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Physical Characteristics of the Coton de Tuléar
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Deriving from Madagascar, the Coton de Tuléar possesses a cotton-like coat that distinguishes it from most other breeds of dog.


HISTORY OF THE COTON DE TULÉAR


It is an onerous undertaking to try and describe a dog breed with competence when hardly any literature about the breed can be found, when the documentation that can be found is so sparsely distributed and when the breed’s origin is, like that of many other dog breeds, everything but clear. Nevertheless, it is a worthwhile effort to investigate the subject as closely as possible and to introduce a most delightful dog breed, the Coton de Tuléar, to the readers of this book. Let us therefore try to shed some light on the origins of this breed, a breed that is not even mentioned in most books on dogs.


Many may say, “Coton de Tuléar, what a funny name for a dog!” In this case, the name is entirely appropriate. Found principally in the port city of Tuléar, this is a small Madagascan dog whose beautiful white or nearly all-white coat has—just like the ripe fruit of the cotton bush—a texture similar to a wad of cotton wool. The French word coton translates to the English cotton. The texture of the breed’s coat makes the Coton stand out from almost all other dog breeds.
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SAVE THE COTON!


With the Coton de Tuléar’s being threatened by extinction, the Madagascan government imposed an export stop in 1992.





It is quite obvious that the Coton de Tuléar is closely related to the Bichon breeds. Its ancestors were probably introduced to the country by Indian troopers who found a new home on the Mauritian island of Bourbon around 1665. The neighboring island of La Réunion was home to the Chien Coton, also known as the Havana Silk Dog, and the Madagascan Cotton Dog or Cotton Swab Dog. Both bore a distinct resemblance to the Maltese, the Tenerife dog (today’s Bichon Frise) and the Bolognese.


With its numerous ports, Madagascar, which later became the native country of the Coton, used to be a popular center of trade for many seafarers and merchants. These travelers often carried small dogs of the Bichon type on board their ships, where the dogs earned their keep as undemanding terminators of mice and rats. In the process, these dogs reached ports around the globe.


Our Coton de Tuléar is presumed to have evolved from these small Bichon-like native dogs, but what explanation is there for the variety of colors that can be found in the breed? Today’s Cotons have the blood of the same ancestors as today’s other Bichons, which clearly explains their white coat and their body shape. The original Bichons mingled with some stray terriers on the island, which placed a   little terrier “time bomb” in the white fluff and accounts for the Coton’s inability to resist going after the neighbor’s poor chickens! More precisely, it was Bedlington Terriers brought along by the French colonists that contributed the Coton’s arched back, longer legs and the two skin colors: gray and pink.
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Italy’s Bichon breed, the Bolognese, is similar to the Coton and seen in a coat of pure white.



MADAGASCAR, A LOST PARADISE


Madagascar is referred to as a bridge between two worlds, those worlds being Asia and Africa. It is an idyllic island, covering 581,540 sq km (about 224,500 square miles) of land surface with about 4,828 km (about 3,000 miles) of coastline and a range of climatic zones. It is marked by a many-tiered society. At present, the island is inhabited by some 15 million people, which averages to only about 25 people per square kilometer.


A southwestern trade wind, blowing in from the Indian Ocean, favors tropical rainforests, which are, however, under severe threat from human activity. Large areas are therefore now covered merely with scrub. The weather is dominated by the monsoon during the summer months, which makes way to winterly trade winds in the western lowlands. All central regions are marked by a pleasantly warm climate, while the south of the island presents itself rather arid.


The island is home to unbelievably diverse flora and fauna, the latter including a wealth of colorful butterflies, crocodiles, lemurs (small monkey-like primates) and the largest and smallest chameleons on earth. A visit to this eldorado creates the impression of walking straight through a book on evolutionary history. The towns may be peppered with scattered cornfields, manioc shrubs and banana plants, with shade being offered under the wide umbrella crowns of huge mango trees. The rich green of the lush vegetation is only enhanced by the purple-red flowers of the famous flamboyant trees.


The fact that temperature never drops below 68°F (20°C) here offers a plausible explanation for the light and airy coat of the Coton de Tuléar, despite its being most certainly not an original inhabitant of this dream island, but rather evolving from Bichon-like predecessors.
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Viktoria Deak’s Yatiare of Woodland Cottage is an 18-month-old bitch.
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RECOGNITION IN EUROPE


The Coton de Tuléar was recognized by the Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI) as a distinct breed of Madagascan origin. It is a relatively new breed in terms of FCI recognition, this occurring in 1970. In Europe, the first Cotons appeared around 1975, when breeding with Cotons imported directly from Madagascar commenced in France. The breed was extremely rare and practically unknown to the public. The first three pups were entered into the French breeding register in 1976. By 1984, their number had increased to 192 pups, while at the same time only 15 specimens were known to exist on Madagascar; these had all been appraised by a recognized judge.





Madagascar was also home to a large number of Papillons bred in Belgium. These dogs were tricolored in ginger, black and brown and may be responsible for some ears found in the Coton that tend to stand erect or are upright in the fashion of the Collie with the tips turned down.


After France claimed Madagascar in the 17th century, the island paradise also became home to the French aristocracy. Influenced by the literary ways of life that marked this epoch, aristocratic ladies found it fashionable to surround themselves with uncommon treasures. Therefore, it soon became unlawful by royal decree for a commoner to keep a Coton, making it a privilege reserved for those of noble birth and those related to the court on the island. It appears possible, though, that the first “cotton dogs” were actually given as presents to the regents of the island  realm. The small Madagascan jewel thus was soon known as the “dog of royalty,” and even today the Coton on Madagascar is kept mainly by residents of distinction.
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Hailing from France via Tenerife, the Bichon Frise is among the most famous of the Bichon breeds.
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The Havanese, or Bichon Havanaise, derives from the tropical island country of Cuba and is gaining new admirers in America and Europe every day.


This presumed history of the Coton is no doubt rather unspectacular, but at least quite realistic. Old legends, in contrast, may appear much more impressive, but can hardly be substantiated. One story tells of a pair of dogs that, kept afloat by their luxurious coats, reached the island of Madagascar by swimming after a ship carrying refugees was wrecked off the coast. How they made it through the multitude of sharks living in the waters around Madagascar remains unclear, however.


Other storytellers claim to be certain that European settlers brought along their spaniels, Maltese and Bolognese, which subsequently mingled with the dogs native to the island. What is sure, in any case, is that small white dogs have been living on this island for centuries. The name by which they subse quently became known was based on their hair, soft and aromatic like cotton, and the principal region in which they were found, the port city of Tuléar and the surrounding areas.



SURVIVING THE ISLAND


It is presumed that many Cotons lived freely in their native country. They had to fend for themselves if they were to survive. Over time, they had acquired the skills to find food and managed to adapt to the climatic conditions. The dogs also had to learn to face dangers and outfox their main natural enemy on Madagascar, the crocodile. This skill was of particular importance if a Coton had to cross a river. The dog would bark loudly at one place at the bank to attract all of the crocodiles in the vicinity. Once the crocs arrived at that point, the dog would run some 100 meters (about 330 feet) down along the bank and swim across the river without being harmed.


Today, there are no more freeranging Cotons on Madagascar, but locals who keep them are quick to report that the small dogs used to run free on the island in earlier times. The little vagabonds would beg for and receive kitchen scraps at houses so that their livelihood was ensured. Many hospitable families would not be able to resist these cute cuddly wads of cotton and would also give them shelter.
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COTONS IN NORTH AMERICA


The Coton arrived in America in 1974, when Dr. Robert Jay Russell sent breeding stock over from Madagascar. The breed is rare in North America, and is not recognized by the American Kennel Club. There are devotees of the breed, though, with several clubs operating in the US and Canada. The first club in the US, the Coton de Tuléar Club of America (CTCA), founded by Dr. Russell, maintains its own breed standard. Other clubs abide by the FCI standard, including the United States of America Coton de Tuléar Club (USACTC), which is affiliated with the American Rare Breeds Association and the States Kennel Club.





By careful selective breeding, Madagascan breeders have managed to create a most beautiful, delightful, small dog. Outcrosses to carefully chosen bloodlines stabilized the breed, resulting in the Coton we know today. Numerous of these small dogs moved to La Réunion and France when their owners emigrated from Madagascar. Some found their way to the US, where hardly anyone had ever heard of them before. Even on their native Madagascar, Cotons have remained a rarity.
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The Maltese is the smallest of the Bichon breeds, recognized in most countries of the world today. Its coat is floorlength and straight, unlike that of the other Bichon breeds.
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The Bolognese is the most similar of the Bichon breeds in looks to the Coton. This Bolognese has won many prizes in his native Italy.
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What dog lover could resist the charms of the Coton de Tuléar? Ideal for children and adults alike, this breed possesses its own brand of pizzazz, marked with vitality and good humor.









CHARACTERISTICS OF THE COTON DE TULÉAR







PACKED WITH PERSONALITY 


The Coton is a robust, charming small dog with a cheerful disposition. He will show everybody in the family just how much he loves them. The dog is always balanced and highly compatible with other members of his own breed. His hunting instincts, remnants of a time when the breed had to fend for itself, are still very much alive. It is said that Cotons had to hunt small wild animals in order to survive on their native Madagascar, and that they even formed small packs. This behavior is still obvious in the fact that they prefer to live in the company of a few animals of their own breed.


Signs of aggression are alien to him, and the fact that he is not a “yapper” makes his company pleasant. He appears to be always in a good mood and ever-ready for performing as a clown. He is a genuine harum-scarum, brimming with light-heartedness and energy. His small feet will carry him around with the swiftness of a weasel. A bundle of vitality, the little rascal will turn somersaults and show pirouettes.


Nonetheless, even with his clownish nature, the Coton is very intelligent and will make everybody his friend by learning readily and showing his mildmannered disposition. With his surprising intelligence, he has the remarkable ability to intuitively detect the mood of his owner; if you are feeling down, you can be sure that your Coton will put you in a good mood with his humorous jester-like antics.


He is a perfect dog for apartment living, although he surely appreciates long walks. The Coton simply is a dog that adapts very well to his environment, whatever it may be. He will need to be groomed, and combing and brushing are tolerated with patience. He has a bubbly personality, but he keeps fairly quiet in the house. If left alone for some time out of necessity, he will look forward to  your return with elated anticipation. Being the miniature tornado he is, he will rush to welcome you with exuberance upon your return home. He is dynamite in a small package, not easily repressed; he is hardy and robust. This dog impresses all with his fantastic character, exuding happiness and harmony without end.



COTONS IN GERMANY


The Coton de Tuléar Club (CTC e.V.) in Germany was founded in 1982. The first litter (of six pups) was born in 1986 at the kennels of the CTC’s founding member, Mrs. Göncz.





Bright and cheerful, the little Coton will jump into your arms or sit in front of you, wagging his tail, his black eyes sparkling from under the fringe of hair on his forehead. Or he may bounce across the yard on his hind legs, launching himself high into the air. If ignored, he will make his presence known with both elegance and enthusiasm: “Hello, I am here; I want to be stroked and cuddled!” Then it will be hard for you to send him away. All in all, the Coton is an extremely lovable, affectionate housemate that considers himself an important member of your family…and he shows it! You will have a lot of trouble suppressing your smile at a dog that exudes so much pleasure and joy.
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DESCRIPTION BY DE FLACOURT


Etienne de Flacourt, a geographer and the governor of Fort Dauphin, described the Coton de Tuléar with these words: “There are a lot of small dogs with the long muzzle and short legs of a fox. Some are white. They have mated with the dogs brought from France, and they have stayed. They have short ears.”










PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS 


The Coton is a charming breed of small dog, weighing between about 4 kg (8.75 lb) and at maximum 6 kg (13.25 lb). Most remarkable are the breed’s dark, round, vivid eyes that sparkle from under the long facial hair like two black jewels. This is a small bundle of fluff with both style and charm, seen most often in nearly pure white.




TEXTURE OF THE COAT AND COAT COLORS 


The Coton’s hair is long and soft, the white often interlaced with shades of biscuit, bluish-gray or brownish-gray. It is fairly lavish, like cotton, more fluffy than silky, and occasionally slightly wavy.


In 1994, Micky Ceriez, breeder and chairwoman of the Belgian Dog Club, explained in detail the workings of the Coton’s colors. In her article in Unser Kleinhund, she wrote, “I have been breeding Cotons for many years. I bought my first Coton de Tuléar bitch in 1980 and she had her first litter in 1982. This stock went on to    produce many champions. During the course of many years of breeding, there were various opportunities to examine a large number of pups that were born with a large variety of colorations, ranging from pale champagne-colored ones right through to pure black. Many pups have color markings in their coats. In most of the cases these markings are situated on the head of the dog. But there have also been Cotons with specks of color on the body. These markings are no problem if they are not too numerous. With very light Cotons there was often a problem with missing pigmentation on the eyes, nose and paws. That was why I preferred further breeding those pups which had dark brown or black markings. Their pigmentation was just superior to that of pups born white.”
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The Coton adapts to most situations, living contentedly in a home environment in the country or the city. A typical Coton is a happy dog who brings much pleasure and joy to all those around him.


Following is an explanation of the various colors:



White: Pups that are born pure white experience a color change towards pale yellow after a few days. These markings may remain forever or may even become slightly darker. Dogs like this will eventually be pale champagne-colored.



[image: 020]


A MADAGASCAN FAVORITE


The Coton is highly favored by native Madagascans, as it still hunts vermin such as rats and mice. Local folk refer to the breed with affection as the “comedian” or “royal dog” even today.






Ginger: This color is the least desirable. It will lighten only slightly with time and leave large dark ginger-colored markings (this is unsuitable as per the FCI breed standard).



Dark brown: Resulting from a mixture of dark brown and black hairs, this is my favorite color. It normally changes into almost white in mature specimens, but is actually a very pale yellow, visible only in bright sunlight or under strong artificial illumination. You should therefore check the undercoat of such pups; at an age of two months, when the pups are ready to leave their kennel, you will be able to recognize that these markings are becoming lighter.



Black: This is the most difficult color, as it can turn out to be the best if it later turns into a pure white or, conversely, the worst if it stays black or becomes gray. Black markings or a mixture of white and black hairs that produce gray spots, usually on the ears, are tolerated under the FCI standard as long as they do not destroy the overall appearance of a white dog. They are undesirable, however.


A breeder should not panic if his pups are born with spots, and a potential owner should realize that the coat color can change as the puppy grows. This section can  be used as a reference to get an idea of what the various colors and markings may look like later in the pup’s life. Also, do not forget that all of these rules have their exceptions!
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Though usually seen in white, a range of colors exists in the Coton breed. The puppy color often changes as the dog matures to his eventual adult color.







GENDER DIFFERENCES 


It is always advisable to make a decision about the gender of your dog before setting out to acquire one. The sex is obviously of much greater importance for a future breeder than for a pet owner. In principle, it can be stated that dogs and bitches do not differ substantially with regard to their nature. Both are equally friendly and affectionate. With dogs being more dominant, though, they usually require a firmer hand than bitches.


Most bitches experience their first season (heat cycle) between six and ten months of age. From then on, unless the bitch is spayed, the seasonal cycles will occur every six months, with some variation being normal. A season usually lasts for about 21 days in total. The onset of a season is marked by a visible swelling of the vulva in conjunction with a discharge of bloody mucus. As the cycle progresses, the bloody discharge subsides,  first becoming pale rosy and then clear. This is usually the case between days 10 and 15. This is also the best period of time if the bitch is to be mated.


If no mating is planned, you need to be extra careful during the bitch’s heat cycle in preventing her from coming into contact with a male dog. Obviously, the bitch is now particularly attractive to any male dog. In order to prevent the bitch from being mated unintentionally, she should always be kept on leash during walks (for any dog’s safety, male or female, the dog should always be on leash during walks, regardless of the time of year!). Pet shops offer protective “panties” that keep the bitch clean during her season, but these offer little protection from a determined male dog.


Male dogs usually mature between seven and nine months of age. They then also begin to delineate their territories with scent marks, which come in the form of a few drops of urine here and there. Once a young male dog begins to show this behavior, the owner should be conscientious about training his dog to not lift his leg wherever and whenever he wants to.


If you do not intend to breed or show your dog, neutering the male or spaying the female will eliminate pregnancy and certain    health problems. In fact, responsible breeders will require owners of puppies destined for pet homes to neuter or spay at the appropriate age. One result of this is that the dog’s metabolism slows down and the dog can become more prone to obesity. However, this undesirable side effect can easily be controlled by a balanced diet and regular exercise. Plus, the positive outcomes of neutering and spaying, including health benefits such as eliminating or reducing the risk of certain types of cancers in both genders, outweigh this easily avoided negative.
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Colored ears add a bit of spice to the all-white Coton.
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Viktoria Deak’s kennel in Hungary produced this 6-month-old bitch, standing with an 18-month-old kennel-mate and a 5-year-old male.



HORMONE SUPPRESSION


There are a number of products avail- able that suppress or reduce the production of hormones in both bitches and dogs, commonly referred to as anti-androgens. Their action is limited to a very short period of time, and side effects may be experienced. They should therefore only be used under the supervision of an expe rienced veterinarian.[image: 024]













THE COTON WITH CHILDREN 


It is always a pleasurable experience to see that children meet animals with a display of natural, unprejudiced trust. Children just seem to love petting and playing with animals…and kids most often wish for a dog as a companion. Parents must be conscious of their responsibility, toward both their children and the new canine member of the family, if they eventually give in to their kids’ begging and take in a little four-legged companion. The children must be made to understand that a dog is everything but another toy, that the dog is a living being that needs love and feels pain just like they do. The children also must be taught that a dog needs structure and periods of rest in his day-to-day life.


The entire family must be aware of the fact that this little clumsy ball of fluff will soon turn into a full-grown dog, and that the dog’s need for care, love and attention is something that lasts from puppyhood throughout his entire life. The children in the household should therefore be entrusted with smaller tasks, such as feeding, brushing and taking the dog for walks. Which tasks they are able to perform depends on their individual ages, and they should taught each task step-bystep by the adults. The proper approach to all matters pertaining to the dog teaches the children important lessons for their own lives as well, which shows that consideration and empathy can be learned through play. What must be avoided, on the other hand, is that the necessary assignments turn into disdained chores.







POTENTIAL BAD HABITS IN THE COTON 


Every single breed of dog can develop bad habits as well as good ones, and the former may not be what we as owners find tolerable. For example, despite his short legs, the Coton is very much able to jump up and play on chairs and upholstered furniture. Even low tables may be scaled with considerable skill. Normally, the dog will have his own “furniture” in the form of a crate, basket or dog bed, and he needs to be taught, without any misunderstanding, what his domain is.


Verbal scolding (firm, not yelling) or clapping your hands may be all that is required to call him to order. If this does not help, more drastic measures may be necessary. For example, if your intention is to keep your Coton from jumping on a chair, you can seize him by the ruff the moment he jumps up. Holding him up, you would then scold him with a very firm “No.” The moment he tries to repeat his mistake, you would repeat the same procedure until he eventually associates his behavior with the punishment that follows, and therefore stops the undesirable behavior. Likewise, praise is always in order for proper behavior.



THE SECRET TO HAPPINESS?


In France, the Coton de Tuléar has been referred to as an “anti-depressant,” as the breed is particularly suitable for people suffering from frequent bouts of sadness, melancholy and depression. This little jester restores happiness in his owner over and over again.
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