Dogs & people
What’s it like to show your dog at Crufts
for the very first time? The big day dawns
for behaviourist and gundog trainer Lez
Graham and her Golden Retriever Angus.
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“I was so proud of
him that I couldn’t
stop smiling.”

S

aturday 9 March 2013,
also known as ‘Gundog
Day’ at Crufts, was
miserable; the sun had gone
in and the rain had come
down – how on earth was
I going to get my dog
from the NEC car park
to the Crufts arena
and manage to
keep him smooth,
shiny and all the
same colour?
Luckily I’d
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been lent a drying coat, which
is just like a fishnet stocking
for a dog – it keeps the coat
flat and stops it curling. That
went on under his regular
fleece (which, on wet days,
I use between drives on the
shoot to wick away moisture)
so, apart from muddy paws
and a slightly yucky belly, we
made it to the arena relatively
unscathed.
Having worked on the
Cambridge Institute of Dog
Behaviour & Training stand at
Crufts for the last few years, I
thought I would be fine finding
my way around. However,
going into Crufts at 7.30am
while the halls are empty and
echoey, is a world away
from turning up at 9am
with the show in full
swing and dogs and
visitors going in every
direction. To say that the
butterflies kicked in was an
understatement.

SHOWTIME!

A star
is born
First-time showtime
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The class that I’d
entered Angus in
was the ‘British
Association for
Shooting and
Conservation
(BASC) Working
Gundog: Any
Other Variety
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A nerve-racking wait before the start.

Retriever: Best Dog’, which
meant he would be in the ring
with breeds other than Golden
Retrievers. At the benches, I’d
got chatting to a really nice
man named Patrick; he’d taken
his Nova Scotia Duck Tolling
Retriever (Toller) beating for
the first time last season, and
been encouraged to enter
the class. It was scheduled to
begin at 10.40am, so when our
group congregated around the
entrance to the ring, I spotted
Patrick’s friendly face and
followed him in.
I’d been warned by my
showing mentor Christine
Rogers not to enter the ring first
because, with it being my first
time, I wouldn’t know exactly
what I was doing. She thought
it would be a good idea for
me to watch a couple of other
dogs strut their stuff in the ring
before me, so I thought I’d be
quite safe tucking in behind the
group of Tollers. Wrong! After
one circuit of the ring, the judge
split the group in two so that
the Goldies (or, should I say,
‘Goldens’ now I’m discussing
the showing world…) were the
first group to be judged, and
the Tollers last. Yup, that meant
yours truly was first on!
The judge, Paul Rawlings,
and his steward were excellent,

The judge calls the gundogs into line.

and clear in their instructions
of what they wanted me to do
– run straight out, turn left and
run parallel to the judge, then
run straight back towards him.
Off we went and it was fab –
the second I started to run, all of
the nerves went, and I was just
out there having fun with my boy.

WHAT A PRO!

For the inspection Angus stood
beautifully, as if he was an
old professional, not a total
beginner. What was amusing
was that as the judge went to
inspect Angus’s teeth, Angus
pulled his ‘evil’ face – I’d taught
him how to do this as part of his
job visiting schools; he basically
bares his teeth so that I can show
the children what an unfriendly
dog looks like. Well, the judge
thought this was highly amusing
and said that he’d never had
a dog lift his lip on command
before – I was thrilled!
Once my piece was finished,
all I could think about was
how pleased with my blonde
I was (closely followed by how
hungry I was, having skipped
breakfast because I was so
nervous). I then had another
hour in the ring watching
everyone else perform.
Other than being advised to
keep Angus on his feet when

the judge was casting his eye
over the dogs in the ring, I didn’t
really know what was expected
of us, so when a group of
children watching asked if they
could stroke Angus I said yes.
Within minutes they were sitting
on the floor with him and he
snuggled in among them, getting
strokes and back scratches.
I felt absolutely tickled pink
when, three-quarters of the
way round the ring, a couple
who’d been watching said
they’d waited for Angus to
come round so they could give
him a stroke before they went
off to do some shopping!
When we got back round
to where we started, we had
to stack the dogs again so the
judge could reassess the dogs.
I thought I was going to pass out
when he invited me and Angus
into the middle of the arena,
and I could hear Christine
whooping as she watched from
outside the ring. We were in the
first cut; I couldn’t believe it.
After another run around the
ring, with Patrick and his Toller
behind me, we had to stack the
dogs again. I was called into
the centre once more, behind
a Flat Coated Retriever and a
Chesapeake Bay Retriever, and
I just thought, “Oh fantastic,
Angus has made the second
cut,” only to find out that he’d
come third. Can you believe
it? – my big, flouncy blonde;
third in the Working Gundog
ring! I was so proud of him that
I couldn’t stop smiling and even
now, typing this, I’m grinning.
The rest of the weekend
passed by in a haze and I
came home on cloud nine.

ALL THE SWEETER

Angus shows off his best side.
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I found out afterwards that
there had been comments going
around the arena saying (yet
again…) that Angus was “too
blonde” and “couldn’t possibly
do a day’s work looking like

that”. It’s sad really, as the only
way you could enter that class
was with a certificate from your
gamekeeper stating so-andso ‘has been a valuable and
regular member of my pickingup/beating team, together
with their dog’. Those negative
remarks only made Angus’s
coming third all the sweeter.
So am I hooked on showing
now? Oh yes, and I plan to
enter my three-year-old black
Labrador next year! l
Postscript: It breaks my heart
to tell you that on 9 August
Angus developed acute gastric
torsion and could not be saved.
He was an awesome dog
who brought so much joy to
so many people; he helped
trainers become instructors,
children and adults alike to
get over their fear of dogs, he
brought smiles to the elderly
and helped
young dogs
stay steady
on their first
shoots.
This gentle
giant, who
taught so
many people
so many
things, will be
sorely missed
by everyone
who knew him.
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