
It’s no secret that most modern purebreds materialized 
during the Victorian Era. And they came at a fast clip, 
literally multiplying exponentially year by year. For 

instance, the first genuine startup, the Kennel Club founded in 
1873, documented just 40 breeds and varieties in their foundation 
studbook. By 1900 that number had more than doubled and 
spawned national kennel organizations worldwide. There’s lotsa 
reasons for that but a major one doesn’t get the attention it deserves. 
Those Victorians were an adventurous, inquisitive lot. Okay, that 
doesn’t jive with current perceptions of Victorian sensibilities. But 
if you look a bit closer it explains much of the rampaging breed 
development that occurred back then. Every human concept re-
garding the natural world underwent cataclysmic revisions in the 
face of scientific discoveries. Suddenly, mankind possessed fact-
based explanations for stuff that had been previously consigned to 
the realm of mystery and magic. That sort of radical reassessment 
tends to encourage innovation. 
   In the dog world, it sparked some very daring breed develop-
ment. Never before, or since, has that “let’s try it and see” approach 
prevailed to such an extent. Traditional breeds were tweaked for 
mainstream appeal and successful new combinations were heartily 
embraced within the rapidly evolving show scene. Within a few 
decades, the sport became a weird fruit salad of old/new/restyled 
breeds. Some took off, a few crashed. The thing is, they all got their 
“day in court” before the hammer came down. However, there was 
one glaring exception to this rule, the Leonberger. 
   In contrast to many breeds, its origins are easily traced to a pre-
cise time, place and agenda. And that straightforward disclosure 
was most likely the source of the trouble. In a day and age when 

every flimsy excuse for purebred legitimacy offered some roman-
ticized alibi explaining its obscure origin, the Leonberger recipe 
was right out there. 
   These days, the Leonberger enjoys a healthy, global fan base, 
recognized by major registries worldwide. In that sense, it truly 
qualifies as the ultimate long shot of purebred survival. The breed 
was the creation Heinrich Essig (1809-1889), nowadays the most 
famous resident of Leonberg, Germany, an otherwise obscure town 
on the outskirts of Stuttgart. Essig’s profession has been variously 
labeled –depending on the source of the info. But no matter how 
you slice and dice it, he was a prominent, highly successful dog 
broker. Essig specialized in giant breeds and although there weren’t 
too many in those days, they were enjoying their day in the sun. 
His customers included royalty and heads of state. 
   So Essig had his niche, and keep in mind that there was absolutely 
no stigma attached to dog brokering at that time. He was totally im-
mersed in Europe’s rapidly expanding purebred culture; he had cus-
tomers and contacts everywhere. So, his subsequent decision to 
create his own special breed didn’t spring from thin air. According 
to popular legend, the official insignia of Leonberg, which featured 
a lion rampant, provided his original inspiration to build a leonine 
breed. Of course, there’s a long list of breeds attributed to that same 
brainwave, like the Pekingese. So, keep that in mind. However, 
Essig’s story was an undeniably great marketing tool. 
   If there was one place where you’d expect his breed to get a 
friendly reception it would have been Germany, its homeland. But 
not so much. Check out this venomous 1878 opinion piece by the 
editor of Der Hund–which was Germany’s leading dog publication 
back then. It was prompted by a recent pair of Leonberger profiles 
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published in Britain’s Livestock Journal and The Boston Traveler. 
Apparently, that kind of transatlantic publicity was the last straw. 
“The principal part of his eulogy is a translation of circulars sent 
round by Mr. Essig, the man who invented the name Leonberg 
Dog. I, therefore, consider myself perfectly justified in calling the 
articles an advertisement. Only in the opinion of their breeder and 
a few low dealers, they are a valuable breed; that is, every large 
dog they want to sell is called a Leonberg.” He pointed out that “it 
takes a long time to create a breed” emphasizing that achieving ge-
netic predictability demands many generations of judicious selec-
tion. (The Labradoodle may be the classic example of just how 
difficult this process really is). “Now, Mr. Essig advertised his new 
breed directly after he had crossed a Newfoundland and a St. 
Bernard.” And that’s where the trouble started. 
   Actually, it wasn’t the timeline that rankled 
critics so much as Essig’s audacity. His “ad-
vertisement” included matter-of-fact state-
ments describing precisely how he had 
cooked up his breed. In contrast to most of 
his contemporaries, Essig made no attempt to 
dress up the story with tales of some exotic, 
ancient historical heritage. One of his most 
vocal critics, the judge and author Vero Shaw, 
eviscerated Essig’s new breed in his classic 
Illustrated Book of the Dog. “So great was the 
faith in Essig’s proceedings and so little 
known of the principles of breeding that he 
himself dared to state publicly in advertise-
ments that his dogs had sprung from the 
above mentioned breeds– and this within a 
couple of years or so!” 
   Shaw wasn’t alone. The venerable Robert 
Leighton, writing in Cassel’s New Book of the 
Dog was equally harsh in his assessment of 
the breed. “The variety is recognized in 
France and Germany as a legitimate breed, 
and specimens have been seen at most of the 
Continental shows, but in England we have discarded the dog as a 
transparent mongrel even as we rejected the Berghund.” Leighton 
went on to reiterate the backstory of its creation thirty years earlier 
“when large dogs were much in request.” 
   In short, approximately 1846 Essig mated a longhaired Saint 
Bernard he had acquired directly from the Saint Bernard monastery 
to a Landseer Newfoundland. Over the next four generations he 
introduced additional crosses of Pyrenean Mountain Dog, wolf hy-
brid, Tibetan Mastiff and local Working dog stock, which was 
abundant in Germany back then. The fact that Essig’s dogs looked 
somewhat leonine might be chalked up to plain luck. 
   Leighton recounted the same oft-repeated story of how Essig had 
purchased a breeding pair of Saints directly from the hospice, later 
returning them to help the monks reestablish their decimated blood-
line. Leighton characterized Essig’s altruistic gesture as just another 
public relations stunt. “Before returning the dogs he allowed the 
dog to be mated with a Newfoundland, and the result was the so-
called Leonberg dog.” 
   Regardless of whether these first generation hybrids truly resem-
bled lions, Essig’s industrious promotion effectively embedded that 

image in the public mind, which also greatly offended Shaw. 
“Some artists of fame–I am sorry to say–drew splendid pictures 
ever so much idealized, and a few periodicals printed and accom-
panied them with glowing descriptions.” The fact that this precise 
strategy had already proven to be highly effective in promoting two 
other breeds was most likely the main issue fueling this stupendous 
Leonberger backlash. 
   In reality, a small fraction of modern breeds made it to the recog-
nition finish line without some creative tweaking. Both the Newfie 
and the Saint are primary culprits in this sense. Both breeds existed 
in theory long before they came into actuality. And it’s perfectly 
understandable that their back-to-back meltdowns soured the pure-
bred intelligentsia on this success formula–even though each and 
every one of them had actively championed those fictitious breed 

histories in both cases. 
 To recap, in 1824 Sir Edwin Landseer’s 
first Newfoundland picture, Portrait of Nep-
tune, ignited public imagination far beyond 
any actual semblance of Newfoundland type. 
As historian and critic Robert Rosenblum 
conceded in The Dog in Art, “By presenting 
Neptune as a paragon of courage, willing to 
risk his own life to rescue human friends 
from a malevolent storm tossed sea Landseer 
has virtually made the dog usurp the role of 
Romantic hero.” Landseer’s picture was such 
a hit that he immediately doubled down on 
this theme, portraying heroic Newfoundlands 
in subsequent works such as Off to the Rescue 
(1827) Saved (1856), and most significantly 
A Distinguished Member of the Humane So-
ciety (1838). Decades later, when the breed 
was on the rocks, writers like Stonehenge and 
Vero Shaw seemed to blame poor Landseer 
for intentionally misleading the public on this 
point. By then, the horse was out of the barn. 
Nothing confirms that more powerfully than 

the existence of the Landseer Newfoundland, which Stonehenge 
truly hated. “The purest specimens are of an intense black color 
with a gloss on their coat which reflects the light like a mirror. Any 
admixture of white is a defect….”  
   Color was just one point of contention. The size, bone, and head 
type we associate with the breed today simply didn’t exist in the 
native gene pool. Of course, Landseer wasn’t actually going for re-
alistic presentation so much as an idealized fantasy. Neptune, for 
example, is almost completely white. Landseer may not have in-
stigated confusion about Newfoundland colors, but he was cer-
tainly responsible for that other iconic myth. As Henry Davis 
admitted in his Modern Dog Encyclopedia, “It was Sir Edwin 
Landseer, the painter, who was responsible for the popular concep-
tion of the St. Bernard as a dog going through the snow drifts with 
a small cask of wine or rum tied to his neck.” He was citing Land-
seer’s 1820 picture entitled Alpine Mastiffs Reanimating a Dis-
tressed Traveller, which gained traction almost immediately. That 
contrived detail was copied by so many other artists that it eventu-
ally became inseparable from genuine breed history. 
   To be fair, Landseer was already pretty famous in the art world 
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and his representations of both breeds spanned several decades, so 
it wasn’t like some crafty Wizard of Oz manipulating reality. He 
gave the public what they wanted and, like any good fad, everyone 
else simply jumped on the bandwagon. The dog press embellished 
the stories to the point where they became complete fiction. There 
were no gigantic, noble dogs wandering around Newfoundland 
looking to save lives. And the monks didn’t even keep dogs at the 
hospice until public demand practically forced them into the dog 
biz. The mundane reality of breed development couldn’t compare 
to this hype. As a result, both breeds took off like lightening. 
   As Edward Ash explained, “It was a time when the public was 
interested in sensationalism that the story of lifesaving dogs was 
started.” He detailed the countless myths that coalesced around the 
heroics of Barry and the nonexistent breeding program developed 
by Swiss monks to rescue stranded travelers. That stuff came hot 
on the heels of the Newfoundland fad, “as I have said, the St. 
Bernard was not the only hero dog. The Newfoundland was con-
sidered by many to be an even 
greater hero…the arrival of the 
Newfoundland dog in England at 
the end of the eighteenth century 
had a great influence on dogs in this 
country.” And Ash, even though he 
was prone to his share of fuzzy fact 
checking, was adamant about the 
actual origin and status of that breed 
as well. 
   But no amount of expert skepti-
cism could hold back the deluge. 
“Indeed, so rapidly was the breed 
popular and so great was the de-
mand, that the captains before they 
set sail for England collected all the 
dogs they could, knowing they would find a ready market for them. 
And so Newfoundland lost its dogs!” Thousands of dogs arrived 
from Newfoundland fishing ports, but there was one problem, they 
weren’t Newfoundlands in the conventional sense. Ash, an eyewit-
ness to all this, described most of them as moderately sized mon-
grel dogs in a variety of coats and colors. “It is really quite 
astonishing that people should believe such stories. But the result 
on sales was excellent. High prices were given and sellers were 
satisfied. But the bubble burst!” Ash reported leading breeders des-
perately trying to unload kennels full of suddenly unprofitable 
dogs, “everybody was selling, not buying.” 
   Essig was far from the only dog dealer suddenly stuck with ken-
nels full of unsalable, gigantic dogs that cost a fortune to maintain. 
Nor was Ash the only journalist to remark on the suspicious simi-
larities that already existed between Newfoundlands and Saints, 
and to note that the same contingent of breeders seemed to be at 
the helm in both cases. Likewise, it was an open secret that inno-
vative breeding played a big role in the Newfoundland’s rapid 
transformation from a medium-sized, nondescript Spitz to the ma-
jestic animals depicted by Landseer. A dash of Mastiff, Blood-
hound, and Pyrenees, and voila! “Indeed, the cross greatly 
improved the dog and made it much finer than the Island breed.” 
   This stuff went on regularly in both St. Bernard and Newfound-
land breeding throughout the Victorian Era. In other words, in this 

specialized niche there was a long history of enhancing type 
through creative crossbreeding. It worked like a charm. And Herr 
Essig was in the thick of it as a major player in both cases. From a 
practical standpoint, Essig’s new breed was simply his way to make 
the best of a bad situation when he found himself caught in the 
crosshairs of the Newfoundland/Saint Bernard implosion. Both 
breeds experienced a brutal decline after decades of constant de-
mand and high prices. The difference was that Essig had the temer-
ity to come right out and admit what he did. 
   It is quite possible that the precise Leonberger recipe will never 
be known. In those days in Essig’s part of the world, there were 
still a lot of undocumented working dog strains. There are accounts 
suggesting that the Leonberger actually dates back to the mid-
1500s. However, large, heavy boned working dogs of similar type 
were pervasive throughout Europe from Portugal to the Caucuses, 
from southern Greece to the Russian steppes. So, those claims 
should be viewed in context of actual genetic reality of the times. 

Throughout Europe and Asia re-
gional breeds had evolved for the 
same basic purpose, developed and 
perfected for centuries to haul 
freight, protect livestock and patrol 
territory. Most of those traditional 
breeds are now gone, but Essig was 
in the ideal position to utilize the 
very best of this genetic stockpile 
before it disappeared. 
 However, by disclosing the mun-
dane truth of his Leonberger’s ori-
gin, Essig broke that unwritten rule 
of dressing up the facts and they 
called him out…big time. Of 
course, both Saints and Newfound-

lands were so messed up by that point that Essig’s contribution to 
the situation was merely a drop in the bucket. Still, he made a con-
venient target because SOMEBODY had to become the scapegoat 
for this groupthink horror show. As in every breed fad, type suf-
fered severely and as Shaw emphatically stated, “The Leonbergs 
we have seen are little more or less than poor specimens of the St. 
Bernard. It is an undoubted fact that dogs with Leonberg blood 
have won prizes in St. Bernard classes.” Shaw was rightfully in-
censed by that aspect of the situation, adding that the precise Leon-
berger recipe “made no difference, because the puppies found a 
ready sale by persons who wanted nothing but size and muscle.” 
   Much to their dismay, Essig’s creation started to become a suc-
cess. Whatever else he may or may not have done, he was a brilliant 
promoter. In 1857 Essig presented a pair of Leonberger puppies to 
the monks at the St. Bernard Hospice. According to reports, the 
monks were so pleased with his new creation that they subse-
quently utilized the dogs in their breeding program. Needless to 
say, that decision ultimately led to its own complications. In 1878 
Essig also sent a trio of Leonbergs to Newfoundland, and from 
there the breed began to gain a following in America. Leonbergers 
were exhibited at several late nineteenth century dog shows includ-
ing Westminster. They are designated and listed in show catalogs 
and AKC studbooks from 1887-1902. 
 He placed dogs with high profile owners like Otto Von Bis-
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marck, Emperor Napoleon III and King Umberto I of Italy. Incred-
ibly, as Shaw admitted, the whole thing worked so well that in 1872 
“the well-known opposition (to Essig) dealer Friedrich of Wald-
heim Germany brought out his own creation–the Berghund 
Moulon. After the production of the Leonberg, and its temporary 
success from a pecuniary point of view, it was naturally improbable 
that other similar breeds would not appear. The production of the 
Berghund, or mountain dog of Germany, therefore caused very lit-
tle sensation in Continental canine circles.” Shaw did make the 
point that while Leonbergers generally favored St. Bernard type, 
the Berghund “shows more of the Newfoundland cross.” None of 
this sat well with Shaw who labeled both breeds as oversized mon-
grels destined for a hopelessly gullible market. 
   Essig died in 1889 and, against all odds, by then the breed 
seemed to be stabilizing into something more appealing than its 
critics had anticipated. The precise ingredients that went into the 
Leonberger’s foundation were still the subject of much debate, but 
that didn’t seem to hinder the breed’s popularity far outside of Ger-
many. As Robert Leighton put it, “this 
was fifty years ago, since then the variety 
has prospered spasmodically.” The an-
noying thing was that, despite his vocif-
erous detractors, Essig had tapped into 
something truly viable. 
   This is a substantial, powerful dog, 
well-balanced, athletic and noted for its 
majestic presence and imposing size. It 
is rectangular in proportion, with a height 
to length ratio of approximately nine to 
ten. Males stand 28-31.5 inches at the 
shoulder, and weigh 120-170lbs. Fe-
males stand 25.5-29.5 inches at the 
shoulder and weigh 100-135 lbs. The Leonberger’s size and de-
meanor is coupled with a typically tranquil, good nature, and it is 
noted for its steadiness and reliability. Friendly, patient and gentle, 
the standard describes the breed as an excellent family dog. Its at-
titude towards other dogs varies from sociable to somewhat aloof, 
but invariably tolerant. Within the breed, temperament ranges from 
dignified and aloof to friendly and playful. Adults are generally 
calm and confident but this is a slow maturing breed, and they often 
retain many puppy behaviors until age two or three. As long as pup-
pies receive consistent training and ongoing socialization to prop-
erly channel their natural working drive and protective instinct, 
Leonbergers are vigilant watchdogs; they quietly assess their sur-
roundings and calmly investigate any perceived danger. Attentive 
and intelligent, they have been trained for water rescue, tracking, 
obedience, therapy and service dog work. 
   After Essig’s death his nephew continued with their shared en-
terprise of Leonberger development, and he is actually credited 
with stabilizing the type we are familiar with today. (Regardless of 
the promotional hype, that process really does take many years and 
generations.)  A Leonberger club was founded to promote the breed 
in 1891, and by then it was gaining widespread popularity. By the 
turn of the century the Leonberger seemed to be catching on in a 
serious way. At the big Paris show of 1907 ten were entered and 
Leighton –definitely no fan of the breed–reported that they were 
good looking dogs, favoring Newfoundland type rather than the 

St. Bernard, and mostly sable with dark points. 
   Then World War I ripped through Europe, decimating the dog 
world and leading to serious setbacks for the Leonberger. In the 
1920s a Leonberger cooperative was formed in Germany to main-
tain an official studbook and revive the breed from a tiny, sal-
vaged population of just five dogs. That provided enough 
remnants of true type to rebuild Leonberger bloodlines through-
out Europe. A Leonberger Club established in Germany in the 
1930s managed to safeguard the studbook and stave off a second 
brush with extinction during World War II. It didn’t really help. 
The breed was again reconstructed from eight remaining dogs 
after the war. The current German Leonberger Club was formed 
in 1948. 
   The Leonberger population gradually rebounded from the com-
bined devastation of two world wars. And crucially, it reemerged 
into a completely different political scene. The dog world was a 
changed place. A modicum of social and economic stability had 
fostered brand new enthusiasm for purebreds. And it goes without 

saying that five or eight dogs were not 
the sole basis for reestablishing the Leon-
berger. Out of necessity, Essig’s tried and 
true approach of experimentation was 
again employed. It worked the first time 
and so it did again. With one big differ-
ence. The stigma formerly attached to 
crossbreeding fell in the wake of neces-
sity. A lot of breeds can thank their sur-
vival to the fact that someone took the 
bold step of seeking essential genetic 
components outside of the gene pool. For 
instance, another classic German dog, 
the Affenpinscher, can thank the Minia-

ture Schnauzer and the Brussels Griffon for its modern rebirth. 
 Today the breed is well-established and thriving throughout Eu-
rope. It is no longer possible to mistake a Leonberger for any of its 
founding breeds. The Leonberger owns its type. In 1975, eighteen 
national Leonberger organizations throughout Europe formed the 
International Union of Leonberger Clubs. They meet annually in 
Leonberg, Germany, which would have delighted Herr Essig. 
 The breed entered the AKC FSS program in 2003. By that time, 
AKC was actually devoting some resources to the breed recogni-
tion process. However, American Leonberger supporters had pretty 
much decided “once bitten, twice shy.” They were not initially keen 
on the idea of going into AKC, but when they realized it was gonna 
happen with or without them–just like good old Essig–they took 
the practical approach. By the time the Leonberger entered the 
AKC Miscellaneous Class in 2008, American fanciers were organ-
ized and determined. Two years later the breed was admitted to the 
AKC Working Group, becoming the 167th breed to enter the stud-
book. Essig was vindicated. Better late than never. 
   Many have characterized Essig’s “breed” as a blatant attempt to 
cash in on the tail end of a rapidly floundering giant breed craze. 
On the other hand, it could be called one man’s courageous pursuit 
to realize his vision of the ideal dog. In the sum total of history, 
none of that really matters. The Leonberger’s ultimate success 
seems right in keeping with the rest of its improbable story.
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