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 Foreword

 


Many of the world’s top breeders have been
involved in contributing to this book and once you’ve read this
book, you will have all the information you need to make a
well-informed decision about whether or not the Shar-Pei is the
breed for you.

 


As an owner, expert trainer and professional
dog whisperer, I would like to teach you the human side of the
equation, so you can learn how to think more like your dog and
eliminate behavioral problems with your pet.

 


The Chinese Shar-Pei, once a rare dog in the
Western world, has gained enormous popularity in recent years.
Almost human-like, they are incredibly smart, intuitive and comical
at times!

 


These sturdy, stoic dogs appear calm and
confident at first glance. Aloof with strangers, but deeply devoted
to their humans, the Shar-Pei garners accolades for being clean,
easily housebroken, and quiet.

 


This is not, however, a breed without
drawbacks, and a first-time dog owner needs to be fully aware of
all possible health issues. Most Shar-Pei mind their own business
unless provoked, but they can be highly territorial with other
dogs, and in some cases predatory with cats. In a rural setting,
unless properly contained, the breed’s ancient hunting instincts
may surface.

 


Perhaps the greatest challenge of the
Shar-Pei is his stubborn dominance of the world around him. If you
don’t have the capacity to be the “alpha” in your household, your
Shar-Pei will immediately become the leader of the pack and do as
he pleases. To be a successful Shar-Pei owner, you must be able to
forge a relationship predicated on mutual respect.

 


Many enjoy cuddling, but they are too big to
be lap dogs. They don’t like to be petted on the head by a
stranger, because, for the most part, they cannot look up due to
the heavily wrinkled eyebrow. Adults or children need to be taught
to approach a Shar-Pei by touching them under the chin.

 


All breeds need crate training, because that
helps teach them their boundaries, and the Shar-Pei are certainly
no exception. They do not need a great deal of exercise, however,
and can live happily in an apartment so long as they get a
20-minute walk per day. When well-trained and well-behaved, the
breed is a loyal and highly enjoyable companion.

 


The information in this book will help you to
form a fuller sense of what life with a Shar-Pei would be like, and
arm you with the correct questions to ask in your discussions with
breeders. No pet purchase should be undertaken without careful
consideration. This is particularly true for a breed as special,
and at times enigmatic, as the Shar-Pei.
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Chapter 1 – Meet the Chinese Shar-Pei
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The Chinese Shar-Pei is one of the most
distinct and easily recognized of all dog breeds. That very
uniqueness explains their growing popularity, but this is not the
dog for everyone.

 


Although they may look like a soft mass of
wrinkles, their coat can be harsh and bristly to the point of
causing skin irritations in some sensitive individuals. There are
three different coat types: horse coats, brush coats and bear
coats. Both horse coats and brush coats should have a harsh coat.
Bear coats have very fluffy, dense coats similar to Chow Chows.

 


Horse coats are a little less commonly seen
in the show ring; however, they are both judged equally. One is not
preferred over the other. Some prefer brush coat, some people
prefer horse coat.

 


The dogs are extremely stubborn and, if not
well socialized, can be territorial and aggressive. If a Shar-Pei
doesn’t want to do something, they won’t! At the same time,
however, they are incredibly intelligent, and extremely loyal and
devoted. If you know what you’re getting into, having a Shar-Pei in
your life can be a superb experience.

 


They are one of the easiest dogs to groom,
requiring an occasional quick brush and muzzle wipe. As most rarely
smell, they need infrequent bathing – you just need to wipe out
their ears once every few weeks.

 


The History of the Shar-Pei

 


Although an ancient breed, the true origins
of the Chinese Shar-Pei are poorly documented, in part because all
records regarding the country’s canine population were destroyed in
225 BC. The Chinese bred dogs as companions, but also as sources of
meat, pelts, and leather.

 


An interesting fact is there are a few breeds
that most closely resemble the wolf genetically. A genetic study
has revealed that two branches of the canine family tree were the
earliest to diverge from the wolves. One branch includes the
oriental breeds Shar-Pei, Shiba Inu, Chow Chow and Akita; the
other, the seemingly diverse breeds of African Basenji, Siberian
Husky, Alaskan Malamute, Afghan Hound and Saluki. In addition to
these ancient dogs, three other groups were developed later,
including canines for guarding, herding and hunting.

 


The Shar-Pei can be traced with some
certainty to tomb statues and vases from the Han Dynasty (206 BC –
220 AD). Most experts agree that the Chow Chow figures in the
Shar-Pei genetic history, in part because both dogs have a unique
bluish black tongue. The Tibetan Mastiff is also a likely ancestor,
as is the Great Pyrenees, a breed with double dew claws that
sometimes appear in the Shar-Pei as well (although rarely). But the
most direct line of descent is believed to be from the Dah Let
fighting dog.

 


The modern Shar-Pei shares many of the same
physical characteristics of the Dah Let. Both have powerful jaws
and a stiff coat uncomfortable to the mouth of an opponent.
Shar-Pei intentionally stiffen their coats as a means of defense.
The highly flexible skin in both dogs allows them to maneuver and
turn, easily breaking another dog’s hold. The skin’s spongy, thick
texture protects the tissue underneath. If the skin is cut it will
excrete mucin, which is the consistency of egg whites; this helps
seal and heal the skin. The breed’s tiny ears give an attacker
little to grab, while still covering the opening.

 


There are various theories bandied about, one
being that the original horse coat Shar-Pei was indigenous to
Southern China, where it is warmer, and the brush coat variety
comes from Northern China, where it is colder, and that at one time
the horse coat Shar-Pei was crossed with a Chow, that is how the
coats got longer. The truth is there is currently no hard evidence
to prove this speculation.

 


Dog fighting was one of the only means of
entertainment for people living in small, rural villages and on
farms. Images of fighting dogs are found throughout Chinese art,
but the modern Shar-Pei is not a fighter unless he is seriously
provoked.

 


In China, all dogs that protected property
were called “fighting” dogs, but the Shar-Pei was actually more
multi-faceted, serving as a home guardian and a hunting animal, but
not a retriever. The Shar-Pei instinctively shakes anything it
catches, unless the habit is broken through training. Shar-Pei are
extremely versatile and have excelled in agility, performance,
herding and retrieving.

 


After 1949, the Communists imposed heavy
fines for anyone keeping dogs. The animals were seen as luxury
items. Mao Tse-tung ordered mass killings, decimating the canine
populations in cities. In the outlying districts, a few Shar-Pei
survived and were smuggled out of the country in the 1950s.
Concerted efforts to save and promulgate the breed began in the
1970s, principally by C. M. Chung and Matgo Law.

 


As many existing specimens as possible were
relocated to Hong Kong, where a breeding program was established.
At this stage of the breed’s preservation, all available bloodlines
and inbreeding were used to produce consistent dogs from which a
breed standard could be developed.

 


In 1966, a puppy bred by Chung, a male named
Lucky, was exported to the United States. A total of five dogs came
to America by 1967, but the breed generated little interest.

 


In 1973, Matgo Law wrote an article for
Dogs magazine entitled “Chinese Fighting Dogs,” in which he
expressed concern about the fate of the rare Shar-Pei breed.
Imports to the United States increased markedly. In 1974, the
Chinese Shar-Pei Club of America (CSPCA) organized to discuss
registering the breed with the American Kennel Club.

 


The first specialty show was held in 1978. By
1982, a new standard was approved that removed any references to
the Chow Chow and to fighting dogs. The American Kennel Club
accepted the breed in its Miscellaneous Class in 1988. In 1992, the
breed entered the Non-Sporting Group and the first Shar-Pei gained
a championship title.

 


In 1981 Heather Ligget imported a fawn male
Shar-Pei, Heathstyle Dandelion, from the United States to Great
Britain. Later in the year, Ligget imported a female from Hong
Kong, Down-Homes Junoesque.

 


These dogs produced the first litter of
Shar-Pei puppies in the UK. In 1982, fourteen Shar-Pei were
registered with The Kennel Club, which recognized the Chinese
Shar-Pei Club of Great Britain in 1986.

 


In 1987 the first Shar-Pei Open Show was held
in concert with the Rare Breeds Spectacular. The Crufts Dog Show
scheduled Shar-Pei breed classes in 1990, and the Kennel Club
allowed the dogs to compete for the title of champion in 1999.

 


The greatest number of Shar-Pei are found in
the United States and Great Britain, but the dogs are slowly
gaining in number around the world. The breed is still actively
cultivated in Hong Kong, and is now well established in Japan,
Germany, Australia, Canada, New Zealand and South America.

 


Physical Characteristics of the Shar-Pei

 


The Shar-Pei’s unique looks account for much
of this breed’s popularity, even though the dogs have many
endearing characteristics. A Shar-Pei, due to its ease of
housebreaking, adaptability and their devotion to the family, can
be a good choice for most people; however, it is imperative for any
owner, especially a first-time dog owner, to be aware of the
potential health problems and how to recognize and treat them. Some
of these potential health issues can be very expensive to treat. If
a person isn't able to afford proper treatment, this isn't the
breed for them. In addition, all owners, and again especially
first-time dog owners, must commit to a regular program of
socializing their Shar-Pei puppy.

 


It’s hard not to fall instantly in love with
a Shar-Pei. The Chinese Shar-Pei Club of Great Britain publishes a
magazine called The Wrinkle, which aptly describes the dogs
themselves. A Shar-Pei looks like one continuous mass of wrinkles
with a big head, well-padded muzzle, and lovable frown.

 


They are not a heavily built breed. They are
a moderate breed of moderate bone; they are squarely built,
muscular, and strong dogs. Males are larger than females, averaging
55-65 lbs. (25-29 kg) compared to 30-55 lbs. (18-25 kg). The
standard in both the United States and the UK calls for the dogs to
stand 18-20 inches at the withers. All have the characteristic
blue-black tongue, a color that extends to the gums and roof of the
mouth – with the exception of dilute colors, which have lavender
tongues.
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The most common color is fawn and red fawn.
Below are the colors available to use when registering a Shar-Pei
with AKC:

 


• Apricot dilute

• Black

• Blue dilute

• Lilac dilute

• Cream

• Cream dilute

• Brown

• Chocolate dilute

• Red

• Five-point red dilute

• Isabella dilute (silver shading on a
dilute-colored dog)

• Black sable

• Cream sable

• Fawn sable

• Red sable

 


Alternate colors include:

 


• White

• Blue sable

• Brown sable

 


Marking/Patterns (these choices are
available; however, brindle, white markings, spotted, patterned or
pointed are a disqualification in a show dog):

 


• Mask Sable

• Brindle White Markings

• Spotted on white Saddle pattern

• Pointed (tan or white; cream points)

 


The tail and the back of the thighs are often
lighter. Patches of white and spotting are not allowed in show
dogs, however, and neither is the black and tan color pattern.

 


Some people like their dogs to stand out due
to unusual colors, and certain unscrupulous breeders are catering
to this demand by breeding Shar-Pei and claiming they are a rare or
a new color and thus demanding more money for them. If you are told
this or if the color does not exist in the list of available
colors, be very suspicious. Even though spotted, brindle, patterned
and pointed dogs exist and can be registered as such, they are not
correct and do not conform to the AKC standard.

 


In texture, the coat is short, harsh, and
bristly to the point that it can irritate people with sensitive
skin. This is not a hypoallergenic breed, and it’s important to be
certain you will not have this adverse reaction before adopting a
Shar-Pei.

 


The issue of the Shar-Pei undercoat is
somewhat contradictory. Undercoat is not mentioned in the AKC
standard; although in the current FCI standard it does state no
undercoat, nevertheless the reality is some dogs, usually brush
coats, have undercoat. The overall length of the hair should be
less than 1 inch / 2.54 cm. There are three coat variations:

 


• horse coat - Especially prickly and
rough to the touch, typically softer in one direction and stiffer
in the other.

 


• brush coat - Slightly longer coat,
with a somewhat smoother feel. Brush coats should feel "stiff" when
brushed against the lay (Shar-Pei means “sand skin” which denotes a
gritty texture rather than soft); otherwise, their coats are lovely
and non-irritating. The brush coat should not exceed 1” in length
at the withers.

 


• bear coat - Very fluffy, dense coats
similar to Chow Chows. The coat is straight and off-standing on the
main trunk of the body but generally lies somewhat flatter on the
limbs. The length of coat is considered a “Major Fault” in AKC but
not a disqualification. For that reason, you don’t see them in the
conformation ring but you do see them in performance classes.

 


Bonnie Stoney of Stoneys Chinese Shar-Pei
says: “I actually have people who will only buy bear coats, because
the bear coat has a ‘teddy bear’ personality. The three coat
lengths in the breed have three distinct personalities as an
average. Horse coats tend to be snobs/divas, brush coats are easy
going, bear coats are the lovers.”
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The Shar-Pei tail is never docked and is set
very high – a characteristic feature of the Shar-Pei. The lack of a
complete tail is sufficient to disqualify a show dog; a low-set
tail, while not desirable, doesn’t result in disqualification. The
tail is rounded, narrows to a fine point, and can curl over the
back or to either side. The tail can be straight up in the air as
long as the tip points towards the head.

 


Breeders may or may not remove the dew claws
on the dogs’ front feet, but removal of the hind dew claws is
required. The surgery is typically performed when the puppies are
three days old.

 


Health and Lifespan

 


The age of this breed varies greatly. In a
healthy dog (not stricken by renal failure, cancer or other serious
disease) one can expect a range of 8-12 years; however, not all
dogs will fit into that range. Talk to your breeder about the
average lifespan of their dogs and what you might expect. Some
breeders have had them live over 18 years, but that is definitely
the exception rather than the norm.

 


Most of the health issues are also seen in
other breeds, but an illness called Amyloidosis has plagued the
breed for many years. It can result in kidney failure and death,
starting with high, unexplained fevers at as young as 9-10 weeks
old. Their hocks or muzzle tend to swell, but not always. Careful
and conscientious breeding can, at best, minimize the chances of
offspring suffering from this horrible disease.

 


Also, eye surgery may be needed due to
Entropion (lids rolling in). When puppies are around two weeks of
age, they sometimes need “eye tacking” to hold back the excess
skin. After a couple of weeks, tacks can be removed in hopes that
the puppy has developed enough muscle to hold them open on their
own.

 


Personality and Temperament

 


An alert and moderately active breed, the
Shar-Pei is an independent dog. Although he has a mind of his own,
this is a deeply devoted and affectionate breed with his family.
With strangers, the dogs are more aloof, to the point of being
unfriendly. Like many Asian breeds, the Shar-Pei has strong guard
instincts and is an excellent watch dog.

 


Typically, however, the breed is not
aggressive. A Shar-Pei will pin down his adversary and hold him in
place, but he will rarely bite. He also retains some of his native
hunting instinct, using his good vision and patience to stalk
“prey.” Vision can sometimes be limited due to framing wrinkles
around the eyes. As well as their strong hunting instincts, which
include tracking, they also have strong herding instincts.

 


Shar-Pei love to play with other dogs they
have accepted as friends and with their humans. The breed is
inventive, fun, and amusing, especially when young. Owners
frequently say it’s fascinating to watch a Shar-Pei in action,
thinking out a plan and diving in when he’s made up his mind what
to do next.

 


People don’t think that Shar-Pei like to be
petted on their head, but actually it is their limited vision from
the top of their heads that make them duck when you start to pet
them. They have a kind of hood over the top of their eyes. Once
they know who is petting them, they love to be petted.

 


The Shar-Pei Puppy

 


Having any new puppy in the house means
you’re dealing with a small dog entertaining visions of grandeur.
With a Shar-Pei, multiply that several times! It’s hard to stay too
annoyed, or for that matter to even keep a straight face, when
you’re looking at an adorable little mass of wrinkled mischief.
Good preparation in advance will help—that and a complete
understanding of the fact that all puppies are work!

 


This is an important stage in your Shar-Pei’s
life, and one that demands your active attention and involvement. A
dog’s adult behavior and temperament are shaped during those first
weeks in a new home. It’s your responsibility to ensure the dog
receives the necessary support and training to be a well-mannered,
obedient companion.

 


Some of the specific tasks you want to
accomplish early in your relationship include the following:
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