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BREEDER FEATURE

Mike and Lenore Hamilton, BLACKWING LABRADORS

(Editor's Note: Mike and Lenore
Hamilton have been in Labradors

for nearly 30 years. Their Spe-

cialty wins include Blackwing
Bluffdale Memphis, BOS in Dallas;
Blackwing Bramble, BOB in Dal-
las out of the Bred-by class and
WB at Hoosier; Blackwing Super
Freak, WB at Piedmont; and
Blackwing Sherman, WD at
Shawnee Mission and Dallas to

finish.)

Lab Report: Describe for us your
ideal Labrador.

Mike & Lenore: The ideal Labra-
dor must look and act like a Labra-
dor Retriever. It can't look like a
Pointer, Hound, etc. Type is im-
portant. Does it have the things
that make a Lab a Lab? Those in-
clude coat, otter tail, head, instinct
and desire to retrieve, marking, and
that want-to-please temperament.
Supreme intelligence is foremost,
along with a biddable tempera-
ment. Life is too short to spend
your time training a hyper, stupid,
aggressive so-called Lab. We have
concentrated on dogs that will ex-
cel both in the show ring and the
duck woods of Arkansas.

“We like a dog with a lot of sub-
stance. One that is more compact,
with a heavy build, lots of muscle
and bone.”

There are a lot of variances in the

breed ring today, and we appreciate
the quality in all of them. But we
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like a dog with a lot of substance.
One that is more compact, with a
heavy build, lots of muscle and
bone. Not smaller than the stan-
dard, but of the stouter, heavier va-
riety. And balance is the key--how
the dog fits together. Often, the
dogs' outlines separate out a lot of
them. If you sit at ringside and
watch a class, you can pretty
quickly see a lot of long-bodied,
long-coupled dogs. The top cut
sorts itself out via the shorter-
coupled ones.

“The dilemma comes in trying to
shorten the coupling while keeping
the rear angulation, nice shoul-
ders, etc. That's the biggest chal-
lenge.”

A lot of different things go into the
structure in order to fashion a
proper rear end--length of hocks,
turn of stifle, rear angulation, etc.--
and the same holds true for correct
fronts. Fronts are one of the hard-
est things to improve. Those are
some of the things about which
we've always been most particular.
LR: Did you always know what
you wanted to breed, or did that
develop as you went?

M&L: We started with well-made
Labs that had good temperament,
though they lacked type. But we
didn't know at the time what was
right. We got lucky in that our first
ones had decent structure, then we
worked to get type and maintain it.
We went to Specialties and studied

and studied and studied. We took
old Labrador magazines and Julie
Brown's Directories and identified
the dogs we wanted. We knew we
didn't have that kind! So we real-
ized what we liked and it took
years of breeding to get it--
although we still aren't there yet.
We've bred up from what we had,
worked ourselves to death, and
spent a minor fortune!

“The overall quality of Labs is
much better in the show ring lo-
cally than 20 years ago.”

If we had to start over, we'd shop
around and buy a good bitch--not
necessarily a top show-winning
bitch. She wouldn't be available for
sale anyway (and if she were, you'd
wonder why). But a clean one with
no major faults. Then, try to reason
out the best way to go and breed up
from there. The point is the differ-
ence in analyzing a good breeding
bitch and one that will win. If
you're not careful, you'll pick too
doggy of a bitch (which is what
usually wins in the show ring).
You have to step back and decide
which would make the best brood
bitch. Femininity is important.
This is all a balancing act, with
varying degrees of different things.
As much as we have learned,
there's so much we don't know.
Plus, you never know how some
things are going to match up. But
you have to breed quality in the
first place. As long as you're
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breeding good dogs to good
dogs, you have a better change
of getting good dogs. As you
gain knowledge and experience,
you continue to revise and im-
prove your ideal Labrador.

The overall quality of Labs is
much better in the show ring
locally than 20 years ago. You
better improve to be competi-
tive. Each breeder works to re-
tain the virtues of their dogs
while improving on the faults.
LR: Do you breed based on
phenotype or genotype?

Mike: This is one of my pet
peeves. I have a background in
Animal Science, and have spent
years advising livestock produc-
ers on breeding programs. This
is not an either/or question! It's
about all of it. The more infor-
mation you can get, the better
decisions you can make. In
dogs you lack much of the per-
formance data to make the best
selection. Dominant genes show
up in the phenotype. Homozy-
gous recessives are going to
show up as well. Environment
is always a factor. But there are
so many gene combinations . . .
Lenore: We look at the dog
first, then drop back and look at
the pedigree. Nine times out of
ten, it's a pedigree we liked any-
way. In other words, we pick
out those dogs. Pedigrees pro-
vide valuable history for that
individual--who is back there
and what did those dogs look
like? With all that we think we
know, there is so much more
that goes into genetics that we
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do not understand. A lot of it
boils down to luck--some litters
click and some do not.

LR: What are the biggest prob-
lems you see from responsible
breeders?

“. .. to be successful, you must
be able to picture clearly in
your mind your ideal Labrador,
and stick with that . . .

M&L: Lack of consistency.
There are so many new breed-
ers--we have a 50% turnover of
breeders in Labradors--and so
many of them let judging dic-
tate which Labs they will breed
to. They breed to only the big
winners, with no thought to if it
is the dog that fits their needs.
You have to be in this game for
many years to see that judges
aren't always picking out the
typyest dogs. There's nothing
more competitive than Labra-
dors. It is tough. For a breeding
program to be successful, you
must be able to picture clearly
in your mind your ideal Labra-
dor, and stick with that through
every generation if you are to
have any consistency. Breeding
to the big winner of the day will
not get you there.

LR: How important do you be-
lieve hunt tests are as a barome-
ter for retrievability?

M&L: Hunt tests serve a pur-
pose, just as the conformation
ring does. Both are good ways
to evaluate our breeding stock.
And they are the only way we
have to see how the dogs we are

breeding stack up against our
peers' dogs. Of course, han-
dling comes into play in the
conformation ring, as does the
ability of the trainer in the hunt
test. In the hunt test, however,
you can weed out the ones with
a lack of desire. Some have a
stronger desire than others. But
we believe all will retrieve if
put with the right trainer for that
dog.

LR: How do you feel about
splitting the breed?

M&L: We are not in favor of it.
What would this accomplish?

“The general public is already
under the impression that a
show dog can't hunt.”

This would perpetuate that im-
pression. We all should be
breeding toward the same stan-
dard, and be judged by the same
standard. There is room in it for
everyone. Everyone interprets
the standard a little differently;
therefore we have different
types of Labradors. Having two
separate Labrador breeds would
just put both sides at more con-
flict. And do nothing but con-
fuse the public even more. We
do not like having disqualifica-
tions in the standard. This
should be left up to the breeders
to decide whether a dog has
enough merit elsewhere, and is
worthy of being bred.

Ours really is the toughest ring.
And without love for Labradors,
a breeder has little return for all
their work. * * *

Page 7



