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The Origins of the German Shorthair
To understand the development of the German
Shorthaired pointer, it’s important to understand the
cultural and historic forces that led to its creation. Prior to
the Napoleonic wars, what we now know as Germany was
actually a collection of independent states governed by a
variety of kings, princes, dukes and other aristocrats. As
elsewhere in Europe, hunting was primarily the sport of the
nobility and wealthy landowners who could afford to keep
large kennels of dogs. Because they could afford to house
and feed large numbers of dogs, these landowners typically
had a wide variety of specialized breeds to hunt different
types of game. They had tracking hounds for big game,
coursing hounds for foxes and hares, breeds to control
vermin, retrievers for hunting waterfowl, and Pointers and
Setters for hunting upland game.
The defeat and occupation of these states by the
revolutionary French soldiers of Napoleon caused a political
revolution. The aristocracy was stripped of many of its
privileges and much of the land was seized and divided up
among peasants – creating a new middle class. This new
German middle class was given many of the privileges that
had previously been limited to the nobility – including
hunting. In the process, a new German nationalism was
created – where people began to think of themselves as
German rather than simply citizens of a particular
principality or duchy. At least in part the wars also
generated a resentment of the nobility, who were blamed for
ineffective leadership that led to Germany being used,
insulted, and abused by a succession of great European
powers.
After the fall of Napoleon, the efforts of the aristocracy to
reestablish the old order were met by strong resistance from
the new middle class – and the four decades after Waterloo
were periods of revolution and political turmoil in much of
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Germany. Prussia and Austria vied for preeminence in the
new Germany that was emerging – each contributing
inadvertently to strengthening the new middle class as they
pursued their various political agendas. Out of this turmoil,
as a result of a strong new spirit of German nationalism, a
new, united, modern Germany emerged under the leadership
of the Prussian King.
The whole nation was seized with this sense of
nationalism and the desire to make the new Germany a great
state that was at least the equal of the other great European
powers such as France and Great Britain. This rivalry and
feeling of patriotism trickled down throughout the whole
society to the most mundane activities. German citizens

wanted German products and they wanted them to be
superior to the English, Russian and French equivalents.
Patriotic Germans not only wanted Germany to be
recognized as a great power second to none – they wanted
things German to be recognized in the same manner. Their
efforts produced results – by the middle of the century
German industry and technology was second to none and
Germany had become a truly great European power. The
effort to create a great German foot-hunting dog was just a
small manifestation of this greater national mindset.
1870 is a notable year for a number of reasons. In
European history, it is the year that the newly united
Germany went to war with, and defeated, France – the
greatest land power in Europe. It is also the year that a
group of dedicated German hunters and dog breeders got
together to create a new German pointing breed that would
be, in their opinion, superior to the French Braques and the
English Pointers and Setters that were the standard of
excellence for European upland dogs at the time.
For patriotic reasons, they used as their starting point the
old German Pointer. The German Pointer was typical of those
regional breeds developed from the Spanish Pointer in the
18th and early 19th centuries. Pictures of the German Pointer
show a hound like, stocky dog somewhat similar in shape
and coloration to the current Bracco Italiano. Like the dog
breeders in other countries, the Germans had crossed the
Spanish Pointer with the famous St. Hubert’s hounds and a
variety of native tracking hound breeds to improve its
scenting ability, its ability to handle fur as well as birds, and
its temperament. The exact mix of hound breeds involved is
lost to history. German sources say that the breed was
crossed with scent hounds–which have at various times been
translated as bloodhounds. While the Germans steadfastly
deny that they used the breed that the English call the
bloodhound in creating the German Pointer, the scent
hounds they used would have worked in a similar manner –
with a tendency to keep their nose down and to focus on
ground scent. The mix that they arrived at was reportedly a
slower paced, close working dog that had a hound like
temperament and toughness. Like the Bracco Italiano it was

a close working dog
that
thoroughly
covered the ground
near the hunter.
However, as an
upland hunting dog
it was outclassed by
the
French
and
British
pointing
breeds of the time.
Its limited use of air
scent and its stocky,
short-coupled build
The Germans wanted a hunting dog that was more curtailed both its
than just a pointer. Here Flick, a New Zealand speed
and range.
Shorthair owned by Margaret Cotton, shows the
Accounts
also seem
enthusiasm for water for which the breed is noted.
to indicate that some
strains had weak scenting powers. Next to the French
Braques and the English Setters and Pointers it would have
looked like a plodding carthorse compared to thoroughbreds.
After some deliberation, the Germans decided that they
didn’t want to just get the breed’s nose up and increase its
range and pace so that it would be a worthy competitor for
the French and British bird dogs– they wanted this new dog
to do even more. They wanted it to surpass the French and
British dogs as a hunting dog. They wanted it to be the
ultimate foot hunter’s dog. In addition to the flashy work on
upland birds that the French and British dogs showed, they
wanted the breed to be a strong retriever from land and
water, they wanted it to be able to track big game and deal
with predators, and they wanted it to be easy for a novice to
train and keep inside of a house. It should be the kind of dog
that a middle class hunter, who could only have one dog,
would dream of – and they wanted to add these
improvements while also keeping the strong points of the old
German Pointer. With Teutonic thoroughness, they outlined
their idea of the ideal dog for a foot hunter, and then set
about creating it. History shows that they achieved
remarkable success.

At first many of the breeders believed that the best way to
accomplish their objectives was to experiment with
crossbreeds while keeping the conformation of the old
German Pointer. These breeders were led by Karl Brandt.
They placed excessive emphasis on traditional German
characteristics like the roundness of the ears, and head
shape. For the first decade of the Club, this faction held
sway and limited registration in the studbook to dogs that
had the old German conformation. Unfortunately, trying to
create a superior hunting dog while limiting it to the stocky
structure of the old German Pointer was a recipe for disaster.
This was like trying to make a Grand Prix winner by putting
a racecar engine in a milk wagon. It simply didn’t work. One
of the most famous German hunting dog experts of the time,
Prince Albrecht zu Solms-Braunfeld, advised his colleagues
to forget their slavish devotion to the old conformation. He
essentially advised them that form followed function, and if
they concentrated on breeding to meet the functions they
desired then the form would sort itself out. His advice was
to breed best to best based upon performance in the field.
This was sage advice, and fortunately, after more than a
decade of slow progress the group took the advice to heart.
They changed the rules of the studbook to allow breeding the
best performers to the best performers. From that point
forward the development of the breed would proceed quickly.
The exact mix of dogs that went into those early German
Shorthairs is unclear. Each breeder involved had different
ideas about which breeds to use to get the desired
characteristics – and few of those breeders kept exact
records. In addition, nationalist based friction within the
breed club led many to be vague when they made outcrosses
to non-German breeds. We know that additional German
hound blood was added to get the best possible nose, and it
is likely that German retrieving breeds such as the pudel
were added to enhance the natural retrieving instinct and
love of water. French Braque and English Pointer blood was
added to lengthen the leg and get the breed’s head up.
Rumor has it that even some Irish Setter was added by one
noted breeder.

However, as with a Chinese puzzle, these crossbreeds at
times had adverse affects on some of the characteristics the
Club desired, even as they added or strengthened other
characteristics. English Pointer blood raised the nose, but it
also adversely affected the breed’s courage in dealing with
predators, and diminished its desire to retrieve and its love
of water. Additional time and inbreeding was necessary to
wash out these undesirable characteristics while keeping the
benefits of a high nose that the Pointer brought. Within the
first fifteen years these breeders began producing dogs that
started winning field trials against their British and French
counterparts. In 1883, the famed German Shorthairs Nero
and Treff won the German Derby against French and British
dogs. While Hektor only a decade earlier was still obviously a
crossbreed, stocky and hound like – in Nero and Treff we can
clearly see the modern German Shorthair. By the time the
new century rolled around, those German breeders had
created the modern German Shorthaired pointer – a breed
that was well on its way toward meeting that goal of the
ultimate foot hunter’s dog on which they had set their sights.
THE BREED SPREADS OUTSIDE GERMANY
The new breed began to attract attention in other
European countries. Prior to World War I, German
Shorthairs had spread to Austria, Denmark and the
Scandinavian countries, and the Netherlands. After World
War I, the breed continued to gain attention among hunters
in European countries such as Poland and Czechoslovakia
and beyond.
German immigrants also brought their German
Shorthairs with them as they moved to countries in South
America. Where German immigrants settled in communities
in Argentina and Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay and Brazil hunters used their German Shorthairs to hunt the local
game. German Shorthairs proved to be as adept at hunting
the perdiz, zumbador, and other native game of South
America as they had been hunting the partridge, quail,
woodcock, and pheasant of Europe.
World War II brought cataclysmic destruction and ruin to
much of Europe – and as human populations suffered so too

did populations of hunting dogs. When food and medicine
are in short supply, dogs have to survive, if they can, on
what remains. The breeds of Germany and Central Europe
(such as the Viszla and Czesky Fousek) suffered particularly
drastic population declines. The German Shorthair suffered
along with the rest. Not only did some noted breeders and
lines disappear during the war – but even feeding dogs
became difficult in some areas during the war and its
aftermath. While the German Shorthair went into the War
with healthy populations – it emerged with a population level
that was a fraction of what it had been in the years prior to
the war. Moreover, many allied troops stationed in Germany
in the years after the war returned to their homes with
German Shorthairs – sometimes from excellent bloodlines.
As with other breeds, the loss of quality brood stock had a
serious effect on a population whose gene pool had been so
reduced.
The two decades after the end of World War II were
decades of rebuilding for the breed in its native land. There
had been such a loss of genetic diversity in German
Shorthair populations in Germany that finding good brood
stock that wasn’t too closely related became difficult. One
example of this problem involves the famous Axel von
Wasserschling – perhaps the greatest stud of his time in
Germany. Studs of his quality were so scarce in Germany
that he was used by a large number of breeders.
Unfortunately, this became so widespread that it became
difficult to find blood that wasn’t heavily influenced by Axel.
This in turn made it increasingly difficult to avoid de facto
inbreeding – and this began to cause genetic problems.
Genetic maladies such as epilepsy, thyroid problems, and
von Wildebrand’s disease began to be seen in lines where
they had been previously unknown. Breeders desperately
began to search for “Axel frei” blood – and had to cast their
eyes far and wide to find brood stock that would help them
return to a healthy level of genetic diversity. Some argue that
the German stock of German Shorthairs still suffer from the
small gene pool and lack of genetic diversity that
handicapped breeders in the post war period.

It is almost ironic that while the breed was struggling to
regain its footing in the land of its birth – it was also
establishing a foothold in new countries. The German
Shorthair first showed up in Great Britain in the years of the
Allied occupation of Germany – brought back by British
soldiers who served in the British Army on the Rhine. These
soldiers were impressed by the hunting performance of
German Shorthairs – and thought that the breed would be
ideal for what the British call “rough shooting.” Noted British
hunters such as Michael Brander recognized the advantages
of the breed – and began to talk up their attributes. While
the British have long been far more comfortable exporting
dog breeds rather than importing breeds from the Continent
– the German Shorthair managed to establish itself with a
dedicated group of hunters. From the UK, the German
Shorthair then traveled down under to New Zealand,
Australia, and South Africa – where it began impressing
hunters. By the late 1960s or early 1970s it had became the
most popular foot hunting pointing breed among hunters in
Australia and New Zealand.
Today, the traditional German Shorthair is by
registrations the most popular pointing dog among hunters
throughout the world. While the breed is only the second
most popular pointing breed in its country of origin (behind
the German Wirehaired Pointer), it is the most popular
pointing breed in much of the rest of Europe. In France, the
home of the Brittany and dozens of other famous pointing
breeds – the German Shorthair is reportedly now a favorite
breed of French hunters. The breed has won the hearts of
hunters in Scandinavia, Central Europe, and even parts of
Spain and Italy – the birthplaces of the original European
pointing breeds. German Shorthairs are still the favorites of
hunters in New Zealand, and those that remain in Australia
– and have gained substantial popularity in South Africa.

German Shorthairs are the most popular versatile breed in New Zealand. This
is Fred, a NZ Shorthair owned by Margaret Cotton.

German Shorthairs are also one of the top hunting breeds
in South America – from Argentina to Colombia. One can
now see German Shorthairs hunting Andean Snipe and
perdiz in the High Andes, quail in the Pampas of Argentina
and Uruguay, and retrieving dove in the vast wheat fields of
South America. Finally, German Shorthairs have become the
most popular pointing breed among US hunters.
THE GERMAN SHORTHAIR IN THE UNITED STATES
The GSP first officially came to the US in 1925 when Dr.
Thornton of Missoula, Montana imported a number of
German Shorthairs from Austria. While there is scattered
evidence that German immigrants may have brought their
beloved German Shorthairs with them to America as early as
the 1880s, Dr. Thornton is the first whose efforts are
definitively documented. Having heard of the all around
attributes of the breed, particularly the ability to handle a
variety of birds such as pheasants and Hungarian partridges
as well as waterfowl, Dr. Thornton decided to try some of the
breed in his native Montana. He soon became an avid
advocate for the breed. In a 1926 issue of the American

Field, Dr. Thornton
wrote: “The coat is
longer
than
our
English Pointer and
very closely knit,
resembling the coat
of the hair seal....
They
stand
on
strong legs and good
feet,
are
short
coupled,
well
muscled,
deep
barrel-shaped chest,
characteristically
expressive eyes and
intelligent
head;
long, broad ears,
regulation
cropped
tail;
extremely
elegant and smart in
carriage
and
movement. On point
they are strikingly
beautiful. They begin
retrieving as early as
six
weeks
of
The German Shorthair became a favorite of US
are
hunters in the “non-bobwhite” areas of the age.…They
naturally
staunch
country because of its great nose, its quick
intelligence, its ruggedness, and its adaptability.
(on
point)
and
require little or no
training. On game they can give one a real thrill. They will
point any kind of game that will lie to cover and tree those
that flush and take to the trees, where, as a rule, they bark
‘treed’. I’ve used them in packs on coons just that way. After
once they start pointing they will invariably back any other
dog they see pointing, sometimes honoring from a distance of
150-200 yards, remaining absolutely steady until the bird is
flushed. This backing instinct comes naturally and puppies
need not be trained to honor.... As to speed and range they
compare favorably with our English Pointers and Setters of

the shooting-dog class. They seldom range farther than a
quarter of a mile from the gunner. I have hunted them side
by side with some of my fast Llewellins and they invariably
located more birds.... They hunt heavy cover with ease and
eagerness, naturally adapting their range to suit conditions.
As retrievers they are at home on land or in water and they
will locate dead or wounded game in the heaviest brush or
briar....”
The breed proved so successful that other hunters
around the U.S. began to take note. Hunters in Nebraska,
Wisconsin, and Minnesota imported German Shorthairs –
and the breed began to gain limited popularity among
knowledgeable hunters. Dr. Thornton and early pioneers
such as Ernst Rojem, Walter Mangold, and Joseph Burkhart
created a Breed Club for the German Shorthair and in 1930
the breed was recognized by the AKC.
These states that proved such fertile ground for the
German Shorthair in the US were areas where bobwhite had
never been king, or where bobwhite had been replaced by
“exotic” birds such as pheasants and chukars as the main
choice of hunters. Indeed, German Shorthairs only started to
make serious inroads into bobwhite country in the 1990s,
and still remain relatively uncommon when compared to
Pointers in many of the southern states.
In the early days it appeared that the German Shorthair
would rapidly gain in popularity with hunters. However, the
Depression limited the spread of “exotic” breeds such as the
German Shorthair, and World War II made things German
highly unpopular for many years after the war’s end. It
wasn’t until the early 1960s that the German Shorthair
began to gain truly widespread popularity as a hunting dog
in the United States. The breed spread quickly from the
upper Midwest to Washington and California, as well as
Pennsylvania and the Atlantic states. From the west coast
the breed spread out to the southwest and inter-mountain
west. This spread was helped by great breeders producing
outstanding hunting German Shorthairs – breeders such as
Don Miner and Jake Huizenga in California, the Johns
brothers in Pennsylvania, Ralph Park and Bob Holcomb in
Washington,
John
Shattuck
in
Minnesota,
the

Shellenbargers of Gretchenhof kennels in California and
many others.
In more modern times, the breed has been blessed with a
few noted breeders that have continued to focus on
producing outstanding hunting dogs – and some foundation
dogs that somehow seem to wind up in the pedigree of many
of the most outstanding hunters. Bob Check of Vom
Enzstrand Kennels and Dr. Jim Reiser of Shooting Starr
kennels are keeping up the long tradition of outstanding
German Shorthairs coming out of Wisconsin. Just as Joe
Furrow is doing so with his Hawkeye kennels in Iowa.
Brenda Roe and Rick Hopkins with their Walnut Hill kennels
are producing some great hunting GSPs out of Georgia.
Cindy Stahle with her Honeyrun kennels is continuing the
long Pennsylvania tradition of producing top quality
Shorthairs. The Carters of Merrymeeting Kennels in Maine
are also producing some fine traditional Shorthairs for
hunters. All of these breeders, and many more, are standing
on the shoulders of those great pioneers of the breed in the
US that came before them – and producing German
Shorthairs that are as good as any in the world.
As noted previously, the German Shorthair in the United
States has become increasingly split since the 1980s
between traditional hunting style German Shorthairs bred by
breeders like those above, trial style German Shorthairs,
German imports, and mixtures of the various strains. This
means that identifying foundation dogs in the breed, great
breeders, and outstanding lines has gotten far more
complicated over the last twenty years.
Identifying such dogs is also extremely subjective, and
something of a moving target as new blood comes in and old
blood is diluted. Nevertheless, there are still a couple of dogs
that stand out as relatively modern foundation dogs for
hunting German Shorthairs in my opinion. It would not be
unusual today to see these within the five-generation
pedigree of a new pup. Of these, DC Hillhaven’s Hustler is
the one with which I have been most impressed – I love
Hustler blood. A good amount of Hustler blood in the
pedigree seems almost the hallmark of a good hunting GSP.
DC Erik Von Enzstrand is another, older, dog that shows in

Greta von Geldie, a “Hustler” great granddaughter,
shows some of the hunting prowess for which this
blood is so famous.

the
pedigree
of
some
great
traditional lines –
as is DC Essers
Duke
Von
Der
Wildburg. Finally,
there is a host of
wonderful German
KS dogs from the
famed Hege Haus
kennels – Malve,
Elk,
Fides
and
Zobel that often
show up in some
great
hunting

pedigrees.
Having said this, it is important to note a problem with
focusing on such foundation dogs. Over the years, like many
breeders, I have come to believe that it is actually the female that
contributes more of the expressed genetic characteristics to the
pups.
In golf they say you drive for show but you putt for dough. In
breeding the sire’s for show, the dam’s for dough. Many German
breeders also place great importance on the “mother line.” There
are detailed scientific reasons why this is likely to be true having to
do with sex linked characteristics and complicated genetic theories
– but rather than produce a scientific treatise, suffice it to say that
I think that that this comes through strongly in the real world.
Because studs can be mated to dozens of females in a fairly short
time, it is the stud dogs that are invariably lauded as foundation
dogs in the breed books. If, in fact, the females have more
influence over the pups than the males – then you can see the
weakness in this stud focused system. I’ve listed the dogs above
because they appear to have some “prepotent” characteristics that
seem to carry through regardless of the female – but it would be a
mistake to limit your search exclusively to pedigrees containing
the blood above.
One of the things that becomes immediately obvious as
you consider how successful the German Shorthair has been
in so many different countries and climates is the breed’s

Many experienced dog breeders believe that the dam contributes more to the
expressed characteristics of a litter than the stud. The contributions of
Annchen (rear) to her son Billy (front) and daughter Rosie (rear), are clear.

tremendous adaptability. These different countries offer
some of the most diverse hunting terrain, and encompass
the widest variety of game birds and game animals on the
planet – yet the German Shorthair has become popular with
hunters in each one. This adaptability has literally been built
into the breed in the physical, mental, and instinctive
characteristics that those German creators instilled in the
breed. The unsurpassed scenting abilities, the moderate
range and pace, the intelligence and bidability, and the
strong natural pointing and retrieving instincts remain
constant wherever the breed is found. These characteristics
enable the German Shorthair to effectively hunt a wide
variety of game in a wide variety of terrains and climates.
The German Shorthair has earned its place in the hearts of
hunters all over the world through its consistently
outstanding performance in the hunting field, it’s calm
intelligence, it’s courage, and it’s loving, loyal disposition. It
has done so without extensive breed promotion or publicity,
and even, in the case of the United States, in the face of
hostility from segments of the hunting dog establishment.

