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            Introduction

         

         Following the publication of my first book Advice from a Gamekeeper and the response (mostly favourable) it received, I have decided to write this new book to describe and explain the types of dog that a gamekeeper uses in his everyday work and the tasks he asks them to perform. Gamekeepers have played a major role in the development of many breeds of dog, obviously mostly gundogs but also several others which the general public would not be aware of.

         I will deal with working dogs only but I refuse to decry others who keep dogs for other purposes such as companionship, showing or other competitive sports. However, I will outline why the working attributes of the various breeds are sacrosanct and should always be preserved as in the original development of these breeds this was their raison d’être.

         I will delve into the history of these breeds and reveal where they came from which will hopefully explain the characteristics and temperament that they display today. I will not be afraid to expose deficiencies that I have observed but will at all times try to be constructive rather than dismissive. I have no axes to grind nor vested interest in any breed and will strive to give the reader an even-handed appraisal of all the breeds featured but most of all I hope to show the relationship between the keeper and his dog, a primitive relationship which has existed since prehistoric times when man first tamed the wolf and used him to guard the camp and assist him when he hunted game for food. 
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            CHAPTER ONE

            The Retriever

         

         The Labrador Retriever

         The Labrador is the most popular dog in the British Isles. It is not difficult to see why. He is a handsome dog with a steady temperament and he makes an ideal playmate for family members young and old. He will bark at a stranger who approaches your property but will lick him to death when he realises that you accept him as a friend. Above all he is easy to train, with a placid temperament that allows him to cope with anything the world can throw at him. All of these attributes were formed from the shooting field.

         The Labrador is a relatively new breed: an amalgam of St Hubert hound mastiff and the Portuguese water dog (laborete), indeed any canine which was taken to the western seaboard of America in the 18th and 19th century by European merchants, trappers and fisherman. Only the fittest survived, so that when the breed came back to the British Isles, it had been formed by a very hard seed.

         Trade flourished between Britain and the USA and one of the commodities traded was the Newfoundland dog which had now been named the St John’s dog, after the town in Newfoundland. As the St John’s dog arrived on these shores, driven game shooting was becoming hugely popular. Wealthy men and the landed gentry had found a new way of shooting and one of the main requirements was a specialist retriever to collect the fallen game. The St John’s dog had been used by fishermen to swim between boats taking fishing lines, ropes and floats and also to swim to shore with lines to help to secure the vessels in the harbour. Obviously this meant that the St John’s dog was a natural retriever and a water dog so he was in effect a ready-made gundog, albeit a rough and ready one.

         Some of the largest landowners of the day, including the Duke of Buccleuch, bought the best of these dogs, and using some of the established British breeds, refined it until they created the dog we recognise today as the Labrador Retriever.

         At first there were four recognised colours: black (still the most popular colour today in working dogs), yellow, brindle, and black and tan. Brindle came from the Mastiffs which were among the breeds used to form the St John’s dog, and gamekeepers used Mastiffs that they owned on the St John’s dog when it arrived in Britain. Where the black and tan came from, one can only guess but I believe it originated from the European flock guardian breeds which were taken by French settlers to the new world. I have never seen a brindle Labrador but I have seen a few black and tans. The ones I saw were all unrelated and I presume were a throwback where two carriers of the recessive gene were bred together. The chocolate coloured ones which are fairly common nowadays are a mystery, no one can quite account for how chocolate suddenly appeared in the breed. Perhaps again a throwback appeared and was bred from, starting a gene pool which became more common as breeders bred specifically for the colour, a disastrous route for any dog breeder to take.

         Black is the dominant colour in working Labradors and a black stud dog which carries no yellow or chocolate lines will only throw litters of all-black pups when put to yellow or chocolate bitches. Interestingly, the colour of Labradors seems to be a pretty sure indicator of temperament in this breed, especially in the working strains. Blacks are the easiest to train and tend to have good steady temperaments. Yellows can be more highly-strung and less focused on the job in hand. Chocolates can be aggressive with other dogs, particularly males, and I believe that this has restricted their popularity in the shooting field. This is of course a generalisation as I have seen yellow Labradors that were as good as any Labrador can be, especially where water work is concerned, their coat often being thicker and more waterproof than many modern black dogs. I cannot say the same for the chocolate although many deer stalkers swear by them, their colour blending in when stalking deer better than a yellow or a black. I have no doubt also that there are good chocolates out there, I just have not seen them yet.

         At present the Labrador is still the most popular dog amongst gamekeepers and the reasons for this are numerous. Firstly, temperament: a Labrador can be allowed a certain amount of leeway while working that would be ill-advised with other breeds. For instance if a young Labrador finds a wounded bird and has to chase it for a short distance to catch it before retrieving it, the handler would be confident that he could control the dog when next he encountered a bird which was not a wounded bird but was running in front and could be seen by the dog. A Spaniel or Pointer/retriever would be unsettled by such an experience and the handler would have to replicate the scenario as soon as possible and re-enforce his authority, otherwise the dog could become unsteady, chasing every bird that gave the slightest hint that it could be caught. It goes without saying that a keeper with a wild dog that ruins a shooting day will not last long in the profession, hence the popularity of Labradors amongst the keepering fraternity.

         As an extension of this, some keepers use their Labradors to beat out a drive of pheasants, keeping the beaters back out of the action. The steady Labrador will flush birds individually, ignoring the flushed bird and continuing to hunt for other birds. If too many birds rise at once, the keeper will command, by voice or whistle, the dog to sit or lie down until things calm down then, again on command, the dog will hunt again until all the birds in the drive have been flushed over the guns.

         Keepers like hardy dogs. An animal which shivers and shudders on a cold wet day between drives will not last long in a keeper’s kennel before a pet home is found for him. The Labrador is also usually a healthy breed. A dog which has to be taken to the vet on a regular basis would not be desirable. Most keepers use their Labradors for water work ie. to retrieve game and wildfowl from ponds and rivers. Few breeds can stand wet and cold like a good Labrador, with the classic low-maintenance double coat. In recent years this coat has become less common, with many dogs having no waterproof undercoat. The lack of this undercoat becomes obvious when a dog is asked to do multiple water retrieves on a cold day: many baulk after the first two and stand shivering with their guts taut and back arched. The true Labrador takes all this in his stride and dives in again and again, relishing the experience.

         The Labrador, especially the female, is the easiest dog to train because he is a natural retriever and is forgiving of the novice trainer who makes a mistake. He can sit at a drive with many birds being shot around him without losing his cool. He can also be trained to hunt like a Spaniel or even a Pointer, many pointing live game, especially grouse or rabbits.

         Labradors also assist keepers who have to cull deer on their estates. A heart-shot deer can run for fifty yards before diving into thick undergrowth where he is undetectable to the human eye. This is where a good Labrador can be invaluable. When taken to the area he will follow the scent trail of the deer until he finds the dead animal. At this point some dogs will attempt to retrieve the beast but others will bark until the keeper catches up and pulls the deer from its final resting place. As an aside to this, the late Jack Windle related to me how his dog Bing retrieved a roe deer from the far side of a small river in south west Scotland, using the current till he gained the other side, finally grounding the deer before hauling it onto dry land by himself. This dog incidentally could track a fox from a lambing field as well as any foxhound.

         It is this versatility which makes the Labrador such a favourite amongst gamekeepers. Whatever the task, a good Labrador will not be found wanting.

         Labrador Puppy Training

         How does a gamekeeper train his Labrador? This is not a training manual, but I will give a brief description of how I train a dog to assist me in my job. I assume you have bought a dog with good working heritage (this makes training much simpler) whose parents and grandparents have been tested for hip dysplasia, pra and elbow dysplasia. The young pup even at eight weeks old can be gently disciplined by being pushed to a sitting position while his food bowl is held over his head. Any movement results in the bowl being lifted higher, so the pup soon learns that he must sit till allowed to move by his master. Walks should not be too long or arduous for the young pup as his bones are soft and this is a contributing factor for hip-dysplasia. Get him used to travelling in a vehicle from an early age, which will save a lot of work that would be needed should you try to take him in a car at a year old for the first time. Allow him to retrieve, on your terms. Kneel down and hold the pup facing away from you then throw a dummy (an old sock stuffed with other socks is ideal), wait a second or two then release the pup with the command ‘Fetch it’. If all goes well he will pick up the dummy and return to you. Do not be in a hurry to take the dummy from him, certainly do not snatch the dummy from him, allow him to approach you. Remember, do not stare at him, dogs do not like being stared at. Hold the pup and gently stroke him under the chin while holding the dummy in his mouth. Make this a pleasurable experience which he will wish to replicate for the rest of his life. After a time, give him the command ‘dead’ and gently take the dummy from him. If he hangs on, gently open his mouth while at the same time praise him. Repeat the exercise once but only once – this exercise must not be overdone. A good maxim for the trainer is always to quit when you are ahead – in other words, if your dog has behaved well in some task, call a halt to proceedings rather than overdo things souring the dog and your relationship with him.

         Accustom your dog to the lead from an early age and remember when excercising him to recall him to you several times, making a big fuss of him before releasing him to play again. An intelligent dog may come to realise that the recall will lead to him being taken home to his kennel, resulting in a refusal to return to his handler when exercise time is over, but multiple recalls and releases should avoid this.

         When the pup is 4-6 months old, take him to a farm where they are handling sheep in pens. At this age, unless he is an exceptionally bold pup, he will be frightened of the sheep who will be packed quite tightly in the pens. The sheep cannot escape so they will face up to a dog whereas if you encounter them in the open they are likely to run away, a temptation that few dogs can resist. Lift the pup into the pen whilst still keeping him on the lead. Hopefully he will be frightened, especially if the sheep snort and stamp their feet. This is your aim – you want him to avoid sheep for the rest of his life. This may seem cruel but you are being cruel to be kind and the lesson a pup learns at a young age is mild compared to the measures you would have to take with an adult dog which has already discovered the joys of chasing sheep. ‘Nip it in the bud’ was one of the pearls of considerable wisdom that Jack Windle bestowed on me and it applies today just as much as it did over 40 years ago when he first enlightened me as a callow youth.

         Once a dog is steady to livestock, will return when called and sit on command at distance, most keepers will take the dog ‘dogging in’. This is the name given to the task of gently chasing pheasants back from the boundaries of the shoot to the central coverts, so preventing them from disappearing over the march onto a neighbour’s land. Obviously a keeper who allows his birds to stray will not last long so this is an important task which has to be undertaken daily, in some cases several times a day. This is an excellent way of training a young dog. He gains experience of scent, birds flushing – and any problems such as unsteadiness can be dealt with before the shooting season begins.

         The keeper will then take his young dog, probably accompanied by his other more experienced dog or dogs, to other shoots. This allows the youngster who by this stage will be over a year old, a very few retrieves if he gets the chance. He will put him on the lead if he thinks he may be tempted by other dogs, hares or rabbits but the young dog will be almost a trained animal: all he needs is experience.

         Why have I not shot over the dog? This is the last thing that I do. Apart from accustoming a young dog to gunfire (I fire a .410 sixty to seventy yards away while the pup is being fed, gradually coming closer if the pup shows no concern). It is a mistake to allow a dog which will be used for beating and/or picking up at driven shoots to associate a shot fired with a retrieve. I remember attending a shoot many years ago. One of the beaters was a young keeper who had a very well-bred Labrador dog, powerful and short-coupled (short in the back), an excellent example of the breed. As we drove the first drive which was a long 400 yard strip of mature Scots pine, larch and spruce, the first shots were fired. The Labrador immediately ran in right through the wood and in a very short time returned with a pheasant. The performance was replicated every time a shot was fired. This dog was potentially brilliant but had been shot over but not steadied so his reaction to a shot was to treat it as a command to retrieve.

         Similarly I never allow a young Labrador to retrieve a rabbit. This can be done by catching a rabbit in a knotted snare then placing the animal in a small cage. Approach the pen and rabbit with the pup on a lead then scold him when he shows interest in the rabbit. Once you are sure that he will ignore the rabbit (the exercise should be repeated over a week) place a dummy next to the pen and send the pup for it. He should pick the dummy and return as normal. A pheasant can be substituted for the dummy in season.

         That is it – there is nothing complicated about training dogs and there is no single method which will be successful. The gamekeeper or professional trainer will be more successful than the novice because they make fewer mistakes, the clever ones learning from them.

         I will end this chapter on Labradors with two stories, the first an interesting one on the formation of the breed, the second a personal one relating to one of my own dogs.

         The Keeper and the Duchess

         It was the month of March in the south of Scotland. Snow still lay in the dyke backs. The collie had finished his work for the day and been fed, he lay in a wooden barrel which faced to the south. Not for him a chain, he was free, the king dog of the several that the shepherd owned. He could not settle as darkness fell, something was keeping him awake. He left the barrel and held his nose high. The gentle breeze carried interesting news, so he set off, heading south.

         He arrived at the keeper’s house and cunningly skirted wide, following a thick hedge which led him to the object of his interest, a Labrador bitch in season. The keeper had isolated the bitch when she came into season, putting her in a stone-built kennel with 7ft high railings enclosing the run. She was his best bitch, the best he had ever owned and a field trial winner to boot.

         The collie circled the kennel looking for a weak point but there was none. Again he looked and this time he noticed a water barrel which was placed at the corner of the building, 3-4ft below the low end of the slate roof which covered the kennel. He jumped onto the barrel then scrambled up the wet slates, slipping and sliding but nothing was going to stop him. At the top of the roof he had to jump down 10ft but this was not an obstacle to an athletic and fit dog.

         The next morning the keeper checked his dogs, going to the bitch’s kennel last. His anger could only be imagined and he was tempted to shoot the collie who lay exhausted in the corner of the run. However he decided to take the rogue back to his owner. He had suspected for some time that the collie was allowed to roam at night, now he had proof and could warn the shepherd to keep the dog shut up. The shepherd was not alone in his policy of allowing his dogs to run free when not working – many did so, to allow the dogs to catch rabbits and game birds. This augmented the dogs’ diet which was often inadequate, merely porage oats with a little milk and household scraps if he was lucky.

         The keeper’s bitch duly had pups, most of them black but some had white spots on their chests and feet. The keeper reared them as if they were pure bred and at eight weeks they went to their new owners, neighbouring keepers and rabbit-trappers who were keen to buy the pups as they thought that they would make excellent ‘rough’ dogs for rabbiting and foxing. However, as the months passed the keeper heard reports from friends and acquaintances that the pups were shaping up well and were becoming outstanding gundogs, very easily handled and athletic, being particularly useful where they had to be directed at distance. The keeper went to see the dogs himself and was astonished at their abilities. Not only did they look like Labradors, they outperformed any that he had ever seen. Added to this was the fact that the men who had bought the pups were not top class trial handlers so it meant that the litter was certainly something special.

         The keeper now hatched a plan. His aim was to repeat the mating and produce pups of equal quality to the first, only this time he would illegally register the litter as pure-bred. Time passed and the bitch came into season again and when she was ready he took her to the shepherd’s house in the hills. A bottle of whisky would be his reward for the use of his dog or perhaps more correctly a half of the bottle of whisky was his reward as he and the keeper could not resist sharing the bottle while the canines were otherwise engaged.

         The keeper made his way home by moonlight, gingerly avoiding any obstacles but such was his familiarity with the water of life that he was completely sober by the time he reached home. He locked the bitch in a secure enclosed kennel – he wanted no more ‘accidents’.

         The next day the keeper took the bitch to a neighbouring keeper who had a well-bred but elderly dog who by all accounts did mate the bitch and now all the keeper had to do was wait.

         The weeks passed until eventually the pups arrived. The keeper took all the pups which showed too much white and put them with a Spaniel who had had pups earlier. The remaining pups had very little white and what they had was on the chest and feet as before. The keeper kept four pups, all dogs, until the age of 9 months when he knew the one to keep and concentrate on. He called the pup Bob and as he trained him, he realised that he was a once-in-a-lifetime dog with an exceptional nose, excellent marker, fast, good mouth and able to be handled onto the proverbial sixpence: add to this that he jumped like a roe deer and had an eye-catching style all of his own.

         There was however a catch, isn’t there always? As he was shot over, he became increasingly unsteady especially at trials where he became excited by the occasion. He had become ‘trial wise’ ie. he realised that he could disobey his handler at a trial and could not be punished. This is not uncommon and is usually a sign that the dog is highly intelligent. The keeper had noticed that Bob was showing increasing signs of ‘running in’ ie. going to retrieve before being given the command to ‘Fetch’. This is an eliminating fault in field trials so the keeper knew that if Bob was to make it to the very top at field trials he had to be ‘cured’ of this fault.

         At a retriever trial the dog is never on a lead when actually competing. Four dogs are in line at a time, and the remaining eight are held back behind the line until they are called forward to replace a dog which has completed the work asked of it by the judges, or been eliminated. The competing dogs must walk to heel and be steady to shot and fall of game, only retrieving when the judge indicates to the handler that it is his bird to retrieve. The keeper solved his problem by tying a loop of very fine fishing line round Bob’s neck. A spare length of fishing line allowed the keeper to hold the end of the line between his thumb and forefinger. Bob was quite a tall dog so the spare piece of line did not have to be too long and therefore was not conspicuous.

         Bob soon became a field trial champion and performed well at the retriever championship, being unlucky not to win it. During this trial one of the keeper’s friends remarked to him that the Countess was interested in Bob and had been watching him intently whenever he was in action. The keeper’s heart fell. He knew that the Countess kept a large kennel of Labradors and was always looking to add to them by buying the outstanding dogs of the day. He also knew that as keeper it would be very difficult for him to refuse to sell to her. It was not that she would not pay a fair price, he knew that she would, it was the fact that Bob was unsteady and the Countess liked to run her own dogs and she would be unable to hold him. The keeper knew that his reputation would suffer if this happened and it was totally out of the question to show her the ‘trick’ with the fishing line.

         The keeper resolved to avoid the Countess and her agents for the rest of the trial and subsequent festivities and it was with a sense of relief that he headed for home with Bob still by his side. Several weeks afterwards he thought that the Countess’s interest had cooled but no, one morning word came from the mansion house that the keeper’s employer wished to see him. This was quite an unusual occurrence and the keeper was curious and a little apprehensive when he entered the gunroom of the big house.

         The Estate owner greeted him: ‘How are you, Coltman, haven’t seen you for ages! How is Mrs Coltman? Marvellous show of birds this season, marvellous.’ The keeper knew his boss wanted something, he recognised the signs. ‘Had a letter from Countess.., very impressed by that dog of yours, very impressed.’ There was a pause. The keeper said nothing but he knew the way the conversation was going. ‘Would you sell the dog, Coltman? Lovely lady, the Countess, been invited down to shoot with her next season, could you see yourself selling him to the Countess? I would hate to see her upset.’ The keeper knew that he had been trumped. ‘Very well sir, if she contacts me it can be arranged.’

         And so it was that the Countess acquired Bob the collie cross, a good price was paid and everyone was happy for a time. Bob was worked by the Countess with no problem, her trainer kept Bob on his toes and the new regime made him more respectful and less likely to run in. The trial season led Bob to more success, then disaster! Bob ran in when in a winning position and the trainer was told to cure the problem. Identical trials were run on the Countess’s estate to try and replicate the scenario where he had run in, but he never offended under these conditions. It was decided to run him in trials again, only the countess’s trainer would handle him. Again at the crucial moment when temptation was at its highest, Bob ran in. He was retired from trials and kept as a stud dog.

         The keeper now had a son of Bob, Clyde, who was as good as his father but shared his father’s one fault. He too was successful at trials and was heading for the top. The keeper was careful to avoid entering trials where certain judges would be officiating. Then one day he arrived to run Clyde only to find that the Countess was judging, one of the original judges having been taken ill.

         The keeper was nervous and for good reason: the Countess watched him like a hawk all day until towards the end of the trial with Clyde in the running to win, the Countess stepped forward and took the restraining fishing line from the keeper’s fingers. Other judges were called and the keeper was disqualified for cheating. He left the field totally humiliated. Subsequently he was banned for life from competing at field trials and his membership of the Kennel Club was rescinded, meaning that he could never register a dog again.

         This was not the end of the story. Bob served many bitches and eventually the Labrador type changed: many became lighter in frame and carried their tail higher over their back; white spots on the chest and feet became more common. They became easier to handle on blind retrieves at distance. This caused wry comments among some observers: did they know something others didn’t? I leave the reader to come to his or her own conclusion. 

         Other Retrievers

         Labradors might be the most popular of the retrievers amongst gamekeepers but they are not the only breed used by them. The following retrievers all have qualities that make them favourites to their owners and I will try to highlight these.

         Golden Retriever

         The Golden retriever is the second most popular retriever in the British Isles. He is not widely used by gamekeepers but in certain areas he does have a loyal band of supporters in the keepering fraternity. They are softer in temperament and slower to mature than the Labrador but many think that they have a keener nose and are better on a runner. They are not the best water dogs, because the heavy coat slows them up when swimming. They are easy to train, being slower than a Labrador, which allows a trainer to correct them before they have gone too far out of line. They do not suffer rough treatment and are not as forgiving of bad handling as the Labrador or Springer would be. They are very suitable as beating dogs, hunting steadily in front when required, and speed as demonstrated by the field trial Labrador, Springer or Cocker, is not suitable for this task. The important thing is to select a Golden retriever from a working or trial strain. A good indicator is the dark golden coat which is not so extravagantly furnished as the show dog’s. They are not as hardy as a Labrador and if they are kept as kennel dogs, the kennel must be well-insulated and draught-free. The kennel should be fairly close to the owner’s house and he should be provided with a kennel companion.
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         The disadvantages of the breed are firstly the coat needs more care and attention than that of, for instance, a Labrador. The temperament of some strains can be questionable, displaying a level of protectiveness to their owner’s game and belongings which is not suitable for the shooting field. This will manifest itself in the form of a ‘rage’ where the dog will attack any dog which enters into its territory usually containing its owner and game or other possessions. These ‘rages’ usually consist of the Golden retriever seizing the other dog and in the case of a smaller dog, giving it a severe shaking. If the other dog is up for a fight, a quite serious encounter can develop, with injuries not uncommon. I would emphasise that this only occurs in some strains but I would advise anyone buying a Golden retriever to investigate its antecedents thoroughly before purchasing, as they are an expensive dog to buy.

         Goldens were originally bred from the yellow Flat coats which occasionally appeared in litters. Lord Tweedmouth put a yellow Flat coat dog to a local breed, the tweed water Spaniel, which may have shared inheritance with the Sussex Spaniel which was also a golden colour. This occurred in the middle of the 19th century when other breeds were also introduced including almost certainly yellow Russian trackers/sheepdogs. I believe that these were large dogs, similar to the Hungarian kuvasz which were used to guard sheep from predators and were brought back to this country by the officer class who had seen service in the Crimean war. As testament to this, I have observed that when the Golden retriever is in-bred, he becomes taller and his coat becomes lighter to the point of whiteness, making him very similar to the kuvasz. Bloodhound blood was also brought in as it was thought that this would be a good out-cross as well as improving the tracking ability of the breed.

         It matters little which dogs were used to form the breed: what matters is the dog we have today and I would not hesitate to recommend the Golden retriever to anyone, but do your homework first before buying. 

         The Flat-Coated Retriever

         The Flat coat was at one time described as the ‘keeper’s dog’ and this was probably not meant to be a compliment, reflecting the fact that the landed gentry had adopted the fast, dashing Labrador, leaving the old fashioned Flat coat with the keepers who had probably owned them for generations.

         Today the Flat coat is rarely seen in the shooting field, which is sad. Perhaps the main reason for this is the lack of pups available, most being sold before they are born. There is a demand for pups from the pet market as they are a large, impressive breed with a manageable coat, easily trained and an excellent temperament: few breeds are as good with children.

         The original Flat coats were called wavy coats and were formed by crossing the imported St John’s dog with native Irish and Gordon Setters. This gave them their coat and also an excellent nose. The Setter blood also gave them hunting drive and ability to enter cover. They tended to hunt close, ideal for the gamekeeper who wanted to disturb as little ground as possible. Of all the breeds that originated from the St John’s dog, the Flat coat probably resembles it most, judging by early photographs that I have seen of the St John’s dog which depicted a dog that could easily have been mistaken for a Flat coat.
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               The Flat-coated Retriever

            

         

         They come in two colours: black is the most common and liver less common and less popular. The reason for the unpopularity of the liver colour is that it is supposed to fade to a dingy shade as the dog gets older. That may be the case but I remember being offered a beautiful liver Flat coat dog by Jack Windle. I couldn’t take the dog because I had too many at home already but I was so taken by the animal that I still think of what might have been, if I had taken him, and I regret my decision to this day. Remember, a good dog is never a bad colour.

         The Curly-Coated Retriever

         The curly coat was at one time very popular with gamekeepers. He was tough, excelling in water work where he was superior to the Labrador, would face cover and could be trained as you went about your work, using the dog’s natural instincts rather than a rigid training programme. They are slow to mature but the trained dog is invaluable to the keeper who required a dog to perform multiple water retrieves in the coldest of conditions. Good curlys have great hunting drive and perseverance, never giving up till the bird is in the bag.

         Why are they not more popular, you may ask? Certainly they are a rare sight at any shoot in the British Isles. One of the main reasons for this is that they smell strongly when wet. This was probably not a problem before everyone had a motor car but today it is probably a very limiting factor to any dog breed.

         He is also a one-man dog, often distrustful of strangers, a fact which may have endeared him to the old time keepers who used the large males (dog curlys can be 27" at the shoulder and 80lb in weight) as night dogs ie. guard dogs for protection against poachers when they patrolled their beats at night. In our rather politically correct health and safety present day, a dog which might bite a beater is frowned upon. However, in his heyday the curly was a very effective guard.

         The curly was originally bred by crossing the ubiquitous St John’s dog with various other breeds such as the Irish water Spaniel and old German poodle, the latter probably contributing to the breed’s sharpness with strangers. Like the Flat coat, he comes in two colours: black and liver. I have seen two working. 

         My first head-keeper had one, a bitch which had a fabulous nose and worked well with no temperament problems and was excellent tracking the cold scent of a wounded deer even 8-10 hours after it had been shot. The other belonged to Gerald Wooton, the head-keeper on the famous Glenkiln estate. This dog did anything that a Labrador would do and more. Gerald looked in vain for a suitable bitch to breed with his dog but even then, thirty years ago, none could be found.

         Today working curlys are no more common but they must exist as the guide dogs for the blind have tried Curly/Labrador crosses as guide dogs, incidentally producing a dog which looks as though it would work, so perhaps it is just a case of looking in the right place.
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               Curly-coated retriever
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         The Chesapeake Bay Retriever

         The Chesapeake Bay retriever is a large rugged retriever which was bred to retrieve waterfowl from the freezing inhospitable waters of the eastern seaboard of America, specifically the Chesapeake Bay area. This is a paradise for wildfowl, a maze of islands, rivers, inlets and sea on the Maryland coast. The breed was formed after 1807 when an English ship sailing from Newfoundland was wrecked on the Maryland shore. On board were two pups. The captain of the American ship which rescued the English crew purchased them from the captain of the stricken English brig.

         The dog pup was brown and the bitch black. They were of the Newfoundland or St John’s breed and both were given as gifts to two keen wildfowlers. They both turned into exceptional retrievers and were to be the foundation stones of the breed we know today as the Chesapeake bay retriever. The dog was called Sailor and the bitch Canton after the ship which saved her. They were never bred together but were bred to local Indian dogs initially, then, as more dogs came from the British Isles, Pointers, Setters, Irish Water Spaniels, old English water dog, Flat coats, curly coats and yellow and tan coon hounds which gave them great nose and stamina.

         As the breed developed, firearms became more efficient and bags of wildfowl became larger. It was not uncommon for a dog to retrieve 200 ducks in a day. Commercial duck hunting became a lucrative occupation, with the hunters storing their bags of wildfowl in huts which were built on the shore for this purpose. The Chesapeake was expected to guard these huts and any of his owner’s possessions when his master was not present.

         This produced a tough dog which shows incredible perseverance when pursuing wounded geese or ducks, able to withstand weather conditions that would kill most other breeds. There is no doubt that in these conditions the Chesapeake has no peer as a retriever of waterfowl.

         He is not easy to train and most experts state that training should start from a young age. He can be dour and not the best choice for a novice trainer. Socialisation with other dogs and people from an early age is essential if the dog is to be used on organised shoots with a variety of dogs and strangers present. Particular attention should be paid to possessiveness of game and equipment, or strange dogs jumping into your vehicle. Nip any aggressiveness in the bud, this being most effective when the dog is under six months old.

         This may discourage some from choosing a Chesapeake but an experienced owner who is prepared to put time into his dog will gain great rewards from a Chesapeake, as many gamekeepers will endorse. The Chesapeake has the added bonus of being a formidable natural guard, protective of his master and his family. It is not difficult for a dog to fulfil both functions, gun and guard dog and most have the brains to tell the difference between a shooting day and a confrontation at night from aggressive intruders.

         In many ways, the Chesapeake is the American version of the old curly coat which was used as a dual-purpose breed by keepers in the past. The advantage of the Chesapeake is that there are more working dogs to choose from and it would not be difficult for anyone who would like to own a Chesapeake to locate a good one.

         
            *****

         

         To conclude this chapter on retrievers, I would like to describe one of my own dogs, a particular favourite, and to mention some of the great times we had hunting the hills and lochs of Galloway. 

         My Labrador Don and the Goose

         The marsh bubbled with life, mallard, teal and widgeon had arrived, driven by the cold north east winds to settle, for just a while, on a marsh next to the river Dee. I shot the marsh just once a season, a privilege which I did not abuse, for this was place which should only be sampled lightly as a rare delicacy.

         I had taken my black Labrador Don with me and he knew the game afoot. Now five years old, he was at the height of his powers. I had bought him as a pup of eight weeks from Mrs Winstanley who had registered him as Treckers Don Quixote. His breeding was mostly Glencoin and Drakeshead and he was the ideal keeper’s dog, beating, picking up, tracking deer and scouring bogs for teal when most dogs would have given up.

         The sun was beginning to set and I started to cross the marsh, savouring the sound of the wildfowl feeding nearby and marvelling at the number of teal, mallard and widgeon which crossed the sky en route to their feeding grounds for that night. I reached the edge of the river beside a large bay where I knew the birds would travel and settled down to wait. Don sat staring into the sky, eagerly anticipating his chance of a retrieve, then he started to tremble and I realised what he had heard. A large skein of greylags high in the darkening sky tumbled down, calling to each other. These were new arrivals from the far north but seemed to know where they were going, a secluded loch far away across the river.

         Bang bang! A double shot echoed from the other side of the river. I cursed my fellow hunter then stood in awe as the air became alive with duck but try as I might I could not will a single one to fly within range. Eventually the birds dispersed and Don and I were left alone, the sun red and almost gone behind the Galloway hills. It was now deathly quiet and I was set to go home but Don was looking intently up the river. I peered into the gloom and heard a call from a greylag. Slowly he came closer and finally I could see him as he followed the edge of the river, coming straight for us. I crouched as low as I could. The goose was at the perfect height, every wingbeat brought him close enough for a shot. I moved, but too soon: the old goose saw me instantly and hit the brakes while at the same time he tried to gain height, every muscle strained, every feather flared to enable him to escape.

         Lifting the old gun I forsook the front trigger as the goose was already at maximum range and squeezed the second. The shot from the choked barrel winged the goose, who planed down into the bay, landing 100 yards away. ‘Get on,’ I called to Don and he was gone, entering the water with a splash then thrusting through the water, his shoulders working like pistons. He quickly narrowed the distance to the goose who sat on the water apparently disorientated. The light was fading fast and I could just see Don closing with the goose and taking hold but he did not turn and head back, for the goose had suddenly come to life and was attempting to swim across the river to the other side, taking Don with him.

         A drama now unfolded with both dog and goose unwilling to give ground and myself unable to assist in any way. Fifteen minutes passed and I had been calling Don back for ten of them, all to no avail, then suddenly he started to return, a tiny dark blob on the huge expanse of water but I was sure that he was coming back – and as he got closer I could see that he had the goose. ‘Good lad!’ I called, more with relief than an attempt to praise the dog and as he dragged himself from the water I could see that he had the goose gripped by the throat and it was quite dead.

         This was amazing, for Don had an excellent mouth and never gave me any concern so it meant that he had realised that the only way that he could prevail over that goose was to grab it by the throat. A deep instinct that had not been used for generations had emerged when it was needed. For the record, Don remained tender mouthed on all game ever after.

         The Keeper’s Pride

         On another occasion after shooting the famous ‘Pheasant wood’ on the estate which I keepered, there was a big pick up. The ‘Pheasant wood’ shows high birds with the guns standing with their backs to Loch Smaddy, the shot birds therefore falling into the cold dark water. The retrieves can be difficult as there is always a fringe of bulrush and reed round the edge of the loch, making it difficult for dogs to locate birds and be directed to the clear water in the middle.

         The pickers up had picked all the birds bar one which was right in the centre of the loch. I had kept Don back from the water work as he was now eight years of age but decided to try him on this bird. I cheated by throwing a stone to give him some idea of the line and he set off but reached the middle of the loch 25 yards to the left of the pheasant which was by this time lying low in the water. 

         I blew the stop whistle and Don turned, treading water as he looked back at me. I signalled to him to go right and he did almost immediately, seeing the bird and gathering it. A cheer went up and I realised that the guns and beaters had all taken up a position to watch my performance so my heart was bursting with pride when old Don appeared through the reeds and presented me with the sodden bird. Only a dog owner knows the pride which comes when your dog achieves praise from your peers for performing a difficult task and he was my dog, he was my dog Don.
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