”BITES”
An article by Keven Harris:
This subject is a tough assignment for any writer let alone bringing it home to your own in the National Breed Newsletter or Quarterly.
So, hats off to one particular lady, Pam Manderville, a writer for several dog Magazines and a Soft Coated Wheaten Terrier fancier for bringing out of the closet a subject most people just refuse to discuss or are simply not interested in, if for no other reason, than to not give up information that could be otherwise shared.  Information that could go a ways to maybe correcting what appears might be a problem in the SCWT. (And other terrier breeds also)     Of course there is the other side of the coin, those who continue to produce problem bites but do not, for whatever reason, seek help to improve their lot.

While I was weaned on a breed that requires an undershot bite (The Boxer) but could still break your heart at every turn, fortunately, I was blessed with many of the great Terrier Doyens in my learning years.  Milward, Rowles, Mushet, Brown, Luyten.   Some long gone to that other place, others still, in their own way adding to those indelible marks of that knowledge legacy they made available to so many willing to learn.    These mentors who themselves grew up in families of dedicated Terrier men, (in those days it was just men, no offence meant) were Johnny on the spot so to speak, as these villainous canines actually worked for their keep, going about the business end of vermin eradication with an unbridled passion.

To these men, the subject of dentition was not confined just to the bite but the whole of the mouth.  The jaws, boning therein, the manner in which the teeth are anchored thereto and the quality of the muscular attachment in the region of the cheeks and jaw so descriptive in several terrier standards, all play a major role in achieving that single most important requirement in almost every terrier.

“… well filled up under the eyes and with punishing jaws ...” 
Without these essential features, the terrier might easily become the victim, having taken on a quarry much larger than itself as they often do.   The scissor bite is the hallmark of Terrier dentition and of great importance both in the field of work and, in the female for its instinctive maternal duties which completes the picture of a true Terrier mouth    

In an interesting comparison, that Bastion of the Terrier world, the United Kingdom from whence the majority of terriers (if not all) have their origins, there are only three breed standards that vary from a true complete and regular scissor bite, one asking for a vice like grip implying if you are mechanically minded, edge to edge, one which says level is acceptable, and one which allows both scissor or level.  This last one is the Cesky Terrier where the FCI standard has been formulated and used for this breed developed in the Czech Republic.

The AKC Standards allow eleven breeds to have similar variations, between vice like, scissor or level, level or scissor.   No I did not repeat the last two variations.  There are some that actually place level above scissor.   As if this might not be confusing enough for some, there is the premise that all of these are correct including the SCWT where it can be either scissor or level, not just that level is acceptable, implying again both bites are correct.
This gives rise to the question, “…how can both be correct when they are genetically different...”     There is I am sure, any number of reasons within the fancy which will hold firm that level is as correct as scissor.    I on the other hand am not convinced.    In its home of origin this breed (SCWT) was required to qualify in several trials over vermin such as badger, rat, and rabbit before attaining a conformation championship title.    A specimen with anything but a scissor bite was separated from the kennel stock and disposed of.   So, where does one go from here?    Pam Manderville in her article makes a point on the question of undershot mouths, that if there is an otherwise very good specimen but with a suspect bite, it might well be used in a program to improve on the very good traits you are seeking, as a compromise.    Here we agree to disagree, for down the track major problems will almost certainly occur, and why?   Because genetics take over you wonderful plan and suddenly you are worse off than when you started. 
Never think for a second that undershot is anything else but a recessive and perpetuating.
I had a recent experience when presented for group judging, a Scottish Terrier of beautiful breed type in every way, an apparent big winning terrier.  My immediate thought was, wow, this will be hard to beat!!

Then I examined the mouth, where upon the handler quietly whispered in my shell pink, “…it’s almost level…” as I struggled with the fact that my vision had been blown out the door by a decided undershot bite.    This BOB exhibit did not make it to the four placements!
There is no doubt in my mind that a level bite will always be the precursor to an eventual onset of undershot specimens.   In any breeding plan where scissor is the preferred bite and the very best mouths are left out of the program, expect the worst.     Compromise is a great tool if, and only if, there is an absolute positive outcome.  There is no compromise when in desperation one turns to inferior genetic material for a quick fix.     Likewise, there are no quick fix solutions in this breeding game we all love, and over time endure both success and failure with.   One thing is certain.   Change brings about consequence, either good or not good depending on which direction one takes. 
It’s that old adage; “Always keep doing what you always did, and you will always get what you always got.”    Planning to get it right will always be the best solution.
Signed: Keven Harris           
              07-04-09

No one person is ever totally right about any given subject, hopefully the article “BITES” might be both enjoyed and stimulating.
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