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THE 
 Labrador Retriever Book

Dear Reader:

It's not surprising that you're interested in a Labrador Retriever. These handsome, intelligent, fun-loving dogs have been the most popular dog breed in America for more than ten years. That doesn't mean they're right for everyone, though. It's important to learn about the Lab's quirks and characteristics before committing yourself to a lifetime with the breed. That's where I come in.

As a lifelong dog lover and writer who specializes in the subject of dogs, it's my goal to help people find out which dog is right for them. Labs have many advantages: They're large (but not too large), versatile, and smart. Nonetheless, life with a Lab can be over whelming if you're not prepared. That's why I've written The Everything® Labrador Retriever Book. In it, you'll find Lab-specific tips about choosing a puppy, training, health, exercise, and more. It will help you learn all you can about the breed before taking one home. Happy hunting!









    
      

      Dedication:

      
        To Terri Albert's Tank, who helped me explore the Labrador character.
      

    

  
    
      

      Guide to Series Icons

      You can read an EVERYTHING® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: facts, essentials, alerts, and questions. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.
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      Important sound bytes of information
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      Quick handy tips
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      Urgent warnings
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      Solutions to common problems

    

  
    
      

      Welcome to THE [image: illustration] DOG BREED GUIDES

      AS THE OWNER of a particular type of dog — or someone who is thinking about adopting one — you probably have some questions about that dog breed that can't be answered anywhere else. In particular, you want to know what breed-specific health issues and behavioral traits might arise as you plan for the future with your beloved canine family member.

      THE EVERYTHING® DOG BREED GUIDES give you clear-cut answers to all your pressing questions. These authoritative books give you all you need to know about identifying common characteristics; choosing the right puppy or adult dog; coping with personality quirks; instilling obedience; and raising your pet in a healthy, positive environment.

      THE EVERYTHING® DOG BREED GUIDES are an extension of the bestselling EVERYTHING® series in the pets category, which include The Everything® Dog Book and The Everything® Dog Training and Tricks Book. These authoritative, family-friendly books are specially designed to be one-stop guides for anyone looking to explore a specific breed in depth.

      
        Visit the entire Everything® series at everything.com
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      General Appearance and Personality

      The Labrador Retriever is known for his people-friendly personality; short, dense coat; and otterlike tail.

      Size and Weight

      Height at withers (shoulder): 21½ to 24½ inches Weight: 55 to 80 pounds

      Eyes

      Labs are known for their kind and unique eyes. Eye color is usually brown in black and yellow Labs, and brown or hazel in chocolate Labs.

      Body

      According to the American Kennel Club, “the Labrador should be short-coupled, with good spring of ribs tapering to a moderately wide chest. Correct chest conformation will result in tapering between the front legs that allows unrestricted forelimb movement. Loins should be short, wide, and strong; extending to well developed, powerful hindquarters.”

      Coat

      The coat is one of the Lab's most recognizable features. It should be short, straight, and very dense. Labs have a soft, weather-resistant undercoat for protection from the elements. A Lab's coat colors are black, yellow, and chocolate.
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      Introduction

      [image: illustration]SINCE THE TIME THAT PEOPLE DOMESTICATED DOGS some 15,000 or more years ago, the genus Canis familiaris has evolved into more than 300 varieties. Over the millennia, people have developed dogs to perform tasks ranging from hunting to herding to retrieving. Some breeds are multitaskers, capable of doing many different types of work. The Labrador Retriever is one such breed.

      When many of us think of dogs, it's the Lab that often comes to mind. The Labrador Retriever is not one of the oldest breeds of dogs, but it is arguably the most popular and versatile member of the canine family. From their beginnings as fishermen's helpers, they have gone on to become retrievers without equal; guide dogs; assistance dogs; drug-, arson-, and bomb-sniffing dogs; therapy dogs; search-and-rescue dogs; and — of course — family friends. Many of us know at least one person who has a Lab.

      Always ready for a game of fetch, willing and able to learn anything you can teach, a friend to all the world, the Lab is everything you could want in a dog. That said, he's often more dog than many people are ready for. It takes a special person to live successfully with a Lab, someone who's active, fun-loving, and caring. Labs are definitely trainable and willing to please, but without guidance they can run amok and make life miserable for their caregivers.

      The Everything® Labrador Retriever Book will help you recognize and understand the Lab's needs in life so you can decide whether this is really the right breed for you. In this book, you'll learn about the Lab's history and how he became the dog he is today. You'll also find tips on housetraining, manners, socialization, health issues, dog sports, and dealing with behavior problems. This book will guide you through all phases of your Lab's life, from puppyhood to old age. [image: illustration]
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      Meet the Labrador Retriever

      WHEN MANY PEOPLE THINK OF DOGS, the image they hold in their heads is that of a Labrador Retriever. This classic sporting dog boasts qualities that make it a favorite of families, athletes, hunters — anyone, in fact, who enjoys a dog with great energy, a sense of humor, and a true love of people. The Lab excels at every kind of job dogs can do, and when he's done working, he's ready to play. Small wonder then that the Labrador is the most popular dog in America.

      It's not often that a dog's name says exactly what it does, but that's so in the case of the retriever.

      
Labrador's Fetching Personality

      Labs will fetch anything, anytime, anywhere. You throw something and it will come — back to you in the mouth of the Lab. It's this strong desire to retrieve, as well as versatility, that makes the Lab such a desirable companion in the home with children, in the field, and in the working world.

      Other characteristics that distinguish the Labrador are his friendly temperament and loving nature. Some people complain that the Lab is too friendly. Often Labs will bark a warning if strangers come to the door, but most are happy to let intruders in and then helpfully point out the valuables. This is a breed that's easygoing and laidback, yet works hard to please the people it loves.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        The Labrador Retriever ranks number one in American Kennel Club (AKC) registrations. In 2002, the AKC registered 154,616 Labs. That's 98,492 more than the second most popular breed — Golden Retrievers. The Lab has held the number-one position for several years, and its popularity shows no sign of flagging.

      

      
How the Lab Got His Name

      If you went strictly by the breed's name, you would be justified in assuming that the Lab originated in the province of Labrador, on Canada's northeastern coast. It's not quite that simple, though. Breed historians offer a number of possibilities for how the Lab acquired its moniker.

      One theory is that the name comes from labrador, the Spanish word for “farm worker” (surely appropriate for this hard-working breed) or from the cani di castro laboreiro, the dogs of Portuguese fishermen. As early as the fifteenth century, Spanish and Portuguese fishermen were known to troll the cod-filled waters of the Grand Banks, southeast of Labrador and the neighboring Newfoundland region. Fishermen often brought along water dogs to help them pull in their nets, retrieve objects, rescue people who fell overboard, or even to swim messages from boat to boat. When heavy fog descended, the dogs' barks helped warn away other nearby boats. Another theory is that the Lab is descended from the Pyrenean (France) mountain dog, brought to the Labrador-Newfoundland area by Basque shepherds.

      
The Lab's Early History

      What is known, however, is that by the beginning of the eighteenth century, there were a number of dogs referred to as Lesser Newfoundlands, St. John's Newfoundlands (in reference to the town of St. John's in Newfoundland), or simply St. John's dogs. Where does the Labrador reference come in? As noted above, it may have been a Spanish or Portuguese term for the dogs, or it may have been a way to distinguish these dogs from others found in the Newfoundland region.
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        The first published reference to the Labrador was in Colonel Peter Hawker's Instructions to Young Sportsmen, In All That Relates to Guns and Shooting, in 1814.

      

      Sportsmen Discover the Lab Prototype

      Colonel Peter Hawker, a well-known sportsman who visited Newfoundland in 1814, described the St. John's Newfoundland dog as having an excellent sense of smell, flexibility in the field, and speed. In Hawker's diary, he says of the St. John's dog that it is:

      oftener black than of another colour and scarcely bigger than a pointer. He is made rather long in head and nose; pretty deep in the chest; very fine in the legs; has short or smooth hair, does not carry his tail so much curled (unlike the ordinary Newfoundland [dog], which had a rough coat and a tail that curled over its back), and is extremely quick and active in running and swimming … The St. John's breed of these dogs is chiefly used on their native coast by fishermen. Their sense of smelling is scarcely to be credited. Their discrimination of scent … appears almost impossible … For finding wounded game of every description, there is not his equal in the canine race; and he is a sine qua non in the general pursuit of waterfowl.

      The Water Dogs

      The dog's hunting abilities were noted even earlier, in 1662, when W. E. Cormack, traveling through Newfoundland, observed some small water dogs. Of them, he wrote that they were “admirably trained as retrievers in fowling and are otherwise useful. The smooth or shorthaired dog is preferred because in frosty weather, the longhaired kind become encumbered with ice on coming out of the water.”

      Cousin to the Newfoundland?

      The Labrador Retriever and the Newfoundland may well descend from the same ancestor. One of the speculations about the Newfoundland's heritage is that he descends from Great Pyrenees dogs brought to Newfoundland by Basque fishermen, and as noted above, a similar supposition is made about the Labrador's beginnings. The Newfoundland is much larger than the Lab (which is why the Lab was originally known as the Lesser Newfoundland or Little Newfoundland) and has a long, heavy coat.

      
Development in England

      Being a seafaring dog, the Little Newfoundland eventually made its way to England. It is believed that the Englishmen, who settled the St. John's area of Newfoundland, brought these dogs to England through the port of Poole in the county of Dorset. And it wasn't long before they came to the attention of the second Earl of Malmesbury, who thought they would be perfect for the hunting on his estate, which was surrounded by swampy lands. He called the dogs Little Newfoundlanders, and in 1822 arranged to import more of them.
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        The dogs that probably contributed the most to the development of the modern Labrador Retriever were Buccleuch's Ned, Buccleuch's Avon, A. C. Butter's Peter of Faskally, and Major Portal's Flapper.

      

      A Noble Breeding Program

      Carrying on the family tradition, the third earl began a serious breeding program. It was he who affixed the name Labrador to the breed. In an 1887 letter to a friend, he wrote: “We always call mine Labrador dogs, and I have kept the breed as pure as I could from the first I had from Poole, at that time carrying on a brisk trade with Newfoundland. The real breed may be known by its close coat, which turns the water off like oil and, above all, a tail like an otter.” The earl gave the dogs to many of his friends, and they rapidly spread throughout England, becoming known as peerless swimmers and efficient retrievers.

      Working Toward Consistency

      As yet, however, the breed had little consistency in type. Historical factors came into play that changed this, though. The first was a high tax on dogs in Newfoundland, followed by the introduction of the British quarantine law, both of which effectively put a halt to imports of the dogs. English breeders turned their attention to perfecting the breed, keeping written records of pedigrees (a line of ancestors or lineage), and entering the dogs in the newly popular dog shows. They drew up a breed standard (a written description of what the breed should be), and England's Kennel Club officially recognized the Labrador Retriever — by that name — in 1903.

      
Back to the Americas

      American sportsmen were eager to bring the Labrador to their own shores to retrieve upland game and waterfowl — from mourning doves and quail to wild turkeys, ducks, and geese. There's some dispute over which Labrador should get the honor of being the first registered with the American Kennel Club. The AKC cites Brocklehirst Floss in 1917, while the Labrador Retriever Club names Brocklehirst Nell, also in 1917. Yet another source claims the title of first for Virginia Vennie, in 1914.
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        Dogs that resemble Labradors have appeared in works of art for centuries. Paintings from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries by Italian artists DiCosimo and Titian and the Spanish artist Velasquez portray gun dogs that look much like the Labrador Retriever.

      

      A Club for American Labradors

      The breed's main advocate in the United States was Franklin B. Lord, who imported Labradors from Lorna Howe of England's Banchory Kennels. Lord wrote a column on the breed for the AKC's magazine, the Gazette, and was instrumental in the founding of the Labrador Retriever Club in 1931. Two years later, Boli of Blake became the first Labrador to earn an American championship. From the late 1920s through the 1930s, many Labradors were imported to this country from England, and they were the foundation of the American Labrador.

      A Lab Goes to the White House

      The breed's popularity continued through the twentieth century. A Lab even took over the White House in December 1997, when President Bill Clinton received a three-month-old chocolate Lab. He named the pup Buddy, after a favorite uncle who had bred and trained dogs. Buddy was the first Labrador to live in the White House.

      
Labrador Needs

      When you look at his history, it's easy to see how and why the Labrador has become such a favorite among dog lovers. That relationship goes both ways, though. In return for his fun-loving companionship, the Labrador has certain needs of his own. Besides regular meals and a sturdy roof over his head, he needs plenty of exercise, consistent training, and interaction with his family. The Lab that's provided with all these things can't help but become your best friend.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      
        These four black Labs are all related.
      

      Exercise

      Labs are sporting dogs. For almost 200 years, they've been bred to work all day in the field under any conditions. Not surprisingly, they enjoy activity, whether it be work or play. A Lab will be happy to play fetch for hours on end, to work on perfecting his obedience commands, or to go walking, hiking, jogging, or bicycling with you, or to train for agility, flyball, or other dog sports. Remember that they are hard-wired to be companion hunting dogs, retrieving over all kinds of terrain and in water, in close contact with people.

      This is one of the biggest areas of caution when it comes to choosing a Lab over another breed. These dogs need a lot of exercise, mental stimulation, and human contact. Expect to play with, train, or exercise your Lab at least three or four times daily, for at least fifteen to thirty minutes at a time.

      Exercise Time Requirements

      After puppyhood and up to five years of age, the typical play/exercise requirements for a Lab are a thirty- to forty-five-minute walk in the morning, a fifteen- to thirty-minute play period at lunchtime, and a forty-five- to sixty-minute walk before dinner with short potty breaks in the evening. If you have a fenced yard or access to a dog park, off-leash play can be spent retrieving, playing with other dogs, or practicing training commands. Swimming is also a favorite Lab sport.
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        The Labrador Retriever has a high activity level. This can be disconcerting to the person who's expecting a dog to relax with while watching ESPN or Survivor. The Lab will be happy to watch television with you, but only after hours of exercise and play.

      

      Even older Labs need vigorous play and extended walks a couple of times a day to stay on an even keel. When their exercise needs are met, they're more content to sleep during the day while the family is at work or school. When their exercise needs aren't met, they can turn into demanding, stubborn, naughty dogs. They have strong personalities and won't be placated by anything else — except, perhaps, food. One of the most common reasons people give when they take a Lab to the animal shelter is “I didn't realize he would need so much exercise, and I didn't have time to give it to him.” To fully experience the Lab's wonderfully goofy, biddable, loving personality, be prepared to give him the exercise and human contact he craves.

      Training

      Because they've been bred to work closely with people, Labs are highly trainable. They watch their people closely and soak up what's wanted of them — like those paper towels you see advertised on television. The Lab, indeed, is the “quicker picker-upper” of the dog world. Begin training early, on the first day you bring him home. By the time he's enrolled in puppy kindergarten — at ten to twelve weeks of age — he'll be more than ready to shine in class, eager to show off his sit, down, and come skills, plus whatever else you've been teaching him. Continue his training throughout his life so he doesn't get bored or forget what he's learned.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      
        This chocolate Lab gets some big air as she launches herself into the pond.
      

      Companionship

      Most important, your Lab needs lots of love and attention. He's a people-pleasing, people-loving dog, and his greatest joy in life — besides fetching that ball — is spending time with his family. By giving your Lab plenty of exercise and training, you'll mold a dog that has an acceptable indoor activity level and nice manners, both of which are the foundation of a good housedog. Your Lab should live in the house. Of course he needs a yard to play in, but for meals, bedtime, and just enjoying life, he should be indoors with the rest of the family. [image: illustration]
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      The Labrador Defined

      FROM THE FIRST DOMESTICATED CANINE 15,000 or more years ago, dogs have evolved into an incredible variety of shapes, sizes, and temperaments. Over the millennia, people have developed them to perform tasks ranging from hunting to herding to retrieving. Along the way, we have also set down guidelines as to how each type of dog should look and act. Here, you'll learn about the Labrador's appearance, temperament, and working ability.

      
The Labrador Retriever Breed Standard

      If you look in a dictionary, you'll see that the Labrador Retriever is described as a compact, strongly built retriever having a short dense black, yellow, or chocolate coat. That's certainly the breed in a nutshell, but there's a lot more to know about what a Lab should look like, how he should be built, and how he should move and act. For that, you need to know what the breed standard says.

      The American Kennel Club (AKC) breed standard is a picture in words that describes what the perfect dog in each breed should look like, detailing the physical and mental qualities that make a particular breed good at what it does — in this case, retrieving. Of course, there is no such thing as a perfect dog, but the standard gives breeders something to strive for. The standard also ensures that the Lab looks like a Lab instead of a Golden Retriever, a Chesapeake Bay Retriever, or a Curly-Coated Retriever.
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        Founded in 1884, the American Kennel Club (AKC) is a registry that certifies a particular dog and its progenitors as purebreds. Besides maintaining a registry of purebred dogs, the AKC sponsors events, such as conformation shows and field trials, and promotes responsible dog ownership.

      

      
Defining Characteristics

      When you look at a Lab, you should see a strongly built, medium-sized dog that is sound and athletic, with a stocky, muscular body. The well-built Labrador can hunt and retrieve waterfowl and upland game for hours on end under difficult conditions, and his character and quality are good enough that he can compete in the show ring, as well as be a family companion. Ideally neither too leggy nor too squat, adult males weigh 65 to 80 pounds and stand 22.5 to 24.5 inches at the withers (shoulder); females weigh 55 to 70 pounds and stand 21.5 to 23.5 inches. The characteristics that distinguish the Lab from other retrievers — and other dogs in general — are a short, dense, weather-resistant coat; otter tail; clean-cut head with broad back skull and moderate stop; and kind, friendly eyes.
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        There are three distinct types of Labrador Retrievers. The English type is a square-faced, thick-set dog with the Lab's distinctive otter tail. The American show dog type is taller and thinner with a longer face. The field trial type, bred strictly for working ability, can look like the English or American show type or may fall somewhere in between.

      

      
The Lab in the Show Ring

      When Lab experts look at dogs in the show ring, they want to see dogs with overall balance: a good-looking head; good reach of neck; well-angulated shoulders; strong bone; tight, round feet; a solid topline; good depth through the ribcage; a thick, dense coat; and a fat otter tail. A well-built Lab is slightly longer than tall. And boy can he move! The following overview of the Lab standard will help you understand what's meant by some of these terms.

      Head First

      The Lab's clean-cut head has the appearance of a finely chiseled piece of sculpture. The skull and foreface are on parallel planes of almost equal length. A slightly pronounced brow defines the “stop” (discussed in the sidebar), and the skull is not in a straight line with the nose. A broad back skull ensures that there's plenty of room for brains — something the Lab has in abundance. The wide nose has well-developed nostrils for taking in scents. The nose should be black on black or yellow Labs and brown on chocolate Labs. It's okay if the nose color fades to a lighter shade, but a pink nose or one without any pigment (coloration) at all would be a disqualification in the show ring.
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        The stop is the indentation between the eyes where the nasal bones and cranium meet. The topline is the back. A round foot, also known as a cat foot, is compact with well-arched toes that are bunched tightly together.

      

      The jaws are powerful, allowing the Lab to retrieve a bird as large as a wild goose. A scissors-bite (one in which the outer side of the lower incisors touches the inner side of the upper incisors) and correct neck construction are what give the breed its famous “soft mouth,” the ability to carry its quarry so tenderly that it leaves not a single toothmark. Teeth should be strong, and the dog should have all forty-two of them.

      Framing the face are pendant, or hanging, ears that are set slightly above eye level. If you were to draw them across the Lab's face, they would reach only as far as the inside of the eye.
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        A three-year-old male black Lab.
      

      Kind, friendly eyes embody the Lab's intelligent, alert, and friendly temperament. Neither protruding nor deep-set, the eyes are of medium size and placed well apart. In black or brown Labs they should be brown — the color of burnt sugar — with black eye rims. Chocolate Labs may have brown or hazel eyes with brown eye rims. Black or yellow eyes can give the Lab a harsh expression that's not typical of the breed.

      Body Beautiful

      The Lab's strong, muscular neck rises from the shoulders with a moderate arch. It should be just long enough to allow the Lab to retrieve game easily. A proper Lab neck is free of throatiness, defined as loose skin beneath the throat. A short, thick neck — also known as a ewe neck — is not desirable.

      The shoulders need to have correct angulation if the Lab is to move properly. The standard says the shoulders should be well laid back, long and sloping. This means they should form an approximately ninety-degree angle with the upper foreleg. When the angulation is correct, the dog can move its front legs easily with strong forward reach. Ideally, the length of the shoulder blade should equal the length of the upper foreleg.
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        A two-year old black male shows off the breed's conformation standard.
      

      A strong back allows the Labrador to work tirelessly all day. From the shoulders to the pelvic girdle, the back is level, whether the dog is standing or moving. A sloping back indicates too much angulation in the rear legs. Flexibility in the loin — the area between the ribs and the pelvic girdle — gives the Lab the athleticism that marks him as a sporting dog. A short loin with long ribbing allows good movement.

      The underline is also straight, without much tuck-up, or waist, at the loin. Wide and strong, the loin joins with the powerful rear end to give the Lab an efficient, driving gait. The rump is nice and round, with short thigh muscles. The ribs curve out to make room for the heart and lungs.

      From the side, the Lab's forechest should look well developed but not exaggerated. A chest that's too narrow gives the appearance of hollowness between the front legs. One that's too wide would give the Lab the look of a Bulldog. The correct chest tapers between the front legs so the dog can move without restriction.

      Leg Work and Movement

      Front legs are straight with strong but not excessive bone. Viewed from the side, the elbows should be directly beneath the withers, close to the ribs without being loose. Labs that are “out at the elbows” can't move freely. Strong, muscular hind legs have well-turned stifles (knees) and strong, short hocks (heels). The knee shouldn't slip out of place when the dog is moving or standing (a condition known as luxating patella). Labs with short, heavy-boned legs aren't typical.

      Thick pads and well-arched toes support and protect the strong, compact feet in much the same way as good athletic shoes or hiking boots. Dewclaws, the additional toenails that are positioned up on the inside of the leg, may be removed if the breeder chooses. This is a minor procedure that's usually done with newborn pups, although dewclaws can also be removed at a later age, during any other routine surgery, such as spaying or neutering.

      Economy of movement best describes the Labrador's gait, or the way he moves. Gait is the pattern of footsteps at various rates of speed, with each pattern distinguished by a particular rhythm and footfall. With elbows held neatly to the body, the Labrador moves straight ahead without pacing or weaving, covering plenty of distance with a long, smooth stride. From behind, it looks as if the hind legs are moving as nearly as possible in a parallel line with the front legs.

      Coat and Color

      One of the distinctive features of the Lab is his short, straight, dense coat of black, yellow, or chocolate. The double coat — a short, hard outer layer over a soft, warm undercoat — protects this avid water dog from cold, damp conditions as well as all types of ground cover and brush. It's acceptable for a Lab's coat to be slightly wavy down the back, but woolly, silky, or slick coats don't properly shed water, let alone the burrs and mud that this dog encounters in a typical day of playing or working hard.
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        A spectrum of Lab colors: a five-year-old yellow female, an eight-year-old chocolate female, and a seven-year-old black female.
      

      It was once said that Labradors come in only three colors:“black, black, and black.” It's agreed, now, however, that good Labs come in all of the three accepted colors. Black Labs are solid black and should not have any brindle or tan markings. A small white spot on the chest is permissible but not desirable in the show ring. Yellow Labs come in varying shades, from pale cream to fox red. There's no such thing as a white Lab, although some yellow Labs are so creamy as to appear white. The shades of yellow may vary on the ears, back, and belly. The chocolate Lab also varies in color, ranging from light milk chocolate to the deep, shiny richness of the best Belgian chocolate.

      Tail End

      The otter tail is another distinctive physical characteristic of the Labrador. This type of tail is thick at the base, round and tapering toward the tip. It's of medium length and should extend no further than the hock.

      The coat wraps thickly around the tail, giving it an unusual rounded appearance. The hair is parted or divided on the underside, with no feathering. The bottom of the tail should look flat, with the hairs interlacing to produce the flat appearance.
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        When a Lab is out of coat (a dog is said to be out of coat during seasonal sheds), the bottom of the tail may not wrap all the way from the tip to the base, but the last 2 or 3 inches at the base should always wrap.

      

      When a Lab is swimming or moving, the tail is carried straight out from the body, never too high or too low. The tail completes the Lab's balanced look by giving the dog a flowing line from the top of the head to the tip of the tail.

      
Pet, Show Dog, or Hunter?

      One of the many virtues of the Lab is his adaptability. Although the Labs started out as field dogs whose only job was to retrieve, they have since proven themselves in a number of areas. In addition to their popularity in the home, show ring, and field, Labs have found work as guide or assistance dogs, search-and-rescue dogs, arson detection dogs, therapy dogs, and more. Find out what the Lab can do and which aspects of this breed are right for you.
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        Whether you want your Lab to be a family friend, show dog, or hunter (or all three!), the standard will help you understand which characteristics are most important for each job. For instance, if your Lab will be a pet or hunting dog, it doesn't matter if he has black or yellow eyes, but in the show ring eyes of those colors would count against him.

      

      The versatile Labrador Retriever is capable of fulfilling the roles of pet, show dog, and hunter. Nonetheless, what you want in a dog will determine the type of Lab you look for. The qualities a companion dog needs vary depending on family lifestyle and the presence or absence of children. And like many hunting breeds, the Lab's temperament and appearance can vary, depending on whether he's been bred for the show ring or the field. Decide what you want in a Lab before you start looking at puppies.

      Family Friend

      A Labrador that's going to be a family companion should have a calm, stable temperament. He should come from parents that have this same temperament and who have health certifications indicating healthy hips, elbows, hearts, and eyes. Ideally, the parents have both proven themselves to be good examples of the breed by earning a championship in the show ring. Your family dog is a big investment, and you should want to get the most for your money.

      Show Dog

      Show Labs, besides having the potential for excellent conformation have a charisma that's obvious even in puppyhood. Dog show judges often say that the dogs they choose were “asking for the win,” and it's this level of appeal that can help ensure a show dog's career. If you want to show your Lab, choose a pup with no obvious disqualifications and only minor faults. Light eyes and a slightly pink nose aren't going to cut it in the show ring. Naturally, the parents should have the same health certifications you would expect if you were buying a pet puppy, and they should have proven themselves in the show ring by earning a championship.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        Conformation is the form and structure of a dog as defined by the breed standard. A conformation show is a competitive event where dogs compete in several classes at various levels to determine the one that most closely meets the breed standard. Dogs that earn the required number of points and combinations of points are awarded the title of champion.

      

      Retriever Par Excellence

      Labs from field or performance bloodlines are bred to have high energy levels that will carry them through an exhausting day at a field trial. This is great if you want a dog to hunt or compete with, but it's maybe not so great if you simply want a family companion. Dogs from show lines are usually bred to be somewhat calmer, but that doesn't mean they can't hunt or compete in field trials. Just be aware of the potential differences in activity levels if you're considering pups from two different litters — one bred for field work and one for show. If you want to hunt or field trial your Lab, look for a pup that's built to do the work it was bred for. Structural and movement faults will be a problem in the field, because the dog won't be able to work all day, run as fast, or carry game properly. Again, require health certifications and proof that the parents have earned field championships.
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        Faults are weaknesses that can cost a dog points in the show ring or field. They can be structural (for instance, a wedge-shaped head or misaligned teeth), or cosmetic (such as black or yellow eyes or ears that are too short, too long, or too large). Disqualifications are serious flaws that make a Lab ineligible for show or field competition (like eye rims or nose lacking in any pigment).

      

      
The Working Lab

      The Labrador also makes an incredible working dog. Although you may not need him for any of these purposes, it's good to know just how smart your dog can be. That way you won't underestimate him or what he's capable of.

      Assistance Dog

      Assistance dogs help people with disabilities by pulling wheelchairs, picking things up, carrying items, pushing doors open, switching lights on and off, and performing many other tasks. And, of course, they also provide companionship. Labs have a number of qualities that make them superb assistance dogs.

      Foremost, of course, are their strong aptitude for retrieving, their ability to learn quickly, and their friendly, stable temperament. A Lab that goes into service work may be asked to pick up an item as small as a paper clip or as large as a pair of crutches. The variety of work involved in being an assistance dog is appealing to the hard-working Lab.

      The Lab's easygoing temperament is a plus as well. Labs rarely have aggression issues. They take in stride the many different sights, sounds, and people that assistance dogs encounter without letting them get in the way of their work.

      Besides being strong and hardworking, Labs have another advantage: Their short coat requires little grooming — a good brushing once a week will keep it healthy. And they're large enough to be useful, but not so large that they can't fit beneath the table in a fine restaurant — or McDonald's, for that matter. All of these traits and attributes combined make the Lab a desirable and successful assistance dog.

      Guide Dog

      Guide dogs learn to take people who can't see on their daily rounds, helping them to navigate stairs, doorways, and traffic. Guide dogs require many of the same attributes as assistance dogs. They must be quick to learn and eager to please.

      Often, guide dogs are bred to be smaller than the average Lab. The smaller size gives them two advantages. They're less conspicuous, and they fit more easily on public transportation or beneath tables.
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        Service dogs must learn eighty or more commands. These include pushing elevator buttons, summoning help, retrieving objects such as the telephone or the television remote control, and retrieving food from the refrigerator (without eating it).

      

      Both guide and assistance dogs usually come from special breeding programs, although some programs accept donations from breeders or pet homes. Not every Lab has the right stuff to become an assistance or guide dog. Each is carefully tested as a puppy to make sure he has the right personality and aptitudes for this important work. For instance, Labs that are overly dominant or overly submissive don't work well. Additionally, service dogs must have a low prey drive, to be able to sublimate their desire to chase a bird while pulling a wheelchair or guiding someone across a busy street.

      Search-and-Rescue Dog

      These highly trained dogs and their handlers seek and find hundreds of missing people every year. They also help rescue people trapped after catastrophic events, such as the collapse of the World Trade Center, earthquakes, and avalanches. Search-and-rescue (SAR) dogs can specialize in any of the following kinds of search:

      
        	
Wilderness searches: Seeking missing persons in forested or other wild areas

        	
Water searches: Sniffing out the scent of drowning victims, which rises to the surface of the water

        	
Urban searches: Following an individual scent in a highly populated area

        	
Avalanche work: Searching for people buried beneath snow

        	
Disaster searches: Looking for victims of earthquakes, hurricanes, fires, among other disasters

      

      Among the attributes that make Labs good SAR dogs are their exquisite sense of smell, size, strength and stamina, swimming ability (for water search dogs), and that easy-care coat.

      Detector Dog

      The Labrador's ability to differentiate one odor from another is one of the factors that makes him such a superb working dog. Labs have found employment with the FBI as chemical explosives dogs, with the U.S. Customs Service as drug-sniffing dogs, and with fire departments or insurance companies as arson detectors.

      The FBI's chemical explosives dogs are trained to sniff out different explosive chemicals. During their extensive training, the dogs learn to identify approximately 19,000 different combinations of explosives.

      The U.S. Customs Service Canine Enforcement Program uses Labradors, among other breeds, to find drugs, currency, and other contraband being smuggled across the border. Labs considered for the program must be one to three years old with an outgoing, curious personality, as well as the ability to remain calm and focused in the face of crowds, loud noises, or chaotic situations. A passion for retrieving is a must — a trait the Lab has in abundance.
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        If you could remove the sensory membranes that line the inside of a dog's nose and stretch them out flat, their total surface area would be greater than the total surface area of the dog's body.

      

      Arson dogs are trained to detect the presence of accelerants and ignitable liquids, such as gasoline or paint thinner, that are often used to set fires. When the dog locates an accelerant, he touches the area with his nose. Once again, the Lab's highly sensitive nose is what makes him ideal for this type of work. His personable nature, calm demeanor, and quiet manners also make him the dog of choice for arson detection work.

      Therapy Dog

      Studies show that simply petting a dog can lower blood pressure. A visit from a dog to patients at nursing homes and hospitals can raise spirits and soothe agitation. Not surprisingly, the good-natured Lab is a popular therapy dog. He enjoys meeting people and loves getting petted. His trainability allows him to perform entertaining tricks, such as “Speak” or “Shake hands,” when he's making his rounds.

      Therapy dogs, or facility dogs (as they're sometimes called), receive training from organizations such as Therapy Dog International, the Delta Society Pet Partners, and Love on a Leash. They don't need formal obedience training, but they are expected to have certain skills. These include being able to meet strangers in a friendly manner, sit politely for petting, walk nicely on a leash, walk through crowds, be comfortable around walkers and crutches, and get along well with other dogs. Therapy work is a great way to spread the Lab love around.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      
        Labs make great therapy dogs. Here, a twenty-month-old female black Lab assists with physical therapy.
      

      
Understanding the Labrador Character

      It is believed the Labrador Retriever is always smiling with a twinkle in his eye. He's been described as loving the world. A Labrador with ideal temperament is 100-percent unflappable. No matter what's going on around him, he's cool, calm, and collected — unless, of course, he's being called on to play ball with the kids or show his talents in the field, when he can let loose with his natural exuberance. The loving Lab tolerates and forgives toddlers that pull his tail and tug on his ears in an effort to stand up. That doesn't mean, however, that he should be expected to put up with those things. The ever-patient Lab should be protected from mistreatment, however innocent the intent might be.

      The Lab's very best qualities are that he's intelligent and easy to train. On the flip side, he likes to be busy, especially in puppy-hood. This is not a couch-potato dog that will be content to lie around all day, at least not until he's older. While a mature Lab is more laid back, the Lab puppy or adolescent that's not occupied with play, training, or work will turn to chewing, barking, and digging to keep himself entertained.
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        The ideal Lab is kind, outgoing, and willing to please. He's never aggressive toward people or other animals. Any sign of aggression or shyness is not typical of the breed and should not be excused, either in the show ring or in the home.

      

      As a watchdog, the Labrador is neither the most territorial nor the least territorial of dogs. As befits his easygoing personality, he falls somewhere in between. A Lab will usually bark if the doorbell rings or even if he hears someone walk up to the door. He'll gauge your reaction to a stranger before deciding how to act. Once he's given the signal that someone is okay, he turns into a wiggling bundle of joy at the opportunity of having someone new to pet him.

      Well-bred Labs with good temperaments usually get along just fine with other dogs and cats. Family birds might need to watch their tail feathers, though. A Lab will sit and stare at a bird in a cage all day long, just waiting for his big chance to retrieve it. Other pets a Lab might drool over are hamsters or guinea pigs.

      The breed's most outstanding quality, without a doubt, is its adaptability and versatility. With training, the Lab can do just about anything you ask, short of typing your novel or giving a speech. Because of his love for people, the Lab is receptive to training, eager to “do for” and please its person. That's one of the reasons the breed makes such a great guide or assistance dog. [image: illustration]
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