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Zander, our first Swissy is 2 years old, 
but our Swissy story actually began 
many years ago. 

Mike and I met in the spring in 1987 at a teen dance when 

I was in 8th grade and he was in 10th.  He waited for me to 

start high school that fall.  We ended up being high school 

sweethearts going to four Homecomings and four Proms 

together.  We were engaged three days before I graduated 

from high school.  Mike got me a puppy as a gift the sum-

mer after I graduated from school—Kirby, a lab/shepherd 

mix—he was a great dog and our first baby.  He lived with 

Mike’s family until we were married two years later. 

I grew up obsessed with dogs, setting the VCR to record dog shows if I 
knew I wouldn’t be home to watch them.    

I’ve always been fascinated by the different breeds and their structure and purpose.  I also always knew 

that I’d end up in the dog show world someday, but with which breed?  Then one day in 1995 I was 

watching a dog show on TV while cleaning our apartment.  I walked into the living room and gasped … it 

was the first year that the Greater Swiss Mountain Dog was an accepted breed by the AKC, which ex-

plained why I hadn’t seen then before.  It was the most gorgeous dog I had ever seen and I had to know 

more.  The fact that it was a Swiss breed was like a super bonus as I’m quite proud of my Swiss heritage 

and grew up listening to my grandfather and cousins yodeling to Swiss music at family gatherings. 

Well, we were newly married and broke so a Swissy was simply not    
feasible at the time.   

But I was determined to own a Swissy someday and everyone in my life was aware of my dream.  Late 

in 1995 we added a Dalmatian to our family, as Mike was a volunteer firefighter and a friend’s mom was 

a breeder.  We have had at least two dogs in our home since bringing Seagrave home.  Our two boys 

got along very well.  I was nicknamed “the Dog Lady” by the neighborhood kids, who would come run-

ning when they saw me outside working with the dogs.   

The years progressed, and we had our 4 children.  

We were quite busy with homeschooling them, dance, sports and youth activities.  It wasn’t time yet to 

add a Swissy to our crazy schedule. That didn’t mean I didn’t think about them, and admittedly would tell 

my husband to “STOP THE CAR” if I saw a Swissy (or even a Berner) out walking.  People must’ve 

thought I was crazy.  I contacted breeders, asked lots of questions, and visited Barton Manor in 2004. 
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11 months after our youngest, Kelly, was born, I had a horrific fall that 
changed all our lives drastically. 

I started developing neurologic symptoms that were devastating and scary.  The fall caused disc herni-

ations, spine trauma, brain herniation and nerve damage, and I ended up having a series of surgeries 

with a specialist in Long Island with the last being brain decompression in June of 2010.  Brain surgery is 

not easy to recover from, and after having 14 surgeries in 13 years (not all from the accident), one tends 

to see life a lot differently.  You learn to celebrate the smallest things and truly embrace life, while also 

letting go of dreams or goals you realize are no longer feasible, but there was one dream I was NOT will-

ing to let go of.  I was not giving up on my dream of having a Swissy someday.  But clearly it just wasn’t 

time…yet. 

A few years after my brain surgery …   

we started the discussion again, and then Mike hurt his back at work.  He was out of commission, went 

for therapy, treatments, etc., but ultimately ended up having spine surgery for herniated discs.  He still 

has a few that are “inoperable”.  His neurosurgeon was the one who told Mike he wasn’t going back to 

his job – one that he had since high school and one that he did quite well, and supported our large family 

well, too.   It was discouraging, but we pressed on and I was not about to let go of my dream. 

Finally, Christmas Day of 2016         
I unwrapped a gift from my hubby,  

and inside was a picture of a Swissy pup and a 

note that told me it was time!!  I was elated, to say 

the least, and already had my breeder chosen (Kim 

Woollard of Cherished Swissies).  In March of 

2017, we traveled to Ohio for an Open House at 

Kim’s home.  In the meantime, our youngest, Kelly 

(age 10), started talking about possibly wanting to 

show in conformation.  We assumed she’d follow in 

her older siblings’ footsteps and play travel soccer, 

but this was a welcomed surprise.  I let Kim know 

we were interested in getting into showing.  A few 

weeks later I received an email from Kim announc-

ing the pups had arrived (April 10, 2017).  Could 

this really be happening?!?! 
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2017 was also the year that the National Specialty was in Bethlehem, PA  

just 40 minutes from home.  And conveniently, our kids were scheduled to do their PSSA testing at the 

same hotel the same week!  We spent the week there, watching the events, meeting lots of Swissies 

and awesome Swissy owners!  I’m so thankful for that week, because not only did it make us even more 

excited to get our boy, but also because of the connections that were made.  Denise Mitterando was so 

warm and welcoming, and Frank and Isabella Caputo were a wealth of information on showing.  Isabella 

pulled Kelly aside to share the basics of showing, using Herbie who was happy to oblige.  We were 

pleasantly surprised at just how open to sharing and welcoming the entire Swissy community was and 

continues to be.   

June 8th, 2017 was the day I had awaited       
for 22 years,  

and now I shared the dream with my entire family!  The trip home 

took roughly ten hours, and Kelly and I alternated holding Zander 

the whole way home.  It was one of the sweetest moments in my life 

to bring him home with our kids and some friends gathering around 

him, welcoming him to the family.  His name is a combo of his par-

ents (Zuko x Gander) and his registered name, Cherished My Heart 

Is Set On You, is a reflection of the dream we held onto for so long.  

Zander was, is, and will always be, the greatest gift I’ve ever been 

given.  He is now a gift to each one of us, and the relationship and 

bond with him is unique to each one of us.  
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In the summer of 2018, we took a huge leap of 
faith and decided to open a dog daycare business.  

With our health issues we needed to find a new avenue of income.  Dog 

daycare had been something we were considering for quite some time, 

and when a building became available in a great location, only four 

miles from our home, we jumped on the opportunity.  I got certified in pet 

CPR, took a course geared for the pet care industry, and I plan on going 

to school to become a Certified Professional Dog Trainer, which will only 

aid us on this venture.  The hours are long and it’s a lot of work, but we 

are together as a family on this journey, and that makes it so worth it!   

Conformation showing has been our main activity with Zander,  

aside from the Swissy parties with new, but treasured friends.  

Showing is not for the faint of heart and can be tough.  It can 

make the most confident person suddenly insecure.  To watch 

the growth in our daughter, Kelly, showing Zander with a smile 

on her face with such poise and composure has been the neat-

est thing to witness.  How she held it together on days when 

Zander felt like being an ornery puppy in the ring is beyond me.  

There were MANY times that we contemplated getting a pro-

fessional handler for him, but we wanted Kelly to be able to 

work through it and really own this journey.  On May 26
th
, 2019, 

Zander earned his Championship with BOW & a four point ma-

jor!  That was followed by Best of Breed five point major on 

May 27
th
, giving him a great start toward his Grand Champion-

ship.  I love the fact that Zander loves showing and am so in-

credibly proud of Kelly!  And I can say now that I’m glad we 

didn’t intervene on their journey together! 

The two years since getting Zander have been crazy ...  

soccer, dog shows, starting a business, our daughter’s wedding, college visits, sports injuries and subse-

quent surgeries; life is in high gear and not slowing down any time soon.  I don’t know what lies ahead 

for me regarding my health and there is a good chance I’ll end up back in the operating room, but I’m do-

ing what I can to avoid that.  I’ve also learned just how therapeutic it’s been to be surrounded by dogs 

during my recovery, and even now.  It’s given me a desire to help Zander become a therapy dog in order 

to aid others in their struggles, so that’s on the to-do list.  We also would love to get involved with draft-

ing, pack hikes and weight pulling, when time allows.  But I’m certain there will be more Swissy parties in 

our future, and I’m really hoping for a Zander pup! 
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I think the reason the Swissy community is so special and unique ...  

is because we are the only ones who truly know the value of this breed.  They are not like any other 

breed we’ve ever owned.  They are truly special and the connection they have with their people is fierce.  

While we have had many dogs through the years of varying breeds that we loved deeply and adored, we 

can now say that we are completely and forever hooked on this breed! 

Kathy Diehl for the Diehl Gang  

Son Braedon, Mike & Kathy, Daughter Emily, Son-in-Law Nick, Daughter Avery, Daughter Kelly 

Emily’s Wedding Day January 5th, 2019 


