From The Desk of Tobias…

St. Bernard  

The Sacred Breed

--Tobias

The St. Bernard appears to originate from native dogs that have been present in the Alps for millennia. These dogs were used for a variety of duties including search and rescue, guarding, herding, and drafting.

The St. Bernard is a very ancient breed.  It is descended from the Tibetan mastiff and therefore must have originated with the mastiff, brought to the Alps by the Romans around the year 1000.  

The monks probably crossed the ancient mastiff with the Great Dane and the Great Pyrenees.  Its use and popularity as a rescue dog began in the middle of the seventeenth century.

The St. Bernard was used as an avalanche and rescue dog in the snowy passes through the perilous Alpine pass between Switzerland and Italy.  More than 2,000 people have been saved by this amazing servant of mankind.
The dogs would search out and find the lost or injured traveler, and then lick him and lie next to him to give him warmth.  Then one dog from the party would head back to the hospice to get a full rescue team.  The Saint Bernard’s sense of smell is so excellent that he can find a person even under many feet of snow.

This breed is also known for his ability to foretell storms and avalanches, perhaps because he may hear very low frequency sounds that are beyond our ability to hear.

There are two varieties: short-haired and long-haired.  The short-haired variety is more often used for mountain work because he can tolerate cold temperatures.  The long-haired variety’s coat tends to collect icicles.

The original St. Bernard’s were all short-haired dogs.  Over 150 years ago, the Monks in Switzerland brought in new blood into their breeding program and interbred the long coated Newfoundland with the Saints.

They are also known as the Alpine Mastiff, the Hospice dog and the Sacred Hound.

One vitally important factor in the continued breeding of the correct St. Bernard, and now a primary law of breeding, is that dogs of outstanding character and quality had considerable amount of smooth blood in their immediate pedigrees.  It is well documented that temperament is rapidly lost by continued breeding of only the rough coated St. Bernards.

By the 1960’s, the smooth coated Saint had been accepted in America as an essential and equal partner with the rough coated Saint.  Saints today are recognized by all major kennel clubs.

St. Bernards are much loved as gentle family dogs with big hearts and friendly temperaments.  But like any dog one should think seriously about it before you decide to bring one into your family.  Saints require as much love and devotion as they give in return.

Their size alone dictates the need for basic manners and early obedience training.  Saints dearly love to be with the family children, their sheer size requires close supervision.  Naturally, a child must never be allowed to torment any dog, regardless of breed.

They would never intentionally harm one of their small charges, yet a huge paw or powerful tail can accidentally knock a child over.  They are enthusiastic participants in any family activity and will sulk if not included.  Saints seldom bark without good reason.  They are good watch dogs and protectors of their family, but should never be thought of as a guard dog. Usually their sheer size and bark will discourage most intruders.  The Saint has a powerful instinct to protect those he loves.

It is important to begin obedience and socialization training at a young age in order to assure their good manners.  Despite their large size and their tendency to physically grow very quickly, Saints generally are slow to mature mentally, and training should be guided with a gentle, but firm, hand and a good deal of patience and consistency.  A well-trained Saint is a joy to behold, and they love to please their human pack leaders.
Saint puppies grow at a phenomenal rate during the first year of life, increasing in size an average of three pounds per week.  They eat somewhere between 6 & 12 cups of high quality dog food per day.

Puppy Saints should never be fed high protein puppy food, but rather they should be fed an adult formula containing 22-26 % protein with 12-15 % fat.  High protein foods can cause the fast growing Saint puppy to grow even faster and thereby acquiring any number of bone problems.

It is important for a Saint puppy to eat at least two meals a day, to help ensure steady even growth during the initial growing period.  Most owners continue this practice of two meals a day throughout the dog’s lifetime to aid in the prevention of bloat.  Saints continue to grow and mature for at least the first three years; there is no rush to get to full size!

Because they are slow to mature, Saints should not be pushed too rapidly into formal and serious training for the strenuous activities of weight pulling, high jumping and broad jumping.  Their giant sized bones do not finish growing until two years of age.  Activities as simple as jumping in and out of pick-up trucks can permanently damage a Saint’s soft bones.  For this reason, a Saint should never be asked to jump or pull heavy loads before two years of age.

While adult Saints do not require a lot of exercise, they are better off with a long walk every day.  They are willing and able to do much more than this, and their abilities as a working dog increase with good physical training.  When provided with good physical conditioning, Saints are powerful working dogs with plenty of stamina.  They are not as active or nervous as some breeds and are content to remain close to home for the most part.  

Most Saints love to play games and learn new things.  Ask them to find you when you are hiding in a closet.  Toss a tasty treat into the air and they will love to catch it.  They may not have quite as fast a “recall” as the Golden Retriever, but they will get the job done one way or another if you ask them to do so.  The St. Bernard does well with elementary exercises and obedience such as heeling, sitting and staying.

The Saint requires a moderate amount of outdoor exercise.  It is important that they do not become over-heated.  They enjoy daily walks and play sessions.  They are suitable for apartment living provided they are given frequent walks.  They will enjoy a yard of any size but it must be securely fenced.

Saint puppies weigh about one and one-half pounds at birth and grow rapidly the first year.  Adult males may reach a height of 28-30 inches at the shoulder and will normally weigh between 140 and 180 pounds.  Females are somewhat smaller at about 26-28 inches at the shoulder and typically range from 120 to 140 pounds.

Depending on the weather, the level of excitement, and the shape of the dog’s jowls, most Saints will drool on occasion.  Technically, there is no such thing as a “dry mouthed Saint”, but most Saints do not drool to an offensive degree.

They shed twice a year, usually in spring and fall; they lose much of their coats to help them adjust to the changing seasons.  For the remainder of the year, there is seldom any annoyance from shedding.

Any abrupt changes in temperature are extremely hard on a Saint.  It must be remembered that going from an air-conditioned place into the boiling heat can be disastrous.  They would do well in Flagstaff, AZ but not so well in Phoenix.

They will do well as long as there is a cool dry place to nap and plenty of fresh cool water.  He will cut down both his food intake and his amount of activity during hot weather.

Male or Female?  This is strictly a matter of personal preference.  Both are equal in pet qualities.  The male, being larger, is more impressive when first viewed.  The female, however, must be considered his equal in all other respects.  Modern veterinary practice recommends neutering of non-breeding animals of both sexes as a means to a healthier, better pet.

The Saint will not “eat you out of house and home.”  The fact is, a Saint Bernard can be raised and maintained on no more food than required for other large breeds.  Since Saints are basically placid dogs, they generally require less food per pound of body weight than most smaller, more active breeds.

The Saints life expectancy is about 8-10 years.  As mentioned earlier they come in both rough and smooth coat but both are very dense and come in white with markings in tan, red, mahogany, brindle and black in various combinations.  The face and ears are usually shaded with black and the expression is intelligent and gentle.  In the rough-coated dogs, the hair is slightly longer and there is feathering on the thighs and legs.  The feet are large with strong well-arched toes, making the Saint sure-footed in the snow and ice.  

Sweet Pea, my Saint and protector from heaven was given to me.  I take her to Mid Michigan Veterinary Hospital for her health care.  Dr. Wallace and his staff have been just great & I highly recommend them for your pet. 

I cannot impress upon you the fact that early veterinary care and obedience training and socialization is of utmost importance especially with a Saint.  All breeds seem to be pre-disposed to some health issues whether your choice be a Yorky or a Saint with each breed you must be aware of health problems.

Some Saints are prone to heart problems, skin problems, hip displasia and extropion (a folding outward of the eyelid rim) usually on the lower lid.  Twisted stomachs should be watched for.  As these dogs are prone to bloat, thus it is best to feed them two or three small meals a day instead of one large meal.

If you don’t have the time, the patience or the love to dedicate to a Saint for the next 8-10 years do NOT get one.  When I hear of a dog regardless of breed being tied to a chain for the rest of its days it angers me…to be kept alone in a garage or barn or kennel for ten to twelve hours a day, or longer…it angers me.  When I hear of a dog covered in fleas and ticks…it angers me…when I see irresponsible pet owners letting their dogs run loose and attacking my dogs on a leash it angers me…when I see a neighbor riding his bike with his dog running loose beside him it angers me.  

My gingerbread-man, a lil’ Shelty and My Sweet Pea are like my children.  They both have given me so much love that I would be lost and devastated without them…yes they require proper nutrition and exercise but most of all they require LOVE as we all do.  These treasures from heaven are just that.  They give so much Love back to me that the money I have spent on them is inconsequential.

The decision to breed Sweet Pea was a difficult one.  She had 12 pups, we lost one lil treasure at birth despite all my efforts of mouth to mouth etc. but there are eleven precious Saints that will fill someone’s life with love and devotion.

I feel truly blessed that the Sweet Lord Jesus directed me to Diana Binder.  She is an active and responsible Saint breeder in Millington, MI. I was truly impressed with her dogs and kennels.  Sweet Pea was bred to Cody, an exceptional and impressive smooth-coated male.

I did not receive AKC papers with Sweet Pea.  Her papers were lost and her lineage not traceable although here parents are AKC.  I was not interested in putting her into the show ring.  Cody is AKC registered.

I invite you to visit Diana's website www.westwindsaints.  If you are interested in an AKC Saint puppy I highly recommend her kennel.  

