My dogs, my pressure valves
Antony Worrall Thompson
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It is well documented that, in 2012, I had
what can only be described as a mental
breakdown. I wasn’t in a very good place
early that year, and during that time was
grateful for the support of my friends and
family. And classed as family were – and
still are – my two faithful dogs, Flossie,
a Black Russian Terrier, and Rodney, a
Golden Retriever. We’ve had them since
they were puppies.
During the time I was seeking
professional treatment, I found strength
and solace walking both of them by our
local lake in Oxfordshire, and for them
being a constant in what was a pretty
turbulent time.
Both of them have wonderful
temperaments. Rodney is gentle – indeed,
a gentleman of the dog world; Flossie is a
little more exuberant and a perfect foil for
Rodney.

It’s said that walking is good for
the soul and, indeed, for your health, so
I consider my walks with the dogs a real
benefit to my wellbeing. As a chef and
restaurateur, I live a high-pressured life,
and these dogs are my pressure valve:
my release. When my wife, Jay, and I walk
the dogs along the Thames riverbanks or
local lakes, it is one of my pleasures (and
indeed, theirs!).
Our children adore them – they’ve
always grown up with dogs around them.
We encourage dogs and wellbehaved children at The Greyhound,
the pub and restaurant Jay and I run,
near Henley-on-Thames. It’s delightful to
see the bond that dogs have with their
owners – all shapes and sizes from the
bouncy terrier to the stately Old English.
Every loving home needs a dog –
and every dog needs a loving home …
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Embarking on his career, Antony Worrall Thompson’s final report from his hotel management degree,
forty years ago, read: “On no account should this boy be let loose near a kitchen.” From these inauspicious
beginnings, Antony went on to become an award-winning restaurateur, a long-standing and much-loved
regular television presenter, newspaper columnist, and prolific cookbook writer!
Awtrestaurants.com/Awtonline.co.uk

Sometimes, a dog’s life turns out to be more
interesting than you might think!
David Blunkett
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There’s an old saying: ‘If you want a
friend in politics, get a dog.’ I have been
somewhat luckier than that. Throughout
my political life – I’ve been involved in
elected office since 1970 – I’ve had not
only six wonderful dogs, but also more
friends than I deserve.
In other words, man’s best friends
in my case have been both dog and
people, but there are some things about a
dog that you simply can’t fault. They don’t
argue; they don’t make judgements; they
may get cheesed off with what you’re
asking them to do but they don’t bear
grudges or become spiteful. In other
words, they keep their jaws closed, their
ears open and, at crucial moments, their
tails wagging. (In politics it tends to be the
tongue that wags, the jaws that ‘jaw’ and,
as far as the ears are concerned, well!)
My dogs have all been characters.
From Ruby, my first and most
‘un-guide-dog-like’ guide dog, through
to my present curly coated Retriever/
Labrador cross, Cosby.
Ruby was a pedigree Labrador
who, like all Labradors, adored food. But
unlike other guide dogs, she appeared
to be completely without restraint when
it came to not only how much she ate but
also what she ate – with two exceptions.
Taking her lead from her master, she

turned her nose up at celery! And, it has
to be said, with some disgust for a dog in
south Yorkshire, eating coal, too.
Otherwise, she would often be
found upside down in the dustbin, filled
to bursting with rubbish, and extremely
smelly for days, happily surviving with
goodness knows what inside her!
I knew she was very wily. She could
take a trifle off a trolley in the town hall
without me noticing, until the crunching
sound under the table gave her away
(when I was chairing a meeting!). But
it was the cries of anguish from small
children when we got off a bus, and
their ice creams disappeared out of their
hands that I remember most. I had to
keep a ready supply of coins in my pocket
in order to be able to reimburse their
parents and smooth over what otherwise
would have been an embarrassing
incident.
Ruby lived to the ripe old age (for a
Labrador) of 16.
After she retired my next dog was
Offa, a magnificent German Shepherd/
Golden Retriever cross who, sadly, had to
retire early because of stomach torsions.
Saved by a brilliant vet in Bristol during
the course of the 1992 General Election,
I don’t think it was election campaigning
that caused Offa’s problems, but rather

that I’d foolishly let him run about while
feeding him when I was on the campaign
trail.
Teddy was a magnificent curly
coated Retriever/Labrador cross who
was very similar to my current dog, and
was the first canine to be allowed on
the floor of the House of Commons. The
‘authorities’ asked me whether there
was any danger of Teddy causing a
disturbance with ‘unwarranted noises,’ to
which I waggishly replied that he could
cope with anything in Prime Minister’s
Questions!
Lucy was a patrician dog: haughty,
extremely well behaved, and loved by
everybody. She anticipated the 1997
election result back in ’94 when, after
the European elections – and for reasons
entirely beyond me – she decided she’d
take me to the Government front bench in
the Chamber of the House of Commons,
rather than where I was normally seated
directly opposite.
My next dog, Sadie (half-sister to
Lucy, thanks to the wonders of modern
science and artificial insemination), was an
excellent guide dog like Lucy, but a little
more skittish – her favourite pastime was
chasing squirrels. She did, of course, have
to take over from Lucy six months into my
having become Home Secretary; quite a
challenge for a dog: not because of the
guiding (as a Cabinet Minister, getting
about was not a problem), but because
of the stress and strain. But Sadie was
popular, and even the staff loved a licked
hand and a nose to rub when things were
really difficult, and enjoyed the chance
of taking her for a walk on what were
sometimes 16-hour days; not just for me
but some of my private office, too.
And so to Cosby, a massive, 43 kilo,
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curly coated Retriever/Labrador cross,
who is extraordinarily good-natured and
wonderful with children, though sharing
Ruby’s obsession with food slightly. Yes,
everything has to be removed from
kitchen surfaces and put away, not least
because at his height, of course, he can
reach just about anything!
Cosby’s guiding, his nature, and
his general propensity to inspire people
to strike up a conversation with me (even
if they hate my politics) is both a great
advantage and a real icebreaker.
This black curly coated giant of a
dog has, like my previous canine partners,
his own little quirks in many ways. Not
content to simply sleep on one of my

33

My Dog, my Friend

34

Like all dogs, Cosby has to know
what’s expected of him, and to expect
that his owner knows what he’s doing.
Now, there’s a thought!

© Hugh Blunkett

step-daughter’s beds, he actually turns
down the covers first with his paws. Clever
as he is, I’ve not yet taught him how to
read the numbers on the front of buses,
or which train platform I need (I do, from
time-to-time, get asked this).

David Blunkett is a British Labour politician and a Member of Parliament (MP).
David is blind, and has been from birth, so dogs have been an essential part of his political life, both
in terms of ‘protecting’ him from opponents and winning over the sceptical! There have been times when, as
Leader of Sheffield City Council, and later as a Cabinet Minister, David has felt that it was only due to his dog
that his sanity was saved!
David’s real enjoyment was going into schools with his dogs when he was Education Secretary, and
learning about police dogs and what they got up to when he was Home Secretary.
All of the dogs he has had since being elected to Parliament in 1987 have been desperate to get out
at the end of the week, which, says David, says more about the Palace of Westminster than it does about the
dogs!

