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Physical Characteristics of the Borzoi


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: Skull slightly domed, long and narrow, with scarcely any perceptible stop, inclined to be Roman-nosed. Jaws long, powerful and deep, somewhat finer in bitches but not snipy.


Eyes: Set somewhat obliquely, dark in color, intelligent but rather soft in expression; never round, full nor staring, nor light in color; eye rims dark; inner corner midway between tip of nose and occiput.


Nose: Large and black.
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Ears: Small and fine in quality, lying back on the neck when in repose with the tips when thrown back almost touching behind occiput; raised when at attention.


Neck: Clean, free from throatiness; slightly arched, very powerful and well set on.


Teeth: Strong and clean with either an even or a scissors bite.


Shoulders: Sloping, fine at the withers and free from coarseness or lumber.


Chest: Rather narrow, with great depth of brisket.


Forelegs: Bones straight and somewhat flattened like blades, with the narrower edge forward. The elbows have free play and are turned neither in nor out. Pasterns strong.


Ribs: Only slightly sprung, but very deep giving room for heart and lung play.


Back: Rising a little at the loins in a graceful curve.


Loins: Extremely muscular, but rather tucked up, owing to the great depth of chest and comparative shortness of back and ribs.


Tail: Long, set on and carried low in a graceful curve.


Hindquarters: Long, very muscular and powerful with well bent stifles; somewhat wider than the forequarters; strong first and second thighs; hocks clean and well let down; legs parallel when viewed from the rear.


Coat: Long, silky (not woolly), either flat, wavy or rather curly. On the head, ears and front of legs it should be short and smooth; on the neck the frill should be profuse and rather curly. Feather on hindquarters and tail, long and profuse, less so on chest and back of forelegs.


Size: Mature males should be at least 28 inches at the withers and mature bitches at least 26 inches at the withers. Range in weight for males from 75 to 105 pounds and for bitches from 15 to 20 pounds less.


Color: Any color, or combination of colors, is acceptable.


Feet: Hare-shaped, with well-arched knuckles, toes close and well padded.
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The Borzoi is a Russian sighthound breed, more correctly called the Psowaya Borzoi.
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The Russian Empire that was ruled by the last tsars included territory in both Europe and Asia, and the hunting sighthound used by the Russian nobility also had an origin on both of those continents. This hound is the Borzoi, more correctly called the Psowaya Borzoi to differentiate it from the other breeds of Greyhound type of Russian origin.


Sighthounds, those dogs that pursue their prey by watching them run rather than by following a scent trail, are a very ancient type of dog. Notice that I do not use the word “breed,” as there was no widespread acceptance of dog breeds until the mid-19th century when the Victorians invented dog shows and the different-shaped dogs were formally classified for the first time. Until this time there were only different dog types.
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The heavily coated Borzoi is no stranger to cold climates.


DOMESTICATION


Canine domestication, however it came about, certainly appealed to wolves and their kin because it was an easier way to live. Our dogs now are provided with food, shelter, medical care and many extras. In the past, human support was not as comprehensive as that which today’s pet receives, but the garbage dumps of the first human settlements were easy places for dogs to rifle for scraps. Those dogs that were the least afraid of people fared the best, for it was a waste of energy for the dogs to run away when they encountered people while looking for food.


If the dogs could have their babies near the human dumps, this also was a way of saving the energy that would have been used to trail back and forth to the den with food. Once the more sentimental members of the human community saw the puppies, people started to have a direct effect on domestication by giving extra protection to the most people-friendly puppies.


Once sheep were domesticated, this forced selection upon the village dogs, separating them into the two earliest dog types: the sheep-friendly livestock guardians and the sighthounds that retained their adult hunting behavior patterns. Make no mistake, the cosseted sighthound on your sofa will spring into action as a running, hunting machine if the correct behavior pattern stimuli are given.


The earliest dog breeders did not choose their dogs because of their appearance, but because of their behavior patterns. One theory that has found acceptance for the reason that livestock guardians are safe with domestic livestock is because they retain the behavior patterns of puppies and remain at the “play” stage throughout their lives. They retain the juvenile appearance traits of floppy ears, big heads and facial wrinkles that the sighthound puppy soon grows out of. The other dogs, the ones that were not livestock-friendly because they exhibited the full adult behavior patterns, were retained because of their hunting prowess; these were the sighthounds.


SPREAD OF THE SIGHTHOUNDS


The livestock guardians and the sighthounds first developed in the area where farming and the domestication of sheep originated. Recent DNA analyses on domesticated wheat have traced this back to the southeastern border of Turkey, next to Iraq. It is from this region that both types of dog spread with the other domesticates (goats and cattle) both east and west. Going east, they arrived in Tibet and China, the reverse of what many dog books say. The Tibetan Mastiff is the livestock guardian of the Himalayas but is derived from the dogs of the Near East—how could it be the ancestor of dogs developed in Turkey many hundreds of years before?
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The Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaievitch Romanov was the cousin of the last tsar of Russia. He had one of the finest kennels of Borzoi at his estate in Perchino, just to the south of Moscow. He fled Russia during the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution because he had been a member of the Imperial Family and Commander-in-Chief of the Russian Army.
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A British champion of the 1930s.


The sighthounds also spread east into India, northwest into Europe and southwest into Africa. Sheep farming did not really expand below the Sahara Desert, so African sighthounds are found only in North Africa.


RELATIONS OF THE BORZOI


The Psowaya Borzoi has several relatives among these sight-hounds. Where the Russian Empire bordered Afghanistan, the Tazy was found. This breed does not look very different from the Afghan Hound we know in our show rings, which was brought back from Afghanistan and Pakistan by British colonials between the two World Wars.


The massive coat carried by the breed in the West is a postwar phenomenon due to improved feeding and the selection of dogs for heavy coats. The few imports from Afghanistan in the last 20 years have had coats even as short as that of the Saluki, and there have even been “throwbacks” with smooth coats.


If we plotted the sighthounds on a map, we would see a gradual change in type with location. Breeds are European classifications of types of dog, and these classifications are often not recognized in the dogs’ homelands. The great disputes about breed labels did not occur in their homelands. Perhaps the most vitriolic dispute was in the 1920s between those who imported Afghan-bred Afghan Hounds to Britain and those who imported from the region that later became Pakistan. Their hounds were of different sizes and different coat distribution, so each group pronounced the other to be completely wrong in type. However, the Afghan breed as we know it today is a blend of these two types.


Where the Russian border touched Persia (Iran), the Taigan was the hunting hound used. It is not vastly dissimilar to the Saluki, which was initially brought back to Britain by archeologists who were excavating the ancient sites of the Near East. The Saluki was first seen in the West by the Venetians, who had a very active trading system in operation with Arab merchants. This trade was based on spices such as pepper, essential for the wealthy European households to disguise the taste of rancid meat that was an all-too-frequent occurrence in societies with no refrigeration.




THE GRAND DUKE’S DOGS


The Borzoi was so caught up in its connection with the Russian aristocracy that the Communists killed many of the dogs. All of the Grand Duke’s dogs left at his estate at Perchino were shot in 1917. It was not until the dissolution of the Soviet Union that a group of British Borzoi enthusiasts traveled to Perchino with Russian friends and their dogs, and the descendents of the Duke’s staff then saw that every Borzoi in the world had not been killed that day in 1917. The senior huntsman’s son had only been a boy at the time, and as an old man he wept when he saw a Borzoi again.
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The Borzoi’s close relation, the Afghan Hound (shown here), is quite similar to another relative, the rare Tazy.


The present show Salukis descend from imports that came to the UK toward the end of the 19th century, and one of the initial breeders of prominence, the Honorable Florence Amherst, was the daughter of the Egyptologist who had as a student the young Howard Carter, discoverer of the tomb of Tutankhamun.


The sighthounds from the warm area of Africa and the Near East can be called the southern sighthounds. To the north in Europe, there was another group of similar hounds that were almost identical in behavior but were somewhat different in appearance. They were almost as ancient but had smaller ears and, though there were smooth-haired types, there were also hounds that were covered with dense wiry coats. The reasons for these differences seem to be the climates in which the dogs lived. In all species, those living in the colder areas have smaller ears, as the ear can be likened to a radiator. It is sensible to have smaller ears in the cold so as not to lose too much body heat. The best known example of a mammal that has large ears to lose heat is the African elephant. A more substantial coat also gave a hound an advantage in the cold.




TASHA


Very few Borzoi were born during WWII in Britain. One of these litters was bred by Buster Lloyd Jones, the vet who started Denes, a company that manufactures natural foods for pets. He found his bitch Tasha to be even more “dizzy” than the norm for the breed in that she gave birth to the first of her puppies underwater in his pond. This litter included one of the first post-war champions. If the pedigree of any Borzoi from British bloodlines is traced back far enough, Tasha will be there.
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CLOSEST RELATIONS


We have to look at those European countries that bordered the Russian Empire to find the closest relations of the Psowaya Borzoi. Poland is a country that has known varying fates due to its geographical position between Germany and Russia. Sometimes it was an independent country; sometimes it was under the domination of its neighbors. The Polish sighthound breed, the Chart Polski, is very similar to a smooth-coated Borzoi. There are a few of these hounds that have been exported from Russia to the United States and France.


The closest relation of the Psowaya Borzoi is a Russian breed, the Chortaj, which is a smooth-haired Borzoi breed. This name Chortaj is very similar to the name of the Polish breed. The Chortaj seems exclusively Russian at the moment, but with the huge political changes in the Soviet Union at the end of the 20th century, it is not unforseeable that this breed might be exported in the near future.


The southern sighthounds, the Tazy, Taigan, Saluki and Afghan Hound, are typified by the following:


• Large, low-set ears that cannot be held erect;


• Almond- or triangular-shaped eyes;


• Tail with a ring at the end;


• Either smooth or longhaired coat.
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A Borzoi of the desirable “old type,” imported from the Grand Duke’s estate at Perchino for Mr. Thomas’s Valley Farm kennels.


The northern sighthounds, as exemplified by the Scottish Deerhound and Whippet, have the following traits:


• Small ears that can be held either erect or neatly folded;


• Rounded eyes;


• Long, straight tail;


• Either smooth or wirehaired coat.


The Psowaya Borzoi, Chart Polski and Chortaj are the products of an empire that spanned a vast amount of European and Asian territory. Each of these breeds is a mixture of the northern and southern types of sighthound, and, as a wise man once said to me, the origin of any breed can be seen in the faults that occur in the show ring. In the show Borzoi of the West, we can see examples with the large, heavily feathered ears and ringed tails of their southern ancestors and the large round eyes of their northern ancestors.


PSOWAYA BORZOI


The fate of the Psowaya Borzoi, our Borzoi breed, has been closely connected with the fate of those members of the Russian aristocracy that kept them. Until 1861 the farm workers of Russia were virtually slaves. In that year, Tsar Alexander II abolished serfdom and made provisions for the workers to be able to buy the land on which they lived. Once the rules changed, it became too expensive to keep huge estates. Many of the estates were broken up and sold by their owners, and the packs of hounds that went with the estates were disbanded too.


This decimated the Borzoi population, and there was hardly a pure-bred member of the breed left. Very few estate owners kept or built up their kennels at this time, the most notable breeders being Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaievitch Romanov and Monsieur Artem Bolderoff, who together effectively saved the Psowaya Borzoi from extinction.
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Typical British Borzoi early foundation stock: long, dipping in back, under-angulated and very plain.


The last tsar was Nicholas II, grandson of Alexander II. He had a kennel also, but his hounds were of very poor quality. This was unfortunate because he was the nephew of the British Queen Alexandra, an enthusiastic exhibitor of Borzoi, and the British foundation stock came from his kennel.


BREED FOUNDATION IN THE UNITED STATES


For a number of decades the Borzoi was registered in the US as the Russian Wolfhound (until 1936), with the first registration being Hornell Harmony kennels’ homebred Princess Irma. She was born in February 1890 and was one of two registrations in 1891. Her pedigree was Krilutt x Elsie, her sire being British-based, so presumably Elsie was imported in whelp.


The American stock continued in a similar way to that in Britain until Mr. Joseph Thomas from the US traveled to the estates of the Grand Duke and Monsieur Bolderoff, bringing back superlative hounds that became the foundation of all breeding that is of quality in the West. Mr. Thomas dominated the awards at America’s leading shows before World War I, and it was not until after the Russian Revolution, when the aristocracy fled with their hounds to the West, that these bloodlines were available in Holland, Germany, France and Britain.


INFLUENCE OF THE WORLD WARS IN EUROPE


After WWI, the Grand Duke’s Perchino bloodline arrived in Britain, mainly from Holland, giving rise to the golden years of the breed. Carefully selected imported sires were used by Mrs. Vlasto on her Addlestones, by Mrs. Gingold on her Bransgores and by Miss Robinson on her Mythes.


One of the first British breeders in the 1890s was the Duchess of Newcastle, and she came back into the breed in the 1930s with her famous Eng. Ch. Podar of Notts, who carried the cream of the imports close up behind.


In Europe, World War II had a devastating effect on many aspects of life, and the huge food shortages prevented the breeding of many large dog breeds. The situation in France, Holland and the other occupied countries was much worse than that in Britain; indeed, the pedigrees of several French breeds only go back to the 1940s. Several breeds were reconstructed using dogs of unknown pedigree, and even the Mastiff in Britain traces back to a dog with no papers found wandering on a bombsite. One British lady was severely fined for feeding bread to birds, as this was food fit for human consumption, but even with rationing, the situation was never as hard in Britain as it was in Continental Europe.




ARISTOCRACY


The Russian aristocracy fled with as many of their hounds as they could. One lady put on as many clothes as she could, with an overcoat on top, pretending that she was taking her Borzoi for a walk. She got to the train station with her hound, and they both managed to escape by train to the West.
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If we look at photographs of the immediate post-war hounds, we see the constructional faults due to the poor diets that they were fed when they were being raised. Oats were not rationed, but they make a poor foodstuff for any dog, let alone a giant breed.
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Until 1936, the Borzoi was known as the Russian Wolfhound in the US.


THE BORZOI IN THE US DURING THE 20TH CENTURY


The awards at the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show were dominated by Mr. Thomas’s Valley Farm hounds and their descendents. In 1905, 1906 and 1907 the best male was the imported Ch. Bistri of Perchena, and in 1907, 1908 and 1910 his son Ch. Rasboi O’Valley Farm. The almost white color of these hounds still has a very great influence on the breed, where many of the top-winning strains to this day have a predominance of white hounds.
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Ch. Vronsky of Volga, one of the top-winning hounds in the US in 1967, with breeder/owner Bruna Henry.


The immediate legacy of the Valley Farm Borzoi was handed on to Mr. Louis Murr’s Romanoff kennel. The foundation was Ch. Vigow O’Valley Farm, and the top winner of the interwar period was the multiple Best in Show winner Ch. Vigow of Romanoff.


The untitled Vigow of Romanoff II was the last of this line, but his matings to Lady Gretchen of Tam Boer and Snow Witch of Tam Boer helped Mr. and Mrs. Leonard Tamboer find themselves at the top of the breed in the 1950s. One of Lady Gretchen’s litters contained five puppies, all of whom became champions.


In 1956 Irene Castle Khatoonian Schlintz published her Phillips System of Top Dogs, the first attempt anywhere in the world to calculate the top-winning dogs of all breeds in any one country. During the first decade there was only one Borzoi who was among the top ten of all hounds, and this was Mrs. Nellie Hilsmier’s homebred self-red Ch. Bronze Falcon of Woodhills, who was number six in 1962. Bronze Falcon attained this place with two Best in Show (BIS) wins and 14 Group Firsts. His sire was Mrs. Hilsmier’s first Borzoi, the almost all-black Ch. Black Falcon of Twin Elms whose 17 Groups and 2 Best in Show wins did much to reduce the prejudice against black Borzoi.


In 1967 two Borzoi were among the top 10 hounds, the almost self-black English import Ch. Zomahli Evolgo (imported by Anna Ungerleider) at number-2 hound with 10 Bests in Show and 45 Groups and number-10 Ch. Vronsky of Volga with 2 BIS and 3 Groups. Vronsky was homebred and handled by Bruna Henry.


The Canadian-bred Ch. Sirhan Poraschai was the number-3 top winner of all hound breeds in 1971, with 4 BIS and 18 Groups. He was black with pale tan markings and extensive white, as was his brother, Ch. Sirhan Porchai, who remained at the home kennel in Quebec, Canada with breeder/owners Julian and Audrey Benbow. Poraschai was eighth in the Hound Group in 1972—only 1 BIS, but 17 Group Firsts.


In 1976 Ch. Tambura’s George v Berghof won eight Groups and a BIS to become number eight in the Hound Group, while in 1978 there were two Borzoi in the top ten hounds, and for the first time one in the all-breed top ten. Number-6 all-breeds and number-2 hound was the Canadian-bred Ch. Kishniga’s Desert Song, who notched 17 BIS wins and 35 Groups. He was owned and bred by Dr. Richard Meen and Dr. John Reeve Newson, with Dr. Meen the handler. The number-ten hound was Ch. Karinas Arcurov, with nine Groups and two BIS wins in 1978.
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The American Ch. Vigow O’Valley Farm, probably the best Borzoi of his era, with Perchino breeding on both sides of his pedigree.


Desert Song had a litter brother, Ch. Kishniga’s Dalgarth, who went to Ron and Dyane Roth’s kennel in the much warmer California. From there he became Hound Group eight in 1979 and Hound Group two and all-breeds nine in 1980. He won 13 BIS and 60 Groups through those 2 years.
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Bruna Henry with some of her Volga Borzoi in the 1960s.


Ch. Lanel’s Lobachevski’s 18 Groups and 3 BIS allowed him to take the honors as Hound Group 6 in 1984, followed by Ch. Lanel’s Kaitan Khanazar, who was Hound Group 8 in 1989 (18 Groups, 3 BIS).


Unfortunately the Phillips System stopped in 1990, but it generated many other systems, all slightly different. The foremost American dog show is that held by the Westminster Kennel Club in New York every February. The winners of the prestigious Best of Breed award at this show give an idea of the finest hounds of the Borzoi breed in the country.


The affix Majenkir does not appear in the name of every Westminster Best of Breed winner, but the influence of Karen Staudt-Cartabona’s kennel is such that many have Majenkir blood behind them. The kennel was established in the early 1960s and has bred more than 300 American champions. The sire line is particularly impressive, coming from the 1975 Westminster Best of Breed winner Ch. Majenkir Gyrfalcon. In 1990 the Gyrfalcon grandson Ch. Majenkir Articus was the Best of Breed winner, with Ch. Majenkir Raynbo’s Dazzle winning in 2003.
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Best of Breed at the Midwest Borzoi Club specialty in 1981, Ch. Majenkir Lorelei, with breeder/owner/handler Karen Staudt-Cartabona and judge Bo Bengtson.


Majenkir dogs have sired several Westminster winners. Ch. Majenkir Navron Mambrino was sire of the 1996 winner Ch. Majenkir Po Dusham Rubaiyat, while Ch. Majenkir Nabucco at Agridor sired the 2005 winner Ch. Raynbo’s Winter Rose. The 1997 and 1999 winners were the litter brothers Ch. Raynbo’s Tsarhan and Ch. Raynbo’s Tstorm Front, both sons of another top Majenkir stud dog, Ch. Majenkir Tsuperlative.


In 1993 the Hound Group at Westminster was won by Ch. Fox Run’s Ivy Rose, who had won Best of Breed at Westminster for the second time. This was the third Hound Group win for the breed at this show—but the previous two had been many years before, in 1942 and 1943 when Louis Murr won with two of his Romanoffs.


The 1998 winner of Best of Breed was Ch. Rossak of Enfield, bred by Marjory Whitehurst Epstein, and he sired the 2004 winner, Ch. Soyara’s Chantilly Lace. Rossack was out of a bitch from Dr. James Sillars’ Seabury kennel, the only American kennel to have bred a Best of Breed winner at the British equivalent of Westminster, the Crufts Dog Show. And in 2001 Ch. JAY Seabury JP Affectionately won the Best of Breed award at Westminster.


DIVERGENCE OF BRITISH AND AMERICAN BORZOI


Another ramification of World War II was the Cold War that followed immediately afterwards. The US had Russian nuclear warheads pointing at them during the Cuban missile crisis of 1962, and this heightened an anti-Communist fervor that affected even the breeding of dogs. No new imports were allowed from Russia, while in the United Kingdom one of the best Russian-bred hounds was exported by order of the Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev.


This dog, Boran, had been used in Britain by only a few breeders, but such was the quality of his puppies that his bloodline spread throughout the British breed, raising the standard. When one of his puppies was exported to the US, the American Kennel Club refused to register him as a pure-bred Borzoi.


The breed type in Britain diverged from that in the United States as the Americans had less and less contact with Russia. In Britain, too, there were two differing types of hound being bred: the Northern blacks, as exemplified by the Zomahli kennel, the Falconcrags and the Yadasars; and the Southern red and whites, as demonstrated by Mr. Reginald Bassett’s Colhughs, based in Brighton. Recently, the Colhughs beat the record number of champions bred held by Mrs. Vlasto’s Addlestones, set in the 1930s. However, some of the finest hounds in the ring today are a clever mix of these two British types, and we’ve mentioned that an American-bred Borzoi has won Best of Breed at England’s Crufts Dog Show (a Seabury dog bred by Dr. James Sillars, but based in Holland).
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Best of Breed at Westminster in 2001, Ch. JAY Seabury JP Affectionately, born in Japan from American parents, was handled by Christopher Neale under judge Dr. Donald Sturz, Jr.
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The Borzoi is a large, sensitive dog with special requirements for his care. Are you ready to own such a unique pet?
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There is no doubt that Borzoi puppies would never sell much merchandise if they were used in advertisements, for they are strange gangly things bearing little resemblance to the final result—breathtakingly beautiful hounds.


It is a big step to decide on a Borzoi as a pet, as Borzoi are large, sensitive and incredibly demanding. One Borzoi needs as much food as a pack of smaller dogs, and you are inviting death through gastric torsion if you feed inferior-quality food.
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