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Foreword


by Keith Erlandson 





According to the great Irish authority, John Nash, whose name frequently appears in The Specialist Gundog, the first written works on those dogs which today we would classify as gundogs, emanated from the pens of Spanish and Italian masters circa the fourteenth century. Nash in fact claims he taught himself Italian in order that he could peruse such ancient tomes but oddly enough, William Arkwright, author of the classic The Pointer and His Predecessors, made the same claim, so was Nash indulging in a little Celtic fantasy?


It would appear that the first mention of the ancestors of our present day gundogs appeared in The Mayster of Game by Edward, Duke of York, who fell at the battle of Agincourt in 1415. It was followed in 1486 by a treatise on hunting and falconry, The Boke of St. Albans by Dame Juliana Berners, who made some reference to ‘Spaynels’.


Arguably the first author to write a book in the English language on gundogs which were expected to perform a function as shooting dogs, more or less as they do today, was General Hutchinson with his Dog Breaking, first published in 1848. Several works followed Hutchinson’s book, which arguably set the tone for less violent training and handling of dogs for the shooting field but the total volume of such works is far smaller than the number of books written around other fields of human activity, such as ball games, motor cars and motor racing, sailing, golf and gardening.


Nevertheless, I personally believed that the subject of gundog training had been well covered by what had been already published from Hutchinson onwards and anything further in this sphere would be surplus to requirements. The last books I had seen on gundog training I would describe, as reading material, like wading through treacle in fisherman’s chest waders.


The title of this book, The Specialist Gundog, confused me somewhat as this seemed to imply that the book would cover only one specialist breed of gundog, or at the most a specific group, like spaniels, retrievers, bird dogs or continentals but the book does in fact break the mould completely regarding anything that has ever been written before upon the subject, in as much as it covers every breed of dog within these shores, with a description of its characteristics and what its function(s) is/are.


In view of what is already available regarding gundog literature, to fill a need which is not already catered for, any new book would have to be different from anything else already available. This book is, as no book has ever been written before which covers the selection, care, training and working function of every group: retrievers, spaniels, native pointers and setters and the hunt, point and retrieve breeds from the Continent. In addition, there is much valuable information on the training and use of deer dogs for woodland stalking, a topical addition as woodland deerstalking is gaining momentum. As an extra, it covers dogs working with hawks and long-winged falcons, and falconry is another growth sport which the author took part in when there were only about 40 falconers in the country, against 4,000 today.


A most refreshing aspect of this book is that although field trials are mentioned in passing, the author has never indulged in field trial competitions and has developed a far healthier attitude to gundog work than would be possible for the average trialler, to whom winning is so important and who seldom can avoid being dragged into the sometimes incestuous politics of the game. I have always maintained that politics do not help a dog to hunt harder or find its game better and this is reflected in the relaxed attitude of the author to all aspects of gundog work.



















Preface





I count myself extremely fortunate. Not only have I been lucky enough to spend my life following and actually hunting different packs of hounds, working many excellent (and not so excellent) ferrets, terriers and running dogs, stalking hill and woodland deer and flying both hawks and falcons all over the world but I have also been privileged to regularly shoot just about every British game species except ptarmigan. If I fished I should do even less work than I do already! While practising these sports I have been eternally grateful for the excellent company of my fellow sportsmen and women from all walks of life (soon, it would appear, to be outlawed at perverted criminals), many of whom have deserved the ultimate accolade of being called one of Nature’s Gentlemen and most of whom were educated at ‘The Rural University’. (One has also had to suffer the inevitable rogues and fools.) It has also been a privilege to follow one’s sport in the breathtaking scenery for which country sports are largely responsible. However, my greatest enjoyment has come from those splendid working dogs without which none of these wonderful sports would have been possible. Time and again they have given their all and they have always been honest and genuine characters with no ‘side’ to them at all.


For the last 20-plus years I have been training gundogs professionally for rough and driven shooting, deerstalking and falconry. It would appear, though, that virtually all the numerous gundog training books available assume that one is going to go rough shooting for predominantly rabbits and pheasants with an English springer spaniel or shoot driven pheasants over a labrador. However, I know countless sportsmen who would sooner shoot pigeons over decoys or coming in to roost than any 200-bird pheasant day or to whom the lure of the foreshore in a freezing January dawn or the rolling heather clad hills in August far outweighs that of the covertside. They frequently ask me about training gundogs for their particular sport and it is for those fellow sportsmen that this book is written. There is also a welcome return to the basic ‘hunting’ of wild game in the continental sense of the word by many who have had enough of large bags of driven pheasants ‘to order’. One of the great attractions of the wild quarry mentioned in this book is the ‘Glorious Uncertainty’ of Here Today and Gone Tomorrow. Nothing can be taken for granted and every shot is a bonus.


I trained my first springer shortly after leaving school, with the late Peter Moxon’s excellent book Gundogs: Training and Field Trials (10s 6d) in one hand and the dog on a leather lead in the other and we both eventually got there. Thereafter I fear, apart from a book on training pointers in America and some books for review, have never read another one! However, I have been fortunate in having the two greatest tutors in the world at my disposal – the game and the dogs themselves. I trust that I have had the wit to learn from them.


I had better state here and now that I do not have a favourite breed of gun-dog. I have never suffered from ‘chronic springeritis’ or ‘terminal labradoritis’. I invariably both own myself and train for clients retrievers, spaniels, ‘English’ pointers and setters and Hunter Pointer Retrievers (HPRs) for a variety of different jobs. (I have a photo of no less than eleven different gundog breeds here for training.) Indeed, recently a small group of us were walking up grouse in what was once Radnorshire and it took a fellow gun to point out that I had a labrador walking at heel, a springer questing immediately to my front while an ‘English’ pointer and a weimaraner were alternately quartering from flank to flank. To me it was merely four young dogs learning their trade. There is no perfect breed. Some dogs within a litter, let alone within a breed, are better at some jobs than others. Our parents doubtless hoped that we would all be Olympic-class athletes with a Double First at ‘Oxbridge’ – most of them have been sadly disappointed! However, certain breeds of gundog have been selectively bred for generations to do specific jobs and it makes sense to choose a breed developed to suit your main type of sport. However. I take the view that a person will always get on better with a breed that they like and want despite its inherent shortcomings rather than a breed thrust down their throat by a so-called expert. I know of a man who stalks successfully over a Pekinese and I recently saw a Great Dane picking up on a grouse moor but I could not seriously recommend either! There are also many breeds of dog other than gun-dogs that are equally suitable for particular shooting sports, i.e. terriers and lurchers for rabbiting or Alsatians (GSDs) and Bavarian Mountain Bloodhounds for woodland deerstalking. I shall also refer to them where appropriate. There are also many cross breeds of two working breeds that are also eminently suitable. It is really a question of ‘horses for courses’.


As a professional I make no apology for regarding a gundog purely as a tool with which to do a job of work although I accept that the average gundog is a family pet for 365 days in the year and a working dog on possibly only 10, 20 or 30 of them. That is fine as long as one remembers that it is a dog and it expects to be treated like a dog.


The ability to train a dog is not one of those mystical gifts bestowed by The Almighty upon a chosen few. Anyone with half-an-hour a day, a little of that rare commodity called common sense and, above all, the commitment can turn out a working dog that is a credit to the trainer and a joy to take out in the field. However it is as well to be clear how and what one is trying to teach the dog before starting out because if the trainer is wandering about in the dark, what chance has the poor dog got? Dog training is like learning a language. It does not just happen. It requires the commitment to learn it backed up by solid hard work.


I must apologise to those of you who have read my book on training Hunter Pointer Retrievers, The Versatile Gundog (Sportsman’s Press 1995) if you occasionally get a feeling of déjà vue. There are only so many ways to teach a dog to sit on its bum and the general principles of training a gundog remain pretty much the same from year to year. Indeed, a colleague pointed out that much of my ‘original thinking’ in The Versatile Gundog is also to be found in General Hutchinson’s Dog Breaking published in 1848! However, The Versatile Gundog contains a lot more detail about the real ‘nitty gritty’ of the basic training and the three disciplines of hunting, pointing and retrieving than I have given space to here. In this book I have reiterated a number of points by way of emphasising their importance.


I have rather impersonally referred to the dog as ‘it’ to differentiate from ‘he’/‘she’/‘they’ the trainer except where a male dog or a bitch is specifically referred to. When referring to long distances I have assumed yards to equal the same length in metres.


Above all dog training should be FUN and if it is not fun for both trainer and pupil then something is very wrong somewhere. However, our dogs are usually very forgiving of our shortcomings. Indeed, they even sometimes appear to suffer fools gladly!


G.W.


The Warren, Llandefalle, Brecon



















Introduction





If one turned the average six-month-old working-bred gundog loose in the wild – as, indeed, they still do with setters in some parts of Scandinavia and sled dogs in North America – there is no way that it would starve to death. It would hunt or point or retrieve and eat enough game to keep itself alive and well. It is only we humans who screw them up! A gundog has four legs whereas I only have two so it can run better than I can. It also has infinitely greater scenting powers than I shall ever have (notwithstanding a history of excessive nicotine intake!). Therefore, by and large, a gundog is far better equipped to find game than I am, which is basically why I use them. In many cases we use these qualities merely to increase our chances of putting game in the bag whereas in some cases, such as wildfowling or deerstalking, it is virtually criminal not to use a dog.


When acquiring a working dog for any job, be it hunting by scent, coursing, shepherding, police work or shooting, getting one of the right breed for the job in hand with the right breeding is more than half the battle. As ever, it is a question of ‘Horses for Courses’. So once you have decided that you require the services of a trained dog (and, for better rather than worse, your sport will never be the same again) do not rush out and get hold of the first ‘mutt’ you come across but stop and think.


Do you go out sufficiently often to need a dog? Do you have the time to train or even look after a dog? Would you not be better off relying on the services of someone else’s dog, e.g., the professional stalker, the goose guide, a hawking chum, the pointer handler or the pickers up? Might you not be better off buying a dog that is already trained? What is your main form of shooting? Do you also practise other forms of shooting or are you likely to do so in the future? Indeed, this book might almost be entitled The Alternative Gundog since many people require one dog to do more than one job. The person who shoots driven game on 50 days a year and stalks on 10 will obviously have a different requirement from the man stalking on 50 days and shooting driven game on only 10. However, in every case there are always several breeds of gundog capable of doing a combination of jobs although it should always be trained initially for its primary job and kept solely for that particular activity for at least its FIRST season; thereafter it can be introduced to other branches of your sport. (Unfortunately, the down side of this is that many dogs become wedded to their initial quarry and are less enthusiastic about some subsequent quarry species.) However, to try and teach it right from the start to do more than one job at once will only result in a thoroughly confused dog and, since you will have ten or twelve seasons work out of that dog, why ruin it for the sake of a few weeks sport?


The basic principles of teaching a pup to hunt or point or retrieve remain the same but the trainer will obviously slant the training towards the particular branch of sport for which that pup is destined. For example, teaching a dog to retrieve a wing-tipped duck from a fast flowing river necessarily requires a different technique to teaching it to retrieve the only pigeon in the decoy pattern that does not have a human hand scent on it. Both applications are, however, obviously still basically retrieving.


Apart from the working qualities that have been selectively bred into a particular breed of gundog for a particular job, the colour of a dog is frequently extremely important. (With regard to working ability there is absolutely no difference in colour although I still hear pundits proclaim such utter balderdash as ‘No yellow Labrador can swim’ or ‘All black and white spaniels have a hard mouth’ – usually based upon the first dog of that colour that they came across!) Stalking or wildfowling, for instance, require a neutral coloured dog to avoid detection by sharp eyed deer or wildfowl. There is no point in camouflaging yourself (these days almost literally) up to the eyeballs and having a dog next to you that stands out like the proverbial … The grouse hawker, however, requires a dog with a lot of white on it so that it is visible. As will be seen, there are ways round this like wearing a camouflage jacket but why make life difficult? On the other hand, with other forms of shooting the colour is immaterial and personal preference will often come into it (although it is a brave man who has the only yellow ‘lab’ out among a dozen anonymous black ones!) Incidentally, there is no such thing as a golden Labrador to a shooting man – they are always yellow whatever their actual colour; the term golden Labrador belongs purely to the showing and pet fraternity. (Golden retrievers are, of course, always golden retrievers.) As the horsemen say, though, ‘No good horse is a bad colour.’


Size can also be important. When a dog is required to flounder through esturine mud for a goose and then swim back with it against an ebb tide or to work all day in tough, old knee-high heather or to pull down a wounded stag, then a good big’un will always beat a good littl’un. In other branches of one’s sport, size may be immaterial and, again, a matter of personal choice but do not fall for the misconception that a smaller dog will be better in cover. It is the size of the dog’s heart rather than its frame that will decide that one. Remember that male dogs are usually one third to a half larger than their sisters (working bred dogs are invariably much smaller and finer built than their heavier show bred counterparts).


I feel extremely strongly about the subject of breeding gundogs and I have included a chapter on the mechanics of breeding, but a few words on the subject here would not be out of place. Any professional gundog trainer will tell you that some dogs pretty well train themselves, are a delight to handle and make an excellent gundog at the end of it: with others, one puts in three times the work for only half the result. Those are the results of good and bad breeding respectively. Unfortunately there is more to breeding a good gundog than putting a good dog to a good bitch, neither of them necessarily a Field Trial Champion, and hey presto! That is only the start. Any racehorse breeder will tell you, several million pounds later, that putting the fastest stallion on the fastest mare will not guarantee producing the fastest foal. In each case that mating must ‘nick’ and it is difficult enough to produce the goods with two working bred gundogs of impeccable working ability and pedigrees without complicating the equation. With the exception of flatcoats and the minor spaniel breeds, all the British breeds of gundogs have two completely separate lines – showing and working – and never the twain should meet. Indeed, a working gundog and its show equivalent frequently appear to be almost two completely separate breeds. (In fact, these days one might be forgiven for thinking that we now almost have three types of gundog – showing, working and Field Trialling.) This situation has been accepted for over a century and each party is happy with the status quo. The Hunter Pointer Retrievers, on the other hand, are bred simultaneously for show and work but most attempts to breed a ‘dual purpose’ dog usually end up with an ugly looking dog that cannot work! I am frequently put in mind of a celebrated beauty of the day who wrote to Bernard Shaw proposing marriage saying, Imagine a child with my body and your brains.’ Shaw responded with one of his famous postcard replies, ‘Dear Madame, Imagine a child with my body and your brains. G.B.S.’! With HPRs the situation, brought about by an embarrassing lack of Field Trial awards in recent years, is starting to polarise and it may well be that the two parties will do the obvious thing and go their separate ways in the future.


However, having decided which breed will best suit your purpose (s) and having acquired your impeccably bred puppy (of which more later), it is up to you to bring out the best in that puppy for the job or jobs that it is required to do and that is what this book is all about. A gundog is like silage! The finished product can be no better than the original raw material but can be made worse in the process. Some years ago I was asked how many men I knew who shot superbly with an immaculately trained gundog. The list is still very short but I hope that this book will put one half right although I am unable to help you with the other – good luck!



















1: ‘Horses for Courses’


One man’s meat is another man’s poison Anon





For the tyro, there is a bewildering array of gundog breeds from which to choose. I am forever coming across people who have bought a completely unsuitable breed of dog for their purpose because they have not done their homework, have been badly advised by someone who either has pups to get rid of or is ‘kennel blind’ about his or her own particular breed, or they have had preconceived ideas based on nothing from which they will not shift. In every case the poor dog comes off second best and the owner is disillusioned. In this chapter I have set out my personal opinions of each breed insofar as one can generalise about any breed of gundog (which is akin to saying that all British people are reserved and all Italians are volatile!) I have omitted a detailed history of each breed which is already well documented in many other gundog books. I have also included a table giving my marks from 0-5 for each breed’s suitability for a particular job. I must stress that these are personal opinions based on training well over a thousand gundogs of just about every conceivable breed for every conceivable job and then putting it into practice over more than twenty years. Whenever one sticks one’s head over the parapet someone is always going to shoot at you and everyone is going to jump up and down with ‘one of such-and-such a breed that did such-and-such a job far better than one of a SO-&-SO breed’. I would not argue but ‘one swallow . .’ And I can only generalise.


The bottom line is that a gundog is a dog bred to have game killed over it with a gun. This is why they look like they do, why they behave like they do and what, for more than two centuries, they have been selectively bred to do. (At the risk of stating the obvious, this is why cairn terriers, whippets or bulldogs for example do not look like or make very good gundogs!) All gundogs fall into one of four categories: Spaniels; Retrievers; Pointers and Setters (or ‘Bird Dogs’ to use the American term) and the continental Hunter Pointer Retrievers (HPRs for short). Spaniels are bred to hunt and to retrieve, retrievers are bred to retrieve, pointers and setters are bred to hunt and to point while HPRs are bred to hunt, to point and to retrieve. Granted, they can all frequently be trained to do other jobs as well but these are their raison d’être which should help one to make ones initial choice.


All breeds of working bred gundogs (and these are the only sort with which we shall concern ourselves from now on) should have certain characteristics in common irrespective of their role. They should have excellent ‘noses’ or scenting powers for air and/or ground scent, they should have soft mouths when retrieving from land or water, they should be (vocally) quiet while working, they should have the desire to find live, dead or wounded game as the case may be, they should have ‘trainability’ or the will to obey the wishes of their trainer, they should be physically sound and capable of doing a day’s work and, possibly above all, they should be a pleasure to own, to work and generally to have around the place with adults, children and other dogs. All of which sounds pretty obvious until one looks at what passes for a gundog among one’s friends and shooting colleagues! (Fortunately, virtually every working bred gundog of any breed or age that I have ever come across has been 100% good with children and has let ‘ankle biters’ do things that no adult would ever get away with.)


Whereas we all hope for the best in a dog and try to train it to the best of our abilities I would go so far as to say that the absolutely perfect gundog has yet to be produced although, for a multitude of reasons, some naturally come closer to the ideal than others.


SPANIELS


The bustling, energetic and (hopefully) close hunting workers of the gundog world that also retrieve. They can also be persuaded to perform more sedentary tasks (much against their will!). One of the great post-war gundog trainers said that 50% of spaniels need pep pills and the other 50% need hearing aids – and not a lot has changed since! Their undoubted popularity stems from being relatively easy to train (although after some of the sights seen out shooting one might query this) and extremely effective hunters as well as being efficient retrievers.




 





English Springer Spaniel (ESS) Too well-known to require description they come in liver and white (L/W) and black and white (B/W). Their size varies from almost Jack Russell size up to a small Labrador but the larger ones are less common these days. Their coats are also a lot finer than they used to be. They are one of the two most popular gundog breeds in Britain today (the other, of course, being the Labrador) and probably best described by Peter Moxon’s words, ‘The Maid of All Work’. Hunting is their forte and the thicker the cover, the more they like it (or ought to!). The spaniel and the rabbit seem to be made for one another although most other varieties of game do not come amiss either. They should hunt well within gunshot range of their handler, flush quarry and retrieve it from land or water when shot. They are excellent retrievers over relatively short distances i.e. up to 100 yards. I frequently find that the more a springer enjoys hunting, the less keen it is on retrieving and vice versa but one is obviously hoping for one that does both with equal enthusiasm as many do. They may be trained purely as retrievers but essentially they are busy dogs and at their best when ferreting about in the undergrowth and on the move.




 





Cocker These ‘wee doggies’ have made a great comeback over the last two decades from being almost a minor breed. Over a century ago when specific breeds were being evolved, any small spaniels in a litter became cockers and their larger siblings were designated springers. However, nowadays you are most definitely not getting a diminutive springer! Their colours include black, liver, chocolate, roan, golden, orange and white (O/W), L/W and B/W. A litter of springers generally has some puppies of average working ability; there is no such thing an average cocker pup. A springer in training has a gradual learning curve whereas that of a cocker is akin to a game of Snakes and Ladders! A friend describes training a cocker like bringing up a bright but naughty child but they do have an undeniable charm all of their own. Having said all that, they are little hunting machines with great game sense although they would sooner hunt from one likely patch of cover to the next rather than quarter in the ‘windscreen wiper’ mode, are excellent in cover and I have frequently seen them retrieve quarry almost as big as themselves. One theory is that their name derives from dogs for woodcock work.


RETRIEVERS


The dependable stalwarts that primarily stay beside their handler until required to retrieve but can also be taught to do a number of other jobs as well.




 





Labrador Retriever (lab) The other favourite British shooting dog. A client once told me that if one could not train a Labrador, one should not own a dog! My senior Labrador (lying by my feet as I type) will sit beside me on any 200 bird day to which I am lucky enough to be invited, hunt like a spaniel in the brambles on a Stand-’n’-Drive day, stalk deer with me and point woodcock – and I cannot ever recall actually training her! She is also terribly boring, bless her, compared with some of my hooligans! Labradors come in black, yellow – varying from almost white to a deep russet – and chocolate (a genetic mix of black and yellow) although working bred chocolate labs are about as common as the proverbial rocking horse droppings. Labradors are extremely easy to train – indeed, it has been said that a Labrador is born half-trained and a spaniel dies half-trained! They ought to have an almost phlegmatic temperament, will sit beside one or walk to heel indefinitely and are excellent retrievers. For these reasons they are the premier choice for the covert shooter and one day I shall make my fortune by inventing an inflatable rubber black ‘lavatory door’ that guns can blow up and sit beside their pegs during the drive! Labs also adore water, can be taught to hunt (although a lab will only go into cover if it knows that there is something there, whereas a spaniel will go in on the off chance that there might be something there) and a lot of grouse men use them on ‘the hill’ for hunting because of their size, constitution and length of leg. Many labs take easily to deerstalking but since no-one has ever specifically bred a line of stalking Labradors, one is always taking pot luck in that department however good their ancestors may be on game, and it is extremely difficult to get them to give tongue on a dead or wounded deer. Labradors bred in Scotland seem more deer-orientated than their southern cousins. At the risk of upsetting ‘The First Lady of Falconry’ they are useless for falconry! A few Labradors will point (in the United States they have developed lines of pointing Labradors) although, like most breeds, one can tell the presence of game by the dog’s individual body language. (Body language, incidentally, is a much underestimated characteristic in any gundog and will tell the handler a lot in many instances if he has the wit to look for it. Other trainers absorb it unconsciously and only notice it when it is absent.) My wife maintains that Labradors are a lot easier to have in the house than any other gundog breed, although as guard dogs they are pretty pathetic!




 





Golden Retriever The working bred goldens tend to be a pleasing deep foxy red (as opposed to the custard cream colour of the more heavily built show dogs). My parents always had goldens and, as a boy, I got up to a lot of mischief with ‘Bruce’ and a folding, single barrel .410! Although relatively uncommon compared with labs, they have their devotees who have frequently demonstrated that they can hold their own with any black job in the field. I have seen some excellent goldens in action and in every respect they are capable of performing the same tasks as any Labrador.




 





Flatcoated Retriever I always think of a flatcoat as ‘an Edwardian Gentleman’ and I have owned some extremely good ones. They are either black or occasionally liver and were almost certainly evolved from the old North American ‘retriever’, setter and collie. A century ago there was a hotch potch of black retrievers developed from the ‘Newfoundland retrievers’ and various outcrosses. Eventually these were designated separate breeds purely from their coat texture within the same litter and became flatcoats, curly coats, Labradors etc and many labs still have an almost curly coat today. Flatcoats are the only serious British gundog breed to be simultaneously worked and shown and they are definitely the Peter Pans of the gundog world. They are extremely slow to mature and some just never quite seem to ever grow up! The setter in them makes many of them natural pointers and they are great hunters in cover. In Edwardian times they were far more popular than the Labradors but their popularity started to wane after the First World War. The people who kept them going were the professional gamekeepers who used them both to hunt and to pick up. My own personal theory is that their decline in popularity coincided with the new fashion for keeping working gundogs in the home as a pet. When a flatcoat moults, by gosh it moults and whoever was responsible for cleaning soon put their foot down. The gamekeepers, meanwhile, continued to keep them in kennels so moulting was never a problem. If you have a good flatcoat you would never need another dog!




 





Chesapeake Bay Retriever (Chessie, pronounced chezzie) These are, above all, the ultimate wildfowling dog. With their dun colour they are ideally camouflaged for the saltings, their thick two-layered oily coat makes them impervious to the iciest water, their large robust frames and almost webbed feet enable them to be tireless swimmers. They have a natural affinity with waterfowl and their ability to account for a wounded, diving duck is almost inherent. They are the ‘lager louts’ of the retriever world but the best will hold their own with a Labrador at the covertside and, judging by some of the horror stories that have come my way, I can think of no better beast for tackling a wounded sika stag! They appear to be less easy to train than other retrievers, many require firm handling and they have a reputation for being one-man dogs.




 





Nova Scotia Duck Tolling Retriever (to give it its full name and title – other wise known as ‘Duck Tollers!) These are spaniel-sized, thick russet-coated, bushy-tailed, pointed-muzzled, prick-eared foxy-looking varmints – which is exactly what they are supposed to look like. They are bred to resemble a fox and their antics on the shore line were used to draw inquisitive wildfowl within range of the mammoth fowling pieces – almost shoulder-mounted punt guns – of the ‘market gunners’ a century and more ago. The duck tollers would then retrieve the slain waterfowl for sale in the meat hungry cities of the north-eastern American seaboard the following morning. (Similar looking dogs, known as ‘pipers’, were also bred over here to entice wildfowl into the ‘pipes’, or netted tunnels, of decoy ponds by dodging in and out of reed screens or ‘yacoups’.) I, personally, have not had much success with the few that I have had in to train.




 





The difference between working a spaniel or a retriever on the one hand and a pointing dog on the other is that the former two are master/servant relationships with the dog always under direct control of its handler; with a pointing dog, the relationship eventually becomes a partnership with the dog frequently working out of sight of the handler and the handler trusting the dog to do its job unaided. For this reason I tell anyone new to pointing dogs to forget anything that they ever knew about spaniels or retrievers!


POINTERS and SETTERS


‘Bird dogs’ are the thoroughbreds of the gundog world as they flow effortlessly over the heather, roots or stubble in a single-minded quest to detect the merest whiff of game scent with those exquisite air-scenting noses. They can be taught to hunt in cover and throughout the rest of the world they are also expected to retrieve any game shot over them. They are completely feather orientated and should ignore fur. Although in theory their season in Britain should last from the Glorious Twelfth until the end of January, in practice most of them have a relatively short working season every year.




 





Pointer Nowadays often incorrectly called ‘English’ Pointers to distinguish them from the German Pointers. B/W, L/W or O/W, they are numerically the most popular of the Bird Dogs and they are extremely easy to train. Indeed, if bred right, one only has to teach them to turn and to drop as the ruthless selective breeding carried out by our forefathers has seen to the rest of it! The large amount of white on them enables them to be easily seen against the heather when on point and, if allowed to drink regularly, they will hunt in the hottest of weather due to their fine coats. ‘Their sensitivity,’ to quote the late John Nash from County Limerick who made up 47 Field Trial Champion Pointers, Irish Setters and English Springers, ‘is the braking system on the 100 horse power machine.’ With finely-tuned noses for air scent they are bred to range widely at the gallop over vast areas of sparsely stocked moorland in search of grouse, snipe and woodcock or to quarter the lowland stubbles and root fields for partridges and, nowadays, often pheasant. Grouse, however, is their real speciality and the sight of any pointing dog suddenly slamming on point on a covey ought to send shivers up the spine of any true dog man. Apart from shooting dogs, when they should be accompanied by a retriever walking at heel to collect the shot game, they are the ideal dog for game hawking under long-wings, either for grouse hawking with a peregrine falcon or for partridge hawking with a tiercel. (I cannot comment on the current fashion for merlin/gyr etc. hybrids.) Although in Great Britain they are not expected to collect shot game, I allow my own pointers to retrieve after their second shooting season. Over here, though, their job technically finishes with the drop to flush, which is a bit like coitus interruptus for the poor dog!




 





English Setter Long haired with a lot of ‘feather’, they are essentially white with lemon, brown or black markings and many are ticked or flecked. The red or blue and sometimes yellow ‘belton’ (similar to ‘roan’ in a horse) is also common. They are less forgiving than pointers of training errors by their handler and they operate far better in cold, wet climates. They seem to need game experience much earlier on in training than a pointer. Most of the flat dogging estates of Caithness and Sutherland prefer setters which, in addition to grouse, have a natural affinity for the snipe and woodcock which come in in large falls on the September, October and November moons respectively from more northern climes. Many of the eminent pre-war falconers preferred English setters to pointers but we have since exported most of our best ones all over the world. Many setters still lie down when ‘setting’ which dates from their original (pre-firearms) use which entailed nets being drawn over them to put coveys of partridges in the pot.




 





One cannot mention English setters without mentioning the Llewellin setters which are virtually a separate breed – almost a sub-species of English setter. Llewellin setters were originally bred by one Edward Laverack from a brother/sister mating of two near-perfect siblings in the early nineteenth century and then line bred for the next fifty years without an outcross. On his death in 1877, the Laverack setters were taken over by his friend Purcel Llewellin who, by judicious setter outcrossing, produced setters with all the ‘go’ of the Laveracks but a lot easier to handle. These dogs then became the Llewellin setters that are still famous the world over.




 





Irish Setter (Red Setter) As the name suggests, a deep mahogany colour or red and white. Although all Irish setters were originally red and white, a fashion for solid red setters developed and recently the show fraternity have both revived and equally quickly ruined the modern red and white Irish setter. Today’s working Irish setters have been bred to run for several hours for a single point on a snipe in a land where game is very scarce. Whether it is because of, or in spite of this, that the Irish invaders continue to come over year after year and sweep the board at our Field Trials I know not! No wonder that their dogs have a great hunger for finding game and they seem to conjure up game where none apparently exists. Most Irish setters appear to be far more forgiving of ‘pilot error’ or clumsy treatment than their English counterparts. As the rabbit is to the spaniel and the grouse is to the pointer, so is the snipe to the ‘red dogs’. Although their colour makes it more difficult for a falconer to see the dog on point when he is concentrating on his falcon, it is an oft proven fact that, when birds are jumpy, a dark coloured dog can approach a lot closer to game than a white one (as long as the party is sombrely dressed, does not ‘crowd’ the game and keeps quiet!).




 





Gordon Setter As a former Gordon Highlander I have a soft spot for the Gordons. The ‘Black and Tan’ setters (occasionally tri-colours crop up) attributed to the Fourth Duke of Gordon are slow to mature but of the small percentage running in present day Field Trials, a large percentage of the prizes are scooped by them. They have their devotees but are numerically the least of the three setter breeds. Apart from their traditional role of grouse finders in the Grampians they are splendid rough shooting dogs and the majority are natural retrievers.


HUNTER POINTER RETRIEVER (HPR)


These are the newly imported (since the 1950s) exotics that are expected to hunt, point, retrieve, drive the car, carry the gun etc., etc., and generally do it all. Because more is expected of them than the British breeds, they often fall down on one of these disciplines and have long been called Jack of all trades. They are definitely not all things to all men but are excellent rough shooting dogs on either low or high ground and at their best over large areas containing little game, splendid assistants to an austringer (as the man who flies short-winged hawks is known) and will also do the true falconer’s job; most of the German dogs are extremely deer orientated. They should work on both fur and feather. Their decriers have long labelled them as ‘hard-mouthed, whingeing brutes’ and sometimes with due cause. Considering that the German breeds have been bred for generations to pull down wounded boar, foxes and even wolves I am forever surprised that so many have such soft mouths, particularly when one bears in mind that hard mouth is not considered a major fault in Germany. They have also been bred to bay dead or wounded boar and deer and if one breeds for ‘voice’, one often gets more ‘voice’ than one wants. Hardmouthed or ‘vocal’ dogs of any breed should never be bred from and these faults are often unknowingly induced by bad training or even bad upbringing. HPRs are very slow to mature and most do not come into their own much before their second or even third working season. Indeed, if I had an English springer and, say, a GSP born on the same day I would be shooting over that springer before I had even started to train the GSP. Their full working potential will only really be completely realised when those who work them only work them and those who show them stick to showing them, with both parties thereafter go their separate ways like every other gundog breed in Britain. Apart from the breeds that I have mentioned below, there are numerous ‘sports’, variations etc. of these breeds: Longhaired Weimaraners, wirehaired vizslas, German longhaired pointers etc. etc. Take them as you will …




 





German Shorthaired Pointer (GSP) Solid liver, solid black, L/W ticked, B/W ticked. Most are well camouflaged (although those without the ticking are the colour of a springer!) Numerically the strongest, they are among the easiest of the HPRs to train and are extremely versatile. Yesterday I took a 5-year-old GSP bitch deerstalking before taking her beating on a pheasant shoot. I was asked to pick up on the first drive out of root crops and for the rest of the morning she went beating with gusto in particularly thick brambles (but I did not teach her all these trades at once.) They are excellent dogs on ‘the hill’ and, with experience, will also work downwind like a long range spaniel when grouse are driven. As with most HPRs they are effective snipe and woodcock dogs. Like all the German HPRs they are very good at woodland deerstalking although, like Weimaraners, their thin, fine coats make them more suitable for stalking in the kinder climate of southern Britain. GSPs tend to be either wimps or hooligans with little in between. They are extremely athletic and energetic which can sometimes be a mixed blessing! They adore their owners and, in common with other HPRs, dislike being separated from them which is the ‘down’ side of the partnership. However, if correctly handled from puppyhood, this can easily be overcome. They are at their best when on the move rather than sitting by pegs or in pigeon hides.
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