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Physical Characteristics of the Labrador Retriever

(from the American Kennel Club standard)

 




Topline: The back is strong and the topline is level from the withers to the croup when standing or moving. However, the loin should show evidence of flexibility for athletic endeavor.

 




Body: Short-coupled, with good spring of ribs tapering to a moderately wide chest. The underline is almost straight, with little or no tuck-up in mature animals. When viewed from the side, the Labrador Retriever shows a well-developed, but not exaggerated forechest.

 




Tail: Very thick at the base, gradually tapering toward the tip, of medium length, and extending no longer than to the hock having that peculiar rounded appearance that has been described as the “otter” tail.

 




Hindquarters: Broad, muscular and well-developed from the hip to the hock with well- turned stifles and strong short hocks. Viewed from the side, the angulation of the rear legs is in balance with the front.

 




Color: Coat colors are black, yellow and chocolate. Blacks are all black.

 



 




Size: The height at the withers for a dog is 22 to 24 inches; for a bitch is 21 to 23 inches. Approximate weight of dogs and bitches in working condition: dogs 65 to 80 pounds; bitches 55 to 70 pounds.

 




Feet: Strong and compact, with well- arched toes and well-developed pads. Dew claws may be removed.

 




Head: The skull should be wide; well developed but without exaggeration. There should be a moderate stop. The head should be clean-cut and free from fleshy cheeks.

 




Eyes: Kind, friendly eyes imparting good tempera- ment, intelligence and alertness are a hallmark of the breed. Medium size, set well apart, and neither protruding nor deep set.

 




Nose: Wide and the nostrils well-developed. Muzzle: Neither long and narrow nor short and stubby.

 




Jaws: Powerful and free from snipiness. Teeth: Strong and regular with a scissors bite. A level bite is acceptable, but not desirable.

 




Ears: Should hang moderately close to the head, set rather far back, and somewhat low on the skull; slightly above eye level.

 




Neck: Muscular and free from throatiness. The neck should rise strongly from the shoulders with a moderate arch.

 




Forequarters: Muscular, well coordinated and balanced with the hindquar- ters. The shoulders are well laid-back, long and sloping. The legs should be straight with good strong bone. The elbows should be directly under the withers, and the front legs should be perpendicular to the ground and well under the body.

 




Coat: A distinctive feature…should be short, straight and very dense, giving a fairly hard feeling to the hand. The Labrador should have a soft, weather- resistant undercoat that provides protection from water, cold and all types of ground cover.
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A sporting dog by trade, the Labrador Retriever has always been at home in the field. Today, the breed is equally at home...at home! The Lab is known the world over as a favorite family friend.
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HISTORY OF THE LABRADOR RETRIEVER

What introduction does the world’s most popular dog require? Everyone has seen a Labrador Retriever romping happily with his family. Regarded as the ideal family dog for generations, the Labrador is by definition biddable and adaptable to practically any lifestyle.

It’s common today to hear the breed simply referred to as the Labrador; however, this is by and large incorrect. The Labrador is a retriever. The Labrador Retriever, a prominent member of the AKC’s Sporting Group, is a hunting dog by trade. The pet Labrador Retriever comes from a lineage of hard-working hunters who could spend tireless hours on upland game birds on rigorous terrain. While your pet Labrador Retriever may only fetch your slippers and the Sunday paper, it is helpful to understand that his predecessors pursued pheasant, duck and other wild fowl.

Well, that’s the “retriever” part of his name; what’s the meaning of the “Labrador” part? To truly understand the breed’s origins, we must look not to Labrador, but to the island off its southern shores called Newfoundland. The rich history of this island, originally inhabited by the Dorset Eskimos, dates back to the 1400s; however, it wasn’t until the 1600s that the island became the home of wayward fishermen. These fishermen, it is believed, swam to the island after abandoning ships that were passing by the island. As these fishermen tended to be “free spirits” (like many today!), the island went without laws or establishments of any kind for the next two centuries, despite the inhabitation of these men.

 





In wood or water, the Labrador is a skilled and dependable hunting companion and retriever.
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The Labrador Retriever’s “soft mouth” makes him ideal for returning felled game undamaged.
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The first dogs on the island of Newfoundland are traced to these fishermen, as there is no evidence of the Eskimos’ having dogs on the island, and no dogs existed on Newfoundland when the fishermen landed there. As the Labrador Retriever was once called the Lesser Newfoundland Dog, it has often been presumed that the breed is related to the Newfoundland breed. The Newfoundland, well known to dog lovers today, is a much larger, more abundantly coated, heavyboned dog, showing much influence of its mastiff origins. Still, both the Newfoundland and the Labrador Retriever share the unique physical characteristic of webbed feet.

The terrain and weather conditions of Newfoundland are rugged, requiring a dog of surefootedness, stamina and “buoyancy.” The size of the Labrador Retriever mattered tremendously, since the dog’s had to fit into the fishermen’s dories. The dogs’ webbed feet speak well for the Labrador’s ability to swim, even in the icy, rough waters of the North Atlantic. Among the other characteristics of our modern Labrador that “make sense” for a dog surviving on Newfoundland’s brutal shores is the thick and waterproof coat. Another important feature of the breed is its broad chest, necessary for “surfing” against the strong waves and current of the unrelenting North Atlantic. Since the island was bountiful in game, the fishermen were able to use their dogs to supplement their food supply from the land as well as from the sea.

 





The original Labrador Retrievers found in Newfoundland were predominately black, and today this is still the most numerous color in the breed.
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While Labrador Retrievers have been useful for many tasks throughout their noble history, they have always been and still are treasured as trustworthy family pets.
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The Newfoundlanders were importing quality retriever stock from England, though there was considerable variation in type. At this time (circa 1780–1810) any retriever—long-haired, curlycoated, short-coated, wavycoated—was bred to produce other retrievers of excellent working ability. The division of the retriever breeds did not come until much later.

Labradors weren’t the only dogs on the island at this point, as settlers brought other types; however, as the reputation of the Labrador grew, these other types were often replaced with Labradors. Since the Labrador’s disposition and adaptability were so highly respected, hunters and sportsmen deemed them the dogs of choice. The retrievers soon replaced the pointers and setters that had stood beside these sportsmen. Although the Labrador Retriever that we know today comes in three acceptable colors, black, yellow and chocolate, the dogs on Newfoundland were principally black. These small black dogs were sometimes referred to as St. John’s Water Dogs, and were called “the best of any kind of dog for shooting…by far.”

A frustrating fact to breed enthusiasts today is that the residents of Newfoundland kept no records of the dogs on which they relied upon so heavily. Survival on this barren island was such an all-encompassing pursuit that there was little time for such record-keeping.


DEVELOPING POTENTIAL

The behavior and personality of your Labrador Retriever will reflect your care and training more than any breed characteristics or indications. Remember that these dogs require a purposeful existence, so plan your relationship around activities that serve this most around activities that serve this most basic and important need. All of the good potential of the breed will naturally follow.






THE LABRADOR COMES TO BRITAIN 

The Second and Third Earls of Malmsbury are credited for exporting the famous St. John’s Dogs from Newfoundland to Great Britain. The dogs at this point in time (around 1825) were sometimes called Little Newfoundlers. The Third Earl, the pioneer breeder of these dogs, is credited for changing the breed’s name to Labrador Retriever. These gentry and others like them kept the Labradors pure, breeding them only to dogs imported from Newfoundland, as they were exceptional in their swimming, retrieving and fighting abilities. It is also said that any of the puppies from these St. John’s Dogs that were crossed to other dogs usually maintained the strong appearance of the Labrador—black, short fur, a non-curling tail and webbed feet. As early as the 1870s, the “breed” was described as symmetrical and elegant, and the temperament was praised and considered a requirement for the utility of the Labrador. It’s no doubt that the early breeders’ commitment to a sound disposition in the Labrador contributed to the breed’s forthcoming enormous popularity as a family dog around the world.

In 1903, the Labrador Retriever was recognized by England’s Kennel Club. Later that year, the breed was listed separately as a member of the Gundog Group.

 





The Third Earl of Malmsbury established the name Labrador Retriever for the breed. The Labs shown represent each of the three colors—yellow, black and chocolate.
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The retrievers at this point were still not divided by “breed” as we know them today. It was not until early 1905, when the Labrador Retriever was separately listed, that The Kennel Club began to differentiate between retriever “breeds.” There is confusion in the records from these early days because some dogs were called “golden” and others “Labrador,” though there is no indication about coat length. Thus, the “golden retrievers” may have indeed been yellow Labrador Retrievers. This was the early days of purebred dog enthusiasm. It must be stated that today many people in the general public do not know the difference between a yellow Labrador and the Golden Retriever (despite the long, wavy, luxurious coat of the latter). As a rule, we never call a yellow Labrador a “golden” Labrador.

The Kennel Club’s stud books contain references to livercolored wavy-coated retrievers. These dogs in actuality trace back to the chocolate Labrador Retrievers of the famous Buccleuch Kennels, the breeders responsible for six of the first seven retrievers entered in the stud book. Buccleuch Kennels produced the famous field trial champion by the name of Peter of Faskally, who is known to be behind many of the top Labradors from the early days as well as many of the top field dogs in England and the U.S.

 





In 1904, the Labrador Retriever was classified as amember of the Gundog Group by The Kennel Club. The breed is classified in the AKC’s Sporting Group.
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While black is considered the “original” color in the breed, yellow Labs steadily gained popularity throughout the 20th century.
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Many of the early breed books still in print depict these famous dual champions.

The best yellow Labrador Retrievers are traced back to a dog by the name of Ben of Hyde, who was whelped in 1899. He was bred to many excellent black bitches, and his genes are buttoned on the top yellow Lab kennels throughout England. While the blacks have always dominated the other two colors, numerically, the period after World War II marked an increase in the yellow Labs’ popularity.

Lorna, Countess Howe, along with Lord Knutsford, founded the U.K.’s Labrador Club in 1916 and held the first field trial there in 1920. Lord Knutsford authored the first Labrador Retriever breed standard in 1923, which is a written description of the ideal specimen of the breed. Knutsford’s standard has changed very little to the present day. Countess Howe, considered the greatest of Labrador breeders, produced a number of dual champions—that is, dogs titled as both a bench (show) champion and a field trial champion. Not the least of Countess Howe’s great Labradors was the first dual champion of the breed, Dual Ch. Banchory Bolo, the son of her very first Labrador, Scandal. It was Bolo with whom Countess Howe was most enamored, the dog who made her truly “head over hocks” for the Labrador Retriever breed.
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BRAIN AND BRAWN

Since dogs have been inbred for centuries, their physical and mental characteristics are constantly being changed to suit man’s desires for hunting, retrieving, scenting, guarding and warming their masters’ laps. During the past 150 years, dogs have been judged according to physical been judged according to physical characteristics as well as functional abilities. Few breeds can boast a genuine balance between physique, working ability and temperament.



England’s Royal Family has long been associated with the Labrador. King George VI and Queen Elizabeth promoted Labradors at shows through their kennel known as Wolverton (more recently changed to Sandringham). The King entered dogs in the Crufts show, the U.K.’s largest show, in the 1920s and 1930s. The Queen actually entered field trials with her dogs—this illustrates the kinds of people attracted to field trials in England! George was the Patron of the Labrador Club, and was replaced by Elizabeth as Patroness after his death. Today in England, field trials are still supported by the Royal Family, and the annual championship is held at the Queen’s shooting estate, Sandringham, in East Anglia. She is often in attendance at the British Retriever Championship in December each year.

The British shooting dogs, or working gundogs, are athletic in type and appearance. In order for a dog to excel in a field trial, it must possess discipline, control and responsiveness. It is much more difficult for a dog to achieve a field trial championship in Britain than it is in the U.S., where field trials are simulations of hunting situations. In the U.K., where the shooting sport originated, a field trial is an actual hunting episode, including wild birds and whatever else Mother Nature supplies. What makes hunting exciting is the surprise, and that element is essential to a field trial as well.




NEXT STOP: THE UNITED STATES 

America extends its gratitude to Lorna, Countess Howe for exporting the first Labradors “back” to North America. Lest we forget, the Labrador began on Canadian shores! Sportsmen in Long Island, New York, were gifted by Countess Howe with the first Labradors to be seen in the U.S. This occurred shortly after World War I. Of course, the landscape of Long Island paints the perfect setting for a working Labrador Retriever, with its abundance of waterfowl, rolling oceanfront and range of temperatures.

To say that the Labrador Retriever caught on immediately  would not be true. Although the breed was first registered with the American Kennel Club in 1917, ten years later there were scarcely two dozen retrievers (of all types!) in the U.S. In fact, Labradors were classified under the broad heading of “Retrievers” until the late 1920s when distinctions were made between the different breeds. The first Labrador registered was a bitch of Scottish origin by the name of Brocklehirst Floss (AKC #223339). The breed was officially recognized in 1932.

While today Labs are kept by all types of American families, this was not originally the case. Instead, the upper-class wealthy families were attracted to shooting sports, popular in Scotland in the 1920s. These families brought game-keepers from Scotland onto their estates and imported Labradors from the finest English kennels, virtually converting their estates into shooting preserves, chock full of ducks and pheasants. It’s important to note that these Labradors were imported for one purpose only—not to become beloved family pets or show dogs, but “to retrieve upland game and waterfowl.” These same gentlefolk are responsible for the rise of field trials in America and thus the birth of the Labrador Retriever Club in 1931 in New York.

Franklin B. Lord, one of the club’s founding members, held the club’s first field trial in December 1931. A total of 27 dogs competed under two judges on a 8,000-acre estate. The club’s first specialty show occurred some 18 months later in 1933, attracting 33 dogs. The winner of the first specialty show was owned by Mr. Lord, a dog by the name of Boli of Blake, bred by Countess Howe. Boli also became the first bench champion of the breed.

 





Lorna, Countess Howe sent the first Labrador Retrievers to the U.S.A. after World War I. The breed eventually progressed to become America’s “top dog.”
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Despite the interest in the breed that occurred between World War I and World War II, both wars had a deleterious effect on the Labrador and its numbers; this was the case with most dog breeds. It wasn’t until after World War II that the Labrador Retriever gained a strong foothold in the United States. Imports from top British kennels, notably Sandylands kennel, re-energized the breed in the U.S. and these imported dogs had much influence on American conformation lines. Top British dogs and their descendants also appear in the pedigrees of many American field lines.

The trend toward two types of Labrador, those for show and those for the field, is not seen as beneficial to the breed by the national parent club, the Labrador Retriever Club, Inc. The club feels that all Labradors should be of the same type and should be able to perform the breed’s intended functions, whether or not they are destined for the field, and that this should be the first criteria when judging Labs in the show ring. It does no service to the breed to have conformation winners that are not true Labradors with working type and ability! Therefore, the club defends the standard of the breed and sets the trend for the “correct” Labrador in the U.S.

The dissension in the Labrador Retriever breed in America is deep-rooted, and there is much variation in breed type as an unfortunate result. The height disqualification in the revised AKC standard renders most show dogs too short to enter the ring; nonetheless, dogs of incorrect height are seen all too frequently at shows. The Labrador Retriever Club, Inc. seeks to breed and promote true-to-type dogs, tall enough to do the work and not nearly as heavy-set as most dogs that win in the show ring. The show ring enthusiasts claim that their dogs are not as high-strung as the hunting strains, though there is no doubt that the show dogs are not suited to last a whole day in the field retrieving game and waterfowl.


KEY CHARACTERISTICS

Bred to be a sporting dog, the Labrador must be well balanced and strongly built in order to perform his intended function. Breed standards differ from country to country; for example, the AKC standard’s height range is 2 inches higher than that of the Kennel Club’s. Problems lie not in small variation, but in gross exaggeration. The breed’s overwhelming popularity and constant demand for puppies have made the Labrador vulnerable to irresponsible breeders who seem to think that bigger is better. Beware of purchasing a pup from oversized parents, as oversize from oversized parents, as oversize leads to physical defects. Even though a Labrador does not reach full size until about two-and-a-half years of age, balance and good proportion are still evident in the young Lab. A balanced pup should grow into a balanced adult.



  





As stated in the AKC standard, “kind friendly eyes, imparting good temperment, intelligence and alertness are a hallmark of the breed”—and this picture says it all!
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Despite this controversy, the Labrador Retriever, in all colors, shapes and sizes, reigns as America’s number-one dog. It outregisters every other breed annually and has been on the top of the list for a decade! As a family pet, it is the dog of choice. Whether or not the 100,000-plus Labradors registered every year with the AKC can hunt, swim and retrieve to endure a day in the field seems immaterial to the millions of lovers of the pet Labrador. The breed’s temperament and reliability, two qualities sought out by the early breeders, make it a flawless companion for dog folk of all ages.

 





Breed clubs work to ensure that the Labrador’s original, essential charac- teristics are preserved through the generations inall dogs—working, pet or show.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LABRADOR RETRIEVER

The answer to the question “Why the Labrador Retriever?” too often seems to be “Why not!” Since there are literally millions of happy Labrador lovers around the world, why shouldn’t everyone love a Lab? Given the breed’s good looks, trainability, loyalty, intelligence, etc., why isn’t this the dog for everyone on the planet who loves dogs?! Let’s begin by listing the kinds of people who should not consider the ubiquitous Labrador for their lives. Then we will examine the Labrador Retriever’s character and the kinds of people who are ideal owners for this talented fellow.


SERVICE DOGS

The Labrador Retriever has been used in more areas of service to humankind than any other breed. Here are ten important areas that the breed has served:1. Companions for all.

2. Hunting and retrieving for sportsmen.

3. Guides for the blind.

4. Hearing dogs for the deaf.

5. Arson and bomb detection.

6. Drug and substance detection.

7. Watch dogs for businesses and residences.

8. Search and rescue/avalanche and earthquake work.

9. Therapy dogs for hospitals.

10. Cancer detection.








OWNERS BEWARE! 


POTENTIAL OWNERS WHO ARE LOOKING FOR A LAP DOG 

The Lab is no lap dog. Sure he’ll want to “lap” and kiss you constantly, but he’s too big to sit on your lap while you’re reading or spending time in front of the television. Labradors like to be close to you, that’s for sure, but 60 pounds (or more) of true love is too much for anyone’s lap!


POTENTIAL OWNERS WHO DO NOT LIKE EXERCISE 

Labradors love to romp and play, preferably with their trusted owners close by. Since the breed is designed for chasing birds in the swamp or swimming toward fallen ducks, Labs most definitely have “energy to spare.” Since most pet Labrador owners do not have the time or inclination to take their dogs out on weekend duck hunts, Labradors will need other outlets for their abundant energy.

 





Although known for their outdoor hunting pursuits, Labs are by no means outdoor-only dogs. They love to be indoors spending time with their loved ones.
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POTENTIAL OWNERS WHO DO NOT HAVE A FENCED YARD 

The Labrador needs a sizeable piece of property on which to exercise, and a fence is imperative. As a gundog, the Labrador does not have a strong sense of territory, and he will not guard his property the way a Rottweiler or Doberman Pinscher will. This is not to say that he is not protective—he is most protective of his family and home. However, if not fenced in he will more likely tear off in pursuit of a flapping pigeon than stay close by and stand watch.


POTENTIAL OWNERS WHO ARE SEEKING AN “ORNAMENTAL” OR OUTDOOR-ONLY DOG 

The Labrador Retriever, for all his natural good looks and charm, does not fancy an owner that doesn’t want to get up close to him and spend time with him indoors and out. Like most of the sporting breeds, the Labrador likes to be near his family inside the home. While it is true that the Labrador’s ancestors were “kennel dogs,” today’s Labrador is strongly inclined to be indoors with his master and loved ones. To keep a Labrador outdoors exclusively will be torture to the poor dog, and such owners should consider a different breed or no dog at all. While the breed is renowned for its adaptability with any lifestyle, the breed is best when kept indoors and given time to spend outdoors. A happy Labrador is the true Labrador, and close to you is where your Labrador will want to be.

 





It’s no wonder that people love Labs! These friendly, trainable dogs are personable and loyal canine companions.
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POTENTIAL OWNERS WHO ARE FUSSY ABOUT THEIR HOME 

The Labrador sheds. Even though the breed has a short, dense coat, he does not cast coat any less than any other dog. Furthermore, the Labrador is not, as a rule, a genteel or docile animal—he’s a “doggy” dog, and he likes to play inside and out. Owners will have to enforce the house rules immediately with the puppy, or else he may think he can roughhouse inside the house and out. Labradors can be raucous,  rambunctious and rowdy—that’s three “R’s” potential owners may have to live with.
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LOVE OF WATER

A dog with webbed feet must love to swim! Prized for their water retrieving abilities, Labradors naturally take to water and there’s not many a Lab who will turn down the opportunity to get his paws wet. Pet Lab owners often enjoy runs and games of fetch on the beach with their dogs.
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