

[image: image]




Physical Characteristics of the Leonberger


(from the Fédération Cynologique Internationale breed standard)


Head: On the whole deeper than broad and elongated rather than stocky.


Stop: Clearly recognizable but moderately defined.


Ears: Set on high and not far back, pendant, of medium size, hanging close to the head, fleshy.
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Eyes: Light brown to as dark brown as possible, medium size, oval.


Nose: Black.


Neck: Running in a slight curve without break to the withers.


Muzzle: Rather long, never running to a point.


Lips: Close fitting, black, corners of lips closed.


Jaws/Teeth: Strong jaws with a perfect, regular and complete scissor bite.


Chest: Broad, deep, reaching at least to the level of the elbows.


Forequarters: Forelegs straight, parallel and not too close. Shoulders/Upper arm: Long, sloping… well muscled. Elbows: Close to the body. Pastern: Strong, firm. Forefeet: Straight (turning neither in nor out), rounded, tight, toes well arched; black pads.


Size: Height at the withers: Dogs: 72 to 80 cm (28.35 to 31.5 in) recommended average 76 cm (29.9 in). Bitches: 65 to 75 cm (25. to 29.5 in) recommended average 70 cm (27.6 in).


Back: Firm, straight, broad.


Croup: Broad, relatively long, gently rounded.


Tail: Very well furnished; while standing, it hangs down straight.


Hindquarters: Pelvis: Slanting. Upper thigh: Rather long, slanting, strongly muscled. Upper and lower thigh form a distinct angle. Hocks: Strong, distinct angle between lower thigh and rear pastern. Hind feet: Standing straight, only slightly longish. Toes arched, pads black.


Color: Lion yellow, red, reddish brown, also sandy (pale yellow, cream colored) and all combinations in between, always with a black mask.


Hair: Medium soft to coarse, profusely long, close fitting, never parted, with the shape of the whole body visible despite the thick undercoat.


Underline and belly: Only slightly tucked up.
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A true “lion of a breed,” Leonbergers Skye and Saffy pose against a mountainous vista befitting of their heritage.
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The Leonberger has been described as a “man-made dog” and, as with many breeds today, is the result of crossing two or more breeds. The origins of the Leonberger go back to the 19th century. Leonbergers may have been in existence long before that, but stories tell of a man named Heinrich Essig, who was and still is considered to be the “father” of the breed. Essig was the mayor of the German city of Leonberg. He created his own ideal dog—the lion-like gentle giant—which he named after the town and saw it as a tribute to the lion that was part of the town’s crest.


Essig’s methods would appal the modern breeder—several breeds were housed in his commercial kennels and he sold 200–300 dogs a year. His estate must have resembled a menagerie with ducks, chickens, turkeys, pigeons, deer and foxes. His preference was for large dogs, and records show that he kept St. Bernards, Great Danes, Newfoundlands and Great Pyrenees in his kennels. His dream was to produce a handsome “lion of a dog” with a thick tawny golden coat, a dog that would be courageous and loyal to his master. He experimented with the dogs in his kennels and mated a Landseer Newfoundland bitch to a large long-coated St. Bernard dog, which he had acquired from the monks at the Grand St. Bernhard hospice in Switzerland. This mating resulted in black and white offspring with pleasant temperaments.


[image: image]


Herr Essig, the father of the Leonberger, favored large breeds; the Great Dane was among the breeds he kept in his kennels.
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The St. Bernard was one of the original breeds used to produce the Leonberger.


After recrossing them for four generations, he then introduced a mountain dog and another St. Bernard male from the same hospice, which he exchanged for two of his puppies. The monks at the St. Bernhard hospice found Essig’s dogs to be equal to their St. Bernards in every respect. The result of the mountain dog/St. Bernard mating was a predominantly white dog with a black or gray head. The mayor felt that more work was needed, so he introduced the Great Pyrenees to the mix and, in 1846, produced the dog of his dreams. It wasn’t until some years later that the redcoated dogs we see today began to appear.


When the breed was officially introduced to the public at the Munich Oktoberfest some years later, its noble appearance made it an instant success. The beautiful gentle dog was sought after by royalty, and its fame spread throughout Europe. As well as being a very suitable family pet, it was also valued for its willingness to work on land and in water.


There were people at that time who were very critical of Essig’s work. They felt that the Leonberger would hinder the development of the St. Bernard, as it was so often mistaken for the St. Bernard. However, the Leonberger became extremely fashionable and was sold to many courts across Europe for vast amounts of money.
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The addition of the Great Pyrenees into the breeding program resulted in success for Herr Essig’s attempts in producing the Leo.
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PURE-BRED PURPOSE


Given the vast range of the world’s 400 or so pure breeds of dog, it’s fair to say that domestic dogs are the most versatile animal in the kingdom. From the tiny 1-pound lap dog to the 200-pound guard dog, dogs have adapted to every need and whim of their human masters. Humans have selectively bred dogs to alter physical attributes like size, color, leg length, mass and skull diameter in order to suit our own needs and fancies. Dogs serve humans not only as companions and guardians but also as hunters, exterminators, shepherds, rescuers, messengers, warriors, babysitters and more!
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The Leo is no stranger to mountainous terrain and snowy climes, and still performs work in such regions today.


When Essig died in 1889, the popularity of the Leonberger dwindled. A small number of enthusiasts kept the breed going and, in 1895, the International Leonberger Club was founded in Stuttgart. As years passed, other clubs were established: Klub für Leonberger Hunde in 1901 in Apolda; the Leonberger Club of Heidelberg in 1908; and the Leonberger (Hunde) Club in 1922 in Leonberg.


The Leonberger suffered during both World Wars and, after World War II, there were fewer than 300 Leonbergers left in Germany in 1945. The harsh post-war conditions were not conducive to restoring old or starting new breeding programs. Fortunately, the breed eventually recovered from near-extinction and, in 1948, the Deutscher Klub für Leonberger Hunde e.V. was founded in Leonberg. Its founding members, the first president Hans Weigelschmidt, Albert Kienzle and Otto Lehmann, were responsible for establishing the breed as we know it today. During the 1950s, the city of Leonberg took the club under its guardianship and recognized the Leonberger as its mascot. The Deutscher Klub thrives today and is the center for many Leonberger activities. Since 1946, the number of Leonbergers has increased dramatically. During the 1960s, they were bred profusely all over Europe and today approximately 1,000 are registered there each year.


In 1975, the Internationale Union für Leonberger Hunde was formed, its seat being in Leonberg. Each year, representatives from breed clubs all over the world meet to discuss the future of the Leonberger. In 1996, the 150-year celebration for the Leonberger was held in Leonberg, including a grand dinner held for Leo enthusiasts from all over the world, with some of the best dogs being presented to the audience. The breed show was held on the club’s grounds the following day. Approximately 300 dogs had entered the show and, at the end of the day, Best in Show was awarded to a German bitch named Kiseirdi Nora. The breed continues to be strong in its homeland, with the Leo population well over 5,000.






SEARCH AND RESCUE


In some parts of Europe, Leonbergers are used in the mountainous regions for search and rescue, the same tasks for which St. Bernards have been used for generations.
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A Landseer Newfoundland (shown here) was mated to a St. Bernard in the initial crosses used to create the Leonberger.


EARLY BREED HISTORY


According to Austrian historical findings taken from journals, letters and old paintings, the Leonberger had been in existence approximately 300 years before Herr Essig’s idea of breeding a lion-like dog was ever realized. The late Professor von Schulmuth researched various family journals and discovered that the breed was known as early as 1585, and probably even earlier. The family of Prince Metternich lived near Wolfberg and their private records dated 1601 state that a Leonberger-type dog was kept on the estate to ward off sheep and cattle thieves.
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Carting was once the Leo’s occupation, but now he’s more likely to be seen carting in exhibitions or giving a ride to a young pal.






WAR HERO


During the two World Wars, Leonbergers were used to pull the ammunition carts, a service to the breed’s country that sadly resulted in the Leo’s near-destruction.








Among the other people recorded as having kept Leonbergers were the Empress Elizabeth of Austria, who kept seven dogs. (A statue of her with two of her dogs can be seen in the Volksgarten in Vienna.) King Umberto of Italy loved them, the Emperor Maximilian was constantly accompanied by his dog, and the Mikado of Japan kept them at his palaces. In the 16th century, the imperial family of Austria had kennels of Leonberger-type dogs, from which the Metternich family received their dogs.


During the 1800s, Leonbergers were frequently seen being used, singly or in pairs, pulling carts around Württemberg, Bavaria and Austrian villages, although this is now only seldom seen except in the most remote of villages.


After a trip to Austria, Marie Antoinette brought some dogs back with her. This ties in with further information from Mademoiselle de Gineste, of Courivause, Marne, France, whose ancestor, the Marquis de Pluival, was a page at the court of Marie Antoinette. He liked these dogs so much that the queen presented him with some, which he took to his home. The Gineste family can trace some of their dogs back to the Marquis’s first dogs.


In recent years, the experts have put forward less colorful theories of how the Leonberger developed. During the 19th century and probably earlier, there were many Alpine dogs in the regions of the Black Forest. They would come down from the hills with their owners to the market towns, and it has been suggested that on these occasions they may have been crossed with the long-coated, heavy-boned shepherds from the southern regions of Germany. This would account for the unique coloration of the Leonberger, as it would be genetically impossible to attain the breed’s coloring from the dogs that Heinrich Essig claims to have used.


THE LEONBERGER IN THE UNITED STATES


In the early 1980s, the Leonberger was barely in existence in the United States. There were 17 known dogs up until 1985. Then Mary and Reiner Decher’s bitch, Fiona, gave birth to 14 puppies, just about doubling the population! Selling puppies of an unknown breed was a difficult task at that time, and many of the pups had to be given away.


That same year, Reiner Decher instigated a meeting of Leonberger breeders and owners. Along with Reiner and Mary Decher, fanciers Sylvia and Manfred Kaufmann, Yves Parent, Waltraud Zieher, Kerry Campbell, Melanie Brown and Brian Peters met in Denver, Colorado to establish the Leonberger Club of America (LCA). At the same time, the club’s Code of Ethics, Rules and Regulations and Leo Letter (the club’s official publication) were established.
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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.
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A handsome Leo trio from the Netherlands.


The next official meeting took place in Ontario, Canada at the club’s first national specialty show. The founding members and others crowded into a small trailer and talked until the early morning hours, discussing their plans and goals for the club. Together they worked out the guidelines for their new club, which included electing officers and establishing plans and responsibilities. The club’s aim was (and still is) to maintain the health and soundness of their beloved breed.


Since that day, the Leonberger Club of America has gone from strength to strength. As a result of the ever-increasing popularity of the Leonberger breed, regional clubs sanctioned by the LCA were formed. These clubs, such as the Northwest Leonberger Club, the Rocky Mountain Leonberger Club, the Northern and Southern California Leonberger Clubs and many more, all organize their own specialty shows each year with the emphasis on having fun with their Leos. Dogs and owners travel all around the country to attend these functions, meeting with friends, showing their Leos and taking pleasure in the sight of so many Leonbergers gathered together in one place!






THE LEONBERGER IN BRITAIN


The first Leonberger “seen” in Great Britain was at Crufts in 1948, imported by a gentleman named Mr. D. T. Gower. Other than the dog’s name, Golden Sunset, we know nothing more about it.








The Leonberger Club of America is the official registry for Leonbergers in the United States. The club is not affiliated with the American Kennel Club, as the breed is not AKC-recognized, the club is a member of the International Union für Leonberger Hunde (IULH). The IULH is the same club started in Leonberg in 1975; it now has member countries all over the world. The Fédération Cynologique Internationale (FCI) breed standard, which is set forth by the national breed club of Germany, the Deutscher Klub für Leonberger Hunde, is the standard to which the LCA adheres, promoting careful breeding practices in accordance with the standard of the breed’s homeland.
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Nabilah-Nerahsha von Welland the Stormchaser (“Storm”), a top-winning bitch in Great Britain, pictured at two years of age.
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Int. Ch. Radjhivon Lowenkraft, a champion male from Belgium.






LEONBERGER CLUB OF AMERICA


The LCA can be found online at www.leonbergerclubofamerica.com. This site is very comprehensive, with information about the breed and the club itself and offering many resources for breeders, owners and fanciers as well as newcomers to the breed.








Two very impressive Leonberger kennels in the United States are the Kennel von Alpensee and the Kennel von Jagen. Both kennels have had substantial wins at many national shows. Alida Comtois and Susan Grosslight are both responsible breeders who spend time researching their potential studs and brood bitches in order to produce dogs of top quality. Thanks to dedicated breeders like these, and the efforts of all of the LCA’s various committees, the future of the breed in this country is on a strong footing.
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Int. Ch. Kiseirdi Nora, pictured with handler Sabine Klippel, was Best in Show at the 1996 German Club Show, marking the breed’s 150-year celebration.
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The guardian of the yard! Protective instinct is at the fore of the Leonberger’s temperament, as he is tremendously loyal to his family and watches over the home and property.
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ALL ABOUT THE LEO


The typical Leonberger is faithful, intelligent, amenable, web-footed and a very protective. However, dogs, like humans, can have very definite personalities. Leonbergers are described as being equable and, in general, they are, but they can be very excitable dogs, quite often being over-the-top with their greetings. They are also very affable and seek attention from anyone close at hand. Their affection is unlimited, and they always give it generously. The following explanations are just a few examples in an attempt to describe our wonderful breed.


The expression “Gentle Giant” is true, but only if the dog has been carefully bred for temperament and not just looks. Most importantly, Leos must be well socialized and continually trained from eight weeks of age until they reach maturity, which takes at least until two to three years of age. In general, Leonbergers are lively, fun-loving dogs, totally devoted to and protective of their human families, particularly the younger members. Leonbergers that are aggressive toward people, particularly children, do not represent the desired and typical temperament of the breed. The typical Leo is an easy dog to live with, asking for no more than a bowl of food, water, regular exercise and his owners’ companionship. However, the Leo is not a recommended breed for the first-time dog owner, because, although they look like fluffy teddy bears when puppies, they grow into very large and exceedingly strong “bears” in only a matter of a few months.


There are several characteristics that differ between dogs and bitches, some of which become noticeable at certain times in their lives, which is why it is important to thoroughly understand the breed before deciding to buy a puppy. When talking to Leonberger owners, it is fairly common to find that each person has a personal preference as to whether it is easier to live with a dog or a bitch.


The males have two stages in their early lives during which hormones are stronger incentives than their owners’ pleas and frantic waving of biscuits (this is when all of that early training becomes invaluable). Of course, this will differ from dog to dog, but generally these periods occur at approximately 6–9 months of age, then again between 14–18 months of age. At these times, the male Leo seems to forget all of his previous training and begins to assert himself within his pack (which includes all two-legged members of the household!).
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“Lap dog” is not the first term that comes to mind when describing the Leonberger…but just try to convince the Leo otherwise!


A male, as an adult, can become aggressive toward others of his own sex, particularly when he has been used at stud. Although it might seem that males are nothing but trouble, with all that testosterone rushing through their bodies, they generally grow into much more sensitive pets and appreciate all the love and attention lavished upon them. (If the truth be known, they can become “mama’s boys.”)


Bitches tend to have fewer stages of disruptive behavior as youngsters; in fact, other than the normal naughty puppy behavior, they are perhaps easier than their male counterparts. They tend to have their first season (heat cycle) at around 12 months and can come into season as often as every 4 months, but every 6 months is more common. As the bitch matures and becomes of breeding age, she can be prone to behavioral changes from anywhere up to three weeks before her season starts and then during her three-week cycle.


It is not uncommon for the bitch to change from a lovable family pet to a touchy dog with an attitude of “don’t you come anywhere near me” when she has been mated, quite often as early as within 24 hours of the breeding. Later on in her pregnancy, a bitch appears to become more contented with life and does not relish the thought of taking part in any rough behavior, especially not tolerating it from other dogs. For the family pet, not to be used for breeding or showing, neutering/spaying can eliminate most sex-related behavior issues as well as offering important health benefits to both sexes.






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.












DOG DETECTIVE


Leonbergers have an extremely keen sense of smell. One day a Leonberger named Bruno was out walking with his owner alongside a riverbank. He became intensely interested in a particular part of the riverbank and, upon close inspection, the owner discovered the dog had found the body of a man. Prior to this, the police had made intense searches of the river and surrounding areas with tracking dogs, but had never found the body.
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Leos love their “people” and aren’t afraid to show it. Khan gives mom Lyn Hodge a kiss, while his pups squeeze in for a cuddle.


The Leonberger who has been brought up in a family environment is instinctively very protective toward the children of the household. The Leo can have a real rapport with younger members of the family; this is true of both dogs and bitches. Of course, the children should always treat the family dog gently and with respect, and their interactions should be supervised.






[image: image]


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, visit the Delta Society online at www.deltasociety.org.








A young male Leo that lived with a large family was one day allowed into the bathroom to watch the babies being bathed. When the children were placed in the water, he panicked and tried to pull them out. His attempts to “rescue” them were thwarted by his owner, so he frantically tried to scoop the water out of the bath with his paws. This example shows just how devoted and protective Leonbergers can be of their families, and how they can use their intelligence to figure problems out. Unable to accomplish a task in a certain way, the Leo “thinks” of other methods to reach the same goal.


The Leonberger enjoys being an integral part of the family. When left alone for even the shortest time period, his greeting can be most enthusiastic, nearly knocking over even the strongest person. A typical greeting can range from a wagging tail with lots of wet kisses to jumping up to look you in the eye, while wriggling his entire body, and with plenty of “doggy chat,” telling you how much he has missed you. Visitors to your home could find this rather intimidating, and a Leonberger’s greeting can be misunderstood by those who are new to the breed. This can be avoided by early training. Leos may grow out of this behavior, but not until maturity or older, even up to six or seven years of age.


When the family has settled into an evening of watching television, a Leonberger will expect to be part of this gathering. He will quite happily climb up on the sofa or, better still, will plant his bottom on your lap to watch the show with you. He may even attempt to persuade you to give in and let him have the armchair. As far as he is concerned, what is good enough for his family is good enough for him to share equally. He sees himself as a member of the family and wants his fair share of everything.






LEO HELPERS


Leonbergers can swim exceedingly well and are capable of performing the same tasks in water as the Newfoundland, e.g., pulling in a boat and saving a drowning person. Further, Leonbergers are now being used as guide dogs and assistance dogs, providing invaluable aid to their owners with special needs. Many Leos are certified therapy dogs, visiting the sick and elderly in hospitals and nursing homes.








Some dogs can be quite aloof with people they do not know, keeping their distance while they assess the situation. An owner, while out walking with her dog in a quiet secluded place, was approached by an unruly and aggressive group of youths with the intention of wrongdoing. The dog seemed to grow in stature, gave a meaningful warning growl and positioned himself between his owner and the youths. Due to the intimidating size and posturing of the dog, what could have been a nasty situation was averted. Minutes later, coming across a family with young children, the same dog stood quite still, allowing the children to cuddle and caress him while he enjoyed all the attention.


This is an intelligent breed, although perhaps not quite so eager to please and carry out every command instantly as would a German Shepherd Dog or Border Collie. Some Leonbergers have excellent working qualities and, mixed with their love of human companionship, it is not surprising that Leonbergers are now working as guide dogs for the blind and as assistance dogs for the disabled. In some mountainous regions, Leonbergers are proving to be invaluable as search and rescue dogs, following in the pawprints of their St. Bernard ancestors.
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Bramble practices water work by “rescuing” his owner.


For the Leonbergers that have the opportunity, swimming can be a most enjoyable experience. Dogs that have never swum before can take to it like a fish to water and, with training, can become as proficient at water rescue as another cousin, the Newfoundland.
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The Leo’s longing gaze lets you know when he needs some attention…and who could resist?


THE WATER BOWL AND OTHER PECULIARITIES


The water bowl is a good indicator of the pup’s level of development. At an early age, Leos have an affinity for water. As very young puppies, they love nothing more than to sleep with their heads in their water bowls. Breeders and owners often complain about not being able to keep their pups dry.


As well as the obvious visual signs of a puppy’s growth, the pup’s progression through different uses of the water bowl tells part of the story. Initially the puppy will put his face under the water and blow bubbles, and then he will dig out the water with his paw. The next stage is when he only seems capable of drinking if one leg is in the bowl (which finishes up with his standing completely in the bowl while he “snorkels” and gives the impression of fishing). Even an adult Leonberger’s idea of drinking water is that as much water as possible should be all over the floor and not in the bowl.
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