AT WHAT AGE SHOULD A LURCHER BE RETIRED?

When a lurcher pup is brought blind, deaf and helpless into the world, the blue touch paper is immediately lit.  Rocketing the sapling into a race to become proficient at running, jumping, lamping rabbits, coursing hares and any other discipline the owner can conjure up.

Over the decades it has always been a question of debate as to what is the correct age to enter a young lurcher.  But what about the other end of the equation, “when should we retire our best friend”?

In Northumberland were I reside, with the advent of hunting using lamps and dogs in the early seventies, we were slightly behind our Durham neighbours.  I can remember many local lurcher enthusiasts of that time obtaining dogs from Durham.  These were lamping lurchers of three years of age, supposedly “burnt out” by the rigors of continually lamping rabbits.

With lamping being in its infancy so to speak, a hypothesis such as this was generally accepted as being factually correct.  It has since been proved on many occasions over the decades, that the vendors and buyers of such animals didn’t have a clue what they were talking about.

At three years of age, a lurcher of any breeding is not even at its prime.  I doubt if even the keenest of Durham lamping men could burn out an animal as diverse as a lurcher.  Any damage done could probably be more contributed to sickening the dog, by entering it too early, or using the wrong breeds in the dog’s genetic make up.


I believe lamping with lurchers peaked somewhere between the mid eighties and early nineties.  Since then the sport has declined due to various factors.  There are very few of the so-called “profit hunters” left throughout the country.  Men who hunted practically every night of the week, securing vast hauls of rabbits, hares, fox and deer.  Most lamping enthusiasts are now part timers, enjoying the occasional jaunt with their dogs.  Dogs in this situation should literally last for ever.


I have only highlighted the sport of lamping here because it is my belief that when a coursing dog becomes too slow to come to terms with a strong brown hare, it should still be able to have an active working life for many years to come on the lamp.

So back to the original question, when should a lurcher be retired?  


I had the great fortune of being one of the lurchermen who lamped my dogs during the dates I have depicted.  I owned and hunted dogs that would account for more rabbits in one night than most modern lurchers will take in a month.  So it is from my own records where my quest for an answer begins.


One of my lurcher bitches, Bes, whose working life began in conjunction with the creation of lamping, was thirteen years of age when cancer curtailed her career.  A month before the symptoms of this blight surfaced proper, she was out lamping and secured half a dozen rabbits.


During her existence this bitch took over two thousand rabbits, many roe deer and fox.  She was also one of a small elite number of local lurchers which authentically took over one hundred hares, both when the cloak of darkness had fallen, and during the daylight hours.  So if ever a dog could be burnt out, this bitch should have been a prime candidate.


Another instance from my records comes in the form of another bitch from my lines. Yella was a twenty-three inch, forty-five pound in weight smooth coated lurcher, the grand daughter to Bes.


This bitch was also into her thirteenth hunting season when I lost her to cancer of the liver, kidneys and stomach.  Again this bitch hunted to the end.  To a layman she would have been retired at seven years old.  She had the knack of looking prematurely old, and would even cultivate a slight limp.  But when the clouds swallowed the moon, and the wind sang seductively through the bars of her kennel, a rejuvenated phoenix would have looked antiquated beside her.


Retired at seven, she would have missed securing her largest ever haul of eighty rabbits in one nights work.  This was at the ripe old age of eight.  She also went on to surpass her grandmother’s final tally of rabbits by over a thousand.


Away from my extensive lurcher records, many people connected with the breed believe it is not so much the age of the dog, but the breeding that dictates when it is no longer of any use for work.  The premises here is that the larger crosses finish earlier than those of a more diminutive size.  I believe this is another miss conception.


I have owned and worked many Scottish deerhounds; very few lurchers match the proportions of these beautiful creatures.  My hounds have probably accounted for more hour’s work, and numbers of kills than a lot of lurchers.  Again these have worked into double figures of years.  “I have never retired a deerhound or lurcher in over thirty years of my involvement with running dogs”.


All too many time I here of lurcher owners retiring the dog they arrogantly believe they know so well.  When the genuine reason is probably their wane in enthusiasm or lack of available time.  Or even because they are one of us that are frightened to except we are getting “too old”.


The lurcher is a diverse creature, that will give its owner hours of sporting enjoyment over a wide time scale. If the owner decides its working life is at its ebb tide, it still has much to offer as a companion.


All lurchers are individuals, and should be treated as such.  There can never be a set age as to when a dog is finished and should be retired.   A responsible owner will know when his dog has had enough.  But they should never be in a race to retire, as they were to enter when the same animal was a pup.  Remember.

“Never enter, nor retire too early”.
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