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Physical Characteristics of the Bernese Mountain Dog


(from the American Kennel Club breed standard)


Head: The skull is flat on top and broad, with a slight furrow and a well-defined, but not exaggerated stop.


Eyes: Dark brown and slightly oval in shape with close-fitting eyelids.


Ears: Medium sized, set high, triangular in shape, gently rounded at the tip, and hang close to the head when in repose.
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Neck: Strong, muscular and of medium length.


Muzzle: Strong and straight.


Nose: Always black.


Lips: Clean and the flews are only slightly developed.


Chest: Deep and capacious with well-sprung, but not barrel-shaped, ribs and brisket reaching at least to the elbows.


Forequarters: The shoulders are moderately laid back, flat-lying, well-muscled and never loose. The legs are straight and strong and the elbows are well under the shoulder when the dog is standing. The pasterns slope very slightly, but are never weak. The feet are round and compact with well-arched toes.


Topline: Level from the withers to the croup.


Body: The back is broad and firm. The loin is strong. The croup is broad and smoothly rounded to the tail insertion.


Tail: Bushy; carried low when in repose. The bones in the tail should feel straight and should reach to the hock joint or below.


Color and Markings: Tri-colored. The ground color is jet black. The markings are rich rust and clear white. Symmetry of markings is desired.


Coat: Thick, moderately long and slightly wavy or straight. It has a bright natural sheen.


Hindquarters: The thighs are broad, strong and muscular. The stifles are moderately bent and taper smoothly into the hocks. The hocks are well let down and straight as viewed from the rear. Feet are compact and turn neither in nor out.


Size: Measured at the withers, dogs are 25 to 27.5 inches; bitches are 23 to 26 inches.
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Bernese Mountain Dogs share their eye-catching Swiss tri-coloration, complemented by wonderful personalities and great physical strength. Although originally bred for working purposes, most Bernese Mountain Dogs today serve as pets to adoring owners.
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ORIGIN AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE BREED IN SWITZERLAND


To discover the origin of the Bernese Mountain Dog, we must travel centuries back in time and search the mountains and the remote valleys of the Swiss hinterlands where the breed originated. Forebears of this popular Swiss dog lived and worked among the Celtic farmers of those early times, protecting both humans and livestock from natural predators.


Early history tells us that, around 1000 AD, Swiss settlers had carved out a peaceful existence on the mountainsides, co-existing harmoniously with nature and her beasts. History also reveals that the more prosperous families kept large Swiss working dogs as protectors of the field and home. The poorer farmers, unable to feed large animals with prodigious appetites, kept smaller dogs in keeping with their meager budgets.


Supporting that theory, writer Conrad Gessner wrote in 1523: “Some of the big and strong dogs are especially trained to stay around the houses and stables in the fields. They must protect the cattle from danger. Some guard the cattle, some the fields and some the houses. Other dogs are trained to protect people. They must contend after murderers and other mean people. They must be fierce and big and strong, as they must fight against warriors in their armour.”


It is apparent that their dogs were bred to perform specific tasks, although selective breeding was not yet common among the people of that time. For many generations, herding cattle was the most important duty of every mountain dog. Additionally, the dogs were used as guard dogs to give warning at the approach of wild animals, such as bears and wolves, as well as predatory humans who came to steal at any price. Although few modern dogs show evidence of these ancient instincts, many specimens of mountain dog still retain those herding and guarding instincts in their blood.


In those days, the measure of any dog that was kept purely as working household inventory was in its ability and usefulness as a herder and as a protector of people and property. Conventional companion dogs were considered a useless luxury, as they were merely extra mouths to feed.
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Views of Berne, Switzerland, for which the Bernese Mountain Dog is named. Berne is the capital city of Switzerland. It was named after the wild bears that lived in the area. Berne was founded in 1191 and is considered to be one of the landmark cities of the world.


In about 1850, the mountain dogs took on another task as a working group. Local Swiss farmers, long known for making superior cheeses, built cheese plants, called cheeseries, and many used their dogs to pull carts loaded with milk cans to supply their businesses.


Prior to that time, the breed had no formal name. They were simply known as farm dogs, butchers’ dogs or cheesery dogs. Understandably, they became known by their specific markings—those with white rings around their necks were not surprisingly called “Ringgi,” dogs with distinct blazes down their face were known as “Blassi” and those with little white markings on their faces were known as “Bari,” which means “little bear.” The Bari were also known as the “Gelbackler,” a name denoting “yellow cheeks”; and those dogs with tan markings over their eyes were called “Vieraugli,” a name which means “four eyes.”


Given the expedient nature of the mountain dogs, the demand for them was great. They were widely bought and sold, and, in the mid-1800s, the center of such trade found itself at the Durrbachler Gasthaus. Not coincidentally, the breed soon became known as the Durrbachler, so named after that central trading post.
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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 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.





Around the same time, the St. Bernard’s popularity was rising, thus diminishing interest in the mountain breeds. The massive St. Bernard, also Swiss in origin, with his uniform coloration, captivated the dog fancy, and the tri-colored Swiss mountain dog remained steadfast only in those remote areas where farmers and craftsmen required the use of the dogs to obtain sustenance.


In 1883 the Swiss Kennel Club was formed. Their first dog show offered a class for the St. Bernard as well as other Swiss hounds, but did not recognize the mountain dogs. Interest in the St. Bernard continued to grow, with correspondingly less attention paid to the lowly mountain dogs.


A major change in attitude occurred in 1892, when Franz Schertenleib, an innkeeper from Burgdorf, regenerated interest in the old-fashioned type of farmer’s dog. Inspired by his father’s tales of the breed, he embarked on a mission to preserve the dogs for future generations. Schertenleib scoured Berne for suitable breed candidates, and his quest soon sparked greater interest among proponents of other similar breeds of dog.


Most certainly the greatest impact on the evolution of the breed came in the early 1900s through the efforts of Albert Heim, a professor of geology, who is considered the savior and father of the Bernese Mountain Dog. Originally a breeder of the Newfoundland, his interest in the working dog led him to investigate the farm dog from the mountains. His extensive research on the four Swiss mountain breeds led to the establishment of the Albert Heim Foundation, today a popular information center on Bernese Mountain Dog history and characteristics, and a major resource for breed fanciers.
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ANCIENT ANCESTORS


Twentieth-century excavations in the Swiss mountain area have uncovered the skeletal remains of large dogs dating from the Bronze and Iron Ages. These dogs are assumed to be direct ancestors of today’s Swiss mountain dogs. Those discoveries also bring into question another older theory that suggests that, many generations earlier, these same dogs may have been bred to the ancient Mollossus dogs of Roman times.





In 1904 several breed fanciers convinced the Swiss Kennel Club (SKC) to open a class for the Durrbachler at a show to be held in Berne. Six dogs and one bitch were shown, and the course of the breed was set when four of those dogs were registered with the SKC the following year. During the next ten years, Durrbachlers of unknown parentage were granted entry in the Swiss Stud Book, with each entry requiring the approval of one of three recognized experts on the breed: the mountain-dog enthusiast Franz Schertenleib; another experienced breeder, Gottlfried Mumenthaler; and a veterinarian from Langnethal, Dr. Scheidegger.


These three fanciers, joined by the illustrious Albert Heim, formed the first breed organization, calling it the Schweizerischer Durrbach Klub. As a founding member, Heim suggested that all of the tri-color Durrbach dogs fall under the same designation and he persuaded the club members to name the breed the Berner Sennenhund, honoring the town in which the breed had proliferated. The name was actually inappropriate to the origin and duty of the dog, as the literal translation means “Bernese alpine (mountain) herdsman’s dog,” and the Durrbach dogs came from the lowlands. However, the club, after some disagreement, approved the name change. Pursuant to that, the club also became known as the Berner Sennenhund Klub.






SWISS COUSINS


According to the FCI, there are four recognized breeds of Swiss mountain dogs: the Bernese Mountain Dog, the Greater Swiss Mountain Dog, the Appenzeller and the Entlebucher. The American Kennel Club, only recognizes the Berner and the Greater Swiss. The breeds differ in size, coat length and type, all sharing the renowned Swiss tricolor pattern.


The smallest of the quartet is the Entlebucher, who stands under 20 inches and weighs between 55 and 66 pounds. The Entlebucher is the only bobtail member of the family. The Appenzeller stands 19 to 23 inches high and weighs between 49 and 55 pounds. The giant of the quartet is the Greater Swiss or “Swissy,” whose ancestry is likely the most ancient and is linked to the St. Bernard. The Swissy is called the Grosser Schweizer Sennenhund at home. The Swissy stands as tall as 23.5 to 28.5 inches and weighs around 130 pounds. All three breeds are smooth coated, unlike the Bernese.
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The Bernese Mountain Dog.
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The Entlebucher.
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The Appenzeller.
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The Greater Swiss Mountain Dog.





By the year 1908, interest in the Bernese had increased significantly, and that year the show at Langenthal sported a total of 21 entries. Two years later, in 1910, there were 42 dogs at a show in Berne. Entries continued to climb, and on April 24, 1910, the club show in Burgdorf made breed history with a record-setting entry of 107 Berners.


Professor Heim was the esteemed judge at that Burgdorf show. Many of the entries he inspected had color variations that were no longer desirable in the breed, as well as coats that were untypical of a true breed representative. Heim was kind but honest in his criticism and disqualified several dogs on the basis of their coats and markings. He also counseled the exhibitors about producing higher quality animals that would contribute to the betterment of the breed.




VOO-DEW!


In the remote farming areas of Switzerland, the natives believed that Bernese with black feet and double dewclaws had supernatural powers to ward off evil spirits.





Because Heim was held in such high regard within the breeding community, his words and the standards he set had great impact on the breeders, convincing them to improve on appearance and temperament and to eliminate poor specimens from their breeding programs. Although some differences in color and markings still continued, the show produced many good specimens who were ultimately admitted to the Stud Book. Breeders took note, which ultimately enhanced their breeding programs in their quest for a more uniform-type dog.


Those efforts also served to define the Berner’s characteristics as distinct from the three other Alpine mountain breeds: the Greater Swiss Mountain Dog, the Appenzeller and the Entlebucher, with the Greater Swiss (or “Swissy”) sharing a common past with the St. Bernard. While all four breeds are “workaholic” dogs with native herding instincts, there are major differences in type, size and coat. And while all four share the same placid, friendly disposition, there are still subtle differences in temperament. The Bernese and the Swissy, the larger of the four breeds, are today by far the better known of the Alpine breeds, and they remain more popular than the smaller Appenzeller and the Entlebucher.
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Berners have been employed as draft dogs and cart pullers for generations. In an exhibition, this Berner is celebrating his heritage by pulling a ceremonial cart.


Throughout the first decade of the 20th century, the Bernese trailed the Appenzeller and the St. Bernard in popularity. Gradually, however, the breed became more uniform as more farmers and breeders continued to show their dogs. Breed club membership climbed to 40 members, with greater numbers of good dogs being shown on the bench. By 1917 the Berner had gained considerable ground and finally surpassed the Appenzeller in registrations; 20 years later, breed registrations also exceeded those of the St. Bernard.


Breeding practice throughout the early 1900s was sketchy at best, with many dogs of unknown ancestry used for breeding. However, by 1940 one could find pedigrees with five generations recorded, with little inbreeding in the background. But despite efforts to retain only the best qualities of the breed, correct temperament was still a problem. Thus, club members agreed it might be necessary to introduce another breed into the gene pool.


About that time, nature intervened and provided a solution. A Bernese bitch named Christine v. Lux became pregnant when a Newfoundland dog named Pluto v. Erlengut jumped the fence and accidentally mated with her. She whelped seven pups—three bitches and four dogs—on December 21, 1948, and it was no small surprise that all the puppies looked like Newfoundlands. Speculation was rampant about whether this breeding was truly accidental or was in fact a deliberate experiment to inject new blood into the Bernese breed.




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 drafting, 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.





Of the seven pups, one pup was retained for breeding. This was a bitch named Babette, who was given to club member Dr. Hauser for future use. Babette matured with the typical temperament and conformation of a Newfoundland. When she turned three years of age, she was bred with a Berner named Aldo v. Tief-furt, a breeding that produced six live and two stillborn pups. Four of the pups were incorrectly marked, with only one male and one female carrying Bernese markings. The bitch was named Christine v. Schwarzwassserbachli and was given to Herr Mischler, the president of the breed club at the time.


Mischler bred Christine at nine months of age to a Bernese named Osi v. Allenluften, who was a proven producer. The pairing produced five pups, with only one male and one female surviving. The male, Alex, grew into a superb representative of the breed and won numerous awards on the bench, becoming an International Champion as well as the World Champion in 1956.


It was no surprise, then, that many Bernese breeders came to Alex for stud service. Throughout his lifetime, he was bred to a wide variety of bitches, producing 51 litters and imprinting his offspring with many desirable Bernese characteristics. Over time, many breeders developed line-breeding programs to capitalize on the fine qualities that were produced in the Alex matings.


THE BERNER IN ITS HOMELAND


Entering the 21st century, the Bernese Mountain Dog remains one of the most popular breeds in Switzerland, and the Schweizerischer Klub is one of the largest breed clubs in the country. The club maintains strict control over breeding practices through a series of assessments called “Ankrung,” which are held several times a year throughout the country. Officials of the breed club act as assessors to judge breeding candidates for temperament and conformity to the breed standard, and only those dogs who are considered worthy specimens of the breed are passed as fit for breeding.


Hip status is also an important criterion for breeding. Because hip dysplasia is a serious genetic problem in the breed, only dogs with grades of 0 or 1 are passed as suitable for breeding. The Swiss Kennel Club also will not issue a pedigree to the offspring of any dog who is considered a poor specimen of the breed.
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“AS THE FRENCH SAY…”


In France and in the French part of Switzerland, the Bernese Mountain Dog is called the Bouvier Bernois.





The Swiss Kennel Club maintains rigid control over the breeding community and permits breeders to produce only one litter from any bitch in any single year, with only six puppies allowed to survive from each litter. Throughout all of Switzerland, whenever a litter is born, the breeder must inform the area puppy controller, called a “Wurfkontrolle.” An experienced breeder who is also a member of the breed club is assigned to oversee each area’s breeding programs. If more than six pups are born, the litter must be culled.


The reasons for culling are in the best interest of the breed. The Swiss feel strongly that only the very best specimens of any breed should be kept and bred, which charges the breeder with carefully selecting which puppies should be culled. There is also natural concern for the health of the dam and general agreement that rearing six pups places minimal stress on a nursing mother. Commendably, the breed club also worries about overpopulation and the risks of puppy mills and other irresponsible breeders that are an unfortunate by-product of popularity. Few breeders in Switzerland oppose these sentiments; most willingly subscribe to these breeding limitations.


The Wurfkontrolle also assist novice breeders in culling their pups as well as in other breeding issues. The culling process results in selection for correct size and markings, and the Swiss believe that will help to ensure the future quality of the breed. Pups cannot be sold until they are least eight weeks old.
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The Berner is still extremely popular in its native Switzerland, where breeders work diligently to produce outstanding bitches and dogs for their breeding programs.


The Bernese Mountain Dog is greatly revered and protected in its native Switzerland. The breed club is intensely committed to preserving the working ability of the Bernese. In fact, the entire dog community is committed to ensuring the future of the breed. Training clubs abound and many of these regularly conduct working tests. Swiss veterinarians go to great lengths to educate breeders and owners about health issues. The breed clubs publish bulletins to keep the Bernese Mountain Dog community informed on breed issues and activities. Breed popularity elsewhere in the world has only intensified the Swiss determination to breed the best Berners possible.


Swiss breeders have worked consistently to produce outstanding dogs and bitches in their breeding programs. The use of Alex v. Angstorf had a profound effect on the success enjoyed by many kennels. Frau Tschanz is a sterling example of Alex’s influence. Under her Dursrutti prefix, she has produced many generations of champions through a carefully constructed long-range breeding program that incorporated Alex’s bloodlines.


Amadeus Krauchi is another successful Swiss breeder who is famous throughout the US and Great Britain for his von Nesselacker Bernese. Superior specimens of the breed, they won at many shows and produced equally well through the late 20th century.


We saw another world-class winner in the famous Asso v. Hogerbuur, who for many years was housed at the von Grunenmatt kennels, founded by Ernst Schlucter. Asso’s show-ring charisma was legendary—he always thrilled both judges and spectators. He continued his legacy of excellence as a working dog in the field. Another Grunenmatt Berner, named Xodi, went to Canada to become one of the foundation Bernese in that country. Schlucter also sent Fox v. Grunenmatt to Great Britain to improve and sustain their breeding stock.


Another Bernese legend, Herr Iseli, who was a well-known breed authority and judge held in high regard, founded his von Sumiswald kennel in 1923. That kennel continued through Iseli’s son, who presided as President of the Swiss breed club from 1971 to 1980. Iseli also exported his three-year-old Senta v. Sumiswald to England in 1936. Co-owned by Mrs. Perry and Mrs. Patterson, Senta was the first Bernese to be imported to Great Britain.


THE BERNESE MOUNTAIN DOG IN THE UNITED STATES


Although there is documentation of two Bernese having been imported to America in 1926, it would be another ten years before the breed was accepted and recognized in the US. In 1935 Mr. Shadow of Louisiana read an article on the Bernese written by Swiss breeder Mrs. Egg Leach for the American Kennel Gazette. Mr. Shadow had become enchanted with the breed during his youth, and he contacted Mrs. Leach, subsequently arranging the importation of a male, Quell v. Tier-garten, and a female, Friday v. Haslenbach, the following year. These two dogs became the first imports of the breed to be recognized by the American Kennel Club (AKC) when the registry accepted the breed in 1937. The Bernese Mountain Dog and the Greater Swiss Mountain Dog are the only two Swiss mountain breeds that are recognized by the American Kennel Club.


Mr. Shadow was steadfast in his commitment to his Bernese and unswerving in his efforts to promote the breed in the United States. Those efforts were thwarted by the Second World War, however, and for the next ten years Mr. Shadow’s dogs were the only Bernese to be registered with the AKC.


During the next two decades, breed growth was slow. The vast geography of breed enthusiasts interfered with propagating the Bernese in many parts of the country. But, by the late 1960s, there was enough interest to warrant the formation of a breed club. The Bernese Mountain Dog Club of America was launched in 1968 with just eight members. Within that first year, membership grew to 33, a newsletter was published and the club held its first “fun” match. To their credit, the club has established a Working Dog Award and a Working Dog Excellent Award to honor those dogs who prove to possess the desired working ability of the breed. The breed has enjoyed a modest but steady rise in popularity, and breed registration with the AKC has grown to over 2,000 annually.


THE BERNESE MOUNTAIN DOG IN GREAT BRITAIN


Mrs. Perry of the Kobe kennels and Mrs. Patterson of the Fontana kennels were Samoyed breeders who decided to establish the Bernese in their native England. After acquiring Senta v. Sumiswald in 1936, the first Bernese to be imported into England, their next breed acquisitions arrived the following year, all under two years of age. These were a male named Quell, a bitch named Nelly and an in-whelp bitch named Laura, all bred by Fritz Stalder of the Haslebacher kennel; another male, Dani, bred by Herr Haslebacher; and a third bitch, Cacilie, who was bred by Herr Schmid. Laura whelped four pups while still in quarantine in 1937; the pups were named Alex, Bruno, Nero and Berna. These pups were the first Bernese to be born in Great Britain, and they went on to establish more of the foundation of the breed in that country. Mrs. Perry bred Dani and Nelly the following year, thus helping to establish other Bernese breeding kennels.


The Second World War interrupted Bernese breeding programs. Just as with many other breeds of dog, the few Bernese pups and adults then on the island were given away to homes who could afford to feed and care for them, and the breed literally disappeared during that time.
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