Dogs & people

First-time showtime
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What’s it like to show
your dog at Crufts for
the very first time?
Canine behaviourist
and gundog trainer
Lez Graham takes
up the challenge and
begins with some
serious preparation.

Angus loves getting muddy at work!
Time for a wash and brush up.

TIMOTEI BOY
Gundog Angus doing
what he does best.

Dreams of glory
B

WELCOME TO THE
GUNDOG WORLD…

ack in July 2005
I welcomed the most
adorable Golden
Retriever puppy into my home.
I was living in New Zealand
at the time and had been
given the terrible news that my
Labrador wouldn’t be able to
compete in obedience again,
or work as a gundog. At the
time, New Zealand didn’t have
game shoots the way that we
do in the UK, and the country’s
working tests and field trials
are very different too, so
I wanted a dog that I could
train and compete with in the
obedience ring.

THE BLONDE ARRIVES

Enter Angus. I put out the
feelers to my clients that I was
looking for a male Golden
Retriever, and two days later
Angus found me. He was
adorable (and the puppy from
hell, but that’s another story...).
As well as starting Angus off
in competition obedience, I
decided to take him to ringcraft
classes, which is where you go
to learn about how to present
your dog in the show ring. The
trainer was very excited when
I turned up with Angus, and
called him a superb specimen
of the breed; unfortunately,
after the second class it was
found that Angus had only one
testicle descended (a condition
known as cryptorchidism).
I spent the next couple of
years training Angus to do
competition obedience and,
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Lez practises
‘stacking’ Angus
for the show ring.

after returning to the UK, we
had the honour of representing
Hampshire in the annual Four
Counties competition; not only
did our team win the trophy
that year, but Angus also won
his class, which was fantastic.
It wasn’t long after that
great event that Angus started
to become worried about
retrieving in the obedience
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ring; a judge wearing very
noisy waterproofs and carrying
the obligatory clipboard got
a little bit too close for comfort,
and Angus became very sticky
on the retrieving element.
The day that he went out and
closed his eyes when picking up
the dumbbell was the day that
I retired him from competition
obedience.

As so often happens, the
arrival of a puppy can bring
a new lease of life to an old
or ailing dog and Angus’s
arrival was no different.
Bart, my black Labrador,
recovered enough to become
interested in working again
and, as well as training Angus
for competition obedience,
I started to compete with
Bart in Working Field Trials
in New Zealand and then,
once back in the UK, started
working him on shoots.
Being a behaviourist doesn’t
exclude you from the guilt of
doing one thing with one dog
and nothing with another; when
Angus was three I decided
that I couldn’t just do ‘nothing’
with him, and so I began to
train him as his breeding
intended... as a gundog!
You would not believe
(although, if you’re the owner
of a pale-coloured Golden
Retriever, you might…), the
amount of stick and derision
I received when I started
to train Angus to work. The
comments ranged from “he’s
too pale”, “he’s too old to
train”, “he’s a show dog”,
through to “he just hasn’t got
the brain power”. I have to
admit that there were many
times I thought the last one
myself, as he’s not the fastest
learner in the world, but that’s
just one of the charms that
makes him Angus.
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Angus’s first shooting season
was approached carefully; as
you may have gathered, he isn’t
the boldest dog in the world.
Brave, yes; because if I insist,
he will do it... he just never
volunteers for a ‘tough’ job.
Lots of eyebrows were raised
during that first season and,
if I’m honest, the second season
too. Being very blonde (in looks
and in nature), with a very
extravagant turn while airscenting, Angus did look like
a flouncy blonde taking part in
a hairspray commercial, and
I would regularly get asked to
“just flounce Angus over there”
– all taken in great humour as
I have long, flouncy, blonde
hair too!
Over the last five years
Angus has earned his stripes
and his place on the picking-up
team (the handlers and dogs
that retrieve the shot game),
and although he looks stunning
and showy when we first arrive
at the shoot, it doesn’t take
long for him to be up to his
ears in mud, and gaining nods
of approval from guns and

pickers-up alike. People who
don’t know him, however, still
raise their eyebrows.
As a gundog trainer, I’m
constantly being told by
handlers with pale Goldies that
they also get derisive comments
about working their dogs and
so, being the person that I am,
I decided to show just what
good workers these pale
Goldies are – I asked my
gamekeeper if he would sign
the necessary paperwork that
would allow me to enter Angus
in the British Association for
Shooting Conservation (BASC)
Working Gundog ring at Crufts
earlier this year.

PREPARING FOR CRUFTS
It was only after I entered
Angus that panic set in and
I thought, “What have I done,
I know nothing about showing
a dog – either the preparation
or what to do in the ring!”
Once I’d recovered from
my initial panic, I contacted
Christine Rogers, a good
friend who breeds the
lovely Watamusand Golden
Retrievers, and asked if she

Angus loves the
great outdoors.

could take me under her wing
and turn my hobbit-toed,
bushy-eared dog into a smart
dog fit for the biggest and
best. And also, to knock the
other blonde (namely yours
truly) into shape, and turn her
into a handler fit to enter the
show ring.
The shooting season over, I
turned up at Christine’s in early
February with a seriously hairy
Goldie, having decided that
the best course of action with
Angus’s coat was to do nothing
– just in case I got it wrong.
Well, talk about beauty
salon treatment… I watched
open-mouthed as Christine got
to work – thinning out his mane
and the hairy bits between his
toes; then it was out with the
rotary nail trimmer to sand
back his nails. His ears were
next to be trimmed, not just
the bushy bits thinned out but
the straggly bits at the ends
– if it had been anybody but
Christine getting that close to
my boy’s delicate earflaps
with seriously sharp scissors,
I wouldn’t have been able to
cope; as it was, I was watching
through my fingers!
Next, Angus was dunked in
the bath for a good shampoo
followed by a blowdry. I can
remember the whole time
being torn between thinking
how utterly amazing he
looked, and how he no longer
looked like the Angus I knew.
Angus absolutely loved all
the attention, though, and
lapped it up – he fell in love
with the high-powered dog
hairdryer and acted as if it was
something he’d had done every
day of his life.

TRAINING THE HANDLER

It was then time for Christine to
turn her attention to the other
end of the lead and teach me
how to handle for the show ring.
Who would have thought it
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could be so difficult to run with
a dog at the end of a lead? –
not me, that’s for sure! Trying
to keep Angus a couple of feet
away from me, and run straight,
was a feat in itself – he was so
used to keeping close beside
me. We made videos of both
me and Christine running Angus
out, so that I had something to
compare against for practising
at home.
I also had to learn how to
‘stack’ Angus (put him into
a standing position for the
judge’s inspection), making sure
that his feet were underneath
him in a straight line and not
placing the hindlegs too far
back, which would put strain on
the toes and ligaments.
Just two days before Crufts,
the nerves started to kick in;
thank goodness I had one
more session at Christine’s –
a final lick and polish for
Angus, last-minute instructions
on my handling style, and a
chance for Christine to talk me
through what to expect from
the occasion and what to do in
the ring.
Time’s up; there’s nothing
more we can do. On with
the show! l
Next month: Show day
dawns for Lez and Angus.
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