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When one door closes a great big world OPENS!
Last May my gentle- GIANT "Georgie" (my then 8 year old, 185 lb, Harlequin Great Dane) left us. Having to say
good bye is never easy. I have experienced this heartache throughout the years but this time was different. Georgie was adored by so many - he was truly one of my best friends. He also left behind his best friend, and
littermate "Lulu." It was difficult to watch Lulu struggle with the change - we all deal with loss differently;
she slept for days, even weeks and she lost her usual zest and her energy. I understood her pain.
After countless discussions with my husband Frank, and time spent watching Lulu sleep, it was time to find our
next family member. We were all ready!!!
Frank asked, "Does our next dog have to be SO big?" To which I replied, "No, of course not!" (I answered honestly. Think about it, a Swissy wouldn't be THAT big, I mean breed standard for a male Swissy is max 135 - 140
lbs... so in all fairness, next to a Great Dane- a GSMD is definitely 'mid-size'!)
Years ago I saw a Greater Swiss Mountain Dog while walking in the park. They have always caught my attention
at Westminster every year, I just liked their movement, their expression, and often you get to see a playful side
which I really like. Having always been a big fan of the working breeds, I just knew the GSMD was the breed for
us. While I continued to research breeders and rescues, Frank continued to research another breed, an Italian
breed named the Lagatto. I won't even try to spell the rest of the breed's name because despite my Italian heritage,
I can't even pronounce the entire name. Frank was obsessed with the Lagatto! I knew I didn't want an Italian truffle-sniffing dog endlessly digging in the yard! Then one day I text Frank a photo of a Swissy puppy and the rest
is history. We all know Swissy pups are IRRESISTABLE!
Living on a small private horse farm in Monmouth County, NJ, our property and backyard seemed like the perfect
place to raise a GSMD pup. Last October, after months of emails and photos, Cathy Cooper (Shadetree Greater
Swiss Mtn. Dogs) accepted my application and I was on her waiting list! Cathy had bred CH Land's End That Girl
at Shadetree to GCH Painted Mtn. Oliver Twist of Fate (Oliver is owned by MAGS very own Katie Markley).
Cathy told me she was very excited about this liter and so were we. Cathy told us that she would ultimately select
the puppy for our family. At first I will admit, I was nervous. I had never not been involved in the selection process. What would he look like? What type of personality would he have? Cathy had explained that most of the
pups would be going to shows homes while I said I was looking for a great family companion.
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The Journey Begins
Then last September we received a photo of our very own Greater Swiss Mtn.
Dog. Frank and I will never forget that day. We looked at the photo
and knew he was meant to be ours. Having a beautiful head and large white
blaze on his face it seemed fitting to call him "BLAZE." Well, and I own and
ride horses and spend some of my spare time blazing trails through the 6,000
acres directly across from our farm called the NJ Wildlife Management Area..
After a few days of researching the breeding and speaking to breeders and
owners like Cathy and Katie, I started to wonder what it would be like to
show my new puppy in the conformation ring. Honestly. I started to wonder
what kind of name I would come up with that would be fitting of a show
dog. That in and of itself seemed like fun! Coming back to live on our horse
farm and wishing for a long, happy journey ahead we officially named him
"Shadetree's Blaze Your Own Trail at Blue Moon Farm." We thought it had
a nice ring to it, and I have always been a firm believer in blazing my own
trail in life.
His beginnings
I began looking into obedience classes and soon after started puppy kindergarten. Quickly we realized that the instructor regularly commented "he's so well behaved" "so curious" and "he's so stable" referring to is temperament. I
regularly sent emails to Cathy and Katie figuring they would both appreciate the updates- and they did!
Everywhere we went people had questions about our beautiful new Swissy. They would ask about the breed and
had questions about what activities the breed excels in. Carting. Weight-pulling. Rally. Obedience. I was learning
how versatile and capable the breed is. And while I have come to learn that the shows don't have quite as many entries for GSMD's as the Boxers or the Siberians, I have seen GSMD's do quite well in the conformation ring! That
excites me and makes me want to be a part of it.
After puppy kindergarten came Basic obedience, and then intermediate obedience. Blaze was an exceptional student. While he would play and bark outside of class, the minute he stepped into class he became a serious student. In April, on his 9 month birthday Blaze earned his Canine Good Citizen title. Frank and I were thrilled.
Thrilled to have been given the opportunity to have this delightful and smart puppy in our lives and thrilled for the
opportunity to give Blaze a happy, healthy start in life!
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A Whole New SHOW World!
By this time, we had also attended several "match" shows. We
saw this as an opportunity to socialize Blaze and spend time with
him and see if showing was for him (and us). He enjoyed driving
in the car and going to vendor booths to explore the treat assortments. Frank bought him a soft, plush mat for his crate which he
laid on at his very first show in Edison, NJ. He never made a
sound and when he would come in and out of the crate he would
just wag his tail- like he does! And when Blaze entered the ring
that day, he stood quietly for the judge (well, with his tail wagging!) it seemed to Frank and me that he just might be a show
dog after all.
After some investigation I found a show handling class and
jumped right in. Blaze and I love it! What's not to love?!! We
spend time together, he gets to work, after all he is a working
dog! When he does something right and I praise him, he does it
again and again. Maybe he does it because it makes me happy,
maybe he does it for the reward (I bring lots of his favorite
treats...sweet potato and peanut butter!!)- but I honestly think he just enjoys working. And I am learning too. Having never done anything like this before, I realize that it's a lot of work but it's also fun. Stacking, free stacking,
down and back, the exam, I am learning so much from class and so thrilled to find a wonderful instructor (Gina
Ryan) who always makes time for us, answers my questions and my texts, no matter what time morning or night.
During class she says "Blaze is such a silly, happy puppy." But, she's also fair and honest when she says, "Just go
out there and have fun, he's going to take time to mature, for it to all come together!"
I have met a lot of people along the way. Usually everyone has an opinion because so many have been in the sport
for much longer than I can imagine. The people I have met have been kind and supportive. People including Katie
Markley and Gina Ryan have been so generous with their time and supportive of my new adventures. And it's good
to have these new friends that share the love for handling and dog shows. Filling out my first AKC dog show application was harder than taking an IQ test. Class, Specialty, Owner-handled???? So many questions. Always something to learn. I have already added Jim Rau Dog Shows to my speed dial list!
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In the genes?
Never did I ever imagine that I would be a dog handler. Growing up I recall my grandfather was a great dog trainer.
He loved obedience and prided himself on how well behaved his dogs were. They respected him. He trained dogs
in the military around the time of World War II. It just all came natural to him. And then there was my uncle.
He and my aunt showed and bred Great Danes. I never knew that until I was older but perhaps that's where I got
my fondness of that breed. Maybe handling dogs isn't such a far stretch for me. I know that every Wednesday
evening, after a long day at the office, there's nothing I would rather do than grab my dog and get to handling class.
My husband sits on the outside of the ring (I see how proud he is each time we trot around the ring!). It's really a
family affair, a team effort.

Say Cheese!
In April at the Bear, Delaware show, Blaze was terrific. Sure he's young and it will take time for him to mature, and
there's room for improvement (stacking properly, free baiting, etc.) - but that's on my end! The judge commented at
that show, "He's going to do very well, he's a lovely puppy!" Music to my ears! Who doesn't like hearing those
compliments and encouragement?! We were invited to have our photo taken (Winners Dog...keep in mind we didn't
really have competition that day but it didn't matter at all). We both successfully made it around the ring and before, during and after class - Blaze wagged his tail, of course! And I remembered several tips Gina Ryan gave me
during handling class that I implemented at the show so it's all coming together! And when I stacked Blaze for the
photo the photographer said "he's a natural." I would tell anyone who is considering showing or handling, go for it!
If you love spending time with your dog, or if you are interested in breeding, you will learn so much by gaining first
-hand experience. And you will certainly meet a lot of people.
In the few months I have been handling, I have had the pleasure and experience of handling Blaze in the Puppy
Group ring as well as Owner-Handled - Working Group. Those experiences were a highlight since both were big
groups and the energy and people around the ring made it feel a bit more special. Interestingly Blaze showed very
well in both of those circumstances which makes me further believe he's enjoying himself, and after all that is
what's most important at this young age.
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In May of this year I joined MAGS. Frank and I are excited to meet other Swissy owners and breeders, and to attend
events. We're looking forward to meeting other MAGS members! Last month we participated in the pack hike in
PA (with Doreen and other terrific MAGS members) - it was a great experience all around and was the first time we
got to see multiple GSMD's interacting outside of the show environment. We were thrilled to see that they
all had excellent temperaments (with three in tact males they all got along without issue!). We are hoping to make
it to Harrisburg and to attend the annual event at the Markley's.
I'm looking forward to becoming more involved in MAGS and offering my support where it may be needed. Also, I
welcome any opportunity to meet other owners and share my love for this incredible breed. And while I don't know
what the future holds for Blaze or me in the show ring, I know we'll continue to BLAZE OUR OWN TRAIL- together!!!! On July 9th Blaze will turn 1 year. If I have learned anything it's that I was fortunate to have
found experienced, trusted breeder(s) who bred a beautiful, healthy example of the breed AND took every step to
ensure he would be placed in a safe and compatible environment.
Warmest Regards, Gina Aurichio, Clarksburg, NJ ginathehorsegirl@yahoo.com

Lulu and Blaze
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