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Author’s Introduction





This book is offered as a simple and straightforward do-it-yourself manual for the average novice roughshooter who is desirous of training a gundog to assist him in his sport. In my opinion, far too many authors on the subject make everything seem very complicated and difficult, blinding their readers with science and confusing them with unnecessary technicalities. This mistake I have endeavoured to avoid without, I hope, going to the other extreme and making it all seem too easy.


I first conceived the idea for this book towards the end of Hitler’s war, when roughshooting was extremely popular and ‘pot-hunting’ a virtual necessity, thanks to stringent meat rationing! Nothing helps to fill the gamebag – and consequently the pot – more effectively than a reasonably well-trained gundog, and so I set about writing a simplified, easily understood and assimilated treatise aimed specifically at helping the one-dog man to educate a canine all-rounder. The fruit of my labours first appeared in 1946 under the title, Gundogs: Modern Methods of Training, published by the Burlington Publishing Co. (1942) Ltd, and subsequently in revised form in the Shooting Times Library, published in two editions by Percival Marshall and Co. Ltd. It was well received by critics and the gundog-owning public, but eventually went out of print, largely as a result of the success of my second and far more comprehensive book, Gundogs: Training and Field Trials, first published by Popular Dogs Publishing Co. Ltd in 1952.


However, pressure was put upon me to revise, modernize and expand my original ‘roughshooter’s bible’, as some readers had been kind enough to dub it, because of its simplicity and practical appeal to the novice roughshooter. The owner who wishes to learn how to train a dog without tears or frills, with no aspirations towards field trial competition nor any interest in the so-called ‘finer points’ of gundog education, appears to demand a primary textbook of this nature, though I am certain that many will become bitten by the bug and progress to greater things, once their appetites have been whetted by my present offering!


Another reason for re-hashing (if this is the right word!) my original brainchild is the current popularity of roughshooting by loners, as opposed to formal and driven-game shooting which has now become so expensive. Indeed, in this respect we are almost back to wartime conditions when hunting was for the pot as well as for pleasure and relaxation – practical economic escapism, if you like!


Above all, any sportsman worthy of the name should be a conservationist and a humanitarian, and do everything possible to ensure that no bird or beast he fires at goes away wounded. To this end, the services of a retrieving dog are essential, all the more so if it has been efficiently trained and is sensibly handled from the start.


I have had a lot of fun – and a lot more work than I had anticipated! – in modernizing and expanding this book, which I hope will inspire and assist roughshooters to acquire and educate a suitable puppy with the object of enhancing their sport and conserving game. I have included a chapter. in question-and-answer form, which deals with some of the most common problems encountered by novice owner-trainers (it would be quite impossible to cover them all), because this is something that I always sought, but never found, in the training manuals I read when I was a novice at the game. I have also endeavoured to illustrate with my own photographs many of the more important aspects of the basic training of a gundog for much the same reason. Although the models used are all English springer spaniels, the points illustrated are applicable to any breed of gundog.


As I wrote in 1946, it is my belief that there is a great future for the gundog and the roughshooter, and I hope that this volume may go some way towards helping the one to understand the other, which would not only increase the shooter’s enjoyment of his sport, but would better the lot of many gundogs (so often sadly misunderstood) and result in that killing combination – the understanding handler and his clever dog.
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Beoley Kennels, Redditch, Worcestershire, 1977
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Selecting and training the puppy





CHOICE AND SELECTION


The average shooting man is often bewildered by the various claims put forward for the different breeds of gundog, and frequently ends up with a puppy from a breed which is totally unsuitable for the work in hand. Throughout this book I am assuming that the puppy we are training is going to be a maid-of-all-work for the shooting man, and will, in the course of time, be called upon not only to retrieve dead and wounded game but to quest for unshot game and rabbits, to remain steady to flush, to retrieve if anything is down, and to enter water upon command to retrieve dead or wounded birds thereon.


A great deal is expected of the present-day gundog, whatever his breed, and of course each man has his own preference. I have, in my time, trained spaniels, retrievers and pointers to become the shooter’s handyman, and have had a good opportunity to decide in my own mind which breed has come off best. But for the sake of the novice I will deal in general terms with the main gundog breeds, so that he will be able to decide which breed will be most suitable for him.


The Labrador retriever is a very popular dog today, and can be seen at almost any shoot. He is excellent in water as a rule, tractable and easily handled, and a splendid companion for children. As a worker he is comparatively easily trained (if from a working strain, but more of this anon), and can be taught to quest like a spaniel. His disadvantages, from my point of view, are his size, which is a consideration if he is to live indoors and ride in the family car, and, from the point of view of hunting, when he is in dense cover; the fact that Labradors do not take naturally to spaniel work (hunting-up game); and finally the aversion of so many strains to really tough cover.


The Irish water spaniel and curly-coated retriever can be bracketed together for all practical purposes. I have found that these breeds need much more careful and prolonged training, being more stubborn and self-willed, than the other varieties of gundog. Their size and their coats are a disadvantage in cover, the latter picking up all sorts of burrs and brambles and while these dogs excel in water, they are not really suitable for use as general-purpose dogs.


Much the same may be said of golden and flat-coated retrievers which, though much more easily trained, are long in the leg and do not always adapt themselves to questing unshot game, though even for this work they have their champions.


Pointers and setters need hardly be seriously considered for general work for, while I am not gainsaying that they can be trained to become efficient all-rounders, they need a great deal of handling and their whole history is against their use in this capacity. The setter ranges too wide, and to curb him is to slow him to the point of pottering; the pointer’s coat is so thin that it is almost cruel to work him in thick and thorny cover.


On the other hand, the German pointer-retriever breeds can and do make the most useful general-purpose gundogs if properly trained and experienced. These comparatively new breeds require rather specialized training and, I feel, are still not fully appreciated in this country because, up to the present, too little attention has been paid over here to finding the correct training technique for what are, when all is said and done, specialized all-rounders. The breed societies can offer help in this respect, and I suggest that anyone desirous of owning and working a ‘German’ should seek their aid.


There remain to be considered the spaniel breeds, I must confess to being a lover of all spaniels, particularly the English springer, of which breed I have had the greatest practical experience of all. Whilst clumber (becoming rare these days, and built too heavily for work), Sussex and field spaniels are all good dogs for general work, they have never yet made such headway in public favour (for work) as the English springer. The cocker spaniel is, of course, a very popular dog, but I fear that detrimental influences have resulted in the production of a breed of dog which, on the whole, is fat too highly strung (often to the point of gunshyness) and generally scatterbrained for work with the gun. This is much to be deplored, and a certain consolation may be found in the fact that there are strains which have not been so spoiled, but which have been kept for work instead of degenerating into pets. These strains are jealously guarded by their owners, and the average man will be hard put to find a really good-working cocker.


The English springer has long held pride of place in the spaniel world from a working point of view, and it is comparatively easy to obtain a puppy from a working strain. Springers vary in type to an amazing degree, ranging from little dogs no bigger than a cocker up to animals which run the setter very close as regards length of leg. This is not the place to discuss the merits or demerits of the different sizes of springer, but it should be borne in mind that, as a general rule, the real working and field trial strains are smaller than those favoured by the show bench fraternity, and that for general work a large dog is neither necessary nor desirable. I might here add that most of what has been written about the English springer applies equally to the Welsh springer spaniel, and there is really little to choose between the two breeds except that ‘Welshmen’ are not such good retrievers as the English. If anything the English springer is a much more natural retriever, but nowadays any spaniel puppy of working strain should take to retrieving without any elaborate lessons being necessary.


Whichever breed of gundog is finally selected for training, it cannot be too often or too strongly emphasized that the puppy should be of working strain. Many dishonest breeders and dealers will palm off almost anything as being of working stock, but the wise shooter will insist upon scrutinizing the pedigree of the puppy and, if this all-important document conveys nothing to him, taking it to a man who knows the breed and the various working strains. A puppy from a litter, the sire and the dam of which have been trained to the gun and work well, should prove easy to train and to handle. The progeny of non-working parents are often worse then useless. While field trials are (quite wrongly) derided in many quarters, they serve at least one useful purpose for the shooting man: the pedigree of a gundog which contains the names of a number of field trial winners and champions speaks highly for the puppy’s prospects as a worker. No dog can win at a trial, fat less become an F.T. champion, unless he is a good worker in practically every respect. The only quality in a dog which field trials cannot always reveal is the all-important one of stamina, but it can be assumed that few men would sink so low as to train a dog for trials if his stamina were in doubt, and one can frequently get a good idea about this if the patents of the puppy in question can be seen working. The man who is looking for a puppy for use in the field should not pay attention to the show bench history of the breed concerned, but rather concentrate upon the working history and record of the parents, grandparents and so on.


A few words upon the subject of inbreeding may not be amiss, for this is a matter which can create doubts and fears. The pedigree of a dog often shows a certain amount of inbreeding, but this is more often beneficial than otherwise. In no way other than by resorting to judicious inbreeding can the really important features of a strain or breed be retained. Too much inbreeding, certainly, is an evil thing, and here again the advice of an expert should be sought. It is only when inbreeding is conducted too much and with unhealthy specimens exhibiting the same fault that trouble ensues.


To sum up, for the man who is still undecided, I should unhesitatingly recommend a good springer spaniel of working strain. These dogs make perfect companions, being intelligent, docile. and easily trained both to the house and to the gun. A range of sizes is available, so that one can be chosen most suitable from this angle, and no trouble should be found in training the dog to hunt the roughest cover, enter water and retrieve all game. In many respects I believe the present-day working springer to be superior to every other breed of gundog, especially with regard to nose and general intelligence. Hard-mouthed specimens are rare, and a really well-trained springer is a pleasure to watch and to shoot over. Spaniels have for generations been used for finding and flushing unshot game and rabbits, and a natural aptitude for this work is displayed by all those of working strain, whereas retrievers often have to be taught to hunt-up game.


Lastly, but by no means least important, is the consideration that the springer is a hardy dog when kept in good condition, and will work better in extremes of climate than the retriever breeds. Because of this, springers are favoured on the grouse moors where the heat in August is often intense. I have had my spaniels working keenly on days when accompanying Labradors were all-in on account of the heat.


Another frequent question is, ‘At what age should training begin?’ The usual evasive answer given is, ‘It all depends on the dog.’ I will go a step further and say that it depends much more on the trainer! Do not attempt to teach too much too quickly. Be gentle in all your actions, and never cow the pup. Keep him bright and merry. If you cannot trust your temper, defer training until he is at least six to ten months old – or, better still, give up the idea of training altogether! The nature of the dog is much more important in connection with starting him on game work proper. A sober-minded dog can begin field work earlier than his more impetuous brother.


INTRODUCTION TO TRAINING


Over the years it has been brought home to me again and again that the average owner-trainer cheats himself – and his dog – by being over-impatient. He (or she) tends to skimp the all-important early hand training in eagerness to get the dog into the more interesting and practical field work. In other words, the tendency is to try to put an old head on young shoulders or, to use a very apt simile, to put the recruit into battle before it has had its full course of square-bashing.


No greater mistake could possibly be made. Serious gundog trainers are agreed that the preliminary obedience and hand training is by far the most important part of the job. Once a dog is under control half the battle is won, but to skimp early training (wherein there is comparatively little temptation for the dog) and then expect it to behave under exciting field conditions is simply asking the impossible and courting disaster. Remember that, in any gundog worthy of the name, hunting, facing cover and water and, to a large extent, retrieving are natural instincts which will quickly make themselves apparent. The unnatural aspect of training lies in teaching the dog to utilize its natural instincts to the advantage of its handler and not simply for its own gratification.


So, before embarking upon the training of his gundog puppy, and as a preliminary to reading the following pages, I implore my reader to put himself in the right frame of mind for both tasks! Given the right canine material to start with (and this is essential to success), gundog training is not difficult if properly approached and conducted with consideration for the pupil. We humans are very apt to credit a dog with a reasoning power similar to ours – something which it just has not got. Everything a dog learns is by association of ideas and example. It can very easily be given totally the wrong impression which is difficult (if not impossible) to eradicate. One cannot explain to a dog, as to a child, where it has gone wrong, and for this reason I particularly commend to readers the section upon punishment.


The art (if this is the right word) of gundog training is the ability to assess the temperament of the individual pupil and to know where to stop. No two dogs are alike and, unless temperament is taken into consideration, success in training is unlikely. The most important characteristic of a gundog is, in my opinion, the will to please or what I term ‘trainability’, a term which explains itself. Puppies of the right strains bred from generations of working and field trial parents are likely to possess this in varying degrees. I like a dog which takes an interest in and watches me – really looks into my eyes with a kindly expression. Such a dog invariably trains easily and proves a joy to handle, but it is not always easy to pick out one from a litter of, say, eight weeks of age. But at six or eight months of age the task is easier and for this reason it is often advisable to defer the purchase of a puppy until one can be found that is obviously ‘with’ you and combines this charming characteristic with natural hunting and retrieving ability plus courage, pace and style. Quite a tall order!


I mentioned earlier that many novice trainers skimp early obedience training and fail to get their pupils thoroughly under control before embarking upon more advanced field work. On the other hand, I have known countless dogs ruined by over-enthusiasm on the part of their owner-trainers who so sicken and bore their dogs by over-doing the hand training that the unfortunate animals become spiritless and lose drive and all enthusiasm for work, ending up as uninteresting potterers who work because they have to instead of because they enjoy it. No! The trainer must retain a sense of proportion and keep the balance right, obtaining implicit obedience without in any way impairing drive and enthusiasm in his pupil. This is not as difficult as it may sound if he takes an intelligent interest in his dog and studies its temperament, not only when out training but at all times. Try to keep lessons enjoyable for the dog. As soon as it shows any signs of boredom or slackness, give it a rest, change the exercise or just let it have a good free-for-all.


RABBITS AND GAME


Although throughout this book the rabbit has been referred to as the main quarry and real-thing practice for the pupil, I realize that nowadays in many areas rabbits are harder to come by than game birds. This need not, however, cause consternation to the reader, for almost everything that has been written about training on rabbits can be applied equally to birds, although the temptation to chase a flying pheasant or covey of partridges will not be so great. For this reason, rabbits remain the ideal medium in which to give experience to the average roughshooter’s dog (hares, too, for steadiness lessons), and in most districts there are still rabbits to be found, although not in such great numbers as formerly; This is probably not altogether a bad thing, for the roughshooter’s dog comes into its own on ground where every head of game must be searched for and pushed out. On ground teeming with game the shooter can himself kick up enough game to keep his barrels warm! On the credit side, scarcity of game and rabbits can mean prolonging the training and experiencing of the pupil, thus preventing the tendency to get it along too quickly and achieving a greater degree of control in the end product.


THE CHECK CORD


The check cord is a very useful item of training equipment if properly used at the right time on the right pupil, but it should not be abused. Many trainers never use a check cord and certainly in the case of very dog-wise men and women it may be quite unnecessary. It can be a confounded nuisance on certain types of ground, and always has the disadvantage that an intelligent dog quickly learns that when it is wearing it the handler is on top and so behaves accordingly, but reacts quite differently the moment it is removed. I can go so far as to say that if the initial obedience work is given thoroughly the great majority of gundogs need never wear a check cord, even when commencing field work. I endeavour to keep it as a last resort but, for all that, it still provides the novice trainer with an extra long arm and, intelligently used, can have a very useful application in many stages of training. My advice is that the trainer should endeavour to educate his pupil without too much reliance on the check, retaining it for use on those occasions when it really appears to be necessary. If a dog can be got through its course of training without the cord, so much the better, but throughout this book I have suggested its use in those circumstances where it may be necessary. This should not be taken to mean that it must be used.


Nowadays, thanks to modern science, it is possible to use a very much lighter cord than formerly. Whereas at one time greased clothes-line or sash-cord was widely employed for this purpose, my suggestion is that nylon cord is a much better bet, being stronger and lighter, less liable to kinks and with a far longer life. Indeed, a nylon cord not much thicker than parcel string has almost as great a breaking strain as some of the heavy cords we used to use, and is practically rot-proof.


LEADS AND DUMMIES


The best type of training lead made is leather, good harness leather for preference, three-quarters to seven-eighths of an inch wide, about four feet long and with a metal ring or D at one end and a hand-loop at the other. The loop end is slipped through the D, forming a choke which goes round the pupil’s neck and acts as a collar, tightening when the dog pulls but relaxing immediately the strain is eased. A big, strong and wilful dog may require one of the popular modern choke-chain types of collar, but for general purposes and with a dog of reasonable temperament I find my leather slips far more convenient and just as effective. Slip leads of nylon cord can also be obtained, or made by your local saddler, on the same principle as the leather lead suggested above, but though these are strong and light they are harder on the hands of the trainer (especially when teaching heel-keeping which necessitates hard jerking!) and, to me, have not the same appeal as good old leather. One useful tip about leather leads: keep them dressed with neatsfoot or Mars oil and they will remain supple and last for years.


Early retrieving work – and even advanced practice – is best given to the gundog pupil by means of a dummy or ‘bundle’. This accustoms the pupil to carrying an inanimate object, which offers less temptation for it to bite and play with than the real thing, is always accessible, and can be carried in the pocket and used at all seasons of the year. Small puppies must have small dummies, but size and weight can be increased as the pupil grows. The traditional training dummies, beloved by most professional handlers, are made of stuffed rabbit (or even hare) skins, or of old wool or stocking legs stuffed with rags, wood, wool or hay. Nowadays, however, a variety of dummies is used by both amateurs and professionals, and these include small canvas boat fender types, and pieces of car radiator hose. For normal training of the average well-grown spaniel or retriever the dummy should be nine to twelve inches in length and about three inches in diameter. Weights can be varied and it is not a bad idea to have various dummies weighing from eight ounces to about three or more pounds. Dummies should be softish and have a string attached for easier throwing. Artificial scenting of dummies should be avoided, for the practice makes things too easy for the pupil. A well-used dummy will quickly acquire a strong scent of its own from the trainer’s hands and pocket!


The rabbit or hare skin dummy is useful to accustom a dog to retrieving fur, and I like also to make up feather dummies in order that birds may more readily be accepted when the time comes. Possibly the simplest method of doing this is to obtain a number of wings of game birds, ducks or even domestic fowls, dry them out well and attach them by means of strong rubber bands or string to a length of car radiator hosepipe, or to rolled-up sacking. The reader can give full play to his ingenuity in making up dummies, remembering that for water work he must use something that will float, and during advanced practice the ordinary tennis ball can prove very useful as a training medium. Not only can it be conveniently carried in the pocket, available for use at odd moments, but it can be thrown long distances and, since it will roll and bounce, it can be made to offer more difficult and interesting retrieves than the standard article. 


THE GUN


Of course, a gundog in training has to be accustomed to the sound of gunfire and, later, to dropping to shot if used for questing. It is also important that the pupil should become used to the handler carrying and flourishing the weapon. Nowadays we are fortunate in being able to obtain special blank cartridges (which are very much cheaper and safer than live ammunition) for use in the standard shotgun. These blanks are of .22 calibre, obtainable with varying charges, and together with adapter to fit the shotgun chamber can be supplied by the manufacturers, Messrs Turner-Richards, Cardigan Street, Birmingham 4.


Besides the Turner-Richards shotgun adapter and training blanks, this enterprising company also markets very useful blank-firing pistols, an essential item of equipment for any serious gundog trainer who fires a considerable number of blanks and likes to be able to accustom his pupils to doubles or even a succession of quick shots, thus simulating conditions likely to be met on a day’s shooting. The advantage that the T-R blanks offer over the starter’s pistol type is that they produce a realistic bang rather than a rifle crack, of which many puppies show an immediate and intense dislike. They also enable the trainer to use his ordinary shotgun in the dual role, and save both money and trouble. The subjects of gunfire and teaching dropping to shot are dealt with in Chapter 3.


THE DUMMY-LAUNCHER


Many enthusiastic trainers – both amateur and professional – nowadays make use of the dummy-launcher for teaching marking and long retrieves, and accustoming their pupils to the sound of gunfire. This apparatus resembles the ‘beer-can’ launcher, a special dummy being fitted over a spigot and ejected by the blast of a .22 blank cartridge. Obtainable from most gunmakers and sporting goods shops, the launcher is a versatile piece of equipment which can be put to many uses, and is a good investment for anyone who wishes to train his dog to a high degree of efficiency. The model I use and recommend is manufactured by Messrs Turner-Richards of Birmingham. 


WORDS OF COMMAND


Decide upon your words of command and whistles before you attempt to train your puppy. Choose suitable ones and stick to them. Commands are best kept short, sharp and simple, ‘Sit’, ‘heel’, ‘no’, ‘fetch’, ‘get in’, ‘get over’, ‘get out’, ‘go back’ and ‘kennel’ are the ones I use and find satisfactory, and they are self-explanatory.


Whistles can be used in many different ways and are discussed in a later chapter. Suffice it to suggest here that for simplicity and convenience you use an artificial whistle; one blast to make the dog sit, a series of short toots to recall it, and a couple of quick toots to attract its attention when it is out questing.
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Early Obedience Work





OBEDIENCE LESSONS


Having obtained your puppy, got him home and made him comfortable, give him two or three weeks to get used to his new surroundings before starting the training course. If you have only one dog and want to get the best out of him, have him about with you and let him live indoors. There is a widely held belief that a gundog should live in a kennel until fully trained, but experience has taught me that this is a fallacy and, providing that he is treated sensibly and not allowed liberties or to be petted by strangers, you will get far more out of him by treating him as a stable companion, and he will get into your ways much more quickly.


After the usual house training, which is quickly learned if the pup is let out every two or three hours for a short spell and scolded every time he offends, the early obedience lessons may commence. I find it useful to accustom him to his bed by constantly putting him in it, saying ‘bed’, ‘kennel’ or what you will, and holding him down for several minutes, pointing to the bed and putting him back every time he clambers out. Soon he will bed down to command. All sorts of little obedience lessons can be taught like this indoors. When a command has been given, show the pup what is meant, and after he has grasped the idea see that he obeys every time. Do not use a loud tone of voice and never beat him. A slap does no harm to a stolid dog but a thrashing may easily ruin him.


During the early walks, keep the pup on a lead and make him walk in the desired position at heel, on your left side. If he runs or lags behind jerk the lead, haul him back and command ‘Heel’. After a few lessons he will follow naturally and you can then let the lead trail, stepping on it when he runs ahead. This gives him a jerk, and he will soon learn to heel. Here a distinction between a retriever and a spaniel is noticeable. My experience has taught me that a retriever learns to heel easily and will thereafter stick close to you, but a spaniel likes to wander off at an angle or lag behind unless constantly checked. If you have a spaniel pup, therefore, you must be vigilant and keep up the training longer, and check any disobedience at the outset. I suppose so many generations of retrievers have been at heel so long that it is now instinctive with them! Signs are always useful, and so when commanding heel swing your left arm and point to heel. Soon the sign alone will suffice to bring your pupil in.
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