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Introduction

I’m Will Atherton, and in my work as a canine behaviourist, I’ve helped thousands of owners at my academy in the UK and all over the world have the happy, harmonious relationships they’ve dreamt of with their dogs.

The Labrador retriever is the best dog on the planet. That’s right – I’m not sitting on the fence here! That’s my own personal opinion as a very happy owner.

So why am I such a fan of this breed? Labrador retrievers are gentle, intelligent, good-natured – and a dream to train. It’s why they’re often such beloved family pets and affectionate companions. But they’re also much more than that. The qualities of co-operation and patience that they have makes them perfect for working with humans in a wide range of roles, and the breed is celebrated all around the world for their work with humans as search and rescuers, guide (or seeing-eye) dogs and hearing-ear dogs, mobility supporters and therapy dogs. They give us comfort and support, they help us solve our problems and they make our lives so much richer and better. It’s hard to ask for more than that.

All this is not to say that their owners don’t face challenges at times. The ancestors of Labrador retrievers were resilient and hard-working, bred to collaborate with humans in pretty tough conditions. That’s where the breed’s lovely instincts to co-operate with us come from – and it’s also the source of their enormous energy and drive. These dogs can be quite … enthusiastic. All that energy of theirs can go into overdrive, and they need to be trained and socialised with care and attention to keep their behaviour manageable.

A Labrador retriever that doesn’t get the right amount of exercise, or lacks the space at home to move around freely, is likely to become frustrated, and can turn into quite a handful. Anyone considering owning one should make certain that their lifestyle is compatible with the needs of the dog.

It’s just as well that they love to burn off energy, since the breed is also famously prone to overeating. Social media contains humorous accounts recording their remarkable consumption of food, but letting them gain weight does risk their health.

In this book we’ll be taking an affectionate but honest look at one of the most cherished and admired dogs in the world. We’ll learn about their history, de-bunk some common myths about them, pick up a few training tips unique to the breed, discover some surprising facts – and finally ask the question: do you really have what it takes to keep up with a Labrador retriever?
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Labrador retrievers are …



	[image: image]

	Enthusiastic. And then some. They don’t just walk - they bounce!
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	Deeply loyal and trustworthy. It’s why they’re relied on by search and rescue services and police officers to sniff for survivors after earthquakes and disasters, by border control teams to help stop smugglers, and by thousands of vulnerable people who they help to see, hear and navigate the world safely.
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	Scenting geniuses. Their noses aren’t just brilliant at sniffing for contraband; recently, research has shown that they can even work with medics, helping to detect human illnesses.
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	Natural optimists. A Labrador retriever looks on the bright side every time and will always be ready to play (even at 3a.m.).
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	Your biggest fan. Your chief cheerleader. At your side, rooting for you at one hundred per cent at all times, forever.
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	Mud magnets. If there’s only one puddle in the entire park, these dogs will find it. And jump in it.
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	Kidults. The breed takes on some serious responsibilities, but they still stay young at heart. Their playful, puppyish behaviour can continue well into adult life.
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	Inexhaustible. They need a whole lot of walking to burn off their energy, but a very short time later they’ll be ready for more.
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	Walking stomachs. There are genetic causes for their unstoppable appetites, but whatever the reason, just don’t let them sneak into the pantry.







History of the 
Labrador retriever

It’s not surprising to discover that the ancestors of these strong, reliable and adaptable canine characters were a super-helpful and super-hardy working breed known as the St John’s Water Dog.

The St John’s Water Dog was bred in the fishing communities of Newfoundland, Canada, back in the 1500s. Humans needed these water dogs to do tough and demanding work in the icy seas: retrieving nets, hauling lines and grabbing fish that had escaped as the catch was brought to land. The St John’s Water Dog had a thick, water-resistant coat, a strong tail to steer them as they swam, and big, powerful paws for paddling to help them carry out these tasks.

On a visit to Canada in the mid-1800s, English aristocrats spotted their remarkable abilities and took some of the dogs home with them. The second Earl of Malmesbury then bred them on his estate for duck hunting, and gave them the name that would go on to be famous – his ‘Labrador dogs’, were so-called because Labrador was the part of Newfoundland where he had discovered them.

Leaving Labrador behind turned out to be a great move for the breed, as things were about to get difficult for them there: efforts to raise sheep in nineteenth-century Newfoundland led to restrictions on the number of dogs permitted in the region, backed up with heavy taxation. Female dogs were taxed more highly than males, so many female puppies were killed. The breeding population fell drastically and the future of the St John’s Water Dog came under serious threat. Meanwhile, over in England in the 1880s, the dogs who had been taken there were still being used as duck hunters, and the Duke of Buccleuch and the Earl of Home partnered with the Earl of Malmesbury to revitalise the dwindling line. All modern Labradors are descended from these efforts.

The name ‘Labrador retriever’ caught on as it described both the origin of the dogs and the work they could do. The three standard colours (genotypes) that we know today emerged: the black coat was followed by chocolate brown, documented in 1892, and then yellow, first recorded in 1899. England’s Kennel Club recognised the breed in 1903, and the American Kennel Club in 1917.

Although the St John’s Water Dog is now extinct, their genes live on all over the world in the work their descendants, the Labradors, do and the warm companionship they offer. As their many, many fans around the world will testify – Labrador retrievers’ qualities of friendliness and co-operation mean that they really do want to make the humans they live with happy. I believe that’s the real secret of their charm.




LABRADOR RETRIEVERS AT WAR
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The breed has worked with military personnel for many years. Their amazing sense of smell makes them great at detecting mines and explosives, as well as for search and rescue work.

In the Second World War, Wing Commander Guy Gibson’s black Labrador retriever was the mascot of the UK Royal Air Force’s 617, which were also known as the Dambusters. The squadron daringly dropped a ‘bouncing bomb’, a very new invention at the time, to destroy dams in the industrial heartland of Nazi Germany, flooding the area and disrupting enemy wartime manufacturing.

In the Vietnam War (1955–1975) the Australian Army trained Labrador retrievers to track enemy movements and detect booby traps in dense jungle.

A black Labrador retriever called Sadie won the Dickin Medal (the animal equivalent of the Victoria Cross) for detecting a bomb and saving the lives of dozens of soldiers during her posting to Afghanistan with British troops during the 2000s.
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The different types of 
Labrador retrievers

If you’re choosing a dog, you might have been advised to pick either a working line or a showline animal, depending on the kind of personality you’re looking for and the lifestyle that you have. But what exactly is the difference between a working line and a showline Labrador retriever?

Working line

Working line dogs, of many different breeds, were historically bred for a specific, active role. This might have been scenting and retrieval of prey for hunters, guarding and defending cattle and sheep – which could even involve fighting off predators such as wolves – and of course, helping the fishers in Newfoundland, as the St John’s Water Dogs did.

All these roles took energy, determination and independence – and a modern working line dog with these genes will be noticeably more strong-minded, requiring firm boundary setting to ensure their good behaviour.

Working lines have higher energy levels – just imagine working in the cold seas off Canada! – so they need lots of walking, and they’re up for vigorous activities such as running and hiking.

A working line dog’s determination also allows them to stay focused during longer and more complex training sessions. It’s why they’re often picked for high-level obedience training. My own yellow Labrador retriever, Sully, is a highly intelligent, high-energy working line dog. He absolutely loves fetching a tennis ball, which channels his historic retrieval instincts, and becomes completely absorbed by this activity. I’m sure if I let him, he’d keep going until he was completely worn out.

Working lines are leaner and more muscular than showlines, with narrower chests and longer legs.

Showline

A showline dog will be more easily worn out, taking longer to recover after strenuous activity. They’re also less independent-minded, and more ready and eager to embrace leadership from their owners. This receptive quality makes them readily adaptable to humans, which is why they are often the better choice for companion roles, and as family pets.

Showlines, bred for their conformity to visual standards as interest in the breed grew, are stockier, with broader heads, thicker necks and shorter, denser coats. Their instinctive drives and focus are less intense, so they tend to be calmer.

Colour

Another decision for would-be owners is which colour to choose, and the Labrador retriever shows three coat colours: black, yellow and chocolate brown. Black is the most common, as the gene for this shade is more dominant, then yellow comes second and chocolate brown third.

In the past, yellow and chocolate coats were considered less desirable, and back in the 1920s puppies were even culled to discourage this shade from being handed on, something that is astonishing to us now. When lighter-coloured dogs began to be accepted, redder shades were still preferred to the yellows. This coppery hue is now called ‘fox red’, although it’s really more of a butterscotch colour.

Coat colour is simply about aesthetics and preference, and makes no difference at all to the temperament, abilities or characteristics of a dog. You might see comments about yellow Labrador retrievers being extra lazy, for example, but this has no basis in fact. Breeding for a desired colour – something that also happens with other very popular breeds – can actually lead to poor practices and can put Labrador retrievers at higher risk of certain illnesses. These delightful dogs are all just as loveable, whatever shade they are.
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The science of 
Labrador retrievers

The St John’s Water Dogs who worked with the fishers of Newfoundland have handed down a striking genetic inheritance to their descendants: their ‘otter tails’, which are thick at the base and taper towards the tip. These steered the dogs while they were swimming while the webbing between their toes helped them power forward in the water.

It’s why they have double coats, which are pretty waterproof and weather-resistant, keeping them warm and dry in tough conditions. These coats also trap dirt and water. So a dog that’s been let back in the house following a walk looking (relatively) clean can suddenly reappear in a much muddier state as the stored dampness surfaces!

DNA studies show that many Labrador retrievers have a genetic mutation that switches off the signalling system in their brain for fullness after eating. This system should let them know that they have a full stomach, but without it they’re constantly hungry, and there’s a risk of them piling on the pounds. This is even more of an issue if they’re living a less-than-strenuous modern lifestyle.

The colour of Labrador retriever puppies is determined by which genes in their parents are dominant and which are recessive. The genes for a yellow coat are recessive, so two yellow Labrador retrievers can’t have black or brown pups, because both carry those recessive genes, which together block the dark pigment.

Chocolate brown Labrador retrievers have a more limited gene pool, which brings increased susceptibility to ear and skin infections. These infections burden the dogs’ immune systems, and can affect their overall health.

The breed has a fantastic sense of smell due to their hunting and retrieving heritage, and today it makes them great at detecting explosives or drugs, and working as search and rescue dogs. There have also been some amazing recent discoveries – it turns out that a trained Labrador retriever can identify human medical conditions such as cancer or diabetes, just by sniffing.

It’s not just their noses that have these superpowers - their floppy ears also play a role in helping


Labrador retrievers today








LABRADOR RETRIEVERS IN 
POPULAR CULTURE
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Labrador retrievers’ lifespan


Puppyhood



Adolescence



Maturity


Senior years




THE WORLD’S LONGEST-LIVED 
LABRADOR RETRIEVER

[image: ]



[image: ]



Health issues



Weight watching for Labrador retrievers







LABRADOR RETRIEVERS ON THE BIG SCREEN
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