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 Hunting 
 with the 
 Masters

 ► by Tara Holmwood

The 2019 Canadian National Master  
Hunt Test* (CNMHT) is an event I won’t 
soon forget—not only because I respect and 
admire hunting dogs’ talent and intelligence, 
but because I witnessed such amazing 
camaraderie between human and animal. 

Hunting with dogs is all about teamwork and 
the trust between dog and handler. While a 
dog’s talent and personality are important, 
mutual respect and understanding between 
teammates trumps everything.

A little background
If you’re not familiar with the hunting dog 
world, the sport is unique as there isn’t just 
one winner. Instead of a competition, it’s a 
series of tests. 

For this year’s CNMHT, the Alberta Clipper 
Hunting Retriever Association (ACHRA) 
hosted 31 of the best hunting dog teams 
from across Canada in Wabamun, Alberta. 
Each team’s goal? To qualify (or successfully 
complete all the tests) for the title of National 
Master Hunter (NMH)—the highest 
achievement possible. Over five days, teams 
are judged on marking (locating the downed 
bird), style (the path the dog takes to the 
bird), perseverance (following through on a 
task), and trainability (control, steadiness, and 
response to commands). The judges design the 
tests based on realistic bird hunting scenarios, 
enabling the dogs to showcase their skills. 

Shelly Blom, an accomplished dog handler 
and one of the three judges, says, “When you 
see a dog and its handler working as one, 
that’s the stuff we really like to see.”

Naturally, the handlers strive to qualify, but 
ultimately it’s all about their relationship with 
their dog. “We hope to get a ribbon at the end,” 
Mary Shillabeer, a handler from Ladysmith, 
British Columbia, tells me, “but if we don’t, 
it is what it is. She’s my dog, and I love her.” 
Luckily, Mary and her golden retriever, Oli, 
were one of this year’s 12 qualifiers.
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Love of the hunt
Like any sport involving animals, there 
are political pressures. “It’s a concern how 
long we will be able to continue the sport,” 
says Mary. According to her, “a lack of 
training environment, and the anti-hunting 
and anti-gun factors” make it challenging. 
Regulated hunting is a sensitive topic, and 
often misunderstood as an anti-conservation 
activity, when in fact the opposite is true. 
Without effective conservation, hunters 
simply can’t do what they love. As Mary 
points out, “people don’t understand that the 
dogs are conservation tools.” Rick Roberts, 
a handler from Mill Bay, British Columbia, 
adds, “The best tool that a hunter could have 
is a well-trained retriever.”

Neither Mary nor Rick grew up hunting—
both developed a love for the sport through 
dog handling. But, regardless of how each 
handler finds the sport, they all share an 
uncommon love of dogs. Sure, the average 
dog owner loves their dog, but dog handlers 
of this calibre live for their dogs. 

As I witnessed firsthand, the sport cultivates 
serious community. Maybe it’s the lack of 
competitive hierarchy, but everyone cheers 
and sympathizes together. “You know how 
much it takes, the dog’s talent and desire, and 
the training that’s gone into it,” says Laureen 
Kinney, a handler from Surrey, British 
Columbia. “It just means so much to see a 
dog do such a good job.”

Choosing the one
Golden retrievers (known as “goldens”) and 
Labrador retrievers were the only breeds to 
qualify for a CNMH title this year, but other 
breeds can qualify too: flat-coated retriever, 
duck toller, Chesapeake Bay retriever, barbet, 
Irish water spaniel, and, to my complete 
surprise, standard poodle. 

With so many dog breeds to choose from, 
how do the handlers choose? 

For some, it’s a rational choice. Specific 
breeds have an innate nature to retrieve. The 
goldens and Labradors are natural choices. 
Laureen describes goldens as practical 
working and family dogs that you can take 
hunting or for a walk in the park. It helps 
that they are also gorgeous.

For others, it’s about nostalgia. Steve Bushie, 
a handler from Edmonton, Alberta, reveals 
that his love of black Labradors stems from 
hunting ducks with his grandfather. Now, he 
hunts waterfowl with Sidney, a five-year-old 
female black Lab, as often as possible. For 
Steve, “The best part is seeing the joy on their 
face.” All the hard work is worth it “when 
they know they’ve done a good job.”

Sometimes, it’s a choice based on gender. For 
several years, Mary insisted on only training 
males as females are moodier. “They don’t call 
them bitches for nothing!” she jokes. Then 
she met Oli. “Olive That N More” (a play on 
“Olive the Other Reindeer”) was born with 
seven brothers. Although Mary wanted a 
male, she chose the puppy that “tested the 
best” with her training style and expectations. 
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Master the Lingo 
CCA Certificate of Conformation Assessment 
CGN Grand Nite Champion 
CH Champion 
GMH Grand Master Hunter 
MH Master Hunter 
NMH National Master Hunter 
OTCH Obedience Trial Champion 
QAA Qualified All Age 
WCX Working Certificate Excellence 
WR Working Retriever 

Training and teamwork
As Mary’s choice of Oli shows, handlers don’t 
choose just any dog. They choose the right 
dog for them—a synergy of personalities. 
Sometimes it takes years to find the right fit. 
And then, the real work begins.

Handlers and their dogs work together  
every day for years, starting when the pup 
is only eight weeks old. From an early age, 
handlers assess their dog’s personality, skill, 
energy, demeanour, and biddability. While 
training her golden, Kix, Laureen had to be 
“careful not to crush her enthusiasm. But  
you still have to expect a lot from the dog.” 
It is a careful balance of training, obedience, 
and respect.

Each puppy needs lots of attention and 
exposure to new situations. As they grow, the 
dog goes through different stages of training 
and obedience. When training for a hunt 
test, Rick takes out his dogs every day for a 
big run. Ultimately, they need a good run at 
least two or three times a week.

For the sake of training their dogs, handlers 
often give up other hobbies. Some even move 
to warmer climates. Mary, born and raised 
in Alberta, traded her prairie roots for year-
round training opportunities near 160 acres 
of preserved land on Vancouver Island. 

And even when they find the perfect dog,  
it’s not always easy. One teammate is, after 
all, an animal driven by instinct. According 
to Steve, “Any professional dog trainer will 
tell you that a dog can humble you in a 
minute. You think you have it set, and then 
you don’t.”

“There’s an incredible bond between a 
handler and a dog,” says Rick. After  
watching these teams work, I have to agree. 
The camaraderie, enthusiasm, and effort on 
display is inspiring. As Bill Marshall, Hunt 
Test Chair, summarizes at the event wrap-up, 
“Watching these dogs work was beauty  
in motion.”   

Meet a few of the dogs

*For complete rules and regulations of the Canadian 
National Master Hunt Test, see www.ckc.ca/en/ 
Files/Forms/Shows-Trials/Event-Rules-Regulations/
Hunt-Test-Rules-and-Regulations-for-Retrievers-Bar.

Oli
Full name: Zaniri Olive That N More

Stats: Female; 6 years old; golden retriever 
Handler and owner: Mary Shillabeer, Ladysmith, BC 

Titles: CH, OTCH, GMH, WCX, CCA; 2019 NMH Qualifier 
Specialty: Water series

Fun fact: Oli is a perfect example of beauty and 
brains. She earned her MH hunt title by age 2.

Sidney 
Full name: Eromit’s Tinker Bear

Stats: Female; 5 years old; black Labrador retriever 
Handler and owner: Steve Bushie, Edmonton, AB 

Titles: WR, WCX, MH 
Specialty: Waterfowl hunting

Fun fact: Sidney lives for bird hunting. 

Action
Full name: Master’s GNG Marshland Man of Action

Stats: Male; 7 years old; golden retriever 
Handler and owner: Rick and Louise Roberts, Mill Bay, BC 

Titles: GMH, QAA, WCX, CGN, CCA; 2019 NMH Qualifier 
Specialty: Hunting

Fun fact: Action is laid back. He would lay down in a blind 
all day waiting for his reward: retrieving a bird. He wants 

to please and tries hard. His relatives were featured in 
SuperDogs and as stunt dogs in the Air Bud movie series.
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