Coat & Color:  The Packaging

 By Char Rutar

Everything about our ‘everyuse’ dogs is highly functional; existing in present form for a reason.  The coloration and texture of the hair coat is no exception.  This month we examine two short Standard sections both describing the breed’s unique coat.  We’ll see that there is really quite a lot to say about this ‘ hair of our dogs’ due to the extensive amount of emotion surrounding these two so very short paragraphs.  We are, after all talking about a great portion of the dog’s outward appearance and more of the breed’s functionality than outsiders might first realize.  There is quite a bit of the breed’s developmental history involved, as well as the deep well of personal preferences and philosophies. 

Coat:  The hair is short and thick and feels tough to the hand; it is somewhat longer on the underside of the tail and the back edges of the haunches.  The hair is softer, thinner and shorter on the ears and the head.  Any dog with long hair in the body coat is to be severely penalized.

Breeders who have lived with, hunted with, and worked to maintain their GSP coats prize great coat quite highly.  One person described coat quality as being often the difference between a good dog and a great dog, stating there are very few of our really great dogs that have not had that hard tight coat lying so close it seems to be part of the skin.  Proper texture is a wondrous piece of German engineering.  The hair is short enough to lie flat and close to the skin resulting in a “slick-bristle” characteristic that repels briars and burrs.  It is dense for added insulation and protection, prone to slightly longer hairs on the under-carriage, underside of tail and back of haunches.  The correctly oiled, correctly harsh hair coat is amazing in its water repellency.   The dog that wears such a coat can be more willing to bust through brush and swim in cold water, as he will emerge relatively unscathed from the brambles and shake off the watery discomfort without a second thought or much after effect.  The owner of such a dog has more time to relax after a rough hunt while companions who work with setters, spaniels or long-haired retrievers comb or cut the burrs out of their dogs’ coats, or fuss over getting them dried off and warmed up (assuming they could ever convince their flowing or wispy haired dog to enter the water!).

Defining the phrase “feels tough to the hand” for someone trying to learn about the breed proved challenging to our group of breeders, but I think they came up with some great observations.  When running your hand down the dog’s back in the direction the hair grows you can feel the individual hairs, though there is a degree of knitting together that might be mistaken for softness.  Easier to observe is the feel of the coat when rubbed against the direction of growth, which should give the definite impression of bristles.  The most descriptive observation given by those contributing to this section was that correct coat is extremely difficult to wet down for bathing.  You work very hard to get the water down to the skin and to keep it wet enough to apply shampoo.  This coat dries almost miraculously with only vigorous toweling.  It was pointed out that the dogs in the show ring are usually freshly bathed causing the coat to feel softer to the touch than it normally would.  The best harsh coat stays that way no matter what, but a good harsh coat needs to reacquire its natural oils to achieve the sought-after bristle effect. 

Comparing the U.S. to the German Standard we see yet another difference where the Germans shun the hound side of the breed's origins.  The two documents totally disagree on length of hair on the underside of the tail.  F.C.I. specifically states the hair should not be noticeably longer and U.S.A. says somewhat longer.  The Germans appear to be overly concerned about the “brush” effect seen on many of the hound breeds’ tails.  They wanted the hound’s nose, drive, and cold trailing ability but fastidiously deplore so many of the physical characteristics which come from that half of the recipe.  The AKC Standard acknowledges the hound in the ancestry more tolerantly.

 Color:  The coat may be of solid liver or a combination of liver and white such as liver and white ticked, liver patched and white ticked, or liver roan.  A dog with any area of black, red, orange, lemon or tan, or a dog solid white will be disqualified.

Any combination of liver and white including solid liver but excluding solid white is acceptable coat color for a Shorthair, with none universally preferred.  Most breeders admit to having their preferences when it comes to color, but are quick to admit these preferences are merely aesthetic.  Color preference actually has functional origins.  German breeders who use their GSPs more often for larger sharp-eyed game tend to favor the moderate to darkish roan or heavily ticked dogs because they would blend in with forested surroundings.  Upland game hunters using open grasslands with heavy cover like the whiter dog because he is easier to spot at greater range. 

Hunters who follow their sport in the desert or over pale sparse grass find the very dark ticked or solid dogs easier to work with.  Breeders trying to keep coats in good showing condition gravitate toward the darker shades of liver which are not as susceptible to sunbleaching.

More than one of my contributors begged me to find a way to convince those passing judgement that there is no strong preference among the breeding community for a predominant color.  Extremes at one end of our breed's color spectrum, e.g. solid liver, garner no wider following than the bright white dogs at the opposite end. The solid liver is a dominant trait which could easily be eliminated by disuse if there were not breeders/owners who preferred it.  The open white on the other hand is a recessive trait.  Breeders who prefer it must use two open white parents, but the coat pattern can crop up in litters where generations have been roan or heavily ticked.  There is also no pattern of ticking and patches which is more or less correct. No one has found a way to successfully breed for desired liver patch locations, though solid heads tend to produce solid heads.  

Some coat patterns work to enhance the dog’s appearance; some detract creating optical illusions of more or less bone, angle, etc.  The student evaluating a dog with a difficult coat pattern such as an overly wide blaze or liver patches that mar the topline or shoulder slope, needs to learn to step back and put the light behind the dog so the true silhouette can be assessed.  Silhouette evaluation is essential when attempting to compare solid livers and/or open whites to ticked or roan dogs.  The solid liver tends to give the illusion of being finer boned, while the open white will usually appear to be more coarse. 

We are poorly understood by both outsiders and insiders when it comes to our color disqualifications.  The best path to understanding is to go back to the origin of the issue and capture the Why of it.  The coat colors came into the breed in different ways; then the breed developers decided which to keep or select for. Though the economy of words in the written Standard implies common ground among all the excluded colors, there is a vast difference between the existence/inheritance of the color black and the other colors mentioned.  

Black was deliberately introduced by a faction of German breeders and was very controversial at the time.  One school of German breeders maintained the breed should be crafted entirely of native stock.  A more liberal group went out to Sweden and the solid black Akwright pointers to deepen the pigmentation and bolster the air scenting abilities of their dogs.  The resulting black and white dogs were registered in a separate stud book for years.  The original AKC Standard adopted in 1946 excluded the color black by omission because it was patterned after the German Standard which did the same. The Germans incorporated the blacks in their Standard very shortly thereafter, deeming them to be sufficiently removed from the Pointer outcrosses as to be true shorthairs.  The German breeders never preferred the color because it was less functional for their penchant to use the dogs on large game such as deer which could more easily see the deeper coloration.  AKC will now register a black GSP, but the GSPCA has not changed the AKC Standard to accept the color black, at least partially due to the controversy that has developed here over the practice of outcrossing to Pointers to increase the dogs’ range (perceived as competitive).  A very important characteristic for the breed student to understand if worried about detecting the presence of the color black, is its mode of inheritance.  Unlike the other colors excluded, black coat is either all or nothing; i.e. the hair color mixed with white is either black or it is liver, never both on the same dog.  Black believed to be a simple dominant gene.  If confronted with a strikingly dark dog and forced to examine it in poor light, simply look at the nose leather.  The black nose is found on the black dog.  If the nose is brown the dark hair in the coat is liver.

Red, orange, lemon or tan could conceivably be seen on a GSP in a manner similar to the “points” which appear at the eyebrows, cheeks, feet, or base of tail of some hound breeds.  The only thing certain about the type of hound used in early development of the breed is that it is very unclear, and probably depended on what part of the country the pioneer breeder was located.   Thus in various ways, the GSP gene pool contains the possibility of tri-colors.  The tendency is believed to be recessive and has been bred away from for decades, but those recessive genes could still get together in a modern day litter.  The German Standard still allows for a condition they call “Gelber Brand” described as sandiness around the muzzle and feet, though it is agreed this pattern is very rare if it still exists at all.  A definite patch of one of these colors would be an oddity and quite possibly an indication the dog is not purebred.  GSPs have been seen with patches that could be described as pink or beige, looking like someone spilled bleach on a spot.  This most likely is some type of mutation not considered by breeders to be a true tri-color.  The tri-color disqualification is not to be confused with harsh sun, use and weather turning the liver coat a gingery or reddish color.  This will be more prominent where one would expect sunbleaching; on the tops of the ears and shoulder blades, down the spine and the croup.  Coat thus damaged will feel dried out and softer, less bristly.  The lighter shades of liver are much more prone to this type of coat damage.  Some breeders even say there are two colors – liver and brown.  There has always been sentiment, that the burnt out coat, like lean hard field condition, should not be frowned upon because of the breed’s duality.  Many of our breeders who have worked to keep their liver in good showing condition agree, however, that diet also plays an important role and the coat can be managed with some care even if the dog is regularly working in the field.

I trust it is now easier to understand the variety of color patterns included in the breed’s palette, and why there is a functional place for all accepted variations.  I also hope this group of breeders has shed some light on the confusing question of the black and white GSPs.   To the unititiated it may seem that the name of our breed lacks imagination.  However the term ‘Shorthair’ carries a little more weight after hearing breeders and hunters extol the virtues of these particular short hairs.
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