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Having bred Bull Terriers for some 20 plus years now, I found it most interesting to be in a position, whereby I can look back over the years and reflect on the decisions and choices made in the past, as well as review how the winds of change have impacted both on the breed and breeders. With what I know today, I sometimes wonder if I would have made the same breeding decisions in the past? If I have learnt anything over this time period, it is that you never stop learning and it is foolish to think that there is nothing new to learn when it comes to our breed and breeding. 

All those years ago, I was a young student of the breed, keen to learn and determined to be successful. As most of us are aware, the first few years in the breed are our most impressionable years and will in all likelihood determine whether we will be good, bad, mediocre or simply potluck breeders. For most newcomers to the breed, this is their most vulnerable learning period, as they come to terms with the six pillars of breeding knowledge, namely, (1) breed history, (2) breed standard and interpretation, (3) bloodlines and available studs, (4) basic understanding of genetics, (5) types of breeding – outcross, line breeding and inbreeding, and finally (6) the selection process, as it relates to breeding partners and picking puppies.

As a young impatient breeder I read every Bull Terrier book I could get my hands on, including the Oppenheimer books, which I must have read at least ten times. I also ventured into reading some intense books on genetics, which even if I read today, I am not so sure I would fully comprehend and doubt whether that would make me a better breeder. I also collected pedigrees of dogs and studied them in the hope that they would reveal some secret about how the top dogs were bred. I found this self-learning process most valuable, but it was perhaps not the most important aspect in my learning process. No different to a newly graduated student with a master’s degree in one subject or another, it was a foundation, not a guarantee to future success.

Yes, I knew the breed history, top dogs of the past, their breeding, the breed standard, the value of line breeding etc. I even had a good grasp on complementary breeding - If my bitch lacks in head, I must use a dog with a good head and don’t mate partners together with the same faults. Hell, how difficult could this dog breeding be, asked this student as he contemplated his first breeding? I had a top quality bitch, now all I had to do was find an equally top class dog in the same bloodline and make sure they complimented each other. Achieve this and I was almost guaranteed to produce top quality Bull Terriers… If only it was that easy!

Yet, with all this newfound knowledge I was missing a key element in the learning process - positive and meaningful discussion with experienced, successful breeders. This part of the learning process is for me, still the key differentiator, as knowledge transfer is the difference between having a chance at becoming a good breeder or settling for breeder mediocrity. I have learned over the years that knowledge transfer normally takes place over many years, due to the simple fact that there is no clear program in place, to effectively transfer all the knowledge from a knowledgeable breeder to the new comer. Likewise there is no test program in place that ensures the preferred knowledge is actually passed on from mentor to student. It is more like a hit and miss affair, with the future success of the novice being more in the hands of the people they come into contact with when they enter the breed, their willingness to teach and the ability to actually learn correctly. 

So for the newcomer the question begs to be asked. “So who is the best person to learn from?” 

Is it the breeder with the most years in the breed, is it the breeder who is currently doing most of the winning, is it the breeder with many years of past successes, or is it perhaps the breeder that constantly demonstrates breed improvement? The answer quite simply is all of them. 

The best approach, as a new comer, is not to align yourself or pin your learning process on one person, but many people. Each person has a different view and perhaps something valuable to share. Breeders that have demonstrated past and current success in the ring with dogs that they have bred and not simply purchased their wining dogs, perhaps have more to offer the newcomer, however, keep in mind that not everything they have to say will be good advice. The newcomer needs to work through all the information shared, constantly questioning the value of the information.

As I think back to those early years, it was not the group discussions that provided the most value, but the one on one discussions, where I had the opportunity to ask questions about breeding programs, their stud selection etc. As a new comer I had to look past the bragging and self re-enforcement of breeders and extract meaningful knowledge. Keep in mind that in twenty years plus of breeding, I have not met a breeder who has been able to successfully predict the outcome of a planned mating, beyond the common generalized answer of, “I expect it will produce good pups.” This is a typical answer when a breeder is happy with the quality of animals being mated and the fact that the breeding pair is complimentary. 

Never have I heard a breeder say, that the mating will produce outstanding bitches, with good heads and hindquarters, but is worried about top lines, size and substance or something along those lines. So when a breeder talks as if they expected to produce that top Bull Terrier you see in real life, realize that they are generalizing and in all likelihood did not expect the resultant outcome. They expected to breed good pups, but that is where it ends.

New comers also need to realise that over the years many breeders have simply enjoyed their success by being fortunate enough to be able to tap into the advancement and the gene pool strength, created by others. These people I often refer to as, “one hit wonders,” due to the simple fact that they breed an outstanding or top winning Bull Terrier, but do not have the breed education or knowledge platform to continue or repeat the success. Often they become lost or obsessed in this isolated success, rather than having the ability to continue their learning. Over the years I have seen it snuff out the flame of many potentially good kennels, as they search to repeat the accomplishment. 
Realising people involved in the breed have different priorities, does to some degree, explain why there are so many different views when it comes to dogs and showing, which in turn often leads to conflict amongst breeders/ exhibitors. A common example is the driving force to win in the ring and be on top. Some breeders just do not have the patience to go through the learning process and gain the experience necessary to make them better breeders. This typically leads a breeder in the direction of trying to buy their way to the top. By this I mean constantly trying to import or buy in top winning Bull Terriers or jumping from one bloodline to another in the hope of finding or breeding that magical dog or bitch. 

I am certainly not against buying in or importing quality animals, as I believe this potentially benefits everyone, not only the individual doing the importing. It can broaden a bloodline, offer fresh blood and provide access to virtues not readily available. A true student of the breed will see this as an advantage rather than focusing on the competitive aspect. At the same time the astute breeder will be able to evaluate the import on its merits, rather than simply chasing after imports based on the dogs/ bitches in the pedigree.

While on the subject of new comers to the breeder, an interesting observation I have made and one which you may want to reflect on, is the transformation from new comer to the breed (novice) into “experienced” breeder and I say experienced not successful, with good reason. Ask yourself at what point does a person become an experienced or knowledgeable breeder, whereby the said breeder is capable of taking on the role of mentor? Is it something that is a natural progression over time (example 3, 5, 10, 15 or 20 years), or it is success orientated, such as breeding your first champion or major trophy show winner or is it something else, such as becoming a judge? 

When does the novice become experienced to the point of being knowledgeable and when does the knowledgeable breeder reach a point of having nothing more to offer up and coming breeders? You would think that the obvious answer to the second part of the question is never, however you would be surprised by the realities of life.

It was not too long ago, when I was referred to as a “has been,” by some of novices in the breed. At the time I remember that it brought out that fighting spirit in me. How dare they call me a “has been”, scoffing at the advice I was offering? After all, I was only trying to help them. It is however a reality of life, not only in breeding, but also in most professions, hobbies, sports etc. People look to those at the top of their game for advice, not those that were at the top years gone by. What is ignored in the case of the “has been,” and I am not referring to myself here, but breeders with decades of experience, is the potential knowledge that these people have, as well as their views concerning the characteristics and development of the breed over a period of time. The less experienced breeders regularly misinterpret the value of the so called “has been” by thinking that their views are out dated, based on the breed progressing to a point that the “has been” does not understand.

After all, can a person learn anything new after say 5-10 years in the breed, if they have done their homework? Many of the breeders that have been around for this period of time often reach a point in time where there is a steep decline in their ability to learn new things. They have reached the point whereby, they are now starting to come to conclusions on what is right and wrong, how to breed, what lines or dogs to breed to, what a good Bull Terrier should look like etc. For a breeder it is a critical point in time, often defining whether the breeder will be a good, bad or mediocre breeder going forward.

As I have only been involved with Bull Terriers for 24 or so years now, I can only comment on the learning process over that kind of time period and base my thoughts on personal experiences as a breeder. For me there is the early, high-intensity learning phase (can also be called the conditioning phase), which depending on the person, typically takes place during the first 5-10 years in the breed, then the practical learning phase, which takes place some time during the 8th to 15th year in the breed. During this practical phase, we put everything we have learnt into practice and potentially come of age as a breeder. It is also the time when we start to believe in our knowledge, questioning other peoples’ thinking, and their opinions and tend to experiment more. Similar to being a teenager and moving into adulthood!

The next learning phase I refer to as the rebirth phase and this takes place sometime between the 12th and 20th year in the breed. It is the time where we rediscover ourselves as breeders with this rebirth often dictating our success for the remainder of our active time as a breeder. It can also be referred to as the maturity years as a breeder, as we broaden our views, realize that we do not know it all and are more open to outside ideas. 

As I still believe that I am in the later half of this rebirth phase, it is difficult to comprehend what comes next, besides the reality that you never stop learning and growing as a breeder, no matter how long you have been in the breed.  

So as this young student comes to terms with now being an old student, my goal in writing this set of articles is to share what I have learnt over the years with the hope that others, no matter at what stage of the learning process they believe they are in, will find it of some benefit, as I explore ideas, thinking and question many of the fundamentals, we as breeders believe to be gospel when it comes to breeding. 

I certainly do not put myself on the same level as great writers and breeders such as Raymond Oppenheimer, other than to say that I found his books of great assistance and inspiration as a novice breeder. I remember reading his books for the third or fourth time only to discover important issues each time I read them. I read them again when researching these articles and I am still humbled by the vision and dedication to the breed of this man and people close to him. The books have also proven to be of great value when exploring new breeding ideas. His books I believe pioneered the concept of correct thinking and information sharing, when it comes to breeding Bull Terriers, with the vision of helping others become better breeders. It is a shame he did not write more of them.

So with an open mind and a willingness to explore new ideas, let us move on.
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