Shepton breeding was exported all over the world, including to the US. The OES Club of America was founded in 1904 by H. A. Tilley, who crossed the Atlantic many times in order to exhibit his stock. This was a lengthy undertaking in the days prior to air travel.


In more recent times, many have put pen to paper, producing books on the breed, but perhaps the book that is still eagerly sought by true enthusiasts is that by Aubrey Hopwood (1905). H. A. Tilley also wrote a very collectible book in 1937. Rowland Johns edited Our Friends, the Old English and Shetland Sheepdog in 1935. In those earlier days, the tendency was for general dog books with chapters devoted to specific breeds. One that is still valued is Hutchinson’s Dog Encyclopaedia, which devoted 26 pages to the Old English Sheepdog. Another general publication that I have treasured through the years is Vero Shaw’s The Illustrated Book of the Dog (1881).


Over the years, the Bobtail has been used in advertisments for a variety of commercial products. Perhaps the most famous in the past 30 years is Dulux Paints in the UK, which originally featured the late Mr. and Mrs. Sharpe’s Shepton Daphnis Horsa, otherwise known as Dash. He was replaced upon his retirement, as the result of a national competition, by Mr. and Mrs. Norman Harrison’s Ch. Fernville Lord Digby. Due to great demand for the “Dulux Dog” to make appearances at charity affairs and other events, various owners and dogs were recruited in order to keep up with the demand!


Many people were attracted to the breed and, as a result, breeding and registrations in the UK increased considerably. This in turn put pressure on the OES Rescue, which was taking in dogs that had been purchased in haste without sufficient knowledge of what was required from an owner. At one time, the number of dogs being abandoned and rescued exceeded 100 per month! Thankfully, the breed has now settled down to many fewer litters bred for a more informed ownership.


Films have also accounted for promotion of the Bobtail, with a dog called Lord Nelson perhaps the best known for his appearances in the US. The Shaggy Dog, Summer Magic and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang were very successful productions. Digby—The Biggest Dog in the World used Mrs. Pat Creed’s Mosshall Lady Joy in the early and later parts of the film, while Mr. and Mrs. Glass’s Twotrees Brandysnap took the part in which the star grew gigantic due to drinking a chemical.
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The South Russian Ovcharka, top, and the Middle-Asian Ovcharka, shown below, have been mentioned in the ancestry of the OES, but no firm proof of such relationships have ever been discovered.
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The Polish Lowland Sheepdog, also known to some as the Polish Owczarek Nizinny, does resemble the OES.
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The Italian Twotrees Brandysnap took the part Maremma Sheepdog has often been credited with being an ancestor of the OES.


WHY IS THE OES CALLED THE “BOBTAIL”?


Many years ago, when a government needed to raise money, it applied taxes to various things. In Britain, one tax was on the number of windows in a house—that is why you will see some old houses in England with their window frames bricked up. Another means of generating revenue was to put a tax on dogs, with the only exemption being a farmer’s working animal. In order to prove that these dogs were indeed workers, the tax relief could only be claimed if the dogs had their tails removed so that they could be undoubtedly identified by the tax collector!


IS THE OES RELATED TO ANY OTHER IDENTIFIABLE BREEDS?


Although a relationship between the OES and the Russian Ovcharka has been referenced in a number of sources, no cynologist has proved this relationship definitively. In fact, there are several breeds known as Ovcharkas in Russia, including the Caucasian, Middle-Asian and South Russian. Practically all European countries had their own type of rough-coated farmers’ dogs, and the dogs’ coat types were influenced by the weather conditions in which they worked. Some eventually emerged more as flock- and herd-guarding breeds (such as the Maremma Sheepdog of Italy and the giant corded Komondor of Hungary, etc.), while others were working the animals and escorting (droving) them to markets. Some experts suggest that there is a link to the Polish Lowland Sheepdog, which some people believe is merely a small edition of the Bobtail. These small Polish dogs were used in many ways, and it is well documented that they traveled to Scotland on the boats of traders from central Europe, where they accompanied farm animals for sale. It is, however, more likely that the Polish Lowland Sheepdog is in the background of the Bearded Collie than that of the Bobtail. However, when looking at early pictures of Bearded Collies, even they could easily be linked to early Old English Sheepdogs!


CAN A BOBTAIL EVER BE BORN WITHOUT A TAIL?


Rarely, but it has been known to occur occasionally. Tails are normally removed at two to four days of age. In the past, well-experienced breeders did this very competently, but now the law in Britain only permits qualified veterinarians to undertake this. With the new legislation, the removal of tails is now illegal in the Scandinavian and some other European countries; in some other countries, after a designated date, docked dogs will no longer be allowed to compete in shows.
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One of the more common of the Ovcharka breeds, the Caucasian Ovcharka.
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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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Wall-Eyed Bob is one of the most famous in the breed’s history. He was sold for 20 shillings at a pub by Mr. J. Thomas and Mrs. Fare Fosse, the latter of whom was one of the most prominent people in the breed.


DOES HAVING A TAIL AFFECT THE ACTION OF THE BREED?


I find that it has affected the characteristic movement on some that I have judged. The natural tendency when moving is for the tail to be lifted. In some dogs, this appears to take away some of the stronger hind action. The mechanics of movement are the same, but the actual steps appear lighter and lack that strong driving action.


DID YOU KNOW THAT PAUL MCCARTNEY HAD A BOBTAIL?


Do you remember the song entitled “Martha, My Dear”? Martha was purchased just prior to the Beatles’ tour of India, and she came back for house-training. Originally Paul called her Knickers, but a friend felt that it was inappropriate and so she was renamed Martha. She was the forerunner of several that he and his wife Linda owned in later years.
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This old photo was captioned “Three Beauties.” It shows the immensely popular film star Jean Harlow and her two Old English Sheepdogs. Miss Harlow was a great lover of dogs.
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The Bobtail is quite lively and loves to be a part of family life. If he is allowed to repay you for your time and attention, then nothing makes him happier.


From the breed’s early origins as the shepherd’s droving dog, the Bobtail retains these natural instincts. The dormant need to herd and drove remains. Dogs have been known to become quite concerned when the children of family are scattered around the yard, and will earnestly try quite hard to herd them up together. Having been used for accompanying flocks and herds to market, sometimes over several days, there is still the need for him to get quite a fair amount of exercise. So don’t ever imagine that you can make your OES into a “couch potato.” Because the breed was used for traveling great distances, the Bobtail often moves with a pacing action, with the legs on each side moving parallel with each other. Pacing is used as a resting type of action, to conserve energy for later. This type of action is commonly seen in some horses.
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Lively, friendly and people-oriented, the Old English Sheepdog is happiest when he’s part of the action and spending time with his family.




The Bobtail has a bright and lively personality. His reaction to the varied activities of a family is usually to show a desire to become a part of it. This can range from walking with mother to take the children to school, to enjoying a whole day out, to walking in the country. The Bobtail loves to play, especially with anyone who has the energy. Soccer is always a favorite. On a serious note—the choice of ball should be carefully considered. A ball that is small can easily be swallowed or become stuck in the throat with dire results. We’ve always found that the rather large, tough plastic footballs are enjoyed the most, but sometimes their life-spans are not very long. A strong jaw on a ball can lead very quickly to a puncture. Bobtails love to “go fetch”—again, the choice of toy that can be thrown for their retrieval should be carefully made. Something that is too soft and chewy can quickly break up and be ingested. There is now a great variety of specially formed, toughened toys, which come in large-enough sizes not to be chewed and swallowed.


With their underlying ability to work, the Bobtail can be trained. Patience and humor are necessary, but the breed has been known to perform in basic and even advanced obedience and agility. Some Bobtails have started to take part in tests of herding ability, but it should be remembered that the Bobtail was not used to move sheep the way a Border Collie does and therefore cannot be expected to instinctively perform in this manner, cutting and driving the flock.


The Bobtail not only displays trainability but can also show great patience. Our first Bobtail would happily allow my son to dress him up with scarves and hats, and when my daughter started to walk, the dog was her best helper. She would crawl across to him and slowly pull herself up one of his legs, and then they would slowly walk along together. Even as a puppy, he displayed the greatest patience and tolerance. He would also happily allow himself to be a pillow for a child lying on the floor or couch.
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DOGS, DOGS, GOOD FOR YOUR HEART!


People usually purchase dogs for companionship, but studies show that dogs can help to improve their owners’ health and level of activity, as well as lower a human’s risk of coronary heart disease. Without even realizing it, when a person puts time into exercising, grooming and feeding a dog, he also puts more time into his own personal health care. Dog owners establish more routine schedules for their dogs to follow, which can have positive effects on their own health. Dogs also teach us patience, offer unconditional love and provide the joy of having a furry friend to pet!
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This Australian Terrier isn’t intimidated by his new big fluffy friend. Bobtails do well in multiple-pet households, provided that the dogs are introduced and allowed to get to know each other.


Our dogs were treated almost as other children, and that is the way I like to think of any family dog—as an extension of the family unit. Whenever I was considering whether a family was suitable to adopt one of our Bobtail puppies, I would use their children to evaluate them. If the children were acceptably behaved, then I believed that the parents could cope with a Bobtail.


As with all families, routine and kind but firm discipline is essential if family and dog are to be acceptable members of the community. Over-indulgence and lack of control can soon lead to poor behavior. The new, cute, fluffy puppy may be attractive to all, but that is no excuse for over-indulging him. With intelligent dogs, even at a few weeks of age, they will soon try to get their own way; so gentle but firm control must never be ignored.


Establishment of a daily routine is soon accomplished, and this involves regular times for the pup to go out to relieve himself, a feeding schedule, time to exercise, etc. When you first take your puppy home, it’s hard to resist the temptation to go out for long walks. Remember, though, that the pup is still very young and can tire easily. When all inoculations are complete and it is safe for the puppy to go out, short walks are ample. Food converts into the energy required for growth, so if too much energy is used up in exercise and play, then development may suffer.
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Are you capable of adjusting your life to accommodate an Old English Sheepdog? Owning a dog of any breed requires a full commitment, but a large, heavily coated breed like the OES requires extra time and dedication on the owner’s part.


As a family dog, the Bobtail is unsuitable for shutting out in a kennel all of the time. They react and develop much better if they are able to be a part of everyday activities. There will be times when your OES cannot be a part of everything, but to exclude him totally can lead to a miserable and frustrated dog.
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