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Foreword


by Jenny Campbell


This is a refreshing new gundog training book, aimed at all levels of experience. I like the number of exercises that are shared. I can see myself picking up the book and looking for an exercise I want to do with my dogs today. As well as, of course, getting the fundamentals in place at the beginning. A must for every gundog enthusiast!


Former Dragon/investor on the BBC’s Dragons’ Den. In 2020 Jenny Campbell was elected as a Board Director of The Kennel Club. Jenny stood down from the board in 2022 as directorship prohibited her from exhibiting at Crufts, the world’s greatest dog show, which she was not prepared to give up (for now). She remains closely connected to The Kennel Club and actively engaged on a number of committees and working groups. Jenny shows, judges, and works her chosen gundogs, the flat-coated retriever www.ronevorg.com
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Introduction


Dogs were first used in the shooting field in the late seventeenth century when shooting birds on the wing became more common. By the late 1700s the term ‘gundog’ was commonplace. The dogs being used were mainly pointers and setters, in addition to what were commonly known as ‘waterdogs’, used for duck and goose shooting. As the sport developed, so did the breed types. ‘Land spaniels’ and specific retrieving breeds such as the Labrador retriever came to be used.


As well as the gundogs developing over the years, so have training practices and techniques. Back in the day the term ‘breaking’ was often used in both horse and gundog training. Some of the methods used are, quite rightly, not acceptable today. It should not be forgotten that gundogs have been selectively bred to work in the shooting field, and consequently many are high drive and need plenty of mental stimulation. In truth Fran and I don’t walk our dogs, but they get plenty of mental and physical exercise through working in the field and, of course, their daily training routine. We hope this is where owners of any gundog breed will find this book a useful aid.


Letting a gundog have free rein to hunt and ‘self-reward’ is asking for trouble. There is a saying that a gundog views the big wide world as a child would a toy shop. There are loads of exciting things to do and those toys are far more exciting than the parents. Those who have children will have seen, or personally experienced, the embarrassment of trying to get a highly charged child out of a toy shop. Once a young gundog has experienced the excitement and thrill of free-hunting a hedge line and the chase of a blackbird that it has flushed, the owner will have a real challenge on their hands. If you only take one piece of advice from the pages of this book it should be to work hard to make yourself the most important thing in that dog’s world. This can be achieved through being consistent in your training.


Never let the dog second-guess you and do not be in too much of a hurry to move on. A house is built on solid foundations and that is the same with gundog training. No matter what you hope to achieve with your dog, you need to have the basics in place. Never be afraid to go back a step or two with your training; and remember there will be highs and lows. Gundog training is like riding on a roller-coaster. One minute you will be at the top and all your training will go to plan and the next minute you are at the bottom, deflated and frustrated. You will often be left wondering if you have been wasting your time. We have all been there and the important thing is to realise that these dogs are not robots and, like us, they will have good and bad days.


If things are not going to plan, put the dog away and start anew tomorrow. Don’t compare your dog with others. Social media can have a demoralising effect on a novice trainer as it can appear that the ‘film star’ dogs never go wrong, they hunt like demons, retrieve, and deliver to hand perfectly. Remember, there are few gundog trainers that are willing to share and show their mistakes. The reality is that no dog is perfect 100 per cent of the time; if they were, this whole gundog training business would be a cinch.


So, how will you manage to train the gundog of your dreams? First of all, it will help to have a goal as to what you eventually want to do with your gundog. Do you want a peg dog? A beating dog? A picking-up dog? Or a dog that you can shoot over? In truth, most of us want all the above and that’s what we call a ‘versatile gundog’. This is where this book will give you some guidance.


You will also need to follow the three P’s: perseverance, persistence and, most importantly, patience. There will be times when you will want to give it all up and you will have to dig deep and persevere, even if that means coming back to a particular exercise another day. There will be times when your dog just keeps pushing the boundaries and you may have to persist in a particular exercise until you and the dog get it right. There will be times when your dog will push you to the limits of your self-restraint, but this is where the most important ‘P’ comes into effect. Patience is something you will need in bucketloads. Never, ever lose your temper with your dog, no matter how frustrated you get. Take a deep breath and, if need be, put the dog back in the car and try to work out what is going wrong. It could be a combination of both you and the dog so having a break is a good way of resetting the situation. Remember, tomorrow is a new day.


Training a gundog is an investment in many ways. It can be a financial one, especially if you seek the help of a competent and knowledgeable trainer. One that not only understands the work of a gundog, but also one that has practical experience of working gundogs in the shooting field. It is certainly an investment in time and effort. It can easily take anything up to two years before your dog is ready to take into the shooting field and with luck you could have your shooting companion by your side for another ten years, so don’t rush your training. Make sure that each element of your training is fully embedded and understood by the dog before moving on to the next phase.


Practical Gundog Training takes a different approach to many other gundog training books and does not concentrate on the breed, but rather exercises that owners of all gundog breeds can follow. The training exercises and methods are based on more than fifty years of combined practical experiences of working gundogs in the shooting field. The aim of this book is to offer a simple, straightforward, and easy-to-follow guide. There are no gimmicks, just sound practical advice that will help both novice and the more experienced trainer to get the most out of their gundog.


The book covers specific training and shooting scenarios including place board training, whistle work and working with more than one dog. Each chapter will go through various exercise options and will not only cover the initial training of the subject but also offer ways to introduce some refresher training, which is especially important at the end of a busy working season. Try to keep your training fun for the dog. Too many handlers take the drive and desire out of their dogs by being too strict and imposing obedience too soon. Remember your gundog is a still a dog and needs some time out. Ten minutes’ training a couple of times a day is better than hour upon hour. Quite often giving the dog a week or so off from training can not only refresh the dog, but also the trainer as well. Training should be a pleasure not a chore.


Two final pieces of advice. Many novice trainers tend to repeatedly do exercises they know their dogs can do and avoid training exercises that the dogs (or the handlers) find testing. You should always try to avoid setting the dog up to fail, but equally you should be prepared to test both yourself and the dog. Secondly, as trainers we quite often focus on the negative things that have happened during a training session and forget the positive aspects. If you are having a challenging session, try and finish on a high by doing a simple task so that you end on a positive note.


We hope that you find Practical Gundog Training both useful and inspirational. It has been a pleasure to share our experience with you and we look forward to meeting you and your dogs at some point in the shooting field.
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Fran Ardley, Tarncrag Gundogs
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Nick Ridley Pettycord Gundogs
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1.
Should You Walk Your Gundog?
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Whether to walk or not to walk your gundog may seem a strange opening chapter for a training book but how, when and where you exercise your gundog will have an effect on the dog’s ongoing training regime. It has already been mentioned that it is imperative that your dog sees you as the centre of its world. Everything good has to come from you and that will ultimately give you a level of control over what you must never forget is a highly driven canine hunting machine. A gundog not only needs physical stimulation but more importantly it needs mental stimulation, and you can achieve both by using focused exercise. If you walk your dog 5 miles a day all you are doing is making it fitter and, of course, a hard-working gundog has to be fit, but ten or fifteen minutes of the correct kind of exercise will not only work the dog’s body but also it will have to use its mental capacity as well and that will help tire the dog out.


The biggest problem with ‘just walking the dog’ is that the chances are you as the handler will not be concentrating on the dog and it will take full advantage of your lack of attention. Dogs are great opportunists and while you are engrossed in conversation with your walking partner or scanning the latest gundog training advice on social media, your dog will have one eye on you and another on the local squirrel population and there will only be one winner – and it won’t be you! Whilst out on a ‘walk’ many owners will be constantly nagging at the dog to come back to them with little or no reward and eventually the dog will get bored with the constant white noise and ignore the command. Engaging with your gundog whenever you are outside should be a priority. If you feel you do need to take your dog out for a walk try to vary your route: that way the dog won’t pre-empt where they are heading. Keep changing direction, perhaps don’t even have a destination in mind – if you keep the dog guessing you will keep it focused.


Many of the exercises in this book can be incorporated into the dog’s daily exercise routine. For example, memory retrieves are a great way of doing a bit of training and giving your dog both mental and controlled physical exercise. If time is short this is a way of getting the dog to do double the amount of running that it would do if it just wandered along with the handler; also it gives the dog something to focus on and stimulates it mentally at the same time. Imagine you have a bubble of around 25 metres around you and when the dog is not engaged in doing a retrieve or some other controlled exercise it needs to stay within that bubble. Consider it your safety net: if the dog is within that space the chances are you will be able to pre-empt and prevent any chance of it getting distracted and running off. That is, of course, providing you are paying attention to the dog and not getting distracted with the many other aspects of daily life.


... if you keep the dog guessing you will keep it focused.
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2.
The Place Board
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No matter what your eventual hopes are for you and your gundog, the one thing that you will need to build is the solid foundations of the basics. Your dog will need to sit on command, whether that is a verbal command, a whistle command, a hand signal, or a combination. He will need to stay on a given spot until given a further instruction and he will need to recall both verbally and with a whistle command.


There is a lot of hanging around in the shooting field. Whether your dog is sitting next to you at a peg or waiting in the beating line for the Guns to arrive or sitting way back in a wood waiting to pick up shot game, your gundog must be taught to be patient and sit quietly. The place board is a fairly recent technique to be used in the UK, although in the USA it has been used to train gundogs for many years. Some trainers still think it is a gimmick and wouldn’t give it the time of day; however there are plenty of us that have embraced this method and have found that is has really advanced the way we train our gundogs.


There are a few variations of the place board, including hula hoops and, more recently, a square that is made from tape and pegged out on the grass, called an obedience box. From experience, the small step up onto a place board seems to have a psychological effect on the dogs and, as it separates the training area from the ground, it seems to work better.


There is no such a thing as a standard place board. Some trainers use home-made boards and others use purpose-made boards, such as the Cato place board. Ideally, they need to be a rectangular shape because this helps to guide the dog, like a runway, during the training exercises. The dimensions of the board should be around 40 cm (wide) x 60 cm (long) and around 9 cm (high) and ideally covered with a non-slip surface such as artificial turf, or a rubber mat. It should be sturdy enough not to move should an enthusiastic dog jump on it. One benefit is that it gives the dog a ‘target’ area and also, the trainer knows exactly where they are positioning the dog. Without doubt, the biggest advantage is that you can use the technique in the back garden or even indoors and therefore you can start basic training from quite an early age. It gives a level of consistency to a young pup’s early training and in the longer term it can help to prevent some of the common problems such as creeping forward or poor delivery of retrieves.


You can begin your place board training with your pup as soon as it has settled into its new home, and it never fails to amaze how quickly they gasp the concept. The aim is to make the board a good place for the pup to be: only good things happen when they are on the place board. That may be a gentle chest stroke or a small treat. Giving treats in gundog training is a contentious issue and one that causes plenty of discussion. If overdone the dog quickly sees the trainer and their hands simply as a vending machine that is constantly dishing out tasty morsels. Reward and praise don’t always have to come in the form of food: they can also be both verbal and physical. That said, when conditioning a pup to the place board the reward of a small treat can really speed up the process.


... your gundog must be taught to be patient and sit quietly.


As already mentioned, you can introduce the place board to pups from quite a young age but remember this is not training it is conditioning and any training sessions should be kept short. You will need an area that has no distractions: you can use your patio, garage, or back garden, but you want somewhere that is distraction free. Get yourself prepared before any training session. Get the board set up and have a few high-value treats put away in your pocket. The trainer’s positioning in front of the board is very important. Always stand at the end of the place board, as if you were to ‘walk the plank’, as this will help to encourage the pup to eventually use the board like a short runway, which will really pay dividends when moving on to retrieving exercises.
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The Cato place board is a purpose-built unit that is sturdy and is covered with a non- slip top which is ideal for dogs of all ages and weights.





Although you can begin the process with the pup loose it is easier with it on a lead. Encourage the dog up onto the board, saying the word ‘place’. Use a very small treat to lure the pup onto the place board. You may find that initially the pup is reluctant to climb onto the board but be patient and stay calm. Remember, the place board has to be seen as a good place for the pup. Once the pup is on the board tell him to ‘sit’. If you have success give him a treat, then ask the pup to leave the board by a little tug on the lead. Walk a small circle back to the board and repeat the commands. You may be surprised how quickly the pup gains confidence and you may be tempted push on but remember to always finish on a good note and never let the pup get bored with the exercise. It is important that you, as the trainer, release the pup from the board, so don’t let it get off and wander about when it wants to. This is why it is a good idea to initially use a lead to control the dog.


There is a training method where the dog is ‘loaded’ with treats when it is on the board. This simply means several food treats are given in quick succession to reward the dog. The problem with this technique is that the dog quickly becomes more focused on the ‘hand vending machine’ rather than the trainer. Use small pieces of treat and only give it to the dog once as it sits; don’t keep loading it with food as it will quickly lose its value to the dog.
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When using the place board, it is important that the handler stands at the long end and this will help encourage the dog to use the board like a little runway.





During the initial conditioning process, you will be using small treats to get the pup really keen on the board, but you will also begin to give physical praise by gently rubbing the pup’s chest and underneath its neck. Keep this praise low-key as you don’t want to overexcite the dog. The purpose of this is to encourage the pup to lift its head up and this will transfer later to a high head delivery of a retrieve. You can also use verbal praise but keep it calm and quiet. Gradually, begin to delay the length of time before you reward the dog and mix it up between a treat and a stroke. This will help to teach them that both forms of reward are as important as each other. Eventually you will stop treating with the food. Ideally do no more than ten minutes at a time at this stage. The overall aim is to gradually build up the pup’s desire to work on the board to the point that when you go to get it out for a training session the pup is trying to jump on it before you can even get the board on the ground.
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You want to undertake your initial place board training somewhere with no distractions, ideally on a path or patio.
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Initially put your dog on a lead and lure it onto the place board with a high-value treat using the command ‘place’.





Once the pup has accepted sitting on the board, you can then begin to slowly walk around whilst the pup is sitting but is still on the lead. Don’t move too far away and if the pup loses eye contact with you, stop until it reconnects eye contact with you again. This is the beginning of getting a good eye contact with the dog which will pay dividends as your training progresses. As you continue you can gently drop the lead on the floor, the pup will still think you have hold of it and this will enable you to begin to gradually move further away. There is a train of thought that once you have given the command ‘sit’ the dog shouldn’t move until given another instruction, but in truth most trainers will use a ‘wait’ or ‘stay’ command when they begin to move further away from the dog. It is a matter of choice, but whatever you decide you must be consistent in your instructions; dogs respond better when commands are black and white, do not confuse them by mixing up words. A lot of time in the shooting field is spent hanging around and waiting, so teaching your young dog to sit quietly and do nothing is as important as more exciting aspects of gundog training, but unfortunately it is a skill that too few people take time to teach. It may be boring to both the trainer and the dog, but it is very much a foundation of the dog’s training.
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Place board training can be introduced at quite an early age, and it is surprising how quickly a young pup will learn that the board is a good place to be.





Once the pup has accepted the board and understands what you are asking it to do without any confusion and is doing the exercises with enthusiasm, it is time to move the boards to a location where there are more distractions. This could be the local park. Each and every time you begin a new exercise be prepared to go back a few steps and, in this case, by simply moving your training area you may well find your little dog totally forgets what it is supposed to be doing. So, in order to pre-empt this, go back to the beginning and put the lead on and gradually build up the exercise in the new location. If you have done your initial place board training properly the dog will soon regain its focus and be back with you.


Some trainers like to use multiple boards, anything up to four at a time, but in most cases just introducing a second board is sufficient to further the pup’s training. However, this should only be done once the dog has been fully conditioned to the single board. These exercises are the beginning of getting your dog conditioned to sitting and recalling at a distance.
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Eventually the treat can be replaced with physical praise. Stroking the dog under the chest will encourage a high head carriage that will be beneficial later in the dog’s training.
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Once the dog has accepted the board you can then either drop the lead or remove it altogether and begin to walk around, remembering to maintain eye contact at all times.
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By introducing a second place board you can begin to teach the dog a basic recall command and sitting and waiting at a distance.





Set your two place boards about a metre apart so you can now ask the pup to go from one board to the other. Initially sit the pup up on one board and at this stage make sure it is back on the lead. Then give the command ‘place’ and point to the second board and if need be gently lead the dog on to the second board. Because of the previous work you have done with the pup it should sit up and present itself to you. Make sure that the dog is presenting itself every time. This is important because once the dog understands that this is the normal way to place itself when called, it makes a strong foundation for the dog’s future delivery of retrieves. Every time you have success remember to reward with a treat, be that food, verbal or physical. If things go well the lead can be discarded, but if at any time it goes wrong, put the lead back on.


Over time you can gradually move the boards further apart and begin to leave the dog sitting on one board whilst you stand behind the second one and call him to you. This is where the shape of the place board comes into play. Remember to use your recall command. This could be ‘here’ or ‘come’ and you can precede the command with the dog’s name but remember to keep your commands consistent. Don’t overdo this exercise as the dog will quickly pre-empt what is going to happen. Mix it up and quite often walk back to the dog rather than call it to you. Remember, never let the dog second-guess you.
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Recalling the dog from one place board to another will help ensure that it learns to sit in front of the handler, which is the correct position for the delivery of a retrieve.





You may find that as you increase the distance between the two boards, when the dog is recalled it gains a bit of speed and may run past you before coming back to the place board. If this happens just position one of the boards in front of a hedge line, or wall, so you can stand between the board and obstacle, and this should solve the problem. A young dog must learn to pace its return and you should find that they quickly remember what they should be doing.
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Positioning the place board in front of a wall or fence will help to prevent the dog running past you if it gains too much speed on a recall.





Another thing to watch out for is how long you wait before recalling the dog. A common issue is that the trainer will unconsciously call the dog at about the same length of time and the dog soon works this out and may break the stay or get twitchy at around the time it is expecting to be called. Therefore, it is important to make sure you vary the length of time in between leaving the dog and recalling them.
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3.
Place Board Progression
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Getting a solid retrieving instinct in a dog that has been bred to hunt is a vital part of its basic training.





If you have been consistent with your place board training, your dog should be fully conditioned to sitting and staying for varying periods on the board and is recalling from one to the other at varying distances. You can now move on to incorporating those learnt behaviours with some basic steadiness, retrieving and delivery exercises.


Getting a strong retrieving instinct in a young gundog is a vitally important part of their training, especially for the hunting breeds such as spaniels, and the hunt, point, retrieve dogs (HPR). These dogs have been selectively bred to hunt and if this is allowed to develop without encouraging the desire to retrieve this will potentially cause real issues, and as you will see later in this book retrieving or the desire to retrieve will ultimately give you a higher degree of control over your dog. The next chapter will deal with retrieving in greater detail.


Now is about the time to introduce some steadiness training. Having a steady gundog in the shooting field is the holy grail. A dog that can sit at a peg or work in the beating line or be off the lead when picking up is worth its weight in gold. But too many gundogs fall short of this, and this is predominantly down to a lack of training. Steadying a dog to a thrown dummy, the fall of a bird, or the flush of a rabbit can be challenging and it can be boring for both the trainer and dog. But it is something that you must work at if you hope to have a dog that you can be proud of. There are many ways of steadying a dog, but the introduction of the place board has made it an easier undertaking. You are building on what the dog has already learnt and understands and you are gradually building the foundations.


If you have done your initial place board training correctly your gundog knows that sitting on the board means that it has to stay there until asked to move, either off or onto another board. To begin this exercise, move the board back onto a solid surface such as a patio, car park, or driveway, basically somewhere there are no distractions. Sit the pup on one board and bounce a tennis ball or drop a dummy in front of you. At this stage you can introduce what can be considered the most important verbal command you will use during the dog’s life: ‘leave it’. This command will be used throughout the dog’s training and into the shooting field. The dog will learn that ‘leave it’ means just what it says on the tin. Whether it is a dummy, a ball, another dog, a pheasant, or a rabbit the dog is not to retrieve the item, or it is to ignore the distraction. Be consistent with this command and going forward in your training you will quickly realise how useful it is.


Going back to the exercise, if the dog moves off the board put him back on and repeat the process. It may be beneficial to just slip a lead back on the dog. Remember, never be too concerned about taking a step or two back when introducing a new training exercise. Do not allow the dog to pick up the ball or dummy at this stage. Don’t just stand in front of the dog whilst you are bouncing the ball or throwing a dummy, walk around the pup as it is sitting on the board and remember to vary your direction and distance from the dog. This will help to keep the dog’s focus on you and it adds another steadying element to the exercise.


Having a steady gundog in the shooting field is the holy grail.


As this exercise progresses you can introduce more dummies or balls and begin to throw them around the dog. The most tempting one for the dog is a dummy that is thrown over its head. Most dogs will turn to watch the dummy go out and as the dog is now between you and the dummy it is far easier for it to break its position on the board and run in. If the dog does break its stay at any time and picks the retrieve don’t make a big fuss, just take it from the dog and set up the exercise again making sure you are in a position to prevent the dog from going wrong again.
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Once your gundog is fully conditioned to the place board you can then begin the process of steadiness and introducing the ‘leave it’ command.
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As you progress through this exercise you can then begin to throw more distraction dummies around the dog including the most tempting, which is one thrown over the dog’s head.





Continuing to build on the foundations that you have instilled in your gundog in the previous exercises, you can also use two place boards to build on the steadiness of the dog and also further develop the ‘leave it’ command. At this stage, your dog should understand the concept of being recalled from one board to another at varying distances and be used to sitting on the board until given a further command. This particular exercise is useful in a practical sense. There may be times in the shooting field when you may need to recall your dog back through a field of shot game and, for whatever reason, you don’t want them to retrieve any birds. Having trained the dog to ignore any potential retrieves and recall back to you can help prevent a potentially very embarrassing situation. We have all been there!


Initially sit the dog on the place board and put a dummy to one side of your position at the back of the second board. Recall the dog and be ready to give the command ‘leave it’. By beginning the exercise with the distraction retrieve right next to you it helps to give you the opportunity to block the dog should it deviate from coming straight onto the board. However, if you have done your foundation work properly the dog should be totally focused on what you are asking it to do because it has learnt by repetition to come from one board to another.
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The ultimate aim of this exercise is to be able to put a number of dummies between the two place boards and recall the dog through them with the ‘leave it’ command.
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The next step is to use the two place board recall exercise but to introduce a distraction dummy.
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