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THE GUNDOG MAN

Stephen Harrison spoke to Heidi King

Born in Middlesex and schooled at Marlborough College, Stephen
Harrison moved to Wiltshire in 2005 after leaving the British Army.
During a 28-year career, he served mostly in Russia and throughout
the former Soviet Union. As part of BRIXMIS (British
Commanders’-in-Chief Mission to the Soviet Forces in Germany),
he was a touring officer leading three-man teams operating
independently and clandestinely gathering intelligence on Soviet
and East German forces in the former East Germany; in 1989 he
was awarded an MBE as a result of his intelligence-gathering
activities. Injured in 2004, he attended Headley Court (the Defence
Medical Rehabilitation Centre) and was medically discharged in
2005. In addition to sitting as a magistrate in Salisbury, and
working in the Middle East consulting in the intelligence and
security sectors, he now indulges his lifelong passion for working
and training gundogs, spending the winter working his dogs on
local shoots, and the spring and summer demonstrating their
abilities at local events under the banner of One Man and His
Gundogs. Stephen, who has three daughters by a previous marriage,
lives in Codford with his wife Andrea, spaniel Poppy, Labrador
puppy Daisy, cats Solly and Sparky, and six chickens

I

started my army career as a tank soldier but was siphoned off into the
intelligence world. I’d studied languages at university and in 1984 was
invited to meet someone in London and asked whether I wanted to
attend the 18-month Russian interpreters’ course in Beaconsfield. When
I asked why, the reply was that I’d be told ‘why’ if I passed the course. I
did pass. I was sent to East Germany to collect intelligence on Warsaw
Pact forces in the GDR as part of BRIXMIS, an organisation not much
known at that time. I worked there with/against the Soviets for two
years, until the Berlin Wall came down in 1989, and was then sent to
Moscow working for the Foreign Office. I worked throughout the
former Soviet Union on military and Foreign Office tasks until 2001. I
was eventually invited to leave Russia, one of those invitations you can’t
refuse.
If I had to identify my career highlights, I would have to single out
my two years gathering intelligence in East Germany, my time in
Moscow during the coup of 1993 and my time with the Russians at
Pristina airport, Kosovo, in June 1999. All of these provided excitement
and unpredictability. That’s what I miss most now I’m out of uniform.
After being medically discharged in 2005 I decided to indulge my
lifelong passion for working and training gundogs. As children we had
always had dogs and I enjoyed teaching them tricks. My favourite was
Tina, a black Labrador, who was as mad as a box of frogs. Meeting
Howard Kirby at a game fair was a turning point for me. In 2009 I
worked on a voluntary and part-time basis for Howard, owner of
Mullenscote Dog Training Centre near Andover, one of the best (if not
the best) trainers of gundogs. Over two years I helped him run training
courses and seminars, and assisted him at many of the shows and
country fairs where he put on demonstrations. I learned so much from
him about training a dog for the home and field, but particularly about
dog psychology. It transformed the way I looked at dog training. Now, I
train my own gundogs (and sometimes other people’s dogs). I have two
dogs of my own and with my wife, three daughters, two dogs and the
chickens, I’m surrounded by females. Luckily, one of the cats is a boy and
we’ve formed a boys’ alliance.
I started doing my own demonstrations at small, local shows with

my spaniel Poppy. Initially, these were school fetes and village fairs, until
I was approached by Salisbury City Council to appear in front of a vast
crowd at their Jubilee celebrations last year. More invitations followed.
This year, I’m already booked to do 13 shows, including a four-day show
in Yeovil in May.
My shows comprise three elements: demonstrating an aspect of
basic dog training that is relevant to all dog owners, for instance how to
stop a dog pulling, how to sit/stay, and so on, then I’ll demonstrate some
gundog skills. I finish by going through a repertoire of about 20 to 25
tricks, which always goes down well. By using a gundog to do these
tricks, I hope to show that the perception held by some that such dogs
are naturally aggressive is misplaced. With the correct handling, they can
be just as soft, gentle and biddable as any other type of dog. Perhaps the
most impressive trick we do is to get Poppy to search for a cooked
sausage, sit down when she finds it and then, on command, bring it
back, untouched, to me.
Sometimes things go wrong. At my first appearance at the New
Forest Show we came to the bit where I placed the sausage on Poppy’s
nose but as she stood there, bless her, nature overtook her, and she had
to do a poo. She did it in the middle of the ring, with the sausage still on
her nose, desperately trying to control both ends at once.
After each display we stay on in case people want to ask advice.
Children enjoy petting the dogs and a lucky few get my dogs to perform
the tricks they’ve just seen. I never charge to appear: many of these
events are raising funds for charities. This is my hobby, my passion. I
love what I do. It’s just me and my dogs.
The biggest quality the dogs have brought to my life is tolerance and
patience. When you teach a trick to a dog it’s a question of patience and
repetition, reading the dog’s mind, understanding their motivation and
being tolerant of their inability to do something first time. As an army
officer I could, if need be, rely on my rank alone to ensure compliance. But
in the dog world, my military rank means nothing. Tolerance, patience,
leadership, firmness, mutual respect – these are the real keys to success.
info@onemanandhisgundogs.co.uk 07789 233977
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