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Physical Characteristics of the
 St. Bernard


(from the American Kennel Club
 breed standard)


Head: Like the whole body, very powerful and imposing. The massive skull is wide, slightly arched and the sides slope in a gentle curve into the very strongly developed, high cheek bones.


Muzzle: Short, does not taper, and the vertical depth at the root of the muzzle must be greater than the length of the muzzle. The bridge of the muzzle is not arched, but straight. The flews of the upper jaw are strongly developed, not sharply cut, but turning in a beautiful curve into the lower edge, and slightly overhanging. The flews of the lower jaw must not be deeply pendant.


Eyes: Set more to the front than the sides, are of medium size, dark brown, with intelligent, friendly expression, set moderately deep.


[image: image]


Nose: Very substantial, broad, with wide open nostrils, and, like the lips, always black.


Shoulders: Sloping and broad, very muscular and powerful. The withers are strongly pronounced.


Ears: Of medium size, rather high set, with very strongly developed burr at the base. They stand slightly away from the head at the base, then drop with a sharp bend to the side and cling to the head without a turn.


Neck: Set high, very strong and when alert or at attention is carried erect. Otherwise horizontally or slightly downward. The nape of the neck is very muscular and rounded at the sides which makes the neck appear rather short. The dewlap of throat and neck is well pronounced: too strong development, however, is not desirable.


Chest: Very well arched, moderately deep, not reaching below the elbows.


Back: Very broad, perfectly straight as far as the haunches, from there gently sloping to the rump, and merging imperceptibly into the root of the tail.


Coat: (Longhaired) Of medium length plain to slightly wavy. Usually, on the back, especially from the region of the haunches to the rump, the hair is more wavy. The tail is bushy with dense hair of medium length. Forelegs only slightly feathered; thighs very bushy.


Hindquarter: Well-developed. Legs very muscular.


Tail: Starting broad and powerful directly from the rump is long, very heavy, ending in a powerful tip. In repose it hangs straight down, turning gently upward in the lower third only, which is not considered a fault.


Color: White with red or red with white, the red in its various shades; brindle patches with white markings. The colors red and brown-yellow are of entirely equal value. Necessary markings are: white chest, feet and tip of tail, noseband, collar or spot on the nape; the latter and blaze are very desirable.


Coat: Roughs: dense and flat, rather fuller round neck, thighs and tail well feathered.


Size: The dog should be 27.5 inches minimum, of the bitch 25.5 inches. Female animals are of finer and more delicate build.


Hind legs: Hocks of moderate angulation. Dewclaws are not desired; if present, they must not obstruct gait.


Feet: Broad, with strong toes, moderately closed, and with rather high knuckles.


Belly: Distinctly set off from the very powerful loin section, only little drawn up.
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While the true origin of the St. Bernard is unclear, the breed is most commonly known as the breed used as rescue dogs in the Swiss Alps. It is a breed that has served man for many years; consequently, St. Bernards make excellent pet dogs.
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The true origin of the St. Bernard is subject to much speculation, and many different theories of how and when the breed evolved have emerged. Some theories are stronger than others, yet the truth is that we will probably never know for certain where this loving, gentle working breed had its start. However, the breed’s origin can be confidently traced from the early stock of Roman dogs known as Mollossers. These dogs were brought to Helvetia (Switzerland) by the Roman armies during the first two centuries AD. The breed originally comes from the Greeks, taken by Alexander the Great from their home in Asia Minor.


During this time period there were two distinctive types of Mollossers—the Illyrian Mollossers and the Babylonian Mollossers. These early dogs formed the background of all of today’s Swiss breeds, including the St. Bernard, Bernese Mountain Dog and Greater Swiss Mountain Dog. They were primarily war dogs used for guarding, but also functioned well as herding, draft and search-and-rescue dogs.
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A Bernese Mountain Dog, another Swiss breed possibly derived from the same ancestry as the St. Bernard.


By 1000 AD these ancestral dogs were well established in the Swiss Alps and became known as Talhunds (valley dogs) or Bauernhunds (farm dogs). They came in a variety of shapes and sizes, and many of them had the same physical characteristics as today’s St. Bernard.


At the end of the 10th century, Archdeacon Bernard de Menthon founded his famous hospice in the Swiss Alps. The sanctuary acted as a refuge for travelers crossing the difficult passes between Switzerland and Italy. Soldiers and merchants also used the hospice of the great St. Bernard to escape the bitter cold and heavy snow. The hospice stands over 8000 feet above sea level. Today it is no longer used as a shelter but has become a tourist attraction for visitors traveling through the area.


According to breed historians, Bernard of Menthon was one of the first individuals to introduce the breed to the hospice. The first documentation of the breed’s arrival at the hospice was in 1660. The monks operating out of the local monasteries used the St. Bernard for protection and search and rescue missions. The monks valued the St. Bernard for many reasons; one of the most important was the dog’s unique ability to sense oncoming avalanches.




“SCENT” ON A MISSION


St. Bernards were used to rescue people buried under six feet of snow. Incredibly, they performed this difficult task all by themselves. Oddly enough, only males were sent on these search missions. The breed’s keen sense of location and strong sense of smell allowed them to locate stranded individuals in snow-covered mountain passes despite dense fog and other adverse weather conditions.





The most famous of all of the hospice dogs was a dog named “Barry.” Barry lived to the ripe old age of 14, and documentation claims that he saved over 40 lives in his day. Completely unaided, Barry was capable of digging out anyone buried in the snow. He made several miraculous rescues in his lifetime; however, his own life nearly came to a tragic end in 1812. Barry was mistaken for a wolf when attempting to recover a man buried under the snow. Indeed, he was stabbed numerous times by the very man he was trying to save! Although he survived this horrible ordeal, he was never fit enough to return to his specialized search missions. Therefore he was retired to Berne, where he spent the last two years of his life. When he finally passed away, Barry had become a legend and his body was mounted in the Natural History Museum in Berne.
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The Greater Swiss Mountain Dog, like the Bernese, was basically a military dog, but now is an attractive guard dog and house pet.
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MAINTAINING THE FUNCTION OF THE BREED


The St. Bernard Club of America was first organized in 1888. The main function of the club was to maintain the stability and function of the breed. This club is one of the oldest specialty clubs in the United States.





A notable great admirer of the St. Bernard was Napoleon Bonaparte. In the early 1800s, he helped finance several other hospices that would later become refuges for many royal figures during the 19th century. The St. Bernard hospice became recognized worldwide and was responsible for saving over 2000 lives. Queen Victoria, her husband Prince Albert and many other members of the British royal family visited it.
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ANIMAL LABOR REPLACED BY TECHNOLOGY


Technology over the centuries has replaced animal labor in various arenas. The arrival of the helicopter ended the St. Bernard’s role as a rescue dog in the Swiss Alps.





Today, the hospice is only a tourist attraction for all St. Bernard fanciers. The statue of the breed’s founder, St. Bernard of Menthon, stands proudly on the mountainside.


THE ST. BERNARD’S BIRTH IN THE UK


Many of the first dogs to set foot on British soil were imported from the hospice in Switzerland. The first recorded St. Bernard to arrive in England was a dog named “Lionn.” He was imported from Switzerland in 1815. St. Bernards gained popularity when Queen Victoria took an interest in them in the late 1840s. In 1862, when the first official dog show was held, Reverend Cumming Macdonna became a strong devotee of the breed and began importing many fine-quality dogs from Switzerland. His most famous dog was “Tell,” bred by Herr Schindler. Records indicate that Tell was never defeated in the show ring.


By the late 1870s, the breed was well established in England and its popularity at dog shows was increasing. In 1882 the first St. Bernard club was formed. By the early 1900s, the Swiss and English were at odds with each other as to what was the right direction to take in the development of the breed. This intense rivalry caused the Swiss to form their own kennel club, and the Swiss standard would later be accepted by all countries except England.


The Bowden kennel, operated by Mr. C. Walmsley and Dr. Inman, was very influential in establishing the St. Bernard in the UK. Unfortunately, early breeders from both England and Switzerland were more concerned with breeding massive dogs, and the direction of the breed suffered tremendously because of it. The Bowden kennel recognized the importance of soundness and type in its development, and the kennel went on to produce many fine dogs. The three most famous included Tannhauser, who won 16 Challenge Certificates, required for championships in the UK; Viola, winner of 14 Challenge Certificates; and Eng. Ch. The Pride of Sussex, a top winner for the breed.
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The prior of the St. Bernhard Monastery congratulates Leon on his fine achievement of saving 35 lives. (Bernhard was the old German way of spelling Bernard and is still in use in central Europe). Circa 1930.


Through the late 1920s and 1930s many other kennels and breeders started to make a substantial name for themselves, helping to further the breed’s development. The Abbotspass kennel, operated by Mrs. Staines, and the Pearl kennel, owned by Mr. and Mrs. J. Redwood, were two of the first. Other influential St. Bernard breeders of this era included Dr. and Mrs. Cox, Mrs. Briggs, Mr. A. K. Gaunt, Miss Watts and Mr. A. E. Thompson, to name just a few. Many of these individuals kept the breed alive through both World Wars.
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Two members of the St. Bernhard kennels who devoted themselves to saving human lives. Circa 1928.
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PHOTO COURTESY OF ALAN AND SANDY CAREY.


CANIS LUPUS


“Grandma, what big teeth you have!” The gray wolf, a familiar figure in fairy tales and legends, has had its reputation tarnished and its population pummeled over the centuries. Yet it is the descendants of this much-feared creature to which we open our homes and hearts. Our beloved dog, Canis domesticus, derives directly from the gray wolf, a highly social canine that lives in elaborately structured packs. In the wild, the gray wolf can range from 60 to 175 pounds, standing between 25 and 40 inches in height.





Throughout the late 1940s and early 1950s, Ken Gaunt and his wife Kathleen of Cornagarth kennels had established themselves as reputable St. Bernard breeders. They had many top winning dogs and several champions during this stretch of time. The greatest accomplishment for the breed in general was Gaunt’s purchase of Marshall van Zwing Uri. This dog was unlike any other specimen in England and helped to improve overall soundness in the breed. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s numerous other top-notch breeders and kennels emerged on the scene, each contributing to the breed’s development in different areas.


By the 1970s, Richard and Rachel Beaver’s Lindenhall kennels had established themselves and produced many fine champions. Some of their top dogs included Eng. Ch. Linden-hall High Commissioner and Eng. Ch. Lindenhall Capability Brown, a smooth that went on to win six Challenge Certificates. An historical win was claimed in 1974 by Miss M. Hindes’s Eng. Ch. Burtonswood Bossy Boots, the first member of the breed to win at Crufts Dog Show, England’s most prestigious exhibition. John and Mary Harpham of Whaplode kennels produced many top winning dogs of the 1980s. One of their most successful dogs was Eng. Ch. Whaplode Unique, who dominated the breed in the early ‘80s and won Best of Breed at Crufts in 1981. Michael and Ann Wensley of the Swindridge kennels also made a substantial impact during this time, producing many champions.
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The smooth-coated St. Bernard Eng. Ch. The Viking, painted by Lilian Cheviot. Circa 1935.
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A group of St. Bernard rescue dogs, having located a traveler suffering from exposure. Circa 1921.
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Lord Newlands and a young puppy are typical of the quality St. Bernards in the UK in the early 1930s.


Today many of the same lines and kennels from the past continue to prove influential in the types of dogs that are produced. When Mr. and Mrs. Gaunt passed away in the mid-1970s, the Cornagarth prefix in England had produced nearly 80 champions. This is truly a great accomplishment. The Coatham, Burtonswood and Swindridge kennels, and several other quality kennels like them, will continue to play a major role in the breed’s history for years to come.
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A monk of the St. Bernard Hospice giving a member of the kennels a lesson in rescue work.
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A photograph by W. H. Strick of the rough-coated St. Bernard Eng. Ch. Cinq Mars, owned by Mrs. A. H. Parker.
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A color portrait by Thomas Fall of Eng. Ch. St. Bernardo, one of the most important members and foundation dog of Mrs. Staines’s famous Abbotspass kennels. He made history for the St. Bernard breed in the UK in the 1930s.


THE ST. BERNARD IN AMERICA


The first St. Bernard to have a great impact in America was a dog named “Plinlimmon,” bred by F. Smith. Mr. Emmet, who was an American actor, imported the dog to the United States. The first St. Bernard to win the Westminster Kennel Club show was Merchant Prince in 1886, which was the Club’s tenth annual show. It was established in 1877 and is the longest, continually running dog show in the world and the most important in the US. Chief, owned by Mr. Goicowria of New York and bred by Mr. J. P. Haines from New Jersey, was the first St. Bernard registered with the American Kennel Club (AKC). The St. Bernard Club of America was founded in 1888 by a group of individuals who imported dogs from England. These dogs were in very high demand and were often purchased for thousands of dollars. The first St. Bernard kennel to be registered with the AKC was the Carmen kennel, owned and operated by Mr. T. E. L. Kemp in 1903.
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The world-famous artist Sir Edwin Landseer executed this painting, titled Alpine Mastiffs, which shows a rescue in progress.
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In 1931 at a dog show held in Berlin, Germany, these St. Bernards finished in great style. All dogs pictured were prize winners.
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Mrs. A. H. Parker’s rough-coated bitch, Ch. Chrysantheme.


By the mid-1900s, large numbers of St. Bernards were exhibited at dog shows throughout the US. However, there weren’t many specialized breeders at this time, and the quality of the dogs declined drastically. The St. Bernard Club went through several changes, and many presidents and secretaries came and went during this time. It wasn’t until the election of Joseph Fleischli from Illinois as president that the breed took a turn for the better. Fleischli imported many fine dogs from Germany and Switzerland. His most famous import was Ch. Gerd vd Edelweiss, who bloomed into a 21-time Best in Show winner, as well as the victor of several national specialties during the early 1950s.
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Two products of the Berndean kennels: Berndean Ailza and Berndean Mhora, who won first honors at just under two years of age at a Championship Show in Birmingham, winning third prize in the Limit Class.
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Princess Helen of Romania (right) and her sister-inlaw, Princess Ileana, with their pet St. Bernard.


The famous Sanctuary Woods kennels, operated by Mrs. Beatrice Knight, dominated the breed after the war years. The kennel bred well over 100 champions, including the well-known Ch. Sanctuary Woods Fantabulous and Ch. Sanctuary Woods Better Times. The outstanding contribution and dedication of Mrs. Knight to the progress of the breed for several decades will likely never be surpassed.


William and Elizabeth Roberts’s Shagg Bark kennels and the Subira kennels, originally established by Lillian Bull, were well known from the late 1950s into the 1960s. Shagg Bark kennels produced Ch. Bowser Waller, winner of 100 Bests of Breed, numerous group placements and 5 Bests in Show.
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Mrs. Staines, owner of one of the first and most important kennels of St. Bernards in the world, put much personal effort into caring for, exercising and showing her dogs. Among other things, her dogs were recognized for their excellent physical condition.


Space does not permit the author to include the names of every great breeder of this era, many of which continue to have an influence in the breed today. Among the top names were Judith Goldman (Serendipity), Doug and Marlene Anderson (Beau Cheval), Glenn and Diane Radcliffe (Opdyke) and many, many others.
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People who love St. Bernards are a special breed themselves. Much time and commitment are necessary to care for such a large breed, but the companionship and love of a St. Bernard are worth the effort.
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IS THE ST. BERNARD RIGHT FOR YOU?


The St. Bernard is a fascinating noble breed. He is a lovable, affectionate companion that is extremely loyal and devoted to his owners and families. However, you should be aware of the pros and cons associated with acquiring any breed—not just this one. You should understand the responsibilities associated with making this serious commitment and appreciate that you will be spending the next ten or more years with the dog you choose.
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THE HEAVIEST DOG


The St. Bernard is the heaviest of all dogs as a breed. According to the Guinness Book of World Records, two English St. Bernards are the heaviest weight ever recorded. “Brandy,” owned by Miss Gwendoline L. White of Chinnor, Oxfordshire, weighed 259 pounds in February 1966. “Westernisles Ross,” owned by Jean R. Rankin of Glasgow, Scotland, weighed 256 pounds in April 1966.





St. Bernards are ideal pets but do require a substantial amount of space. They are massive dogs and require enough room to stretch their bulky legs and enormous frame. Therefore they don’t make good candidates for small apartments and will undoubtedly be more comfortable in a larger home that has the space for them to roam freely. The St. Bernard of the present day is nothing like its active relatives from ancient times, but does require some daily exercise. Many of them enjoy taking nice leisurely daily walks with either their owners or other household canine companions. When not exercising or playing, they enjoy spending a considerable amount of time resting at your feet. Yet they are not an overly excitable breed that demands constant attention. Frequently they are just as content being left alone and doing things by themselves. However, that is not to say that you can abandon your St. Bernard for hours on end day after day. All dogs need attention and time with their owners lest they become unsociable and suffer from separation anxiety.


If you do make the decision to own a St. Bernard, two of your very first purchases should be a mop and a bunch of rags or towels. Regardless of what anyone may tell you, St. Bernards do drool. They will slobber on table counters, the floor or anything else that comes across their slimy path! If you’ve ever experienced a St. Bernard shaking its head and tail excitedly, you’ll know exactly what I’m talking about. This is a path of unintentional destruction—so be ye forewarned!


Having the money to support your St. Bernard’s ravenous eating habits is also another important consideration. It’s not uncommon for the adult dog to consume several pounds of food a day. Combine this with costly veterinary bills, grooming fees, training and other necessary equipment, and you have quite an investment on your hands. Make sure you know what you’re getting yourself into. Despite the fact that it’s a lot of hard work and dedication, the rewards of owning this giant majestic breed by far outweigh any negative aspects associated with the breed.


Once you’ve decided that the St. Bernard is right for you, the next step is to find the type of dog that will best suit your needs and expectations. Do you want an older dog or a puppy? Do you want a dog to keep just as a pet, or one you can show and compete with in obedience or some other performance event? Perhaps acquiring a rescue dog is more of what you had in mind.




HEART-HEALTHY


In this modern age of ever-improving cardio-care, no doctor or scientist can dispute the advantages of owning a dog to lower a person’s risk of heart disease. Studies have proven that petting a dog, walking a dog and grooming a dog all show positive results toward lowering your blood pressure. The simple routine of exercising your dog—going outside with the dog and walking, jogging or playing catch—is heart-healthy in and of itself. If you are normally less active than your physician thinks you should be, adopting a dog may be a smart option to improve your own quality of life as well as that of another creature.
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Whether you select a male or female St. Bernard, the puppy must be sound and typey.


Once you’ve answered these questions, the next step is to contact a reputable breeder. If you don’t know one, contact a local breed club or the American Kennel Club for a list of reliable breeders in your area. Make plans to attend a nearby dog show. You’ll find that there are one or two sizeable shows every weekend where you can find many beautiful examples of St. Bernards to view. Take the time to watch the judging, and talk with exhibitors and breeders who are participating. This is an excellent way to learn more about a breed and make an honest decision as to whether this is the type of dog meant for you. If you approach breeders and exhibitors in a courteous and respectful manner, they will be more than happy to spend time answering your questions about the breed.


DOG OR BITCH?


Many potential dog owners often ask which sex of dog is better—male or female? In some breeds, it does make a difference. With St. Bernards, both sexes are equally favorable, and it is a matter of personal preference which one you decide to choose. Obviously, if you decide to acquire a female, you can expect the inconvenience of her coming into season twice a year. However, the length of season depends on the dog itself. Estrus varies from line to line, so ask your breeder about the length and frequency of her bitches’ cycles. Nonetheless, if you decide to keep a female, you should have enough space to keep it isolated from any males in your home.




A MULTI-PURPOSE BREED


The St. Bernard is truly a multi-purpose breed. Many of them successfully compete in obedience, drafting, weight pulling and conformation. They also serve as companion dogs, participate in Canine Good Citizen® programs and are used widely as therapy dogs.





If you have the space and decide you want to keep two or more St. Bernards, it is advisable to have them all of the same sex, unless you have the facilities to separate males and females. If you are keeping the dogs as pets, it’s highly recommended that they are either spayed or neutered.




DELTA SOCIETY


The human-animal bond propels the work of the Delta Society, striving to improve the lives of people and animals. The Pet Partners Program proves that the lives of people and dogs are inextricably linked. The Pet Partners Program, a national registry, trains and screens volunteers for pet therapy in hospices, nursing homes, schools and rehabilitation centers. Dog-and-handler teams of Pet Partners volunteer in all 50 states, with nearly 7,000 teams making visits annually. About 900,000 patients, residents and students receive assistance each year. If you and your dog are interested in becoming Pet Partners, contact the Delta Society online at www.deltasociety.org.
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It won’t be long before this St. Bernard puppy is too big and heavy to be picked up. Do you have enough space for a St. Bernard? Can you handle the expense of feeding a large breed?


DISPOSITION


The St. Bernard should have a pleasant, outgoing temperament. They make excellent pets for children and are usually very protective of their owners and property. However, there are variations in temperament, which should be considered when choosing your St. Bernard. A large aggressive dog of any type can be an extremely dangerous animal. Keep in mind that the breed’s first assignment back in ancient times was to guard the hospice, and therefore it will become quite defensive and protective if challenged or threatened. Your dog should be completely trustworthy with the family, but should be ready to protect itself and its family in times of danger.
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TAKING CARE
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