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Physical Characteristics of the Bergamasco


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale’s breed standard)


Head and Skull: Broad and slightly domed between the ears and rounded at the forehead. The skull is about as wide as it is long, and features a prominent occiput and a marked median furrow.


Eyes: Large, oval, and set just slightly obliquely. Eye color is brown, with the darkness of the color varying with the color of the coat.


Ears: Set high, semi-drooping, i.e., the last two-thirds of the lobe are drooping. Triangular shape.
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Nose: Large and black, with big, well-opened nostrils.


Neck: Upper profile is slightly convex. The neck is a little bit shorter than the head.


Muzzle: Blunt, tapering only slightly toward the nose. The lips are tight and of black pigment.


Forequarters: Seen from front as in profile, limbs are straight. Height from ground to elbow is 50% the height at the withers.


Size and Weight: Size—The ideal height at the withers for males is 60 cm (23.5 in) with a tolerance of 2 cm either above or below (1 in). For the females 56 cm (22 in), also with a tolerance of 2 cm more or less. Weight—Males 32–38 kg (70–84 lb). Females 26–32 kg (57–71 lb).


Body: The Bergamasco is very slightly longer than tall.


Tail: Set on last third of rump, thick and strong at its root, tapering towards its extremity. Covered with goat-like hair.


Hindquarters: Limbs straight, as much in profile as from behind.


Coat: Texture typical of this breed is the presence of three types of hair: the undercoat, fine, dense and oily, adhering to the skin and forming a waterproof, protective layer; the goat hair, strong and rough as in goats and which stays smooth without tufting; and the woolly coat, finer in texture which grows together in flocks. The “flock” should be larger at its base, flat, irregular and sometimes opening fan-wise.


Feet: Front feet are oval shaped with well closed and arched toes. Rear feet are the same as the front ones except slightly smaller.


Color: The coat color is gray of all possible shades, from a most delicate gray to black.
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At the end of the 19th century, the Bergamasco was still referred to as the Alpine Sheepdog and the Northern Italian Sheepdog. The breed’s official name is a fairly recent designation.
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ORIGIN OF THE BREED


It is now universally accepted that the first centers for domestication of sheep and goats were located in central and southern Asia. From these regions, populations that migrated in search of new pastures from east to west settled in mountainous zones along a practically uninterrupted line from the upper plains of Asia across the mountains of Anatolia, the Caucasus, the Carpathians and the Alps to the Pyrenees.


Scientists who dedicated their studies to cow-and sheep-breeding noted the presence, in these same regions, of dogs with long, bristly coats. The origins of these breeds probably go back to the Himalayan zones, where there existed a wolf known as Canis lupus laniger, which had a very thick coat. Along this route there are a number of dog breeds now stabilized and recognized, which are almost certainly direct descendants from a common ancestor. From a historical point of view, it is quite logical that a group of dog breeds with such similarities is to be found along the routes followed by these migrant populations.


The characteristics shared by all of these dogs are robust constitutions and thick, rough coats with more or less pronounced tendencies to felting on all parts of the body, including on the head, where the hair often forms a curtain in front of the eyes. These characteristics have become set, due to the dogs’ adaptation to the climates and geographical locations of their places of origin, and maintained through environmental conditions. The breeds that are known today for these characteristics are the Ovcharka in Russia, the Komondor and Puli in Hungary, the Polish Lowland Sheepdog in Poland, the Sheeppoedel in Germany (now very rare but not entirely extinct), the Bergamasco in the Italian Alps, the Briard and the Berger des Pyrenees (Little Pyrenean Sheepdog) in the French Alps and the Catalan Sheepdog in the Spanish Pyrenees.
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Many shepherds consider the Bergamasco as an ideal breed for handling sheep. Even the sheep seem to respect them as they wait attentively for the dog’s “instructions.”


A migratory current far further north could have been responsible for the presence of other dog breeds, probably of the same origin as the aforementioned—the Old English Sheepdog (Bobtail), which is still a working breed in northern England and the Scottish Highlands, and the Bearded Collie in Britain. There is also mention of a Norwegian Sheepdog of days gone by.


Once these migratory populations abandoned their nomadic existence and settled down within confined territories, their inseparable companions, their dogs, underwent the same evolution. Together with their masters, the dogs settled down in all parts of Europe and lost contact with groups located elsewhere. Climatic conditions, environmental factors and the habits of the local populations with whom they lived influenced the evolution of these isolated groups in varying manners so that, with the passing of the centuries, their looks, character and habits underwent changes. Each one of these groups of dog assumed its own identity, which made it different from its remote ancestor, but also different from the dogs of other groups. However, even today, these differences are not so great that we cannot recognize the different breeds’ common origin.


The ancestors of our modern Bergamasco arrived in Italy, spreading right over the flanks of the Alps. Until some 50 to 60 years ago, when sheep breeding was still prevalent in much of northern Italy, the dog was to be found throughout the entire Alpine region. Initially, our Bergamasco must have been used as a watchdog, which constituted the original function of the breed and remained unchanged over the centuries. Originally, all sheepdogs were guard dogs, and their activity was limited to protecting the flocks from animals of prey. The guard dog carries out his task by remaining close to the flock, and his instinct makes him immediately aware of the approach of strangers, human or animal, that attempt to penetrate the imaginary protective circle that the dog has drawn around the flock. The guardian sheepdog was and is still now used to protect the flock, and no other kind of work is expected from this type of dog.
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GENUS CANIS


Dogs and wolves are members of the genus Canis. Wolves are known scientifically as Canis lupus while dogs are known as Canis domesticus. Dogs and wolves are known to interbreed. The term “canine” derives from the Latin-derived word Canis. The term “dog” has no scientific basis but has been used for thousands of years. The origin of the word “dog” has never been authoritatively ascertained.





However, in regions where agriculture progressively was developing, the process of stock-breeding needed to adapt to changing conditions. Forests were being cleared and areas previously dedicated to grazing were being ploughed up, thus restricting the territory available for wild animals and limiting their numbers. The continuous disappearance of wide open spaces for grazing necessitated important changes in the time-honored traditions of stock-breeding.


Before the advent of wide-scale agriculture, the flocks were able to wander from one grazing ground to another without demographic barriers, so that their roaming did not need to be controlled. Once these zones were under cultivation, what had once been no-man’s land became the property of individuals who defended their land against intruders. It therefore became difficult to cross these zones. To avoid problems, it became necessary to drive the flocks over restricted passages and to make certain that the animals did not trespass. The classic methods used by shepherds for keeping their flocks together proved inadequate. It was at this point that men realized how better use of their dogs could be an advantage to them.


This transformation was no more than a gradual and slow evolution during which the dog retained his guardian qualities, but also acquired a new behavior pattern through which he learned to drive the flock. These methods had never been applied to the ferocious guard dogs, as it would have been dangerous to deliberately set them after the sheep when it might not be possible to curb their aggression. They were, therefore, gradually replaced by smaller, friendlier dogs with great intelligence. This transformation process was slow, progressive and, in the beginning at least, unintentional. These circumstances were what gradually led toward increased use of the sheepdog.


Since this extended function (meaning the dogs’ ability to herd) was required sooner or later in many different places, particularly in Europe, it is impossible to confine the dogs’ evolution to one place or to one moment in time. This new behavior pattern could only have been acquired and ingrained over a long evolutionary period due to rigid selection. Although scarce, we can find traces of this evolutionary process of our dogs amid historical data, providing us with a significant guideline.


Of particular importance was the migration of Italian sheep to Switzerland, which commenced in the latter Middle Ages (the first documentation refers to the year AD 739) and continued until 1886, when the Swiss government banned it. From the eastern Piedmont and Lombardy regions, the flocks crossed the Valtellina and the more accessible of the Alpine passes to reach the Grisons, where summer pasturelands were leased for them. The sheep migrated in vast numbers, some reports indicating as many 40,000 heads. Surely shepherds needed the help of the sheepdogs to accomplish this migration.
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Capable of both guarding and herding, the Bergamasco is a one-dog shepherding system.


In ancient times, the Alpine passes were wild areas where bears and wolves lived. Large and ferocious guardian sheepdogs were essential for the protection of flocks and men. The writings of G. von Albertini von Tamins, dated 1781, inform us that at the beginning of June, Italian shepherds drove their flocks up the Splugen Pass from Piedmont. He continues, saying that their excellent sheepdogs not only bravely guarded their masters and the flocks against wolves but also nearly replaced the shepherds in managing the animals. This is the first citation that confirms the beginning of the transition from watchdog to drover. In books written some years later, we find descriptions of these sheepdogs: “Big dogs with long, woolly coats are the courageous assistants of the Bergamasco Shepherds” and “…large thin with long, woolly coats.”


Influenced also by environmental changes, the character and habits of the dogs progressively adapted. In the Hoepli manual of 1897, The Dog, author Angelo Vecchi stated, “The North Italian Sheepdog, in particular those that emanate from the Alpine regions, are docile, friendly and not aggressive unless their flocks are menaced. The shepherds teach them how to manage the sheep to prevent them from straying into fields along the paths they follow on their long journeys and to keep them together on roads.”


It is interesting to note that, around the end of the 19th century, the dog was still defined by some authors as “Alpine Sheepdog” and sometimes as “Northern Italian Sheepdog,” proving that the name “Bergamasco Sheepdog” is fairly recent. The present name should not be attributed to its place of origin, as is commonly assumed, but is more probably linked to the history of the “traveling shepherds.” The arid Bergamasco Valleys provided few resources for the inhabitants, who were thus forced to seek work elsewhere. These men now became salaried shepherds who took care of the flocks of rich landowners and whose work consisted of driving the flocks to the most suitable pastures. These traveling shepherds, as indicated by their name, followed the migratory routes that took them from the high Swiss plains to the shores of rivers in the Po Valley, according to the season and other requirements. This work was traditionally carried out by people from the Bergamasco Valleys, so that, due to their association with the dogs that always accompanied them, it is highly probable that the name “Bergamasco,” which referred to the shepherds, also became the common name of the dogs.
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The Bergamasco is tolerant of all kinds of “kids.” They are very docile and friendly unless called upon to protect their human families or their herds.


For us, the important thing to remember is that we must not be confused by the breed’s name and consider the Bergamasco region as its home territory. To obtain a Bergamasco Sheepdog, you must not think that you will find it among the shepherds in those mountainous valleys, since sheep have long ago left that region. Industrial expansion and the development of tourism caused profound economic changes in lifestyle in the Alpine valleys. Victims of this transition were the flocks, together with their guardian dogs. No longer jealously protected by their shepherd masters, the dogs gradually disappeared or were mongrelized. Greater communication facilities favored the infiltration of new breeds into the previously isolated regions where the only dogs with the right of existence had been the ones useful for the shepherds’ work. It is only thanks to the efforts of a few enthusiastic breeders that it has been possible, after a long period of decline, to restore consistency and homogeneity to this Italian breed. In view of its exceptional qualities, the Bergamasco can now compete on equal footing with the best-known foreign breeds.
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NOT “CORDED”


The Bergamasco does not have a corded coat like a Hungarian Puli or Komondor; rather, their hair creates “flocks” or “maps,” from the Italian word biocolli.





DEVELOPMENT OF THE BREED ON THE CONTINENT


The birth of Alpino di Valle Imagna, the dog that was the progenitor of the breed on the Continent, has very humble beginnings, tracing to a poor shepherd who happened upon the farm of Mr. Rota in the Bergamasco hills in the late 1940s or early 1950s. The shepherd’s  dam was about to deliver her puppies, and the shepherd requested permission to leave the bitch on the farm until she birthed the pups. She delivered two very lovely puppies, one of which Mr. Rota chose to keep; this was the puppy that grew up to become Alpino di Valle Imagna.




BRAIN AND BRAWN


Since dogs have been inbred for centuries, their physical and mental characteristics are constantly being changed to suit man’s desires for hunting, retrieving, scenting, guarding and warming their masters’ laps. During the past 150 years, dogs have been judged according to physical characteristics as well as functional abilities. Few breeds can boast a genuine balance between physique, working ability and temperament like the Bergamasco can.
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A businessman from Milan, Mr. Rota became increasingly interested in the breed as Alpino grew up, and he, together with his friend who kept Alpino’s litter sister, went to various meeting places of the local shepherds to find other Bergamasco-type dogs. With the dogs they were able to find, the Valle Imagna Kennel officially began breeding the Bergamasco.


In little time, other kennels sprouted up, including Idro, Lupercali, Valle Scrivia, Albera and Grigiastro, many of which were based on the Valle Imagna bloodlines. An important kennel was founded in Switzerland by Mrs. Maria Schreiber, who lived in England, where many Italian flocks migrated for the summer months. With the flocks came also the intelligent Bergamasco Sheepdogs, which were quite recognizable in certain areas of Britain. Charmed by the cleverness of these dogs in working the flocks, Mrs. Schreiber came to Italy to meet Mr. Rota and to buy a bitch from his foundation dog, Alpino. This was the beginning of the Dimgod Kennel, which for many years yielded many important dogs. Mrs. Schreiber always remained in contact with the Italian breeders, especially the Valle Scrivia and Albera Kennels, with whom she enjoyed cooperative relationships.
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In Italian, the breed is referred to as the Pastore Bergamasco.


Among the newer kennels that were founded in Italy and remain in operation are Antica Priula, Pierzez and Val Brembana. Other Italian kennels were established, though many ceased operation after some time had passed.


Alpino von Dimgod and Icnusa dell’Albera were the founders of the Bergamin’s Kennel in Holland. Mr. and Mrs. Beenen, who campaigned their dogs at the most important shows in Europe, receive credit for popularizing the Bergamasco in northern Europe.


In more recent times, the Bergamasco has expanded beyond the Italian pastures to other European nations, which have finally begun to embrace this marvelous Italian dog as their own. In Switzerland came the Arcobaleno and Montevergine Kennels, the latter of which is based on old Italian bloodlines of working dogs. In Germany, Mr. and Mrs. Papenbrock are the owners of Lopautal Kennel, which produced the bitch who won World Champion at the World Dog Show in Milan in 2000. In the Czech Republic, the Ätefika Kennel of Mr. Peter Ätefika promises many great Bergamascos to the world, especially now that certain political tensions have dissolved, allowing this kennel to communicate more freely with other breeders around Europe.


In recent years, the Bergamasco was introduced to the Scandinavian countries. In Finland, Kirsi and Jyri Ansamaki are promoting the breed through their Fallenhaus Kennel to Eastern European nations, including Russia, Estonia and Lithuania. The Rastafellow Kennel is the first of the newer kennels to be developed in this part of the Continent. In Sweden, the Bautastenen Kennel of Mr. and Mrs. Quick and the Frosta Kennel of Mrs. Gunvor Bergström are working hard to introduce the Bergamasco into their country, where the breed is completely unknown. One puppy from the Frosta Kennel went to Norway in hopes of promoting the breed in that country.


THE BERGAMASCO SHEEPDOG IN BRITAIN


The authors extend their gratitude to Reyna G. Knight of the Chique Kennels for information about the breed in the United Kingdom.


Mr. and Mrs. J. Webb were the first to own a Bergamasco in England. This Bergamasco was named La Donna Grigia of Triskele and was, of course, a bitch. Whelped on February 28, 1989, Donna, bred by N. Fabrizio, was out of a dam named Nera and sired by Baldo. Genetically black, she was gray in color.


The author, Maria Andreoli, exported England’s second Bergamasco to the UK in 1991. Ammone Dell’Albera of Chique, after six months in quarantine, came to his new owners, Mr. and Mrs. D. Knight. His sire was Ratafià Dell’Albera and his dam was Runcina Dell’Albera. Black in color, Ammone was born on April 23, 1990.


Ammone is credited with siring the first litter in England, and, of course, Donna was the first dam to deliver. As the fates would have it, on the very day that Ammone was released from the quarantine station, his “donna”-in-waiting was ready for mating. It was a rather brief courtship, but the happy result was eight black puppies.


On December 31, 1994, four gray puppies, sired by Int. Ch. Zecchino Dell’Albera out of Ubi Dell’Albera, were born in quarantine. Two of each sex, the puppies, bringing Britain’s total Bergamasco population to 14, were named Dell’Albera Elisir D’Amore of Chique, Dell’Albera Effetto Speciale, Dell’Albera Erbavoglio and Dell’Albera Eclissi di Luna. After 12 weeks at the quarantine kennel, the gray four became part of England’s active Bergamasco troupe, being shown at the dog shows. Ubi, the sire, did not remain in the UK; he returned to Italy.


[image: image]


The Dell’Albera strain can be proud of Gae Dell’Albera Silver Streak, who won her American Rare Breed Association championship.


From Ammone and Donna’s original litter of eight, Triskele Zamico, owned by K. I. and A. T. Sear, was also shown regularly, along with two others from that litter, though less frequently. In 1998, Igea dell’Albera, bred by the author, Maria Andreoli, entered the United Kingdom, happily side-stepping the six-month quarantine law due to the Balai Agreement.


The Bergamascos in the UK are exhibited at English Kennel Club shows in the Import Register, which prohibits them from competing in any other class and Best in Show. When Donna, the country’s first dog, entered the UK, she competed in the Rare Breed category and, thereby, could be seen in the Best in Show ring as well as in the Stakes classes. Since the early 1990s, The Kennel Club has changed its policy; thus, Bergamascos are quite limited at the shows and, of course, cannot compete at the prestigious Crufts Dog Show since only qualified champions can compete in that show. Fortunately, however, the breed can be present in the Import Register, and thus are able to be seen by the thousands who visit the Crufts show. Once the breed establishes that it is “sufficient in number” and has “a good gene pool,” The Kennel Club will permit the Bergamasco to enter and compete in the Championship Classes at all of its shows.


At the Windsor Championship Dog Show in 1995, seven Bergamascos were entered in the Import Register Classes. This represented 50 percent of the country’s Bergamasco population—quite a fine turnout percentage-wise. Mr. L. Pagliero judged and placed Elisir D’Amour Dell’Albera of Chique first in the Puppy Class. Since then, the Bergamasco has been seen at most of the country’s Championship Shows and Open Shows where Import Classes are offered. The Bergamascos have claimed many Best Puppy and Best Import awards.


In 1996, the Committee of the National Working Breeds hosted a breed seminar for 100 Kennel Club judges, which was conducted by Reyna G. Knight, who was elected the first chairman of the newly formed Bergamasco Club of Great Britain the following year. Mr. Stuart Band became the club’s first secretary.


THE BERGAMASCO IN THE US


Mr. and Mrs. Byfield imported the first Bergamasco into the United States. Marco, as he was called, was sent by Mrs. Byfield’s brother, who lived in Italy. A bitch was later imported, and at least one litter was produced by the Byfields. Today, the Byfields live with two senior Bergamascos who are still active at 13 years of age. Unfortunately, no records were kept either of the ownership or the location of the puppies they produced.


Co-author Donna DeFalcis had never encountered a Bergamasco, but became intrigued by the breed’s appearance through photographs she had seen of Bergamascos. She and her husband Stephen were trying to find a breed that was still in its original state, unchanged for the purposes of dog showing. Temperament and close family ties were their goals for their new breed.


With some hopes of establishing the breed in the US from the Dell’Albera line, which already touted a number of International Champions, in July 1995 they imported Fauno Dell’Albera, a six-month-old gray male, to join their family of two Polish Lowland Sheepdogs, Cole and Cody. They registered their Italian import, Fauno Dell’Albera, with the FCI as well as with the American Kennel Club’s Foundation Stock Service. Understanding commands only in Italian, the newly arrived Fauno possessed a good-sized head, an agile body of medium build and a soft woolly coat with multiple shades of gray and black. He also had some black patches, which helped him acquire his call name, “Blackfoot.” Soon Fauno’s show-ring career and English-language education began as he entered the show circuit, introducing many rare-breed people to the Bergamasco.


By the time he reached two years of age, Fauno was a champion of several rare-breed clubs and had garnered multiple Best in Show awards, becoming one of the top 100 winning dogs in the American Rare Breed Association (ARBA).
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