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[Obsession] – The compulsive preoccupation with a fixed idea.

Obsessions are a natural human condition and part of our every day life, whether it is obsessions relating to religion, sport, relationships, or breeding dogs. The extent of these obsessions obviously varies depending on the person, but they do affect us all. So rather than deny that one thing or another could obsess us, it is better to identify the obsession and make it work to your advantage.

In this article, we will take a look at some of these obsessions and reflect on the positives/ negatives of these obsessions and how they potentially work towards breed improvement on the one hand, and on the other, how they can hamper a breeder’s success rate.

Breed type obsession

This is the preference for a certain make and shape of a Bull Terrier, whether it is for a more heavily built and perhaps low set to the ground Bull Terrier, or a Bull Terrier that is taller, more elegant and perhaps a little more stylish. The obsession for type is normally associated with obsessions for certain virtues as well, such as bone and substance or head qualities or movement.

The obsession for a certain type does have an impact on a breeder’s selection of mating partners, as well as puppy selection. In my own environment, I have noted just how my wife and I differ on preference relating to stud selection or puppies to run on.

At the same time and although most Judges will not admit it, type obsession/ preference influences the judges decision-making process. 

Breed virtue/ fault obsession

This is fairly easy to understand. Basically breeders and judges allow themselves to become obsessed by virtues such as the head, movement, size or substance. Likewise we see the reverse happening, with people taking a negative attitude towards individual faults such as the bite, shoulder placement, hind movement, soft ears etc. Instead of assessing the dog on its merits, the presence of these faults results in a negative attitude towards the dog.

Dog/ bitch/ bloodline obsession

The other obsession I have come across is the obsession with a bloodline or a dog or bitch. The dog or bitch obsession is usually associated with the ownership or a relationship with a top winning Bull Terrier. This can be highly destructive as the individual becomes blinded with this obsession, which can affect their breeding program.

Bloodline obsession is not necessary a negative provided the bloodline is continuing to produce top quality dogs and bitches, however to often I have come across the situation whereby breeders are simply trying to breed to a specific bloodline (normally at top winning kennel from the past or from overseas) using mediocre stock. Besides breeding with mediocre stock, what you find is no solid inbreeding or line breeding taking place. 

In the early years of our breed and even still today, we find breeders who are afflicted by one of the above obsessions. After all, was it is not the obsession for fighting dogs that is at the origin of our breed? Was it not the obsession with pure breed whites that has lead to the colour being a trademark of our breed? The positive aspects of these obsessions, particularly the obsession with a specific virtue such as the head, is they push the boundaries and expectations as to what can be achieved. In short, they are key breed improvement drivers, as they visually (in the flesh) display to others what can be achieved, which in turn broadens breeders’ horizons.

In most cases these obsessions are individually driven and what typically comes with these obsessions is the inability to recognize the need for balance in our breeding program. More often than not, it is not the breeder with the obsession that achieves the real glory, but other breeders, who recognise the advancement/ value and incorporates the advancement into their breeding, through a more balanced approach, which takes all the collective parts of a Bull Terrier into consideration.  

It was not that long ago when two great dogs from my early years, Ch. Polytelis Silver Convention and Ch. Jobrulu Jacqueminot dented the notion as to what could be achieved. I never got to see these dogs in the flesh, only in photos, but both were great Bull Terriers for their time and they left a lasting impression as to what could be achieved.

I remember looking at photos of Silver Convention and simply being in awe of that head. The length, depth, width and curve were simply out of this world. Jacqueminot on the other hand, demonstrated how size, substance and quality could be combined. These two dogs on their own generated a series of obsessions. Silver Convention took Europe by storm, fuelling a passion/ obsession for that head. 

Looking at these same pictures today; I can see just how far we have come in a short period of time. Any new comer to the breed, looking at these same photos must wonder what all the fuss was about and be confused as to why so many breeders used and line bred to these dogs. New comers or novice breeders should not judge these dogs (or any other top dog of the past) by today’s standards, but think only in terms of them being ahead of their time with virtues not seen before.

When I first entered the breed, many of the breeders I came in contact with were obsessed with the size of the Bull Terriers we were breeding in South Africa. The obsession came about due to the fact that almost all of our Bull Terriers at that time, where generally smaller in size, bone and substance, than those found in the UK. This obsession grew and I, like many others, became obsessed to the point of almost being blinded. Yes, we needed to work on the size of our Bull Terriers, but not at the cost of other virtues. 

Over a seven-year period, the obsession drove breeders to rectify the size problem, however, the obsession did not subside at this point and in my mind, now looking back, we as breeders should have at this point, been working to consolidate the size we had achieved as well as looking to breed a more balanced, middle of the road Bull Terrier, with the quality and finish that would have produced great Bull Terriers. This obsessive blindness resulted in dogs with outstanding virtues, being overlooked in favour of the heavyweights.

A few years later we would see the size obsession overtaken by breeders chasing after head qualities and more particularly the cranked over heads seen in Europe and the USA. This would see the breed in South Africa lose size and other virtues, such as movement, strength and width of under jaws etc.

If one studies the breed in other parts of the world, similar obsessions can be noted. Although they might not be to the same degree described above, at the very least they are evident at breeder level. At this level our obsessions can be highly destructive to the point that they drive our breeding program. Favouring a virtue, being blinded by a single fault, being obsessed by a particular dog or bloodline, can only result in the breeder not taking the collective parts into consideration in their breeding program. 

Keep in mind, if you must have an obsession when it comes to breeding Bull Terriers. Let it be an obsession for achieving success, by bringing all the collective parts together, in a balanced and outstanding Bull Terrier. Try not to favour one virtue over another, as you strive to produce a gladiator of note.

NOTE – Gladiator has now been removed from the English Bull Terrier Standard.

In concluding this article I would like to express the opinion that the British advantage discussed in an earlier article, plays an important role in keeping the British breeders on track, to a point whereby obsessions are not tolerated or rewarded to the same degree, that they are around the rest of the world. The British structures are designed to focus on the collective parts and not on the individual parts that make up a Bull Terrier. From time to time you do see dogs imported into the UK and used at stud, however even if these dogs lean in one direction of another, from a type perspective, you soon see the UK judges and breeders from an offspring selection process, moving back to a balanced type of Bull Terrier. Take a look at dogs such as Brixton Bover Boy and Inffinest Local Hero. If you look at their offspring and the continued breeding out of their progeny, you recognise that the selection process by breeders moved back to a balanced type of dog.

In closing, remember obsessions can be both positive/ negative and you as a breeder must realise how to use these obsessions to your advantage, with the primary goal always being to achieve balance in type etc.

Next Article – The Collective Parts
