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Physical Characteristics of the Bullmastiff


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head and Skull: Skull—Large, with a fair amount of wrinkle when alert; broad, with cheeks well developed. Forehead flat. Stop—Moderate.


Ears: V-shaped and carried close to the cheeks, set on wide and high, level with occiput and cheeks, giving a square appearance to the skull; darker in color than the body and medium in size.


Eyes: Dark and of medium size.
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Nose: Black, with nostrils large and broad.


Neck: Slightly arched, of moderate length, very muscular, and almost equal in circumference to the skull.


Muzzle: Broad and deep; its length, in comparison with that of the entire head, approximately as 1 is to 3. Lack of foreface with nostrils set on top of muzzle is a reversion to the Bulldog and is very undesirable. A dark muzzle is preferable.


Forequarters: Shoulders—muscular but not loaded, and slightly sloping. Forelegs—straight, well boned, and set well apart; elbows turned neither in nor out. Pasterns straight.


Size: Dogs, 25 to 27 inches at the withers, and 110 to 130 pounds weight. Bitches, 24 to 26 inches at the withers, and 100 to 120 pounds weight.


Body: Compact. Chest wide and deep, with ribs well sprung and well set down between the forelegs.


Color: Red, fawn, or brindle, except for a very small white spot on the chest.


Coat: Short and dense, giving good weather protection.


Tail: Set on high, strong at the root, and tapering to the hocks. It may be straight or curved.


Hindquarters: Broad and muscular, with well developed second thigh denoting power, but not cumbersome. Moderate angulation at hocks.


Feet: Of medium size, with round toes well arched. Pads thick and tough, nails black.
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The Bullmastiff’s name is indicative of its origin, as the breed derived from Bulldog and Mastiff crosses.
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ORIGIN OF THE BREED


It was not until the mid-1920s that the English Kennel Club recognized the Bullmastiff as a separate breed. However, there is no doubt that long before this time there was a dog closely resembling the breed we know today. Before looking at the more recent history of the breed, we should also consider that both the Bulldog and the Mastiff arose from common early stock. This stock was very old, and of the purest canine blood known in England.


References to dogs originating from the Mastiff and the Bulldog were found in many early works and manuscripts. In the middle of the 17th century, Abraham Hondius painted a picture of something described later by the author Walsh as a dog that was larger than the Bulldog, but without proof of the strain to which this dog belonged. In 1791, Buffon wrote in his Natural History, “the Bulldog produces with the Mastiff a dog which is called the strong Bulldog, and which is much larger than the real Bulldog and approaching the Bulldog more than the Mastiff.”


Just a few years later, in 1795, an advertisement was placed for a lost Bullmastiff, while in 1871 The Field made reference to a fight earlier that century between two lions and “bullmastiffs.”
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The Olde English Bulldogge is believed to be the recreation of the ancient British Bulldog used in Bullmastiff crosses.
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The modern Mastiff is a giant among giants and possesses many of the same qualities of its protégé, the Bullmastiff.


In the years leading up to the end of the 19th century, keeping large estates free from poachers was a difficult task. The very life of a gamekeeper was not safe, for poachers would frequently prefer to shoot it out with the keeper rather than risk the heavy penalties they would have to pay if apprehended.


Gamekeepers, particularly in the Midlands area, decided it would be helpful to have a fierce dog suitable to accompany them on their nightly rounds. They tried the Mastiff but found that, although he was sufficiently courageous and powerful, he was neither fast nor active enough, nor indeed sufficiently aggressive for this work. The Bulldog was also tried, a Bulldog very different from the dog appearing in show rings today. This was a big, strong, active dog, used to bait bulls, but for the gamekeepers he was rather too ferocious and not quite large enough to suit the purpose they had in mind.
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PURE-BRED PURPOSE


Given the vast range of the world’s 400 or so pure breeds of dog, it’s fair to say the domestic dog is the most versatile animal in the kingdom. From the tiny 1-pound lap dog to the 200-pound guard dog, dogs have adapted to every need and whim of their human masters. Humans have selectively bred dogs to alter physical attributes like size, ability, color, leg length, mass and skull diameter in order to suit our own needs and fancies. Dogs serve humans not only as companions and guardians but also as hunters, exterminators, shepherds, rescuers, messengers, warriors, babysitters and more!
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Sir James and Lady Dunn with one of their Bullmastiffs, photographed in the early 1930s.


They needed a dog that would remain silent when poachers approached; such a dog needed to be trained to attack and hold a man down, without savaging him. For this, the combination of blood from these two breeds, the Mastiff and the Bulldog, served admirably well. However, there was no particular incentive to breed to any set standard of conformation, and in some parts of the country it is believed that the Great Dane was also incorporated in the breeding. Nevertheless, there was inevitable rivalry between keepers; consequently, they used the most outstanding performers in their breeding programs. So, at this stage, the Bullmastiff’s history was wholly utilitarian.


The Bullmastiff was by now known usually as the “Gamekeeper’s Night-Dog” and there are many interesting references to the breed from around this time. In 1885, we can read in General Hutchinson’s book, Dog Breaking, that Bulldogs had good noses and that a cross between the Bulldog and the Mastiff could be taught to follow the scent of a man almost as truly as a Bloodhound.




SPELLING THE BREED’S NAME


The breed’s name has been spelled as one word, Bullmastiff, and as two words, Bull Mastiff. Sometimes it has also been spelled with a hyphen between the two words, Bull-Mastiff. To further complicate the matter, various spellings have been in use at the same time. In America, the breed’s name had a hyphen, while in earlier Crufts catalogues it was listed as two words, though the breed clubs used the same spelling that we use today—Bullmastiff.





As further proof that such dogs existed before the 20th century, Heywood Hardy painted a picture in 1897, illustrating a dog that we would certainly describe as a Bullmastiff, looking through an open door.
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A Mastiff painted by F. T. Daws in the early 1930s, illustrating what the Mastiff breed might have looked like during the establishment of true Bullmastiff type.
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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.





1900 ONWARD


Even as early as 1900, when dog shows were becoming popular, Bulldogs, albeit of diverse types, both coarse and clumsy by today’s standards, were being shown in special gamekeepers’ classes. These dogs had large, heavy ears and were formidable, fierce dogs. Often they were long in the body and slack in the couplings, and not soundly constructed in the forequarters either! The men who owned such dogs at that time were proud of the fact that their dogs were ferocious. They chained their dogs and arranged for their friends to attack them with sticks, thereby getting the dogs to display their ferocity.
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The Bullmastiff today has a strong following throughout Europe and America. This handsome male was photographed in the Netherlands.


In 1901, it was reported in Sporting Life that at a show the chief interest was centered around the “Keepers’ Night-Dogs,” which were described as being “Old English Bull-Mastiffs.” In Nottingham, Mr. Burton of Thorneywood fame gave demonstrations of the duties these dogs performed, showing measures taken using dogs to suppress poaching.


So Bullmastiffs were in contests against man, not only on the moor but also in demonstrations. In such contests the dog was muzzled and the man was allowed a club, restricted in size by weight and measurement. It was said that no man could ever hold his feet against a dog of proven worth.


Another article of 1901, this time in The Field, again recounts Mr. Burton’s escapades with one of his Night-Dogs: “Mr. Burton of Thorneywood Kennels brought to the show one Night-Dog (not for competition) and offered any person one pound, who could escape from it while securely muzzled. One of the spectators who had had experience with dogs volunteered and amused a large assembly of sportsmen and keepers who had gathered there. The man was given a long start and the muzzled dog slipped after him. The animal caught him immediately and knocked down his man the first spring. The latter bravely tried to hold his own, but was floored every time he got to his feet, ultimately being kept to the ground until the owner of the dog released him. The man had three rounds with the powerful canine, but was beaten each time and was unable to escape.”




OWNERS OF DISTINCTION


In the 1930s, several distinguished people were supporters of the breed. The Marquis of Londonderry owned Ch. Simba, and in 1934 the Duke of Gloucester also showed a Bullmastiff considered of good type. Called Hussar Stingo, this dog was a son of Roger of The Fenns.





For such work against poachers, the dark brindle color was preferred, for it acted as a means of camouflage. But as the breed gained in popularity, with true Mastiff blood being used increasingly, a large number of light fawn dogs appeared. Even when poaching disappeared, there was still a demand for BullMastiffs as watchdogs, a duty for which they had become highly popular.


THE 1920s AND 1930s


During the early years of the twentieth century, orderly crossings between Mastiffs and Bulldogs took place, but not until the breed had had three proven generations of breeding to “pure” stock (without the introduction of Mastiff or Bulldog) could the English Kennel Club register the Bullmastiff as a pure breed. For this reason, The English Kennel Club then differentiated between “Bull-Mastiff (cross-bred)” and “Bull-Mastiff (pure-bred).” From 1924 onward, there was a significant improvement, with stability in type, and the breed began to make its mark in the seriously competitive show world. In 1927 there were 16 registrations of Bull-Mastiffs (pure-bred) in the Register of Breeds, though one of these was later cancelled.
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A RUGGED ENGLISH GENT


In the 1940s, Major A. J. Dawson wrote, “the Bullmastiff is as English as the cliffs of Dover.” He went on to say that to children and honest people, the breed was only as harmful as a London policeman, whereas to the thievish and criminal fraternity, it was probably the most unpopular dog in the world!





The English Kennel Club offered Challenge Certificates (CCs), required for championships in England, for the breed at four shows in 1928: Crufts, Manchester, The Kennel Club Show and Birmingham. The very first CC was won by Mr. Vic Smith’s Tiger Prince, who went on to become the breed’s first champion dog. The first bitch to gain a CC was Mr. S. E. Moseley’s Farcroft Silvo, another who went forward to gain her championship title and actually became the very first Bullmastiff to do so. Indeed it is to Mr. Moseley that the breed owes much of its more recent success.


Mr. Moseley’s ideal was a dog of Mastiff type, yet more actively built than the Mastiff. It is his Farcroft Fidelity, whelped in 1921, who deserves the accolade of being the first Bullmastiff to win a first prize at Crufts, prior to CCs’ being awarded at this show. In his day, Fidelity was described as being “as active as a Terrier, with hindquarters that would not disgrace an Alsatian.” Reading this comment, we must bear in mind that Alsatians of those times are now known as German Shepherd Dogs and are far removed from the way they were constructed then, especially in the hindquarters!
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Bulllmastiff type has remained consistent for generations, as modern breeders agree on what makes a sound Bullmastiff in body and mind.


It was common then to publish various crucial measurements, and these may make interesting comparisons when measured against today’s dogs. At three years old, Fidelity stood 28 inches high and weighed 116 lbs. His girth of chest was 40 inches. His muzzle measurement was given as 16 inches, and his neck and skull 26 inches.


Moseley was described in those days as “the originator” of the breed; the type fixed by him was adopted and the breed made considerable headway. This can be seen by the incredible increase in numbers at shows. The Derby Show in 1925 had just a single class for Bullmastiffs, this with seven entries, but in 1927 the same show put on eight classes for the breed, mustering a total of 47 entries.


Competition became keen and several enthusiastic new breeders and exhibitors joined the Bullmastiff fraternity. By the mid-1930s the Bullmastiff had become established as a definite type. It was compactly built and was sound in front, with a head that was not exaggerated. Some Bullmastiffs had already proven themselves good hunting dogs, for they retrieved steadily. Others were trained as police dogs, and many were employed to guard the diamond mines at Kimberley in South Africa, along with Alsatians. Here, 50 dogs were put on sentry duty every night, covering a square mile of barbed wire that protected the mines. Previously this work had been carried out by 50 armed men but, by using dogs, only four men were needed to work with them.


EARLY EXPORTS FROM BRITAIN


As time passed, the Bullmastiff became increasingly successful and continued to grow in popularity. Dog lovers had found a superlative guardian with an incredibly even disposition. Because of this, the breed was sought after in other countries too, and early exports from Britain went to Siam (Thailand), India, the Federated Malay States, Africa and America. Although the breed was capable of living in the open air in harsh weather conditions, it was also found that the short coat was a convenient one in warm climates. This was a breed that, through its history of “survival of the fittest,” was said to thrive on a minimum of care and would afford little worry to its owners.
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BREED CLUBS IN THE EARLY DAYS


In Britain, two breed clubs fostered the progress of the Bullmastiff in its early days, but they did not agree on the breed’s measurements. This made it difficult for novice owners of the 1920s to know exactly for which type of dog they should aim. Later an appeal was made for the two clubs to collaborate and to draw up a revised standard.





IMPACT OF WORLD WAR II


World War II had a profound effect on all dog breeds and breeders, and with the Bullmastiff’s being a large, heavy breed, the food shortage weighed heavily on the number of dogs that could be kept. Breeders, of necessity, could keep only a few dogs; as a result, only the very best were retained. Perhaps unexpectedly, the difficult war years therefore had a positive impact on the breed. The carefully selected stock was bred together sparingly and much thought went into the progeny that would result from matings. The outcome was that Britain produced some of the finest Bullmastiffs the breed had ever known.
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BRINDLES


The brindle pattern in Bullmastiffs has fallen in and out of favor over the years; however, in 1935 Big Bill of Harbex was born. He was registered as a “sable golden brindle” and his bloodlines lie behind most, if not all, of the brindles alive today.





Following the war, several new and dedicated enthusiasts joined the ranks of Bullmastiff breeders, and many notable litters were bred. Since then, English Kennel Club registration figures have continued to rise, and there are at least a couple of thousand dogs registered annually.


THE BULLMASTIFF IN THE US


The first Bullmastiff officially exported from Britain was Farcroft Export, who went to the US in 1930, to be followed later that year by Farcroft Fidget. It was in October 1933 that the American Kennel Club granted recognition to the Bullmastiff, following which time the breed forged ahead on its merits as an admirable watchdog of even disposition and a breed that was affectionate with both children and adults.


Jeanette of Brooklands (later known as Jeanette of Brooklands of Felons Fear) was exported to the US in January 1936, and it was she who was to become the country’s first champion in the breed. Later Jeanette was returned to Britain, where she also gained her English championship title. The first male Bullmastiff to become a champion in the US was Lancelot of North Castle, whose litter sister, Pocantico Snowshoe, was the first in the breed to be awarded the obedience title of Companion Dog (CD), this in 1947.


There were many important wins for the breed in the decades that followed, and in the 1950s Ch. Twit-Lee’s Rajah took the Working Group and many Group placings at major shows. His dominance in the show ring during the 1950s is evident by the very fact that, among other big wins, he was awarded Best of Breed at the famous Westminster Kennel Club Show for five consecutive years, from 1954 to 1958.




A COMPLEX HISTORY


Tracing the history of breeds is rarely an easy matter, and particularly so in the case of the Bullmastiff. To add to the complexity, many breeders did not have affixes, and names were used several times over. Especially popular were names including the words Princess, Tiger and Brindle.
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A pair of Bullmastiffs, showing the difference between the larger male dog and the bitch.


In the US, the breed has steadily increased in number, but thankfully has not suffered from a veritable explosion in popularity, as have some other large working breeds. The Bullmastiff ranks in the top 50 AKC breeds, with numbers around 3,000.


THE BULLMASTIFF AROUND THE WORLD


The Bullmastiff is now well known in many countries throughout the world, including Australia and New Zealand. The first Bullmastiff was imported into Finland in 1955 and the first litter was registered in Sweden in 1959, though there the breed did not become well established until the early 1970s.


In Germany, the first Bullmastiff litter was bred soon after World War II, but remarkably the second litter in that country did not arrive until 1975! In France, though numbers are by no means so great as in Britain, the breed is well established; it was first introduced to the country in the 1950s. Spain is a country in which large bull breeds have been known for a very long time but the first litter of Bullmastiffs was not whelped until 1980.
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Courage and strength define the qualities desired in the Bullmastiff. This Bullmastiff possesses these qualities as well as alertness, steadfastness and even temperament.
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There are many good reasons for wanting a Bullmastiff, but prospective owners must bear in mind that this is a large, heavy, high-spirited breed and is therefore usually not suitable for people who are either fragile in body or timid by nature!


It should never be forgotten that the Bullmastiff was developed from Britain’s two oldest guarding and fighting breeds. As such, it was bred to have both courage and strength, and to do a tough job. Although its original function is now a thing of the past, and the breed generally does not show so much aggression as in former years, it is nevertheless a breed to be treated with both understanding and respect.




TAIL TALE


A Bullmastiff’s tail is set at a dangerous level! Although the dog itself seems not to move around very much in the home, its tail can do damage to any breakables placed at “tail level.” This should be borne in mind when arranging one’s furniture. Bullmastiffs also enjoy sitting down near their owners, so, being a large breed, this should also be taken into consideration when designing the sitting room!





There is a saying, “You don’t own a Bullmastiff, a Bullmastiff owns you.” They are “people dogs,” with an uncanny way of determining which people are true dog-lovers and which are not. It is therefore essential that those who decide to become owners of this wonderful breed genuinely love them.


PERSONALITY


The breed standard describes the Bullmastiff as “high-spirited, alert and faithful.” Indeed it is all of these, and every owner will have many stories to tell to bear this out. The breed’s history and original purpose in life should always be kept in the back of one’s mind, and in modern society it would be most unwise to teach a Bullmastiff to guard. This is a powerful dog and is easily capable of doing harm if brought up in an unsociable manner.


The majority of Bullmastiffs will not use their guarding behavior unless they consider it is required, and they use their inborn instincts to form “opinions” about people. Thankfully, they tend to evaluate a situation carefully before acting, so usually consider it unnecessary to pin a man to the floor or wall, despite being perfectly capable of doing so! In recent decades other breeds have become more popular as guard dogs.


A Bullmastiff is sometimes kept outside the home, but the breed enjoys people and likes to have contact with the family. For this reason, a Bullmastiff is happiest if allowed to live as a family member. This is a breed that clearly needs human attention in order to allow its intelligence to be developed to its full potential.
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The Bullmastiff is an even-tempered breed that enjoys participating in activities with all members of the family.




SIZE DEBATES


Both height and weight of the Bullmastiff have fluctuated over the decades. In the 1930s, the National Bullmastiff Club stipulated a weight of 41–45.5 kg (90–100 lb), while the British Bullmastiff League had revised its own requirements from 41–50 kg (90–110 lb) to 48–57 kg (105–125 lb). Today the American Kennel Club standard states a range of 100–130 lb.





The Bullmastiff is generally an independent dog, yet has a great desire to please. For this reason, it seems to understand fully when it has carried out some action that has displeased its owner. Adaptable in its schedule, the Bullmastiff is happy to take exercise as and when it is given.


This is a noble breed, loyal, faithful and even-tempered. With children, the Bullmastiff is usually thoroughly gentle and kind. However, as with any other breed, is it important that parents control their children and supervise the situation, for a Bullmastiff is a large and powerful animal.


Perhaps the Bullmastiff can best be described as a companion dog with a natural guarding instinct, one that is perfectly capable of guarding its family and those it loves best. Mercifully it does not savage its prey, but just very effectively detains it!


PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS


Of powerful and symmetrical build, the Bullmastiff is a picture of strength; far from being a cumbersome dog, it is both sound and active. The chest should be wide and deep; the shoulders muscular, sloping and powerful. The powerful, straight forelegs are well boned, and the strong, muscular hindlegs have well-developed second thighs, denoting power coupled with activity.


The short, straight back indicates compactness, but it should never be so short that this interferes with activity. When moving, the Bullmastiff has a sense of power and purpose. The well-arched feet should be cat-like, with hard pads and rounded toes. In keeping with this well-balanced dog, the neck should be of moderate length and well-arched, and in circumference a Bullmastiff’s neck is almost equal to that of the skull.


HEAD


Many consider the Bullmastiff a “head breed.” The skull of this splendid breed is large and square when viewed from every angle, thus adding to the breed’s magnificence. An indication of the size of skull can be imagined when one realizes that its circumference may equal the height of the dog when measured to the top of the shoulder. When the dog is interested, the wrinkle on the skull is evident, though not so when in repose.
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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 a person’s 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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