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Born for a life of pain:  
They look so adorable. But spaniels loved by 
owners including Strictly's Craig Revel Horwood are 
being cynically bred with horrifying defects 
 

 Craig Revel Horwood is devoted to Cavalier King Charles Spaniel 
Sophie 

 But she has now been diagnosed with a common but fatal breed 
complaint 

 Even breeders admit cer
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Sophie's condition highlights a serious issue — one that sheds light on modern attitudes 
to animal welfare. 

For centuries, mankind has been refining descendants of the wolf into ever-more-
specialised breeds of dog. 

Many of them are prey to some particular illness or other, but some varieties are so 
riddled with inherited defects that even breed enthusiasts are calling for action to combat 
the problem — either by mixing them with other breeds or by getting rid of them 
altogether. 

And so it is with the Cavalier King Charles Spaniel. 

The breed is a longer-nosed version of the King Charles Spaniel and the result of an 
attempt in the 1920s to create a prettier dog from a small pool of 'founder' animals. 



The second is a very distressing condition called Syringomyelia (SM). Put simply, this 
involves the brain being too big for the skull. As a result, the brain squeezes through the 
opening leading to the spinal cord, causing fluid in the spine to press on nerves, 
resulting in pain and disability. 

Critics of the Cavalier breeding fraternity ascribe this suffering, in part at least, to the 
quest for a dog with a puppy-like appearance. 

'Years of breeding for a prettier head has resulted in too small a skull,' says Margaret 
Carter, a one-time Cavalier breeder. 'Seventy per cent of Cavaliers will have gone on to 
develop SM by the age of six.' 

She has witnessed the consequences at first hand. 

'My Cavalier was a top stud dog, and he started showing signs of SM at the age of 11,' 



Dog breeding and showing are, she says, 'almost like a cult — a kind of brainwashing. 
People know that inbreeding is dangerous in humans, but somehow don't see that it's 
dangerous in animals. 



Mr Revel Horwood and his partner have now come out in support of mandatory testing 
for Cavaliers before puppies can be registered. 

In his entry on the petition, the Strictly judge writes: 'My partner, Damon, and I have a 
13-year-old King Charles Cavalier called Sophie. She is the most beautiful little girl. 

'But she has a lot of health issues that mean she's on full-time medication. There needs 
to be a law put in place to make sure Cavaliers are MRI-scanned and heart-tested 
before breeding.' 

In response to the criticism, breeders say they are being unfairly persecuted. Sheena 
Maclaine, chairman of the Cavalier Breeders Club, says her members love their dogs, 
and she denies that incestuous breeding is widespread. 

Mrs Maclaine, who has 29 Cavaliers, two of them suffering from SM, says: 'People who 
have done the campaigning have almost witch-hunted certain kennels and breeders. 
That has effectively driven people underground, away from scanning centres that 
publish the results of those scans.' Even dogs whose MRI tests give them a 'clear' bill of 
health can still produce a problem puppy, she argues, and she does not believe that 
head shape is the issue. 
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The German Shepherd (pictured like many large breeds, are prone to hip dysplasia which causes 
pain, arthritis, and problems walking 

 

While acknowledging that SM can cause 'dreadful' pain, she questions whether the 
percentage of dogs that suffer such pain 'would even be recognisable'. 

'The Cavalier is one of the wussiest breeds, so if you comb its ears and catch a hair 
tangle it will scream,' she says. 

Dan O'Neill, a vet who has undertaken a study for the RSPCA on genetic conditions in 
dogs, is promoting more understanding of canine-inherited disease through the new 
Vetcompass project, in which vets share the results of screening. 



He warns: 'If we want to keep the breed — and Cavaliers are beautiful and adorable 
dogs — we have to breed away from it very gradually or we could end up introducing a 
new set of problems.' 

Ultimately, he suggests the broader public's attitudes to pedigree dogs may need to 
undergo a shift. 

'A lot of the decisions about how dogs look are not driven by the Kennel Club, they are 
driven by the public,' he says. 'Flavours of the month at the moment are Pugs and 
French Bulldogs. Both can suffer from breathing problems because of their noses.' 

Mrs Carter has now set up the Companion Cavalier Club, and offers advice on how to 
reduce the risk of genetic disease. 

'I believe the only way to save the Cavalier is to out-cross it to another breed,' she says. 
'But as far as breeders are concerned, the product would be a mongrel.' 

 


