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Physical Characteristics of the Irish Setter


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Skull: Very slightly domed when viewed in profile.


Head: Long and lean, its length at least double the width between the ears.


Ears: Set well back and low, not above level of eye.
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Eyes: Somewhat almond shaped, of medium size, placed rather well apart.


Nose: Black or chocolate; nostrils wide.


Muzzle: Moderately deep, jaws of nearly equal length.


Teeth: Scissors bite in which the upper incisors fit closely over the lower.


Neck: Moderately long, strong but not thick, and slightly arched.


Chest: Deep, reaching approximately to the elbows with moderate forechest.


Forequarters: Shoulder blades long, wide, sloping well back, fairly close together at the withers. Upper arm and shoulder blades are approximately the same length.


Feet: Rather small, very firm, toes arched and close.


Forelegs: Straight and sinewy.


Topline: From withers to tail should be firm and incline slightly downward.


Body: Sufficiently long to permit a straight and free stride.


Loins: Firm, muscular and of moderate length.


Size: 27 inches at the withers and a show weight of about 70 pounds is considered ideal for the dog; the bitch 25 inches, 60 pounds.


Tail: Set on nearly level with the croup as a natural extension of the topline, strong at root, tapering to a fine point.


Hindquarters: Wide and powerful with broad, well developed thighs. Hind legs long and muscular from hip to hock; short and perpendicular from hock to ground; well angulated at stifle and hock joints. Feet as in front.


Coat: Short and fine on head and forelegs. On all other parts of moderate length and flat. Feathering long and silky.


Color: Mahogany or rich chestnut red.
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The Irish Setter was named Supreme Champion of England’s biggest show, Crufts Dog Show, three times in the 1990s. Here’s the third victor, Eng. Sh. Ch. Caspians Intrepid, owned by Jackie Lorrimer and bred by Mr. M. and Mrs. S. Oakley. This prestigious win took place in 1999.
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The Irish Setter has been termed an artist’s dream. In the world of dog art, the breed is considered to be among the most beautiful of all dogs. With his brilliant red coat, long velvety ears and regal carriage, the Irish Setter commands attention wherever he appears. Blessed with typical Irish charm and joviality, the breed captures the hearts and imaginations of everyone who sees or meets this dashing rogue.


Despite its regal bearing, the Irish Setter is affectionate, playful and full of mischief. Independent, highly intelligent and most anxious to please, this is a superb family companion who can prance around the show ring and still hunt admirably in the field.


Like many other hunting dogs, the Irish Setter is an ancient breed. Although Irish folklore offers many theories on its ancestry, history records that most setter breeds evolved from spaniel-type dogs that had their origins in Spain and were so named after that country. Breed historians find references to an Irish Spaniel in The Laws of Howell, an ancient tome written before the 11th century. The first mention of a “setter” in literature appears in the 1570 work De Canibus Britannicis, revised in 1576. Author Dr. Johannes Caius discusses different types of dogs and makes the first reference to a “setter” as a dog that remains “sure and silent” upon finding birds, then “layeth his belly to the grounde and so creepeth forward like a worme.” Dr. Caius’s description is validated in the 1616 publication The Country Farmer where writers Surflet and Markham describe “another sort of land spannyels which are called setters.”
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All canines evolved from the wolf, regardless of their breed or usage. Compare the upper skeleton of an American wolf to the lower skeleton of a retriever—the similarities are self-evident.


Dogs of that long-ago era were used in tandem with hawks or nets to capture birds. The dog would first search for game and, upon finding the birds, flush them into the air. The hunter then released his hawk, which would capture the bird, kill it and return it to the hunter.


The netting dogs were trained with more control. Once the dog had scented game, he would poise with foreleg raised and “set,” pointing to indicate the location of the birds. On command, he would drop to his belly and crawl closer to the game, where the hunter would then throw his net over both dog and bird.


Breeding habits of that time were planned according to the talents of the individual dog rather than any particular breed or variety. It is believed that in the 17th century spaniels were crossed at times with Spanish Pointers, no doubt another part of Irish Setter ancestry and, by the 18th century, “setter” dogs were recognized. In the 1804 tome The Shooting Directory, written by R. B. Thornhill, the Irish are credited with a Red and White Setter that was espoused by European sportsmen: “There is no country in Europe that can boast of finer Setters than Ireland.”
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Once the preferred setter of Ireland, the Irish Red and White Setter is a direct relation of the more common Irish Setter. The two breeds are similar in conformation except for coloration.


It is also thought that the Irish Red Setter and the Irish Red and White Setter coexisted throughout Ireland during the early 1700s. Another theory suggests that a cross with the Irish Red Spaniel (or its Gaelic name, the Mudder Rhu) made up the Irish Setter.


Dr. Caius, however, would have us believe otherwise. He notes that, “The most part of their skynnes are white, and if they are marked with any spottes, they are commonly red, and somewhat great therewithal,” which seems to indicate that selective breeding from white-and-red to predominantly red-and-white was already afoot in the 16th century.
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The setter breeds all derived from similar hunting dog stock. Today’s Irish Setter, along with the English and Gordon Setters, share similarities in conformation, hunting style and appearances. Illustration of English Setter by Lilian Cheviot.


Red Setter lines can be found in Irish history as far back as 1770. Maurice Nugent O’Connor was a devotee of the solid-red setter, although he also continued to breed the Red and White Setter as well. During the 1830s, Sir George Gore established a large kennel of self-reds. Crossbreedings with the Gordon Setter, known then as the Black and Tan Setter, occasionally produced black markings or solid blacks, which were not tolerated, although slight white markings were acceptable. Even today, a few black hairs on an Irish Red Setter are unacceptable in the show ring.


The prominent dog authority and author J. W. Walsh (who wrote under the pseudonym Stonehenge) wrote, “The blood red or rich chestnut or mahogany colour is the colour of the Irish Setter of high mark. This colour must be unmixed with black; studied in a strong light, there must not be black shadows or waves, much less black fringes to the ears, or to the profile of the form.” Walsh’s comments lend credence to the occasionally disputed theory about crossbreedings to the Gordon Setter in Irish Setter origins.
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These two English Setters show off their distinctive blue belton coloration, a color pattern unique to the English Setter breed.
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A young Irish Setter exhibiting a quality head around 1900. This dog is Eng. Ch. Carrig Maid, owned by influential breeder Mrs. M. Ingle Bepler.
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The modern Gordon Setter, once simply called the Black and Tan Setter for its distinctive coat color, is an elegant, substantially built hunting dog.


During the 1800s, several prominent Irish families developed their own strains of setters, and many kept detailed breeding records. The Marquis of Waterford, Lords Dillon and Clancarty, Sir George Gore, the Earls of Lismore and others took great pride in their own lines of Irish Setters. By the late 1800s, self-red setters dominated the dog scene over the red-and-whites, and it became apparent that such selective breeding was for pure color. Although the Irish Setter was still used primarily as a working gundog, the beauty of this handsome and imposing red dog gave breeders and owners an excuse to show their gundogs on the bench.




RED POPULARITY


Although the Irish Red Setter was popular during the 1890s, England’s Kennel Club registered a scant 289 in 1891, and by World War I, registrations had dropped to 25. Post-war registrations climbed to over 300 by 1921, and Irish Red Setter ranks swelled to over 2000 by the 1930s.





In 1859, the first dog show in England was held at Newcastle-upon-Tyne with entries limited to setters and pointers only. Breeders quickly became enamored with these canine beauty pageants and the opportunity to display their lovely dogs. As yet there was no accepted standard for any breed, and thus there were major differences in breed type and appearance. It would be a quarter of a century before a standard for the breed was conceived for breeders and exhibitors.
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A handsome dog owned by Mrs. F. C. Hignett is Eng. Ch. Bryan O’Lynn, photographed in the early 1900s.
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Eng. Ch. Clancarty Rhu was a Red Setter from the early 1900s, also owned by Mrs. M. Ingle Bepler. Note the differences in the head type between Rhu and Maid, on the opposite page.


The first Irish Red Setter to distinguish the breed as a show star was a dog named Bob, owned by Major Hutchinson, who claimed a first prize at an all-breed event held in Birmingham, England in 1860. There was much disagreement at the time about what made up the ideal Irish Red Setter. As the first Irish Setter show dog of importance, Bob was the undisputed stud dog of the day, and his impact was felt for many generations after his time in the ring. He was the grandsire of the very famous field dog Plunket, bred by the Reverend Robert O’Callaghan and owned by the Reverend J. Cumming Macdona, who was one of the founders of England’s Kennel Club in 1873. Plunket was also a brother to a dog called Rover, used by Stonehenge in his book Dogs in the British Islands to illustrate the ideal Irish Setter. Rover’s dam was Macdona’s Grouse, a daughter of Bob, evidence that Bob left an important dual imprint on breed quality at that time.


Plunket was also successful in the show ring and was later purchased by Mr. R. L. Purcel Llewellin for 100 guineas. Llewellin is best known for having created the famous strain of Llewellin field-trial English Setters, and some wonder if Plunket was partially responsible for the quality of those dogs. Llewellin later sold Plunket for export to America.


Another very important show dog, Ch. Palmerston, was owned by Mr. Cecil Moore of Omagh, County Tyrone, Ireland, who was an advocate of the working gundog. Although Palmerston lacked the stamina and physical properties required for substantial field work, his physical attributes made him a natural for a show career. Legend has it that Mr. Moore was about to drown Palmerston because of his lack of field potential when his friend T. M. Hilliard begged to take the dog and show him on the bench. Mr. Moore agreed and Palmerston’s new career was launched.




CRUFTS WINNERS


The first Irish Setter to reach the epitome of stardom in the UK was Judd’s Eng. Ch. Strabane Sally, who won the Gundog Group in 1908 at the prestigious Crufts Show. By the 1930s, the gorgeous chestnut Irish Red Setter was firmly established as a breed, almost unchallenged in beauty in the canine world.


The next breed winner was Mr. and Mrs. Tuite’s Eng. Ch. Astley’s Portia of Rua, already a Field Trial Champion, who not only took the Gundog Group in 1981 but also became the first Irish Setter to claim the ultimate win, Best in Show. Two years later, Levick’s Eng. Sh. Ch. Corriecas Fergus won the Group and went on to take Reserve Best in Show.


It speaks well of the Irish Setter breed’s excellence, showmanship and beauty that, during the 1990s, three more Irish Setters earned the top award at Crufts. In 1993, Jackie Lorrimer’s Eng. Sh. Ch. Danaway Debonair was given the honor under judge Tom Horner. In 1995, Rachel Shaw’s Eng. Sh. Ch. Starchelle Chicago Bear went on to Best in Show under M. George Down. Finally, in 1999, Eng. Sh. Ch. Caspians Intrepid won this top award for owner Jackie Lorrimer and breeders Mr. M. and Mrs. S. Oakley.
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These two red beauties are engaged in a game of chase. Like other hunting dogs, the Irish Setter has an ample amount of energy to burn daily.


Palmerston was a lean and narrow dog with a long, narrow head, unlike most other setters of that time, who carried the thicker spaniel skull and foreface. Despite his age of five years, he set records as a show dog and was widely used at stud. His long, lean look, together with the famous white stripe that marked his forehead, soon became the hallmark of the breed and was known as the “Palmerston stripe.” When Palmerston died in 1880, Hilliard’s son was the manager of the world-famous Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York City. Hilliard arranged to have Palmerston’s head mounted and placed on display at the hotel, where it remained until 1918, when it was donated to the Irish Setter Club of America.


The year 1882 witnessed the formation of the Irish Red Setter Club in England. On March 29, 1886, members approved a standard for the Irish Red Setter based on a scale of points for the head, body, coat and feathering. Although that point scale was dropped in later years, the British standard underwent some minor changes and is still observed today.




1886 SCALE OF POINTS FOR THE IRISH RED SETTER












	Head:

	10 points






	Eyes:

	6 points






	Ears:

	4 points






	Neck:

	4 points






	Body:

	20 points






	Hind Legs and Feet:

	10 points






	Fore Legs and Feet:

	10 points






	Tail:

	4 points






	Coat and Feather:

	10 points






	Color:

	8 points






	Size, Style, General Appearance:

	14 points
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Whether or not your Irish Setter will be trained to hunt or compete, your dog will welcome the opportunity to romp in the field for exercise and fellowship.


Despite the new popularity of showing in the ring, breeders still wanted to test the working ability of their dogs in competition. The Irish Setter already had proven itself to be a worthy hunter and most obedient in the field, although many sportsmen still contended the breed was willful and stubborn and that the dark red coat was hard to see in the field.




EFFECTS OF WWII


During World War II, large-breed dogs in Europe suffered a serious decline in numbers. Breeders were unable to feed their dogs and, in many cases, they had their dogs euthanized rather than watch their beloved dogs starve to death.





The first field trial in the UK was held in 1865. The first Irish Setter to win at such an event was the aforementioned Reverend Macdona’s Plunket who, at two years old, won a second place at the Shrewsbury Trials in May 1870. After Plunket’s import into the US, he became a most popular sire. His American progeny were of superb quality and excelled in the field as well as on the bench.


As with most other breeds of dogs the working Irish Red Setter suffered a decline in popularity due to World War I. Several prominent show kennels, however, were able to prevail and become influential within the breed during the early 1900s to preserve the breed in its homeland.


The Rheola Kennel, owned by Mrs. M. Ingle Bepler, was founded in the early 1890s prior to her marriage. Her three foundation bitches were out of the highly influential stud dog Ch. Palmerston, who can be found generations back in almost every Irish Setter pedigree.


The Irish Setter was being imported to the US in the latter half of the 1800s, the famous Plunket among the first. In the beginning, only these imports could be registered as Irish Setters; at shows, dogs of American bloodlines were shown separately from their imported counterparts. The imported dogs were much more established in type at that time and thus set the bar for the breed in the US. Both imported and native dogs were shown in conformation and field trials, with the imports racking up the early wins. The import Elcho was an important dog in the breed’s early days in the US; he was the first Irish Setter show champion in the country and produced offspring that were successful in conformation and in the field. He was mated many times and became the foundation sire of the best bloodlines in the country of that time.
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Irish Setters that derive from quality breeders will have strong hips and excellent eyes. Regardless of an owner’s intention for his Irish Setter, it is essential that the dog be able to move and play like a dog!


As time went on and more dogs were added to the gene pool, the breed became more and more popular. The 1880s was a good decade for the breed, one of the results being the formation of the Irish Setter Club of America (ISCA) in 1891. This club still exists today as the breed’s national parent club with the American Kennel Club (AKC), making it one of the country’s oldest pure-bred dog clubs. The club drew up the first official standard for the Irish Setter, which has undergone revisions throughout the years but is the standard still in effect today.


As in the UK, the Irish Setter, and other breeds, for that matter, suffered a decline in the United States during World War I, but the breed then enjoyed a great surge in popularity following the war. Many new dogs were imported, which led to a great divergence in type before true type, which would set the standard for today’s Irish Setters, was established.




FOREVER POINTING


Author Anna Redlich’s book The Dogs of Ireland tells a very remarkable tale of an Irish Setter skeleton discovered still “on point” over one year after his owner had lost him in a bog.





The ISCA’s first official national specialty show was held in 1973 in Pennsylvania. Since that time, the specialty show, first a two-day event, has grown and grown. The show is held in a different region of the country each year and offers a week of showing, social and educational opportunities for club members, along with club meetings and awards ceremonies apart from the show itself. Aside from the national specialty, the club functions in many ways to promote the breed and protect its best interests, including sponsoring field trials, agility and obedience trials, fundraising for health research, educating the public about the breed and responsible ownership, setting forth ethics for member breeders to follow and operating a nationwide breed rescue referral service.
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COLOR CONTROVERSY


During the 1800s, controversy raged over the advantages and disadvantages of hunting over a solid red dog. Feeling prevailed that the self-reds would fade into the surrounding cover and run the danger of being shot. Some who preferred and bred self-reds would tie a white scarf around their dogs’ necks to make them stand out against the field.





Throughout the generations, there have been many important kennels, breeders and dogs that have left their mark on the breed. The Irish Setter reached as high as third in popularity among AKC-registered breeds in 1974. Today, although the Irish Setter remains in the top half of breeds popularity-wise, numbers have decreased.


In the past, the top kennels were larger operations that had many good dogs and could produce many top-quality puppies. Many of these early kennels can be seen in pedigrees of today, even if tracing back a few generations. Today, most breeders operate on a smaller scale. Individual dogs and bitches are not bred as frequently, and the decrease in numbers has focused on improving quality. This is not to downplay the contributions of the foundation breeders in the US, who did so much to establish the breed, only a comment that times have changed. Today’s breeders are working with a smaller gene pool and there are not many of the big kennels that dominated the scene of yester-year. However, many familiar kennel and family names are still active in the breed today.
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Fortunately for the Irish Setter, dedicated breeders have banded together to eradicate health issues that emerged in the breed during popularity surges. Today’s Irish Setters are sound of mind and body.
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The charms of the Irish Setter pup are irresistible. Breed members resist growing up in mind and spirit and will remain puppy-like for years to come.
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In addition to his achievements in the show ring and afield, the Irish Setter is also a most appealing family companion. His boundless energy and enthusiasm for life are part of his irresistible Irish charm. Although his hunting heritage demands that he enjoy ample opportunity to run and exercise, he adapts well to family living as long as his owner provides enough space and activity to satisfy those needs. A postage-stamp size yard will not suffice, unless you are prepared for long daily walks in all types of weather. He cannot simply run free for exercise, as he will follow his hunting instincts and run off. It is also wise to remember that he was bred for the endurance to work in the field all day, and therefore will be a very hyperactive dog indoors if not provided outlets for his energy. You must give an Irish Setter plenty of exercise and a job to do to make him a happy dog. Training for field work, obedience or agility trials or the show ring will provide adequate outlets for the abundance of Irish Setter energy.


The Irish Setter companion dog relates well to every member of his family, regardless of his or her age, and the dog’s loyalty, especially to children, is absolute. Thus he can be protective and will rise to the occasion if he feels his family is threatened or in danger. However, he is not considered a good watchdog, as he is not a barker and seldom vocalizes. Although he is not aggressive, he will announce the approach of visitors, and his size alone might deter a home invader. He is not easily intimidated, nor does he feel the need to become hostile or aggressive with other dogs, regardless of their breed or size.


Irish Setters are slow to mature both mentally and physically, and they often seem to resist growing up at all! This means that they require more attention to their training, but the breed is naturally clean and will house-train quickly and easily if given the opportunity while still a youngster. They are very people-oriented and prefer to live with their human family members. If confined to kennel life or deprived of human companionship, they can easily become destructive and unmanageable.


OWNER QUALIFICATIONS


Not every dog lover is properly suited to live with an Irish Setter or provide him with the type of home and environment that he requires to lead a quality life. If he doesn’t have what he needs, the quality of family life also becomes questionable, since an unhappy Irish Setter will surely become disruptive and out of control. An owner must possess the patience and sense of humor necessary to enjoy this amiable breed to the fullest.


If you are contemplating a future with this breed, you should look deep into your dog-loving soul and ask yourself if you are willing to do the following:


•  Live with constant high-energy activities for the next ten years, likely longer.


•  Have the patience and endurance to accept and, yes, enjoy the trials and tribulations of living with a “grown-up puppy” for the first four or five years.
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The Irish Setter’s affectionate temperament and outgoing personality make him a wonderful choice for young and old alike.


•  Accept the responsibility for all future life changes, the dog’s and your own, including such events as new babies, children in school or moving to a new home.


•  Give your Irish Setter at least two hours of attention and exercise each and every day.


•  Train your Irish Setter to become a well-behaved family member who would be welcome anywhere in your community.


•  Provide proper veterinary care, including annual check-ups, vaccinations, spaying or neutering and emergency health care. Can you afford it and are you willing to spend the money?


•  Keep your Irish Setter safe at all times, whether in the house, yard or car, never chain him outside or permit him to ride loose in an open truck.


•  Become educated about the proper care of this breed, correct training methods and good grooming habits.


•  Consult your breeder or other dog professionals if you have questions or concerns before they become real problems.


•  Accept full responsibility for the dog’s well-being regardless of his age, infirmity, future disability or health problem.


•  Take whatever time necessary to find a responsible breeder and select the right puppy for your family.




If you can answer “yes” to every question, you are ready to begin life as an Irish Setter’s human companion. Start your puppy search early, as most good breeders often have waiting lists. Don’t rush into buying a pup and don’t become discouraged by a wait. The right puppy is always worth waiting for!


ACTIVITIES FOR YOU AND YOUR IRISH SETTER


SHOWING YOUR IRISH SETTER


The Irish Setter is a spectacular sight in the show ring. His regal bearing, elegant head, imposing structure and gleaming chestnut coat create instant electricity and excitement. His beauty and commanding presence create an aura that enthralls both judge and spectator. It is no surprise that a dog so beautiful would progress from field work to dominate the show scene.


In the US, dog shows are held under the auspices of several national kennel clubs, the American Kennel Club being the main governing body of dog registration and competition. Informal show events and training classes are frequently hosted by local and regional dog clubs to allow exhibitors to acclimate their young hopefuls to the show scene and to introduce newcomers to the world of showing dogs.


Rules regarding championships for the Irish Setter vary in different countries. For example, to become an Irish Show Champion in his native land, an Irish Setter must earn 40 Green Star points, including four wins of at least five points each, known as “majors.” Points are determined by the number of dogs entered in the show. The title of full Champion in Ireland requires a field qualification as well.
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As lovely as the Irish Setter can be in your home, the breed needs considerable exercise. An active Irish Setter is a happy home companion.


In American Kennel Club showing, a dog earns the title of Champion through points won in conformation. He can then win additional titles in field trials and hunting tests; for example, Field Champion (FC) and Master Hunter (MH). An Irish Setter who is a champion and earns the FC title becomes a Dual Champion (DC). Further, a TC (Triple Champion) is a DC who earns an obedience, agility or tracking championship.


There is much more to showing and winning with a dog than trotting around the ring with your lovely dog at the end of a show lead. The dog’s physical fitness and attributes, coat condition, proper grooming and gaiting as well as the handler’s composure and attire all contribute to success in the show ring. Irish Setter owners interested in bench competition should align themselves with other show fanciers to acquaint themselves with the rules and finer points of this canine activity.
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Many young people enjoy training their dogs and participating with them in various types of competition.


FIELD TRIALS


The title of Field Champion (FC) is one of the most difficult titles to obtain, demanding excellent performance in trials as well as intense training and practice to hone the dog’s skills. The owner must also have sufficient knowledge of the field to train his dog properly.


Few Irish Setters today compete seriously in the field. As showing in conformation attracts more and more breeders to the show ring, the breed continues to be a popular showman and companion but less known as a working gun dog. The Irish Setter has emerged as a sometimes happy-go-lucky clown who is excitable and willful, with a strong tendency to be hyperactive. Of the sporting breeds, they are considered the most difficult to train. Indeed they are affectionate and eager to please, but they often display a headstrong attitude in the field, and training is a lengthy, demanding and often frustrating task. Because they are by nature sensitive, slow to mature and somewhat stubborn, training requires a kind but firm demeanor, a great deal of patience and a thorough understanding of the breed’s natural abilities and tendencies. Most experienced trainers warn that too much pressure at an early age can “burn out” even the most talented of dogs. If you hope to train your Irish Setter for any kind of field activity, it would be important to find an experienced person to advise you and to study several good books on the subject before joining a training group.
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