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1 IN THE BEGINNING





Here you are, with a lurcher in the family. Perhaps you set out to get a completely different sort of dog, but were waylaid by the huge beguiling eyes. Perhaps you had already met other lurchers, and decided that this streamlined, gentle dog was for you. Or perhaps you aren’t quite sure how it happened, but she is here anyway. In order to understand your lurcher better, it is necessary to know a little about how lurchers came to exist in the first place.


In essence, the lurcher is a cross between a running dog, also known as a sighthound or gazehound, and a working dog, most usually a border collie or a terrier. Sometimes the dog before you is the result of a cross between two or more sighthounds, such as a saluki/greyhound. Purists call these ‘longdogs’. In this book, you will notice I use the term ‘longdogs’ to cover both lurchers and sighthound to sighthound crosses, as they are all ‘long dogs’. This length of back is significant, and we will return to it presently. Sometimes, lurchers are the product of very mixed ancestry, having been bred lurcher to lurcher for generations, their work being the selection process used when deciding what to breed to whom, but the basics are unchanged. No matter how many breeds are involved, there are only running dogs and working dogs in the mixture.


The purpose of the lurcher was to put meat upon the table, in the days when meat was hunted as much as reared. In the old days, it was difficult to overwinter domestic livestock, and most were killed at the end of autumn and preserved by pickling and salting, as well as consumed with glee at the great feasts that were held at this time. Only the best of breeding stock was kept back. The only way to get fresh meat through the winter was to hunt it, and this was done with hawks and with hounds. There is a great hunting tradition within the British Isles, which were once famous throughout the known world for their hunting dogs: running mastiffs, holding mastiffs, scenting hounds, and the ones we are interested in, which are the gazehounds. You can see these tucked away in the old paintings, embroidered on tapestries, carved into furniture, adorning gateposts, coats of arms and statuary, and featured in the old legends. They were collectively known as ‘greyhounds’, and like today’s lurchers, came in all shapes, sizes and colours, as well as rough or smooth coated. They hunted by sight, (hence the terms ‘gazehounds’ and ‘sighthounds’) and were sprinters rather than stayers; high-couraged, they could course and catch any animal that was suitable for food. They lived in their owners’ homes, and were most highly regarded.


Then came the Norman Conquest, and different kings, who wanted all the hunting for themselves. I come from the New Forest, in which the Game Laws have been a thorn in the side of the natives (who proudly refer to themselves as ‘Commoners’ and hold ancient Forest Rights) ever since. Even the Romans were happy to allow the locals to continue with their hunting tradition, but not the Normans, who imposed draconian penalties both on dogs that looked capable of running down game, and the people who owned them. Certain social orders were exempt, for instance the clergy. Remember Chaucer’s Prioresse?




‘Of smale houndes (small hounds) hadde she, that she fedde


On rosted flesh (roasted flesh), and milk, and wastrel bread (fine white bread)’.





Or indeed, his Monk?




‘Greihoundes he hadde, as swift as foule (birds) of flighte.’





The common man could no longer hunt for food with his dog. In the New Forest, there is a pub called ‘The Crown and Stirrup’ to commemorate the practice of testing dogs by seeing if they could pass through the King’s stirrup. Those that were too large were deemed capable of catching hares and deer (the rabbit had not established in the wild at that time) and were ‘lawed’, a procedure which crippled them either by cutting off two toes on the forefoot, or, more rarely, by severing a tendon above either the wrist or hock. Penalties for poaching were even more severe: people caught so doing were apt either to have hands cut off, or to be executed, depending on the nature or frequency of the crime, and the mood of the lawgiver.


The peasantry did not give up so easily; while the Forest Laws were not so simple to defy, in other areas it was a matter of crossbreeding the running dog with another sort of cur, one which would hide its racy lines under a shaggy coat. Initially, the herding dogs in their various forms were ideal for this, being easily available, and of course it was quite justifiable to own such a dog. How milord’s greyhound was induced to serve the droving cur when she came on heat is a matter for conjecture, but it certainly happened, and many a nondescript mutt hid a secret or two under her unkempt hair. Even nowadays, there are lurchers bred so, and not for all that different a reason.


So the lurcher came into being, and its reputation went before it. The gypsy dog, the poaching dog, the mouching cur, possessed of great intelligence and cunning, rarely caught in the act (and dead as a result if it was) and the bane of the keeper. If there was trouble with poaching, the gamekeepers made sure to shoot the dogs involved, if they could not catch the men, for a good dog took time to replace.


Nowadays, the lurcher has come in from the cold, and has no more need to hide its shape, the result being that it is easily recognisable. However, nothing else has changed about it. The lurcher is still used by many people to put meat upon the table, and all the instincts that made her invaluable to the poacher or the hungry cottager remain unchanged. She is still silent, clever, swift, and suspicious of going near strangers. She has a strong drive to steal food. She needs to run. She makes the most wonderful companion, if you can only understand her. She has a lot of advantages: she is clean, loving, easy with other dogs, good with children as long as they are not allowed to hurt or frighten her, can be trained to a high standard, and only makes a noise when it is necessary. After her exercise, she will happily sleep all day until the next walk. She does not hassle or yap or ricochet off the walls with excitement. She is not dominant with other dogs, and likes the security of her place in the family pack. Lurchers have no inherited physical defects; they live for a long time, commonly into their teens, and will stay healthy with no more than good common-sense care. And when the world is dark for you, she will put her head on your lap and offer the most perfect, uncritical friendship and comfort. In return, there are just a few matters in which you will have to meet her half-way.


In order to understand how her mind works, you need to have a rough idea of how she is bred. A lurcher is like a fruit cake (some would say a complete fruit cake) in that there are differences in the basic recipe to suit everybody, and how you train your lurcher will depend on whether she has more sultanas than cherries. It is a wise dog that knows its own father, but even for dogs that have been lurcher to lurcher bred for generations, it is possible to have sufficient knowledge of what breeds made up the mixture just by looking at her. Let’s have a look at what you can get.


The Main Base Breeds


The Greyhound


There are some lurchers that seem almost indistinguishable from greyhounds. The greyhound is a tall, well-muscled dog with a gentle disposition, and she is built for short bursts of incredible speed. Every registered greyhound in the world today traces its pedigree back to Lord Orford’s Czarina, bred in the 1770s and which was never beaten in a course. Lord Orford rescued the breed, which was losing its ‘fire’, by crossing in bulldog blood, not the wheezing bow-legged travesties that are the modern KC registered bulldog, but an animal with the speed, agility and courage to drive and hold a bull. Similar animals are seen today in the American bulldog and the Victorian bulldog, which are the result of different breeders trying to re-create the original bulldog. The experiment was a resounding success, and a few generations later, Czarina swept all before her in her working life and produced several litters, from which every registered greyhound is now descended.


Very greyhoundy lurchers do not need a lot of exercise in terms of time, but they do need to be able to run freely at least twice a day. They soon get the fidgets out of their feet, but if they are not allowed to run, they become very unhappy. They have little hair underneath them in order to dissipate the heat caused by running, which means that they can feel the cold, and they appreciate a coat while they are leadwalking in winter. They also need somewhere to sleep that is warm; your sofa will do nicely. Because of their physique, they can rub themselves bald or even sore if they do not have somewhere soft to sleep. Lurchers can survive any amount of comfort. They are also sensitive to some anaesthetics and sedatives because of their lack of body fat. No lurcher should be allowed to become fat; it is not good for any dog, but especially not for the long slender limbs of the running dog. The greyhound type has catlike, well-knuckled feet, and the whole impression is of grace and elegance. However, these dogs are strong and tough, and do not need to be wrapped in cotton wool. They might cry if they tread on a nettle, tiptoe round puddles and have a severe allergy to rain, but they need to be out in the fresh air and feel the wind in their ears. They are a proper hound, and should be treated like one – but don’t forget to dry them thoroughly when you get indoors again! Because of their speed – greyhounds are the second fastest sprinters in the world, after the cheetah – they can injure themselves, particularly their feet, if they run on hard, rutted or flinty ground. Often these dogs have to retire early because of foot or tendon injuries, and in extreme cases have a toe amputated. They can still last for years, much as ex-racehorses can still lead long and useful lives, and be the most delightful companions, but they won’t be fast enough for competition any more. Greyhound is the baseline of most lurchers, and is added for speed, silence and kind nature.
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Greyhound lurcher








How do you know that your lurcher isn’t a greyhound? Almost all greyhounds are registered and ear-tattooed at birth, one ear being tattooed for an English registered greyhound, both for an Irish dog. Baby greyhounds are very expensive, and destined for a working life either racing or coursing. Very occasionally, a litter is not tattooed and registered, and the resulting pups sold as pets or as lurchers, but this is extremely rare and usually the result of an accidental mating, or (in the case of one such that I know) a situation where, due to a momentary lapse, an on-heat bitch was turned out with several male dogs and probably mated all of them. In such a case, she could have carried pups by different sires (see Chapter 11: Breeding Lurchers) and so those pups could not be accurately pedigreed. Some breeders would have just crossed their fingers and put one sire on the paperwork, but this one was honest; the pups sold as pets at £100 each instead of racing greyhounds at well over £1000. Therefore, if your smooth-coated very greyhoundy lurcher is not tattooed, she is most likely to be a genuine lurcher, although there is an outside chance, a very small one, that she is a greyhound.


Just a few words about the show greyhound: you do get greyhound classes in lurcher shows, but there is a totally different type of greyhound that is bred solely for Kennel Club showing, and is registered with this august body. These are never used for lurcher breeding, because they are such an exaggerated shape that they cannot run, and would not remain sound if anyone tried to work them. If you are ever able to see some of these at close quarters, it is interesting, if rather sad, to compare the different conformation with that of a working greyhound.


The Whippet


The whippet is much more than a diminutive greyhound, being a separate breed in its own right. Whippets are fast and fiery, possessed of lightning take-off speed, and extraordinary turning ability. There are slight differences in type: some have pricked ears, some rose ears, some are roach or wheel-backed, some are the same shape as a greyhound. Like greyhounds, they are fastidious in their personal habits, like and need warmth and comfort, and have to have free-galloping exercise. They have more stamina than greyhounds, although whippets are in essence speed dogs rather than the endurance type. They are clever dogs, sweet-natured, and very trainable. Although the whippet tends to be a silent dog, she is possessed of an ear-splitting scream which she will use when excited, such as when she sees the lure on a racetrack. The whippet is one of the few breeds where the same dog can show at Kennel Club events, race and course, so true has the type been kept. Whippet is added to the lurcher mix to bring down the size, and add courage and agility. Whippets are often crossed with greyhounds to create what is sometimes referred to as a ‘grew’. These dogs are much in demand as lurchers, being of a good size, generally 23 to 24 inches high, very fast and game for anything. Grews and racing whippets are flatter in the back than the show whippet, but still have a distinctive curve over the quarters. The whippet and the grew both, like the greyhound, have very tight, well-knuckled feet.
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Saluki lurcher








The Saluki


The saluki is another dog that has kept its type, and can race, course, and show in Kennel Club events. The saluki originated as the desert dog, the hunting hound of the Bedouin, who even now jealously guard the pedigrees of their best hounds. The saluki is found all across the Middle East where the authorities still allow hunting; it comes in feathered and smooth versions, and is highly prized. Unlike other dogs, which are deemed ‘unclean’ and treated at best with contempt, the saluki has elevated status, and traditionally shares the tent and life of her Arab owners. Salukis are notoriously difficult to train, which is why the purebred is seldom worked as a lurcher, whereas purebred greyhounds or whippets will do the lurcher’s job quite happily, though they lack the stamina of a crossbred. However, it is perfectly possible to train the saluki, and lurchers with a proportion of this distinctive sighthound in them, but it does take a little more application, as salukis are both sensitive and stubborn. It is important to get the recall training done early, or else what you will see most of your saluki lurcher is her rear end disappearing over the horizon. Also she needs to be very thoroughly steadied to stock: she has been bred for thousands of years as a gazelle hound, and finds the thunder of galloping hooves tremendously exciting. Salukis seem to be aloof, but they are in fact very deeply loving, which is why they suffer so from change of ownership. If you have a saluki cross, she will repay your efforts in training and kindness a thousandfold, but first she must satisfy herself that you are worth the effort. Salukis blossom when they are kept close to their people, and they are not a dog that will give of their best if you don’t give them enough of your time and company. They will not be your slave, but your companion. If you want a forgiving, clinging dog that hangs upon your every word, don’t get a saluki cross. If, however, you are willing to understand her and work with her personality not against it, you will have a quite exceptional dog.


Saluki blood is easy to define in the lurcher. First, there are the ears, which are large, dropped, and often tasselled. The saluki profile is distinctive, with a very long snout and a huge nose on the end, though the head is narrow and with a distinctive occipital bump. The body is narrow, too, and you will be able to span her ‘waist’, just before her hindlegs, quite easily with your hands. This characteristic is much valued by the Bedouin. The pin-bones of her hips are very prominent: this is correct and not a sign that the dog is underweight. Her feet are extraordinary: long-toed and often feathered, with thick nails. These are all-terrain feet, suitable for galloping across the sand and rocks of the desert. With her slender limbs she often looks as if she is wearing snowshoes. Her toes are very flexible, and she can hold your hand with a front foot just as easily as a human can. The narrow chest is very deep; some people think that a wide chest denotes heartroom, but in a running dog, the lungs and heart – which are, as you would expect, huge – are contained in the depth of the brisket, not the width of the chest. So this slender dog, that often looks like Kipling’s ‘a rag, a bone and a hank of hair’ has tremendous depth, and therefore tremendous stamina. Your saluki cross can gallop for far longer than the greyhound or whippet, though she is not as fast, and lacks the whippet’s explosive starting ‘kick’. She has a strong guarding instinct, bred in from the days when the sheik’s tent was her responsibility, and care must be taken not to underestimate this. Strangers who approach the saluki-bred hound without introduction, or even try to reach into her car, are liable to wish that they had not. One of your responsibilities as the owner of such a hound is never to put her in the position where she feels justified in using her teeth, and so signing her own death warrant by simply doing her job. The saluki is a strong-minded dog with definite ideas about where she fits into the family, but she is never anything other than pleasant and easy to live with. The saluki tail is long, often but not always feathered, and the feather can take a year to arrive in a young dog. Not infrequently, these tails are curly, and this should not be considered a fault, but very much a part of this most distinctive dog. The coat is soft, and not weather-proof; your saluki cross can cope with heat and cold to extremes, but wet is not good for her. Saluki is used in the lurcher for stamina and toughness.
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Typical saluki profile (E. Dearden)








The Deerhound


The Scottish deerhound most closely resembles the ancient wolfhound, and is probably bred from the same stock. She is a gentle soul, but nobody’s fool. Easy to train and live with, she has tremendous stamina as well as a ground-eating stride that is as effective up or downhill as it is on the flat. She is fast and strong enough to catch and kill a red deer; because this is the original purpose of the breed, her shoulder and neck articulation is that of a dog bred to reach up, rather than down, to her quarry. Like the saluki, she has all-terrain feet, with long toes heavily furred, and exceptionally thick strong nails. Her coat is dense and wiry, and turns the weather well, far better than that of any other sighthound. Deerhounds are slow to mature, and may be well into their third year before they stop growing, and the purebreds are not long-lived, twelve being a good achievement. The hybrids – the lurchers – can live well into their teens, but great care must be taken in the early part of their lives, because they are large-framed dogs that need proper feeding, adequate but not over-exercising, and enormous patience while they mature physically and mentally. There is ample reward for this little bit of extra trouble, the deerhound cross being one of the easiest hounds to live with. Deerhound is added to the lurcher mix to give biddability, courage, stamina, and a weatherproof coat. 
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Deerhound pup 14 months
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Deerhound/greyhound second cross











Irish Wolfhound


Lurchers, especially rescued ones, are frequently described as Irish wolfhound crosses, but this is almost always incorrect. The modern Irish wolfhound is a re-created breed, in which the baseline incorporated those few that were remaining when the breed almost died out, and which may well not have been purebred. To these was added the Scottish deerhound, and several examples of large shaggy hound that conformed more or less to the type. All went well, and the animal levelled out at a useful size, and in theory able to do its original job, until the usual regrettable desire in the showing world to get the size up resulted in extensive addition of great dane blood. This proved disastrous, the show standard great dane already being a short-lived oversized dog which passed its numerous health problems on to the reinvented wolfhound. As a consequence, the modern Irish wolfhound is lucky to live in health beyond its sixth year, and is so heavily built that it would have trouble sustaining a canter, never mind pursuing and catching a creature as athletic as a wolf. As such, it is quite unsuitable for inclusion in a lurcher breeding programme. Additionally, being a rare breed of dog, very expensive to buy and breed, it is highly unlikely that any owners would be willing to allow their hound to be used on a greyhound or lurcher. I once, in many years of lurcher judging, came across a supposed Irish wolfhound cross Scottish deerhound at a lurcher show in the West Country, and I believe that it was genuine: a magnificent beast 30 inches tall but lean and elegant. It looked capable of slaying anything from wolves to invading warriors. Certainly, the present breed of Irish wolfhound is in urgent need of an outcross if it is to return to type, and this would be a useful way to do it. From the lurcher side of things, if you are told a lurcher is an Irish wolfhound cross, you may safely disbelieve it.
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Purebred Irish wolfhound








Borzoi


The same applies if you are told a lurcher is a borzoi cross. This graceful Russian wolfhound is also rather expensive and not easily found; it is doubtful if many lurcher breeders could find a borzoi breeder willing to allow his or her precious stud dog to be used to produce crossbreds, and the stud fee would be immense compared to the selling price of lurcher pups. I knew of a purebred borzoi that was used with deadly effect on foxes, but she was aggressive with other dogs and not too friendly with people, either. There is always the risk that this temperament will come through if a borzoi is used; the lurcher is by definition a gentle, biddable dog capable of agility as well as speed, and in all honesty, there is little positive that borzois could contribute to the mixture, being large hounds that need a lot of space to turn in, heavy-coated for our climate, and too often uncertain of temper. This is exceptional in the sighthound breeds and may be due to one of two things. The best borzoi bloodlines were wiped out in the Russian Revolution, and it could be that the stock which escaped had to be very closely bred, in which circumstances unsoundnesses of mind and body are more easily set into the breed. Or it could be that, whereas by tradition, other sighthound breeds lived in the homes of their owners and therefore a good temperament was essential, borzois were kept kennelled, often in huge numbers, and so their relationship with the human race was more professional than personal. Borzois and their crosses are still used in America, (see Chapter 9) chiefly for hunting coyotes and jackrabbits, at which they evidently excel, and my contacts in the USA tell me that they have not experienced much in the way of temperament problems in these hounds. Possibly this is due to a larger or different gene pool, as the American borzois came over with the early settlers, long before the Russian Revolution.


Sometimes rough collie (‘Lassie’ collie) is used in lurcher breeding and the results claimed to be Borzoi crosses, the heavy coat and distinctive profile being similar enough to give rise to rumours that the one has been crossed into the other at some time in the distant past. Apart from looks, there is little to recommend the rough collie’s use in a lurcher breeding programme, the modern ‘Lassie’ having far too heavy a coat and not enough in the way of brains. A litter of supposedly genuine Borzoi crosses appeared in the Midlands a short while ago, but of their subsequent lives, I know nothing.


Border Collie


The border collie cross greyhound is probably the most popular and easily found lurcher type, and for many, the true classic. Good collies are strong, intelligent, easily trained and very versatile. They have excellent coats, tough round feet of the ‘cat’ type, as distinct from the ‘hare’ type of the saluki or deerhound, are quick to mature, and very long lived, sometimes getting to twenty and beyond. The use of the border collie in the lurcher goes back to when the sheepdog was the most easily found type of dog; thus there was usually an in-season bitch about when the greyhound was available, and also the offspring do not look particularly ‘sighthoundy’ and so did not attract too much attention. Many people reckon the border collie cross to be the best; while I am not one of them, I am certainly an admirer of its talents. There is little that a border collie cross cannot do, and if obedience competitions are what you like, the border collie lurcher is one of the easiest dogs to bring up to standard. The first cross, i.e. the collie/greyhound, always has a smooth, dense coat, and is sometimes quite heavily built. As you would expect, black and white colouring predominates, and sometimes the mottling, known as ‘merle’, which is usually accompanied by one or both eyes being blue or ticked. The border collie throws a wide skull and a broad chest, often with a characteristic neck ruff. Many people favour a second cross back to greyhound or whippet, called a ‘threequarter bred’ which gives a smooth short coat and a hound that, at first glance, seems to be a small stocky greyhound, until you take in the width of head and chest. One of the other popular crosses is to take the first cross, i.e. collie/greyhound back to the collie, which is known as a ‘reverse threequarter bred’. These dogs are usually collie-coated, though there may be one or two smooth coats in the litter, and look like lightly-built border collies. As you would expect, the collie temperament is stronger in the reverse threequarter than the first cross, and so you have a dog that needs to be kept busy. Border collie is added to the lurcher for stamina, coat and trainability.
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Purebred merle border collie
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Greyhound/border collie first cross











The Bearded Collie


The ‘beardie’ is a popular little dog that has not been used in lurcher crosses for as long as the border collie, but is increasingly gaining favour, not least for the variety of pretty colours that it produces as well as an appealing ‘scruffy’ look. A happy dog with an engaging temperament, she is not as busy as the border, and is a little more stubborn. Quick to mature and very long-lived, the beardie cross trains on well, and waxes fat on rations that would starve a greyhound. The coat is harsh, thick and double, and may need a little attention as it gathers mud and ice in winter, and benefits from clipping in the summer – the old shepherds used to shear their beardies along with the sheep. Beardie feet are round and wide, heavily furred and usually seem a size too big. The beardie skull is big and broad, especially if the dog is show rather than working bred. These dogs are wide at chest and quarters, strong and tough, cheap to maintain, and will live happily indoors or out. They can handle the worst weather, and are always ready to accompany you for as much exercise as you want to take. As well as the straight beardie cross, a very popular type is created by crossing a bearded collie with a border collie, and then using the result on a greyhound. This gives the typical beardie wide head and rough coat, but not quite such a thick coat as the first cross. It is an attractive and versatile animal, straightforward to train and easy on the eye. David Hancock of Sutton Coldfield specialises in beardie, border, and beardie/border crosses, and if you have ever heard of a lurcher referred to as a ‘Hancock’ it means that it is one of his breeding. Bearded collie is added to the lurcher for coat, toughness and looks.
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Bearded collie cross – Hancock bred











The Australian Kelpie


The kelpie cross is a relative newcomer to the lurcher world, and already has a staunch following. Brought to fame by professional lurcher trainer Dave Sleight* whose display team was once a popular feature at shows all over the country, the kelpie cross is a strong contender in obedience and field trial competitions. At first glance, these dogs do not look particularly of lurcher type, especially those crossed to whippet rather than greyhound, but they are deceptively fast, and quick on the turn. Less manic than the border collie, the kelpie is a clever and yet biddable dog, and its lurcher descendants are smooth-coated, broad of chest and skull, and muscular for their size. Easily mistaken for a bull terrier cross, the difference is most readily seen in the feet, which, in the case of the kelpie, are extremely well cushioned and tight. The kelpie cross is still quite rare, and not often seen in rescue homes, but should you take one on, be prepared to give her a lot of mental stimulation and work as well as plenty of exercise. Kelpie is added to the lurcher mix for toughness and trainability.


Australian Cattle Dog


Not the commonest of lurchers, these, but a few come into rescue centres.
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L to R – beardie lurcher, kelpie/collie/whippet, kelpie/greyhound
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Purebred Australian cattle dog








They are clever dogs that bond strongly with their owners, and so suffer very much when they change hands. The cattle dog has a strong guarding instinct, which is difficult to contain, her concerns being directed to people and animals alike. She is a special dog with the right owner and the right environment, needing to live somewhere fairly remote, where she is not constantly meeting strangers. Cattle dogs are very hardy and brave. The cattle dog lurcher is not recommended as a pet except for very experienced dog owners who are able to offer a securely-fenced environment and plenty of exercise as well as diligent training. They are working dogs, and the best belong to people who work them full time. Hampshire pest controller Phil Lloyd is a cattle dog lurcher specialist, and his video Dances with Dingoes* is very informative about the origins of the cattle dog, and the working ability of the lurcher so derived.


The Staffordshire Bull Terrier


Another very popular cross in some parts of the country, this type has the typical Staffie broad skull, prominent eyes, smooth coat and muscular body. Once, pit bull crosses were used, but now that is not legally possible, (pit bull terriers by law must not be allowed to breed, and it is compulsory to neuter them; anyone offering ‘genuine pit bull terrier lurchers’ is either breeding illegally or telling lies) the Staffie has taken over. There is a sub-type known as the ‘Irish Stafford’(not KC recognised) which is a leggier and more athletic-looking animal than the show Stafford, and is the preferred option for lurcher breeding. Staffordshire feet are wide with a tendency to splay as the dog gets older, which gives the Staffie lurcher as distinctive a look as the wide grin beneath the wide head. Purebred Staffords are known for being family dogs, and are fiercely loyal and protective; as you would expect, this comes across in the lurcher. From time to time, the Staffie lurcher inherits a level rather than scissor ‘bite’, sometimes even slightly undershot, but this should not be seen as a problem. The second cross back to greyhound produces a lovely animal with slightly prominent cheeks, flat wide skull, and an athletic body that takes very little compared to some sighthounds in the way of keeping fit. They hold their weight well, and are economical to feed. They can be noisier than you would expect from a lurcher, not necessarily from barking, but with the typical Staffie yell in moments of excitement. These are high-couraged dogs which are not quarrelsome but will not back down if attacked. Easy to train, clean and sweet-smelling, the Staffie cross will fit easily into most households. Staffordshire bull terrier is used to give courage.
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Bull terrier cross








The English Bull Terrier


Though this will give courage as well, the English bull terrier is too much of a cripple nowadays to use in the makeup of a working dog. The huge head and comparatively weak quarters, plus a character that is genial but not the sharpest tool in the box, would add nothing of value to the lurcher. I have seen only one of these: a sweet-natured bitch that could not run, and did not survive beyond her first birthday.


The Bedlington Terrier


Bedlingtons are spirited terriers, and used more often than other terriers in lurcher mixes because they are naturally silent. This does not mean that they make no noise at all, but rather that they only do so when it is necessary; the excited constant yapping of other terrier breeds is a world away from the Bedlington. The first cross is always rough coated, and either blue or fawn; sometimes the linty coat of the show Bedlington comes through, which means that the lurcher soaks through very quickly in the rain; sometimes the coat is coarse and weatherproof as it should be. Bedlington blood is very prepotent, and even a fourth generation cross will have an unmistakeable look to it. The skull is middling broad, with a distinctive occipital bump at the back and very strong jaws with big teeth – the Bedlington was expected to kill a fox with one bite. Eyes are usually oval and slanting, and a light eye is not a fault. Ears can throw to either parent, but the rose ear of the sighthound is more usual than the drop ear of the Bedlington. The back of the Bedlington is arched, sometimes wheelbacked, sometimes roached, and the gait has a distinctive roll at a trot. Feet are small, neat and tight, and the tail is usually carried high. The Beddy cross is easy to train and quiet, but is quick to take offence if another dog attempts to bully her, and she bears a long grudge. They are fast and agile, very brave and feisty, and extremely loyal. One of the classic crosses is the Bedlington/whippet, a deceptively frail-looking hound that is, in reality, anything but frail. The combined intelligence and agility can sometimes mean that you find your Beddy cross on the worktop, window-sill or even, as we have done, the mantelpiece. The Bedlington/greyhound is less apt to do this, but is otherwise just like its smaller cousin, just a few sizes larger. Bedlington is added to lurchers to bring the size down as well as contributing intelligence, agility and a quality known as ‘fire’.
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Bedlington/whippet











[image: ]

Airedale lurcher 











Other Terriers


Every other terrier breed has been crossed into the lurcher at some time or another, mostly to add coat, the only feature in which the Bedlington is lacking. The terrier is usually crossed with whippet rather than greyhound, creating an attractive looking little dog with terrific acceleration, sometimes referred to in the working dog world as a ‘whirrier’. Terriers that are too large to go to ground, for instance the Kerry Blue or the Airedale, tend to be crossed with greyhound rather than whippet, and make useful lurchers. Any dog with terrier blood in it is going to be feisty, strong-minded and lively; the small ones retain the instinct to go to ground.


German Shepherd


This is quite a popular cross, the best being intelligent and biddable. The first cross looks like a leggy GSD, though the ears do not always remain erect. The black and tan colouring is very dominant, as is the thick heavy coat. German shepherd feet are very distinctive, being large and with a tendency to splay. Sometimes the over-articulated back legs of the GSD are inherited, but most often the better physique of the greyhound comes through. GSD crosses are heavy in the forelimbs, and can have loaded shoulders; for that reason, the first cross is usually put back to a greyhound and will then give a much better proportioned dog. The GSD can be noisy, and obviously has a good guarding instinct; it is very loyal, and can be trained to a high standard. The first cross can inherit the GSD strong-mindedness, but this varies with the individual, and often the greyhound side comes through to give a softer nature.


German shepherd is added to the lurcher to give strength and trainability; how successful this is depends very much on the quality of the original GSD parent.


Labrador


This is a cross that makes a delightful dog, but is not that often seen, possibly because the Labrador cloddiness tends to overwhelm the greyhound gracefulness. In particular, the Labrador first cross tends to have a big head in proportion to its body, though this is not inevitable. Always smooth coated, with the Labrador colouring tending to dominate, these dogs are cheerful, biddable hounds with the Labrador love of water, retrieving and eating well established. The ears, otter tail and broad skull tend to give the game away, even in the second cross, but it is the love of water that will really tell you whether you have Labrador in your lurcher. Though almost all lurchers enjoy water on a hot day, it is only those bred for it that will slosh through icy ditches for fun in the middle of winter.


Labrador is added to the lurcher to give a strong retrieving instinct and a good nose. 
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German wirehaired pointer lurcher








Other Crosses


These are the lurcher types that you will come across most frequently, though there are the occasional more unusual ones. Other gundogs are crossed with greyhound from time to time, notably the German wirehaired pointer, which is a specialist working dog and would frankly make a nightmare pet. They are strong-minded and need an enormous amount of exercise and mental stimulus; though they can be trained to an exceptional standard, relatively few people are capable of doing so, and those who are might prefer not to. If you decide to take one of these on, be prepared to commit yourself to a huge amount of exercise in all weathers. Very occasionally, lurchers appear that are claimed to be composites of one of the rarer sighthounds, such as the pharaoh hound or the sloughi, but this is unlikely, given their scarcity. I have seen Rhodesian ridgeback crosses, which looked meaningful, poodle crosses which were attractive, stubborn and highly intelligent (the poodle was originally a gundog) and husky crosses which were a nightmare, being difficult to contain on their owner’s property, and impossible to stockbreak. A life on the lead is no life for a running dog.
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Mainly deerhound, but whippet, saluki and greyhound as well








Lurcher Types


Given the foregoing, you should be able to have a reasonable idea of what breeds have gone into the makeup of your lurcher. As some have been bred lurcher to lurcher for generations (often referred to as ‘bitza’ lurchers because they contain bits of this and bits of that) this is not an exact science, more of an educated guess. So let us see what you can tell from the dog in front of you.


Appearance and Characteristics


Colour


Though a good dog is never a bad colour, some colours are rarer than others. If your lurcher is merle-coloured, then she has a good proportion of collie blood. The merle colouration does not exist in many breeds, corgi and great dane being two where it is found but which are not used for lurcher breeding. Merle is plentiful in border and bearded collies, and a merle lurcher almost always indicates one or both of these in her makeup. Black and tan is less common in lurchers, though a very dominant colour in dogs generally. Tan with a black saddle may well indicate GSD, so check the feet and ears next to confirm, and take a good look at the coat, shoulders and articulation of the back legs. Another contributor of black and tan, especially with a long soft coat, can be saluki, which is the only easily available sighthound that carries this colour: check feet, profile and tail, plus body width. Or else the black and tan could come from terrier origins, of which there are several possibilities, lakeland or Jack Russell being the more usual, other possibilities being from Airedale, Welsh, border or of course the good old mongrel terrier. Tricolour is found in collies, but less readily passed on; it is however common in the saluki. Red grizzle (red fawn overlaid with black hairs) is another colour that comes from the saluki; brindles usually indicate whippet, greyhound or bull terrier, especially when with a white shirt front, toes and tail-tip. There is certainly brindle in the desert-bred saluki, though I believe it is frowned upon in the KC showing world, and may not be accepted. The deerhound is most usually blue, but can be solid colour from oatmeal to red, though these are rare. A most beautiful deerhound colour that is making a welcome comeback is the heather brindle, a lovely tweedy colour of mixed browns with brindle striping. A brindled dog, like a tabby cat, has the brindling in individual hairs, which have multicoloured banding, rather than solid-coloured hairs being overlaid with hairs of a different colour. Therefore you can tell if a long-coated dog is a true brindle by examining single hairs. It is a very ancient colour, and only exists in very old established breeds. Another very ancient colour, much prized by the Celtic chieftains of old and recorded in their songs and legends, is white with red ears; this still occurs in lurchers, the ear colour varying from palest lemon to fox red, the rarest and most valued. This colour comes directly from the greyhound or the whippet. Black masks come from greyhound, saluki and whippet, usually extending to black-rimmed eyes as well, as if the lurcher has outlined them with kohl. Liver or chocolate is an uncommon colour, its presence generally pointing to Labrador or kelpie, though liver and white would argue a case for the German pointer.
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One of the most ancient colours – the red-eared white








Eyes


A blue, ticked or odd-coloured pair of eyes comes from one of the collie bases. It can also denote husky (which acquired it from the collie in the first place) but the husky cross is sufficiently unusual and distinctive that the lurcher before you is very unlikely to be bred so. Light amber eyes occur frequently in lurchers, and are seen in many of the breeds that make up a lurcher composite, so are not a good guide to origins, though eye shape can be. Prominent eyes can come from whippet or Staffordshire; the bigger the eye the more greyhound, saluki or whippet there is. A small eye in a large head can be from deerhound or Bedlington, especially if the eye is almond-shaped rather than round. The saluki has a large, long almond eye, slanted and with a wide field of vision. There is no eye shape or colour that should be considered a fault in a lurcher. The ticked eyes, known as ‘moon-pie’ in some areas, used to be a cause of superstitious dislike but I suspect this is more due to a dog with this feature being easily recognised and traceable than for any other reason. Certainly, there is no evidence of the sight being affected. Amber eyes were much prized by the ancient Greek and Roman hunters, and are still favoured in the desert saluki; curiously, the modern Kennel Club does not take this into account and marks the light eye down.


Ears


Drop or large ears are found in saluki, Bedlington and Labrador crosses, large half-erect or erect ears also being from the German shepherd or the whippet. Some strains of collie also pass on pricked ears. Sometimes a lurcher will be able to prick her ears right up at will, usually when she spies something that might need chasing. Over-large ears seldom continue to the second cross, though one individual in a litter may carry them – otherwise the tendency is to revert to the rose ear. If there is more than one large-eared dog in the makeup, this can combine to throw the occasional pup with large ears. For instance, I bred a litter from a bitch that had saluki three generations back, and a dog that was half Bedlington. One of the pups turned out very like a greyhound/whippet – in fact the new owner’s vet swore that that was how he was bred – but if you looked again and knew what you were looking at, the lurcher had large drop ears and a shorter tail than one would expect, with a saluki profile. Tasselled ears can come from many sources, so are not a good guide by themselves, though a characteristic tuft at the back of the ear will shout ‘border collie’ or ‘saluki’. If accompanied by a ruff around the neck, it is likely that collie is not far away; this is not, however, to be confused with the deerhound legacy of a fringe down either side of the neck.
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How is this pup bred? Look at the saluki ears!











Head


A hunting dog needs the head in balance with her quarters; a big-headed dog will fall as it strikes its quarry if the quarters do not match or exceed the strength of the head. I have heard it said that a wide skull denotes brain power and a narrow skull the lack of it, but this is nonsense; let us not forget that Einstein had a smaller than average brain for his size. The longest and narrowest skull comes from the saluki, a long narrow dog in her entirety; the head simply matches the body. Deerhound heads are long and narrow, too, for the same reason. It is a mistake to think that the narrow head lacks jaw power, for both the deerhound and the saluki were bred to take the largest of quarry, and if the length and strength of jaw is examined, along with the masseter muscles in the cheek that operate it, the ability of these dogs to open a huge gape and close it with great strength will be realised. The borzoi also has a long narrow skull, and is still used to catch wolves in parts of Russia; proof in itself that the long jaw is not one whit inferior. Broad skulls come from the Staffordshire, which also bequeathed them to the whippet, the bull outcross in the whippet being of more recent times, the first two-thirds of the last century in fact, than Lord Orford’s bull outcross in the greyhound. Collies of both sorts give a broad skull, as do the Antipodean herding breeds. The Bedlington contributes a particularly strong jaw, generally with very big teeth in it, and the typical occipital ridge along the top of the skull, ending in a bump right at the back. The deerhound has this last feature too, but to a lesser extent. Bedlington/whippet crosses often have a head that seems too large for the frail body, but look again and you will see that those sloping quarters are strong and in balance.


Feet


Long feet come from the saluki and the deerhound. These long feet can continue through several generations, so even if they are hairless rather than well-furred, the long, strong foot has come from one of these two sources. A big splayed foot can come from the GSD, a smaller splayed foot from the Staffordshire, Labrador or the bearded collie, the latter throwing a more rounded foot shape. Neat, high-knuckled feet are from the greyhound and the whippet; catlike well-cushioned feet from the border collie. If they are exceptionally well-upholstered, you might be looking at kelpie or cattle dog. Of course, lurchers sustain foot injuries that can affect the shape of the foot, (see Chapter 10) but the above information is intended to apply to the uninjured foot.
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Long saluki forefoot (E. Dearden)








Body Shape


The saluki is very narrow, which characteristic is not easily lost even in a second cross. A very stocky dog denotes GSD, cattle dog, kelpie, Labrador or bull blood, slightly less so being a legacy of beardie or border collie. Topline is a good guide – that is, the contour of the back – Bedlington crosses and whippets giving an arched back, greyhound a slight rise towards the loins, saluki is flatter but still with a slight curve over the loins, the others being flat. As a dog ages, the topline levels and then sags, so this should be taken into account.


Neck and Shoulders


‘A head like a snake and a neck like a drake’ denotes the greyhound. The long, graceful neck will be there courtesy of the greyhound, whippet or saluki; the deerhound has a slightly shorter neck, and anything with herding blood in it, a shorter neck still, which increases correspondingly in girth. Likewise, the gazehound needs a very well laid-back shoulder, which becomes more upright as other breeds are added, unless working strains of those breeds are used.


Coat


The deerhound gives a harsh, broken coat with adequate undercoat, as against the beardie which throws a profuse coat which might need stripping. Collie coats are dense, smooth in the half-cross but coming through more like a true collie when crossed back to another long-coated dog. The saluki coat is silky and not profuse, the Bedlington coat often but not invariably soft and linty. No other cross gives this type of coat. The GSD coat comes through thickly, the density varying with the type of GSD. The more running dog that there is in the lurcher, the less hair you will find underneath, the most highly bred being quite naked there, which feature allows for rapid dissipation of heat.


Gait


Not an easy method of checking, but the rolling Bedlington gait is extremely distinctive, as is the mincing, high-stepping whippet; saluki can produce this feature, too. Don’t be deceived by the prancing gait: it can turn at any time to the long, reaching gallop of the running dog. Any lurcher given to dropping on its belly and stalking something may safely be said to have a good amount of border or bearded collie in it. As a defensive posture, however, this can be seen in many other breeds of dog, though not, as a rule, in pure sighthounds. GSD and Labrador crosses have a heavier gait unless there is a lot of greyhound to lighten the shoulders. It is a characteristic of all lurchers to be able to trot leading with one shoulder in a slightly sideways motion: the movement looks ungainly but covers the ground like a wolf, while allowing the head free movement to increase the field of vision.


This information, applied to the dog in front of you, will give a surprisingly accurate picture of the breeds involved in her makeup, though this task becomes more difficult when many breeds have been involved through several generations. Observation of her general behaviour will tell you more as you get to know her better, but some elements of her origins will remain unknown. One is reminded of the apocryphal tale of the novice horse owner asking a dealer how a horse is bred. The answer? ‘How would you like him to be bred?’


Age


If you have taken on a dog that is past her puppyhood, you can still take an educated guess at her age. There are several keys to this. Look at the teeth. A badly kept dog can have the most appalling teeth even when young, so you might have to wait until you have been able to clean them properly (see Chapter 10) but a very young dog has bright white teeth, and these gradually change to a more ivory colour as the dog ages. With proper care, even very old dogs can have a perfect set of teeth; as I write, there is a sixteen-year-old lurcher beside me, and her teeth are flawless. After the teeth, look at the growth plates on the wrists. If these seem to fit the dog, then she is fully grown and two years old or more. If they seem far too large for the legs, then there is still growing to do. Next, check the depth of the brisket. In an adult dog, this should be level with the elbows; bitches can have a little less depth than dogs. Now look at the topline, which starts to sag at about six or seven years old, and by ten or eleven has the spine standing clear of the muscle. As the dog ages, the wrists and hocks will lose their springiness and begin to sag, which again starts at seven or eight and is well-defined once the dog’s age reaches double figures. Equally, the tendons in the paws start to stretch and sag until the foot flattens, the nails no longer touch the ground and have to be trimmed. Greying of the muzzle is not a reliable trend, as some dogs, especially black ones, grey there at an early age, but when the grey or white hairs extend to the cheeks and the legs, then you have a dog which is middle-aged. For the rest, again you have to rely on observation of the dog’s general behaviour. Although they love to run right up into their teens, the mad tearing-about of the first five years gradually mellows during the next five, after which it only appears on special occasions.


Now that you have a reasonable idea of what ingredients have gone into your particular dog recipe, and of how old she is, you are in a much more positive position with regard to training her.
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Greyhound/Labrador cross – note the large head










[image: ]









*Dave Sleight, OutBack Productions, 19 Hoober Street, West Melton, Rotherham, S.Yorkshire S63 6AX







*Phil Lloyd, Moucher Productions, PO Box 372, Southampton SO14 OTA













OEBPS/title_page_1_online.jpg
THE
HoOUSE LLURCHER

SECOND EDITION

Jackie Drakeford

Y,

Quiller





OEBPS/a034_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a018_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a025_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a031_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a038_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a018_2_online.jpg





OEBPS/a058_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a030_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a022_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a015_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a025_2_online.jpg





OEBPS/a020_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a027_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/9781846891298_cover_epub.jpg
THE

HOUSE
[LURCHER

Jackie Drakeford






OEBPS/a014_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a036_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a023_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a028_2_online.jpg





OEBPS/a033_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a006_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a013_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a017_1_online.jpg





OEBPS/a022_2_online.jpg





OEBPS/a028_1_online.jpg





