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Physical Characteristics of the Australian Kelpie


(from the Working Kelpie Council of Australia)


Head: Slightly rounded skull, broad between well-pricked ears.


Eyes: Slightly oval shaped, of medium size and widely spaced, clearly defined at the corners and showing a kind, intelligent and eager expression.


Muzzle: Moderate length, tapered toward the nose.
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Lips: Tight and clean.


Teeth: Sound, strong and evenly spaced, the lower incisors just behind but touching the upper.


Chest: When viewed from the side, should be deep, the point of breast bone showing ahead of the junction between shoulder blade (scapula) and upper arm (humerus).


Shoulders: Clean, muscular, with a long sloping shoulder blade (scapula) set at approximately a 45° angle to the ground.


Forelegs: Clean, muscular, refined bone. The length of leg should be approximately the same from the point of elbow (tip of the ulna) to the ground as is the distance from the withers to the base of the rib cage. The pastern should show a slight angle with the forearm when viewed from side.


Ears: Widely spaced, pricked and running to a fine point at the tip, the leather fine but strong at the base.


Neck: Of fair length, strong, slightly arched and showing quality, gradually molding into the shoulders.


Front Feet: Round, strong, deep in pad, with flexible well-arched toes.


Size: Classified as a medium-sized dog.


Color: Any color and markings historically associated with the development of the breed.


Tail: When viewed from the side the butt of the tail should be well let down.


Hindquarters: Should show breadth and strength with the rump rather long and sloping. When viewed from the side, the overall upper line of the rump and tail should form a smooth curve when the dog is standing at rest.


Coat: Moderately short, flat, straight and weather-resisting outer coat, with or without a short dense undercoat.


Hind Feet: Slightly elongated in comparison with the front feet.
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The Australian Kelpie is a medium-sized, hardy and alert working dog whose intelligence and skills have won him the admiration of stockmen around the world.
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It was early morning and the horizon barely hinted at the coming dawn. Two small children, still dressed in pajamas, sat on the floor playing with a set of wooden blocks. Nearby, their mother made a pot of coffee and prepared bowls of breakfast cereal.


On an oval rug near the children, a dark brown dog, medium in size with a pointed muzzle and a bushy tail, watched the children at play. Looking very much like an oversized fox, the dog rested his chin on his front paws as if studying the formation of the children’s blocks.


Suddenly, a tall, mustached man with chestnut hair entered the room. Immediately, the dog got up, wagged his tail and went to his master. The children looked up at the man as he stood admiring the block structure.


“G’day, children. Look, Mum’s got your brekkie on the table. Come. Get into your chairs.”


After breakfast, the man glanced down at the dog sleeping beside him and said, “Come on, Hank. We’ve got to move those sheep to the upper hill pasture. And those cows need to be brought up to the barn for dusting.”


A short time later, Hank, his tail wagging and a bright gleam of anticipation in his eyes, jumped into the utility truck alongside the man. They would spend the next eight to ten hours together, moving animal stock, patrolling the large property of the Goolong Ranch and working to maintain their part of Australia’s sheep industry.


At day’s end, Hank would return to the house with his master, eat his dinner, check out the children and sleep on a blanket next to his master’s bed. If a stranger should approach the house, the dog, with his exceptional hearing, would alert his master and run to the children’s room to make sure they were safe.
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A typical Australian Kelpie, Hank would spend his life working with his owner, protecting his home and family and serving as a well-loved companion to the entire family. This is the life that makes the Kelpie content. Hank is a happy dog.


The Kelpie is a medium-sized dog with a short, coarse, weather-resistant outer coat and a broad head that tapers to a pointed, fox-like muzzle. A a soft undercoat helps to keep him cool in the Australian summer and warm in the winter. His color can range from black—these Kelpies are known as “Barbs”—to black and tan, red, chestnut brown or bluish gray.
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Commonly referred to as Australia’s wild dog, the Dingo played a part in the Kelpie’s establishment The resemblence between the two is evident


Kelpies in North America stand somewhere between 17–23 inches at the shoulder on the average, with females at the smaller end of the spectrum and males at the larger. Average weight is 26–36 pounds for females and 35–45 pounds for males, although both height and weight can vary considerably, as Kelpies larger than this do exist. However, many breeders feel that height and weight are minor concerns if the dog is sound, in good shape and skilled at his work.


The Kelpie ideally has upright prick ears and a long, full, bushy tail. The Kelpie is a dog that looks a lot like a number of other breeds of dog. For example, he resembles the Dingo, the wild dog of Australia, the Border Collie and the larger Smooth Collie. The reason? All of these breeds were used in the creation of the Kelpie. There may also by other breeds whose contributions to the Kelpie have been lost in antiquity.


The breed’s history began back in the mid-1800s when two dogs were imported to Australia from Scotland. The dogs were Smooth Collies and were intended to be used as herders in the fast-growing Australian sheep industry. Back in those early times, when the outback was opening up to sheep-raising and ranch properties were often thousands of acres in size, it became apparent that men alone could not do the job of droving thousands of sheep. They needed dogs to help herd the stock.


Local dogs didn’t have the stamina or physical ability to cope with the heat of the outback or the long hours and great distances necessary to manage these large flocks. Thus stockmen looked to Scotland, where rough mountainous terrain and severe weather conditions didn’t bother the Collies that herded Scottish goats and sheep.


The two imported Collies were black and tan, with prick ears. They were imported into New South Wales around 1870 by George Robertson. One was a female named Jennie, the other a male called Brutus. A mating of the two dogs produced a dog named Caesar.


About the same time, a Mr. Jack Gleeson acquired a black and tan female pup bred by Mr. Robertson. He named her Kelpie, a Gaelic word meaning “watersprite.” Gleeson also acquired a black, prick-eared male named Moss from his friend, Mark Tully.


Eventually, Caesar was bred to Kelpie. One of the puppies from that union produced a black and tan female named King’s Kelpie by her owner Mr. Charles King. The word “kelpie” seemed to be catching on, and henceforth all of the good herding dogs from subsequent litters were known as Kelpies.


One of Caesar’s littermates, a dog named Laddie, was eventually bred to King’s Kelpie. That mating produced a female named Sallie who was later bred to Moss. One of the puppies in that litter was a solid black dog that was called Barb, named after a black horse that won the prestigious Melbourne Cup in 1869. From that time on, all black Kelpies were known as Barbs.


Kelpie, Jack Gleeson’s female, also became a famous sheepdog-trial winner. At just one year of age, she ran in her first trial and won easily. Her sensational win brought her fame and Gleeson a great demand for Kelpie’s puppies. Everyone, it seemed, wanted a “Kelpie” pup; so from the late 1870s, the breed officially became known as the Australian Kelpie.


Sheep farmers and drovers alike admired Kelpies right from those early days of the Australian sheep industry’s expansion. Kelpies were recognized for their working ability both in the outback and in sheep yards, as well as for their intelligence, compact build, athletic ability and devotion to their masters. As a matter of fact, the Kelpie was the last breed used in the development of the Australian Cattle Dog. The ideal characteristics of the Kelpie contributed the final traits necessary in the creation of a larger herding dog developed to move and control cattle.
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The Australian Kelpie and Dingo were among the breeds featured on Australian postage stamps honoring the country’s native dogs.
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Like its Kelpie predecessor, the Australian Cattle Dog was developed to be a rugged, independent-thinking, dependable worker.


Finally, in 1902, Robert Kaleski, a journalist and dog fancier devoted to Kelpies and Australian Cattle Dogs, wrote the standards for both breeds and presented them to the Cattle and Sheepdog Club of Australia and the Kennel Club of New South Wales. Both standards were approved in 1903, thus making these breeds officially recognized breeds in Australia.


The Australian Kelpie’s exportation to other countries around the world was inevitable. By the early 1900s, Kelpies were imported into the United States. Used to herd sheep in the western and southeastern states, the Kelpie proved its adaptability to various types of terrain and weather conditions, including the heat and humidity of the deep South. In 1941, Kelpies were admitted into the Miscellaneous Class of the American Kennel Club (AKC) and were approved for showing in conformation shows. However, the breed is no longer affiliated with the AKC and not eligible for AKC events.


Working ability is the main focus for Kelpie breeders, not conformation showing or other competitive events. While a breed standard does exist, a Kelpie’s instinct with livestock is far more important than his adherence to specifications with regards to looks. Therefore, breeders concentrate on working ability in their breeding programs rather than on beauty points and ability for competitive dog sports. Working Kelpie “shows” are trials in which the dogs’ abilities with livestock are judged—that’s what makes a dog top-quality in this breed!
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A cozy bed, a sturdy chew and the people he loves make the Kelpie a happy dog after a long day on the job.


Today there are two versions of the Kelpie; in Australia, these versions are considered to be completely separate varieties since they differ from each other so much. The show-type Australian Kelpie is the variety seen in conformation shows, while the working Kelpie is the original variety still used as a working dog. Working dogs are registered in Australia with the Working Kelpie Council, while the show types are registered with the Australian National Kennel Council.


In North America, working Kelpies are registered by the North American Australian Kelpie Registry and the National Stock Dog Registry, as well as Australia’s Working Kelpie Council. Working Kelpies, Inc. (WKI) is the national club for the breed in the US. This club’s goal is to preserve the breed’s herding and working instincts rather than to promote conformation showing. In WKI events, dogs are judged based on their abilities with livestock and their adaptability to different working conditions, not on how close they come to a physical ideal. Those interested in the breed should visit www.kelpiesinc.com on the Internet for more information about the Kelpie in North America.


Since the late 1900s, Kelpies have been exported from Australia into such countries as New Caledonia, Argentina, Sweden, Italy, Canada and South Korea. Now recognized internationally as an indispensable addition to the livestock industry, the Australian Kelpie is assured respect and admiration from stockmen and drovers around the world.




CANIS LUPUS


“Grandma, what big teeth you have!” The gray wolf, a familiar figure in fairy tales and legends, has had its reputation tarnished and its population pummeled over the centuries. Yet it is the descendants of this much-feared creature to which we open our homes and hearts. Our beloved dog, Canis domesticus, derives directly from the gray wolf, a highly social canine that lives in elaborately structured packs. In the wild, the gray wolf can range from 60 to 175 pounds, standing between 25 and 40 inches in height.
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The characteristics of a particular breed of dog give an overall picture of what the breed is like. Unlike the breed standard, which details the temperament and physical qualities that make the breed what it is, discussing the characteristics of a particular breed is a little more personal. For example, a breed may have a certain facial expression that makes it unique among all other breeds. Characteristics also include how the dog acts. The breed’s tendency to behave in certain ways in certain situations helps to define that breed and sets it apart from other breeds, especially similar breeds.


For example, in describing a Beagle, one would mention how the dog keeps his nose close to the ground to sniff out his prey. A Miniature Schnauzer may be described as having a tendency to bark either in excitement or as a warning of someone’s or something’s approach. These are essential breed characteristics and important information for those seeking just the right breed for their lifestyle.


In the case of the Kelpie, detailing breed characteristics helps to distinguish it from other similar Australian working dogs. For example, most Kelpie owners who are also familiar with other working dogs find Kelpies particularly fond of children. They will tolerate a very young child’s clinging to them, pulling on their ears and tails or even leaning on them as the child learns to walk. As for petting, most Kelpies are not “lap dogs,” but the degree to which they enjoy petting and cuddling varies from dog to dog.


A true medium-sized dog with prick ears, a wedge-shaped head, a long tail with a “brush” at the end and a low-maintenance coat, the Kelpie will fit into an appropriate home life as well as farm life. Kelpies are playful and fun-loving. They are also athletic, intelligent, courageous and extremely alert. Constantly aware of what’s going on around them, they are quiet companions yet brave and very protective when necessary. They are not guard dogs, but they are usually suspicious of strangers, remaining alert to activities around them and constantly watching their owners for signs of approval toward newcomers. Absent those signs of approval, the dog will defend his master and family with his life.
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Although working ability is valued over beauty points in this breed, the Kelpie does have a range of striking colors, including solid black and all shades of red.


On the job, he is always eager to work and anxious to please. While he is an independent thinker, he does develop a good working relationship with a master who has established himself as the boss. Kelpies are much sought after by sheep farmers because they are noted for not pulling out wool or biting the sheep when working the flock. Pulling and biting are extremely undesirable traits in herding dogs and can prove costly to the farmer and painful to the sheep.


Some Kelpies are used for droving yearling cattle. In the US and Australia, they are known to ride atop the fuel tanks of their masters’ motorcycles as they round up the herds and drive them to new pastures. Once at the new grazing sites, the Kelpies jump off the bikes and race around behind the cattle to move them as one unit through gates and fencing into the pastures.


When used as sheep herders, some Kelpies will jump up onto the backs of the sheep to move them along. This behavior seems innate in some Kelpies while totally absent in others; it is not a behavior that can be taught. A dog either rides the backs of sheep or he doesn’t. Either way, he moves the herd efficiently and with seemingly little effort.


While we are on the subject of herding, let us mention again that the Kelpie is a herding breed. In a pet home, this can translate to the Kelpie’s viewing everyone and everything as part of his flock. Some Kelpies nip while herding, and this behavior appears in the pet home, too. The dog can be trained not to nip, but he can’t be trained not to herd! Pet owners must put their dogs’ safety foremost, realizing that a Kelpie will be off and running after anything that he thinks needs “rounding up,” which can be dangerous. Intense herding instincts are bred into this dog, which is why the Kelpie is such a wonderful working dog but is typically a less-than-ideal pet.
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The active and independent-minded Kelpie likewise is affectionate and enjoys attention from the owners to which he is so loyal.




STOCKDOG CLUBS


In addition to Working Kelpies, Inc., there are specialty stockdog clubs throughout the US, such as the Red River Cattle Dog Association and the Western Cowdog Association. These associations are open to all breeds used to work livestock, and they promote the development of the dogs’ natural abilities through competitions, trials, educational activities and training programs. The WKI’s website (www.kelpiesinc.com) is a wonderful source of information on the breed and links to other clubs, organizations and points of interest for those dedicated to the working stockdog.





Being a highly intelligent and independent breed, the Kelpie is able to think on his own. For this reason, the breed is not highly successful in sports like obedience, freestyle, etc., which require repetition. The Kelpie seems to wonder why he has to do the same thing over and over again. His independence means that he will travel far to retrieve a stray cow or sheep, not tiring or giving up until the job is done. While this is a great benefit to the farmer, it is not a desirable quality in a pet dog.


While the Kelpie obviously is on his own when working, he should not just be “left loose” at other times. Usually Kelpies are kept in secure kennel runs or fenced areas when not working or inside the home with the family.


There are many books written by farmers and drovers about their working dogs. Many of the stories in these books are about the unique devotion, endurance and courage of Kelpies who have made a difference in the lives of the writers.


Take Jip, for example. A solid black Kelpie, Jip often moved a flock of sheep all by himself from one farm property to another while the farmer did other chores. The distance between the two properties was a little more than 4 miles. Once Jip got the flock moving, the farmer would call ahead to his other farm and arrange to have someone open the paddock gate for Jip. Once the dog moved the sheep into the paddock, he’d wait by the gate until the farmer came to pick him up. Jip also proved himself indispensable as a helper around the farm. He would frequently carry the farmer’s lunch in a basket out to him as he worked in the field.


A large, dark mahogany Kelpie, Drummer was his master’s constant companion. He loved to ride in the farmer’s truck each day as they moved about the property. Once, when the farmer had to go away on business for two weeks, he left Drummer on the farm to guard the family and property. When the farmer returned, he stopped overnight at another one of his family’s homes about 2 miles from the farm where Drummer was on watch. The next morning when he went out to his truck, Drummer was in the back of it, waiting to go to work with his boss. No one ever learned how the dog had known his master was back in town. Yet the dog had walked the miles from the farm to the town home and found his master’s truck to take up his vigil.




HEART-HEALTHY


In this modern age of ever-improving cardio-care, no doctor or scientist can dispute the advantages of owning a dog to lower a person’s risk of heart disease. Studies have proven that petting a dog, walking a dog and grooming a dog all show positive results toward lowering your blood pressure. The simple routine of exercising your dog—going outside with the dog and walking, jogging or playing catch—is heart-healthy in and of itself. If you are normally less active than your physician thinks you should be, adopting a dog may be a smart option to improve your own quality of life as well as that of another creature.
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While the Kelpie is typically bored with the repetition of obedience training, he must learn the basic commands for his safety and good behavior.


These stories are just samples of Kelpie behavior that demonstrates their loyalty, intelligence and eagerness to please their owners. These stories and hundreds like them give solid testimony to the fact that Kelpies do not like to be separated from their masters. Consequently, they are not ideal pets for people who must leave their dogs at home for long hours each day while they go off to work. The Kelpie’s devotion to master and family, combined with the breed’s desire to work, makes him a poor candidate for suburban backyard pethood. However, Kelpies’ mild dispositions and tractable intelligence, along with their inexhaustible energy, make them ideal dogs to work livestock and do chores around the farm.


Though breeders of working Kelpies prefer that their dogs be used for work, Kelpies have the potential to be successful in a number of dog sports. Of course the breed excels in herding events; breed clubs and multi-breed stockdog clubs offer these as ways to test and develop the Kelpie’s innate skills. The sport of agility is another arena that offers exciting activity to Kelpies. Due to their athleticism, they quickly learn to master the art of jumping, climbing and making quick, sharp turns as they move from one obstacle to another. Running through long tunnellike mazes is barely a challenge to these quick and agile dogs, and maneuvering across a seesaw becomes child’s play once they learn how to do it.




BOREDOM SPELLS TROUBLE


Kelpies without sufficient work to do can become so frustrated and bored that they begin to exhibit extremely undesirable behavior, such as chewing furniture, woodwork, clothing, etc. A bored Kelpie will bark incessantly for no apparent reason (actually, frustration is the reason) and will sometimes void in inappropriate places, such as in the house, on the porch, around the pool or on the owner’s bed. Before long, the dog is so out of control that the owner decides he can’t cope with the problem behavior anymore. He will then turn the dog over to an animal shelter. If the dog is lucky, he’ll be rescued by someone who cares about the breed and is willing to put the Kelpie to work and help the dog develop a new and better lifestyle. If the dog is not lucky, he faces euthanasia. Therein lies the tragedy of the neglected pet dog or the mismatch between owner and breed.





Tracking, backpacking and scent-hurdle races are also attractive sports for Kelpies. In short, they adapt well to activities that offer fun, active participation and challenges to keep them mentally and physically stimulated. Heat, humidity, dry and dusty plains, flat deserts, rolling hills, mountainous terrain—the Kelpie adjusts to all types of climate and landscape. As long as he’s with his master and keeping busy, he’s happy.


The Kelpie’s characteristics are fascinating elements of this unique breed of dog. Provided that the Kelpie owner recognizes and accepts the breed’s natural traits and genetic tendencies, and especially if the owner puts his Kelpie to work, man and dog can enjoy many years of companionship and rewarding experiences together.
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With typical herding body language, this Kelpie rounds up a wayward toy.
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A breed standard is a detailed word picture of what an ideal dog of that particular breed should look like. Usually a standard comes into existence when breeders and fanciers get together and form a breed club. That organization then proceeds to spell out the details of the desirable physical conformation, temperament and other important points of their breed. Eventually, the breed club applies to the national kennel club of their country for breed recognition and approval of the breed standard.
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While proponents of the Australian Kelpie do not stress strict adherence to the standard (as long as the dog’s working ability is exemplified), dogs that are shown in conformation should measure up to the written ideal.


The breed standard for the Kelpie presents an interesting situation, as working Kelpies and show-type Kelpies have diverged much in type. The show-type Kelpies are seen in conformation shows whereas the working Kelpies are not; rather, the working-type dogs are judged according to their performance in trials that evaluate their ability with livestock. Adherence to physical ideals is a secondary concern among breeders of the working-type Kelpie, with working ability and preservation of the breed’s natural skills the foremost concern. Many working-type breeders feel that breeding with an eye to physical conformation is only to the detriment of the breed, believing that things like ears that don’t stand erect or an unrecognized coat color have no bearing on a dog’s capability as a stockdog. When physical traits are the main focus, desirable skills and temperament traits can be lost.
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Coat color does not affect a dog’s working ability, and the Kelpie standard allows for a range of striking colors and combinations.
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