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The author is congratulated by Her Majesty The Queen after the 2008 Cocker Spaniel Championship at Sandringham (CHARLES SAINSBURY-PLAICE)










[image: ]






















INTRODUCTION:


MEET THE GUINEA-PUPS





My most memorable spaniel training lesson was taught me in the middle of a Scottish heather moor by Ian Openshaw, the most consistently successful professional spaniel handler of recent years. I was failing to direct Nancarrow Dutch onto a retrieve when Ian came over to me. ‘Hold on a minute, Jan,’ he said, ‘Close your eyes and turn round.’ Expecting some miracle of gundog handling, I obediently did so. ‘Now tell me which way I’m pointing,’ said Ian, adding: ‘You can open your eyes if you want.’ I opened my eyes and gazed out across the glorious purple haze of late August heather stretching away above Amulree. But I was none the wiser about where Ian was pointing.


I was forced to admit: ‘I have no idea which way you’re pointing, Ian.’


‘So why is that?’


‘Because I’m not actually looking at you.’


‘OK, now you can turn round.’


Which I did, and immediately saw Ian’s hand signal. The point was well made. I had been giving Dutch hand signals when he wasn’t looking at me. No wonder he didn’t obey them – he hadn’t even seen them! If you want to give your spaniel direction onto a retrieve, you must first have him sat up and looking at you so that he can see what you are doing. Duh …


I don’t feel embarrassed about telling this shaming tale of handler incompetence, because I see this same fault almost every time I go out shooting. Even if I was the only person who had ever made that mistake, I would still tell the story, because it demonstrates two fundamental principles of gundog training which I hope will inform this whole book. The most obvious of course, is that common sense is just as important when training a dog as in every other area of life. You may forget your slip-lead or even your whistle when you take your dog out, but the one thing you mustn’t leave behind is your brain.


Ian’s lesson also taught me that a lifetime of reading books (I have an MA in English Literature from Cambridge University, as well as an MA in Creative Writing) is not always helpful when the chips are down out there in the field. Therefore I have tried to make this book as close to the real thing as possible. I’m going to be telling it like it is when it comes to training your spaniel. I hope this will be especially useful for those training their first spaniel, but since every dog is different, it will be relevant for all of us.


So now let’s meet the ‘guinea-pups’. At the time of writing, I am training three young spaniels. As I write this book I am going to be putting all the theory I talk about into practice with the guinea-pups, and I will honestly report exactly how well (or otherwise) it all turns out.


Guinea-pup number one is an English Springer Spaniel, Frostfields Ricky, aged nearly eight months. Ricky was bred by Terry Frost out of his FTCh bitch Gowerhey Mystique, by FTCh Maesyronen Markettrader, who recently gained a diploma of merit at the English Springer Spaniel Championship. The other two guinea-pups are Cocker Spaniels: Gournaycourt Ginger and Gournaycourt Pepper, a brother and sister, four months old, bred by me. They are the third generation of Gournaycourt Cockers. Their grandmother, FTCh Abbeygale May, is now eleven but still comes out shooting with undiminished charisma. Her daughter, the pups’ mum, is FTCh Gournaycourt Morag, third placed at the 2008 Cocker Spaniel Championship, handled for me by Jon Bailey. Their father is Will Clulee’s FTCh Argyll Warrior.


These three youngsters are all field trial-bred through and through, with a very high percentage of champions and championship-winners going back across five generations and more in their family trees. Already, they are proving the argument for holding field trials and for breeding from successful trialling dogs. All three have learnt voice, whistle and hand commands more or less at the first time of asking, and they all have soft, willing and affectionate temperaments. When Simon Tyers won the 2007 Cocker Spaniel Championship with FTCh Timsgarry Barlow (another son of FTCh Argyll Warrior), only nineteen months old at the time, he modestly told onlookers that the dog had been ‘almost selftraining’. But don’t run away with the idea that these well-bred dogs don’t need training! Dogs like Simon’s are quick learners and naturally talented, but they still need to learn the basics, and the better they get, the more important it is to maintain discipline.
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OPPOSITE: The author with homebred Cocker pups Gournaycourt Ginger (left) and Gournaycourt Pepper








I can already tell this is going to be vital with Gournaycourt Ginger. He is exceptionally bold, with an instinctive drive and will to win. He is a natural retriever, having picked up and carried any object pretty much as soon as he could walk and hold his head up. I have been taking him out on little ‘mock hunting’ trips round our fields and I can see that he has a naturally good hunting style. His early lessons in basic commands and hand signals have also gone very well. All this fills me with anxiety, because I can foresee trouble to come! Professional spaniel trainer Jon Bailey warns: ‘It’s the good ones with plenty of drive that end up tipping over the edge.’ He’s right. As with a bright child at school who finds all the lessons easy; boredom, cheekiness and naughtiness can soon set in. So I’m preparing myself for a few confrontations when Ginger really finds his paws in a couple of months time.


You should take time to think about your own puppy in this way. Is he a bit of a cheeky chappy – an Artful Dodger of a pup? Or is he more like Oliver Twist, trusting and obedient? Where Ginger has definite Dodger tendencies, his sister, Pepper, is the Oliver type. Very sweet-natured, she is also a little timid, which could hold her back when training becomes more demanding. As you start training your own pup, remember your assessment of him and adapt your training style accordingly. Keep reassessing him. Puppies’ temperaments can change a lot as they mature. Knowing your pup will help you plan how to train him. If you have a Dodger type you can be a little bit tougher and push a bit harder. You also know you have to keep discipline in mind much more than you do with an Oliver. With the softer, Oliver-type, you may have to be a bit more patient and progress slowly. It doesn’t matter in the long run. Those lessons learnt slowly often stick better than the ones picked up quickly.


The Springer pup, Ricky, is a good example of a dog learning fast, but not necessarily thoroughly. He is very willing and bonded to me, so picks up new lessons quickly. However he isn’t as mentally mature as the Cockers and can be thoroughly goofy at times. Some dogs tend to learn in fits and starts, and your job as a trainer is to even out those peaks and troughs. With Ricky I must make sure I don’t try to over-stretch him on an off day, or bore him on a good day. It’s a difficult task, but as long as you are tuned-in to your dog, it’s achievable.


As you get ready to meet your own new pup and start those early socialisation lessons, try to get your mind-set sorted out. You are going to be the central figure in your dog’s life – even more than you are with your children. For training and later, in working, you will expect your dog’s undivided attention whenever you ask for it. Equally though, you must be prepared to commit your full concentration to your dog when you are training and working together. If your dog looks to you, and you are looking away, don’t be surprised when he finds something else to look at. By far the biggest problem-causer for amateur handlers is that they don’t take enough interest in their dogs.


You also need to have a plan and goals right from the outset – and that’s where this book will be a big help to you. Read it all the way through to the end before you set off training. That way you will have some idea of the road ahead, where you are going, and how you might get there, rather like a sat-nav for gundog work. Particularly if this is the first dog you are training, it is important to know what you are aiming at as the finished result. When I began training my first Cocker I had no idea quite how close and tight their quartering pattern should be when hunting. My main experience of gundogs was Labradors goofing about retrieving stuff randomly at the end of big pheasant drives. It wasn’t until I attended my first spaniel field trial that I realised that precision bird-dogging is not only possible and very effective, but also hugely satisfying and great fun.


Even if you haven’t the slightest intention of your spaniel ever setting paw on a field trial, do try to visit one or two as a spectator. Despite the rise in popularity of hunt/point/retrieve breeds, no one seriously contests the view that the spaniel is the most complete all-round gundog and you need to be able to see how much they can do in order to believe it! When you have trained your spaniel to perfection (and you will) he will quarter in front of you to hunt up game well within gunshot range. When he has found a bird he will flush it and then sit absolutely still while you shoot, called dropping to flush. If you decide not to shoot the bird or it doesn’t flush for some reason, he will leave it on command and continue to hunt on. If you decide to retrieve the game (perhaps a previously wounded bird) he will retrieve it on command. If you happen to shoot a rabbit or bird which he has not flushed, he will drop to the sound of your shot. When you shoot game (whether he has flushed it or not) he will mark its fall as far as possible. Your spaniel will not go out to retrieve the fallen game unless you command him (yes, you did read that right, and yes, what you see every day on most shoots is a huge fault). When you do send him, he will go swiftly to the marked fall and bring the game directly back to you without stopping to chase other birds or pick up other falling game (or passing go and collecting £200 for that matter). If the fall has not been marked – a blind retrieve – you can stop him wherever he is and give him hand, voice and whistle signals until the bird is found. Very often your spaniel won’t need much help from you, instead using his splendid nose to follow the blood scent of wounded game that has made its best way to the nearest ditch.


A moderately good spaniel can do all this, and loves doing it – and what’s more, will do it if given a reasonably thorough training. A brilliant spaniel can do the whole thing with one paw tied behind its back, plus achieving more than you ever thought possible. My first champion, Kelmscott Whizz (Lynn) had the great knack of getting the far side of game so that she could flush it back towards you – a far easier shot than the normal going-away. It made every day a mini-driven one. When trialling, it had the added advantage that even the most inattentive of hip-flask swigging Guns couldn’t fail to kill the bird, making for lots of nice, straightforward retrieves and A-grades in the judges’ notebooks. My second, rather quirkier champion, Abbeygale May (Tippy) would constantly surprise us with antics that only made sense once her full game plan had played out. On one trial she began digging frantically under a log. She then ran round to the other side of the log and started digging there too, before coming back round again. We waited for her to be ejected from the trial, but sure enough there was a rabbit sitting deep under the log, and sure enough, it bolted straight through Tippy’s previously prepared tunnel, directly into the line of shot of the waiting Gun. It was like something out of Blue Peter (without the cardboard loo roll), and of course she won the trial.


Such moments are why we bother to train our dogs properly, and why shooting over a well-trained spaniel is such a lasting joy. One of my greatest shooting memories of all time is of the first spaniel I attempted to train, dear old mad-dog Dutch. By dint of not taking mounds of very good advice, I made rather a poor job of training Dutch, but every dog has his day, and Dutch’s came walking-up grouse at Castle Grant in Strathspey. The pointers had been defeated by an unpredictable back wind and we had resorted to spaniels. As we worked our way back to the vehicles, the better spaniels were running out of steam. Dutch’s turn came up. He quartered busily through the heather and then half-pointed before flushing a singleton cock bird right in front of us. Bless him, he dropped instantly, while I killed the bird with a single shot (handlers can have their day too). He then waited while I broke my gun and sent him for the retrieve, which he returned to me in a trice. Larks sang, the heather smelt of honey, picnic lunch was waiting. The only function of the rest of our shooting party was to applaud.
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The author with foundation bitches FTCh Gournaycourt Morag (left) and her mother FTCh Abbeygale May, aged eleven








You too will have days like this with your first spaniel, so no wonder you are itching to get started. Naturally the first question everybody asks is: ‘How old should my puppy be before I start training him?’ Professional gundog trainers are usually irritatingly hard to pin down about this, saying things like: ‘as soon as it is ready’. I have gradually come to the conclusion that what they really mean is both ‘Now’, and ‘Never’. The ‘now’ is the bonding, socialising and communicating with your pup which starts from the moment you first see him. Communicating with your pup is at the heart of all your future training success, so in a sense you have already started training your pup. If you get these very early moments right, the more formal training process will be much easier. Many professionals training a lot of youngsters for themselves and clients are aware that they haven’t enough time to give each pup the individual early attention it needs and so they find loving family homes to do the doting for the first few months of the puppy’s life. This is one area where you as an amateur with just one or two dogs are at a distinct advantage over the professional – so don’t waste it!


The ‘Never’ aspect of training a pup is that as far as possible it should never have the feeling that it is being Trained with a capital T. All that early bonding will evolve naturally into a desire to please you, so that training becomes merely a matter of finding ways to explain to your dog what it is that you want him to do. As soon as you have successfully communicated with each other, so that he understands what you want, he will do it. As you train your youngster, you will be amazed to discover what a team you both are. You are on the same side and have the same objectives. He wants to hunt, flush and retrieve. You want him to hunt, flush and retrieve. It really is as simple as that. The main difference of opinion you are likely to encounter is an occasional disagreement about the amount of control needed to perform the operation. This is called ‘steadiness’ and is probably the most difficult concept to get across to an enthusiastic young spaniel. But bear in mind all the time, that most of the problems you are likely to come across in the next eighteen months of training will be down to failure of communication at heart. So whenever things are getting sticky, think of that first. How can I communicate better to this idiot dog? Why is he not getting it today? There will be lots of different answers to this, which we will explore in the ‘trouble shooting’ section of each chapter.


The very first thing you need to communicate to your pup, and ultimately the only really vital thing, is the difference between right and wrong. It is fundamental, not just to the trained gundog, but to every dog which is living in domestic surroundings. And yet – and please excuse me while I fume – how often do we see a dog being walked in the park that hasn’t got the faintest idea of right and wrong? How often does the owner mumble: ‘Oh he’s only playing’ as some twenty kilogram Golden Retriever bowls up in a dominant way to a two-year-old toddler and proceeds to put its paws up on the unfortunate child’s shoulders? In dog language large physical displays like this are assertions of dominance and can be a prelude to aggression. It has as much to do with play as Mike Tyson’s ear-biting has to do with boxing. A dog which is playing will roll over on its back, or drop a shoulder, or play-bow – quite the opposite of jumping up. Whether we are gundog trainers or park-walkers, in our hearts we all know when a dog is doing wrong. It is our responsibility on every level to correct a dog that is doing wrong.


If you start when the pup is still young, impressionable and dependent, teaching  right from wrong is easy. You just praise the pup when he is doing right and tell him off when he is doing wrong. It is that simple. Nor does it need to be a big thing – just a nice warm tone of voice for a good dog, and a sharp ‘ach, ach’ for a bad dog – nothing more is needed. But you must do it consistently. Wrong doesn’t suddenly become right just because it is a sunny day. Right doesn’t turn into wrong if you are having a row with your girlfriend. The Zen of dog training is absolute – this is one set of modern morals which is inflexible!


Your own personality will help a lot with this. If you are a calm, assertive kind of person with a good idea of who you are and where you are going in life, you will find dogs are pretty biddable with you. Sadly, if you wouldn’t say boo to a goose, you are going to find it equally hard to say ‘stop that’ to a dog – and many dogs will tease you for it. But the good news is that dogs are a lot easier to deal with than humans. The confidence gained from creating a fantastic bond with your dog is often a great booster in other areas of your life. Personally, I am well known for my bossy and forthright temperament, developed during my former life as a Fleet Street newspaper executive with a kennel-full of young writers to be steadied, and which works just as well with boisterous young spaniels.


So far I haven’t had to be bossy with either Ginger or Pepper. Even when they were only three months old they always got plenty of praise for rushing round retrieving rolled-up socks. Equally they got a tiny, puppy-size telling off for nibbling human toes. As they get older a sharp cough is all it takes to remind them that they are doing the wrong thing – but they much prefer doing the right thing because then they get their tummies tickled. Ricky is beginning to reach the adolescent stage of pushing the boundaries a bit – mainly just to see what happens. Because he learnt right stuff from wrong stuff early on, he does know when he is doing the wrong thing. So it doesn’t come really come as a surprise to him when the result is a verbal ticking off and a cross boss. It is probably a security thing. As he becomes more independent, he is checking that the old puppy rules are still there like always. If I hadn’t taught him good and bad right at the beginning, this stage would now be much more difficult and confusing for him.


That’s enough about my pups; let’s get on with training yours. At the end of the book there is a glossary of all the commands and terms you will need to know (revision for those who already use them).
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Part One:


Training your Spaniel


from Puppy to


Eighteen Months

























1.


FIRST PRINCIPLES





So far I have yet to meet anyone (including myself) with the presence of mind to buy a gundog training book before buying a puppy, so this first chapter assumes that you are now excitedly preparing to go and collect your eight-week-old puppy from the breeder. A later chapter, when we are all calmer, will give some hints on buying or breeding the next puppy. But there are a few preparations you need to make now, before you collect the pup. The most important thing at this point is to decide where the puppy will live, both in its early months and throughout its life. Whether your spaniel lives in the house or in a kennel in the long term says a lot about how serious you are as a gundog handler – as well as quite a bit about how muddy your spaniel is!


Labrador owners tend to be able to get away with their dogs living in the kitchen or entrance hall, since these lugubrious peg-sitters have a predisposition to stay where they are told (especially if there is telly to watch or pizza to be eaten). Whereas no spaniel worth its salt is going to rest until it has hunted up every square inch of your house at least twice. One of our Cocker pups escaped into the guest suite, where it rapidly flushed a stale ham and cheese sandwich from the waste paper basket. I knew it was going to be good (the dog, not the sandwich) because it brought the sandwich back to me rather than eating it.


I find that once they are working, my spaniels can’t really relax in the house. If I’m there they expect full-on hunting fun and don’t like me concentrating on stirring the hollandaise sauce rather than on them. But the pups are all born in the kitchen and then weaned into an indoor pen in the back corridor before they eventually become too much of a handful and go out to their proper kennel at about four months old (a great relief for us all!). If you are going to keep your dog in the house permanently, then definitely invest in a large indoor dog pen which can be the dog’s private quarters throughout its life. The pen needs to be big enough for the full-grown dog to curl up in and also stand upright. Some very well-known top shots and lords of the land have their dogs in their houses and even on their beds, but they are fairly relaxed about both the state of their counterpanes and the behaviour of their dogs. I don’t think you will ever quite have the right working relationship with a dog that lives in the house, but it is a matter of personal preference. What you certainly must not do is let the dog up on furniture or have it in the same room where you are eating or sleeping. This throws the pecking order right out, and you will find it very hard to maintain your dog’s respect for you.


Along with the indoor pen you need to buy some ‘vet bed’ and two or three stainless steel feeding bowls, as well as saving up loads of newspapers. Also buy a puppy-size dog collar and clip-on lead. Find out what your breeder is feeding the pup and buy a few packs of it. I also like to have some tins of rice pudding handy, as it’s a great food to aid dietary transitions, upset stomachs etc. It is not essential to buy training equipment now, but it’s hard to hold back. So here are the basics:




• 3 x 210 ½ whistles on lanyards. Keep one of these whistles permanently in the glove compartment of your shooting vehicle, where it will regularly save your life when you forget your whistle. The other two can live in the kitchen, gunroom, wherever.


• 3 x brightly coloured, cheap slip-leads. Keep one in the kennel, one in the vehicle and one in your dog training bag. Ideally buy more than three. You can lose that number in a week (hence cheapness and bright colour).


• Some old tennis balls.


• Some old pairs of socks rolled up into balls. These are great for young pups. They can be thrown or rolled and they are light to carry and easy for a puppy’s small mouth. They can easily be stuffed into the pocket when going out for some spur-of-the-moment training. For some reason puppies seem to carry them very well and gently without gripping. Also they double as gloves if you have to remove something truly disgusting from your puppy’s mouth.


• A canvas dummy. A lot of trainers are using ‘Kong’ training aids instead of dummies now. The ‘AirKONG’ retrieving trainer is made from tennis ball felt, in the shape of a narrow version of a traditional dummy. It has a length of rope attached to make it easier to throw. Look at one on their website, or email for details of your nearest stockist (See Appendix III). Traditional canvas dummies are made by Turner Richards; you can buy a selection via their website (See Appendix III).


• A game bag or similar to carry all the above.


• A mountaineer’s carabineer. Fitted round the shoulder strap of your game bag, this surprisingly comes in very useful for attaching stuff to (leads, dummies, key rings etc) and also marks you out as a serious spaniel trainer.


• Waterproof/thorn proof canvas leggings or over trousers. If you do not have these already they are an absolute must when working or training spaniels. The Cocker hasn’t been born that doesn’t spend most of its life climbing you, and Springers are no saints either.


• A ‘throw-down’ gun. You won’t be shooting over your pup for a long time, but when you do, leave the family’s finest Purdeys in the gun cabinet. Instead buy or borrow a cheap basic 20 or 28 bore that you won’t mind chucking on the ground if you have to go and extract your dog from trouble in a hurry. If it has swivels for a sling even better. A small calibre is less noisy for a young dog, and lighter to carry when walking all day.


• Do not buy a starting pistol or dummy launcher. There is a place for both these items in training, and you may well use them as your dog advances. But they do need a bit of experience to work correctly and they aren’t vital. It is best to use them with help from a friend to fire the starting pistol or launcher. An alternative is to book a couple of lessons with a professional for that stage in the dog’s training.





Before you set out to collect your puppy, remember to puppy-proof the car. Hopefully you own a 4x4 or hatchback which will take a decent-size travelling dog pen. These are made by Lintran (See Appendix III). You can buy them over the internet, and often you can pick up second-hand ones on e-bay and elsewhere. They last a lifetime. Mine is twenty years old and has been driven over occasionally but is still absolutely fine. Travelling with the pup or grown dog in the passenger foot-well or back seat is borderline illegal and not advisable. It is uncomfortable for the dog being cramped and thrown around and much more likely to cause travel sickness. When the dog is muddy it is a disaster. Much better for the dog to have his own personal travelling space where he can settle down, especially on long journeys. Don’t be tempted to get a rail-type dog guard. A couple who didn’t head this warning turned up to collect two Cocker pups from us with a cheap’n’cheerful dog guard fitted in the hatchback. They placed the two little cutey pups in the back and walked round to the front of the car to get in, where they found the pups sitting waiting for them, one on the driver’s seat and one on the passenger’s. That’s how quickly and easily a ten-week-old spaniel can find its way through a dog guard. Line the travelling pen with newspaper and put a sheet of ‘vet bed’ on top. You can also put in a non-spill bowl of water. For this first ever journey it’s likely your puppy will actually travel sitting on a towel on your lap for at least most of the way home, but you may as well get into good habits from the start.


Many breeders allow potential buyers to come and look at the pups about a fortnight before they are ready to go to their new homes. At this point buyers can see the mother, read her pedigree and hopefully admire her ‘ego-wall’ of field trialling awards, before choosing a pup and paying a small deposit. I prefer this, as it allows you all to build a relationship and avoids disappointments. But when FTCh Gournaycourt Morag managed to produce four little replicas recently, I have to say all were spoken for by word of mouth and people didn’t feel the need to see them before carrying them triumphantly off. This is often the way if potentially top class pups enter the world. So if your top field trialling breeder is offering you the chance to buy such a pup, don’t be too put off if he would rather you didn’t turn up until the pup is eight to ten weeks old and ready to leave. If you have any doubts, get the number of someone else who is also having one of the pups and chat to them. Or the breeder may text you a photo (though a lot of them are rather techno-phobic!).


When you collect the pup, however, there are certain things the breeder must provide you with and you really should insist on these. You will need the Kennel Club’s registration certificate with the pup’s name and breeding and KC registration number. It will also have a section which you must fill in and send off to the Kennel Club to register the change of ownership. The breeder will sign and date his section when you pay for the pup. Don’t let him forget to do this. You should also receive a docking certificate signed and dated by the vet who docked your pup’s tail. Check that the details on this certificate match up with those on the Kennel Club documentation. You will also notice that you are legally obliged by the Animal Welfare Act 2006 to have your pup identichipped when he is about three months old, so that he can be matched up with his paperwork. Many responsible breeders will remind you about this when they hand you the paperwork. Some spaniel pups may not have had their tails docked, but really if your dog is going to work properly it will need to have had the thin, brittle tip of its tail removed in order to avoid future injury.
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Handlers form a strong bond with their dogs (CHARLES SAINSBURY-PLAICE)








In Scotland it is currently illegal to dock any puppy’s tail, so if yours was bred in Scotland it is unlikely to be docked. If it is docked, thank your lucky stars and don’t enquire too much about it. In England and Wales I would advise caution if the paperwork isn’t around, or if the breeder tries to fob you off when you ask about it. Oddly enough, although perceived as an irritation, the Animal Welfare Act is actually helping owners of working spaniels. Theft of working gundogs is on the increase, but as more and more gundogs are readily identifiable, and buyers begin to demand paperwork, gundog theft is gradually becoming less profitable. As buyers, breeders and owners we all need to be responsible about this – it is in our best interests after all. For more on how to protect your puppy against theft, and prevent it generally, have a look at the Dog Theft Action website (See Appedix III).


The other important thing to remember is the pup’s vaccinations. My vet likes to give the first injection at around ten weeks old, followed by a booster two weeks later. Some breeders take this on themselves, in which case the pup’s price will reflect the cost, but usually you will be expected to organise the jabs once you get the pup home. Be aware that the pup has little immunity until after the vaccinations have ‘taken’ by about fourteen weeks old. Up until that time you need to keep the pup out of contact with other dogs and places which see heavy dog use. I keep my pups just in the garden until I am sure their immunity is fully developed. Most breeders will hand over a ‘puppy pack’ including the paperwork, care and training instructions, useful phone numbers etc; a sample of the puppy’s food; sometimes a blanket or any small toy he has been using; and of course – the puppy itself!
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A ragger is all the training equipment you need to start with…
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…a tennis ball will do for retrieving…
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 …or even a cuddly toy (NICK RIDLEY)








When you get home establish the pup with a small toy (rag-type not squeaky) in his indoor pen on thick layers of newspaper and with a small bowl shallowly filled with water. Then I’m afraid the best thing you can possibly do is leave him alone for a couple of hours to rest and relax. If this is your first spaniel, we now come to the issue of your family and the dog – because this is almost certainly going to be the crucial moment when the whole family want to play and cuddle the new pup and you now have to be the most unpopular person in the house by setting the tone for your pup’s future. If this puppy is intended to be mainly a family pet with a bit of gundog work thrown in when you happen to be invited out shooting or beating, then we can all relax and forget about respect, discipline and training. But since you bought a book called Training the Working Spaniel, I sense you are really quite serious about having a good gundog by your side in a year or so. That means there have to be rules.


Rule one: decide who in the house is going to be the dog’s trainer and main ‘primary’ handler. You are the one reading the book, so that means you. You are in charge of the dog, you are responsible for his welfare and training, and what you say about the dog is what happens with the dog – no arguments. Whatever your role in the family – Mum, Dad, teenage son, grandfather, general hanger-on – doesn’t make a difference to that. You may not be the boss of the household, but if you are the dog’s primary handler, in that one area, your word should be law. It is a very old saying that a dog can’t serve two masters, which I saw comically illustrated on the shooting field. A family had very sensibly decided to get a fully trained Labrador for their first gundog. The new dog made his debut on the first drive, where Mum (being loaded for by eldest daughter) happened to have drawn a low number peg and Dad (accompanied by eldest son) was shooting at the other end of the line. At the end of the drive the new dog was duly sent out on a retrieve. He reappeared quickly, roughly opposite the centre of the line of Guns, carrying a dead bird. At this point a chorus of ‘good boy, bring it in, well done, come here’ broke out from opposite ends of the line, as both halves of the family started calling the dog. He stood for a moment, looking right then left like a spectator at Wimbledon, before eventually dropping the bird and trotting off.


Don’t shy away from this issue. Dogs need strong leadership, and if you aren’t able to assert yourself now, at this very first hurdle, the long-term success of your training the dog is far from guaranteed. There’s no need to be bossy or a spoilsport. Of course everybody will have time to play with the puppy. Spaniels (especially Cockers) can soak up as much affection as your entire clan can offer without it impacting their working ability or discipline. FTCh Gournaycourt Morag (Fudge) won Waggiest Tail and appeared on Coronation Street while training to be a gundog and it didn’t do her any harm. But now and in the future, there are going to be times when training or resting are more appropriate than play.


Remember too, that as the dog’s boss, you also have ultimate responsibility for his wellbeing. If you leave another family member to feed and exercise him all week, you really shouldn’t be surprised when the dog continues to be bonded to that family member, despite the fact that you have decided to take him out for half an hour’s training today. Unfortunately dogs are very quick to recognise and exploit any power struggles that may be going on within the family. My husband is known as ‘non-executive deputy pack leader’ which generally means that the dogs consider his commands more in an advisory capacity than anything to be acted on. But at least they aren’t getting conflicting input.


This is potentially a problem if you have young children who want to play with the pup when you are not around. Any well-bred spaniel pup starts retrieving as soon as it can toddle and there is nothing more beguiling than watching your little bundle come tottering back to you dragging a slipper twice its size. Once is adorable; twice is charming; three times is a little bit tiring for the puppy; the fourth time is boring; the fifth time it may not retrieve it at all. But getting this message across to your equally adorable six-year-old daughter is difficult.


Children also love giving the pup its little commands. For them it’s a sort of remote controlled toy that magically sits when you wave your hand like Daddy did. But child’s play is in fact school time for a pup. The trouble comes when your child’s capacity to play exceeds the pup’s capacity to want to learn. Then you will come home one evening to find a young dog that is thoroughly turned off the idea of answering to his name. Awareness of this potential problem is usually all that is needed to avoid it. If you sense it may become an issue, one solution is to encourage your children to get involved in the pup’s early lessons, so that they can see for themselves what is the difference between lessons and relaxation as far as the pup is concerned. But I’m not a child trainer, so ultimately it is up to you how you deal with it if the issue arises. Do deal with it though, or you could easily end up with a sour, non-retrieving young spaniel that doesn’t even come when you call. In other words, exactly the kind of dog that you see running wild in the park while his owners claim ‘it’s only playing’.


If this pup is not just your first spaniel but your first puppy of any sort, a major concern for the family is going to be house-training. There are plenty of guides for first-time dog owners (and house-training isn’t peculiar to spaniels!). From my personal successes and failures in this area, I suggest that the indoor pen is your biggest aid to successful house-training. Don’t leave a young pup alone for too long, but when you do leave him, shut him into his indoor pen. As soon as you come back, pick him up and take him outside for a little wander until he has thoroughly relieved himself. Likewise, before you are going to leave him, take him out for a quick lavatory break. Do this at regular intervals and you should be fine. One tip – don’t rush back indoors as soon as the pup has done his business. Go on playing around for a few minutes, otherwise the pup will associate defecating with the end of play and you will find you are waiting for longer and longer while the pup is holding out as long as possible in order to continue playing – a stand-off that is no fun for humans at 10.30 p.m. on a wet November night!


For the new puppy owner the early concerns are much like those of new parents – learning the routine, the arrival’s health, bonding, and bowel movements! Surprisingly there is one other important task in common: the naming of the new family member. Obviously this is a matter of personal taste, but if you want to be serious about having a well-trained dog, try to give him a name you can both respect. The worst behaved chocolate Labs I come across dragging Mums along Sloane Street are all called Cadbury. I suppose you could shorten it to Cad (which they sometimes are), or Bury (and they often should be buried), but Cadbury is not a name of command. You couldn’t say it sharply if you needed to. Go for a two-syllable name which can be shortened or lengthened as necessary, and nothing too jokey – it is surprising how un-funny such names become when things go wrong. Lucinda Green, former top three-day-event rider, had a terrier cross which she thought it would be great fun to call Basil. She imagined herself doing a Sybil Fawlty impression, shrieking ‘Baaasill!’ but when she in fact did end up spending most of her day doing exactly that, the joke wore thin quite quickly.


So now your spaniel has a great name, a secure home environment, a well-ordered routine, and a loving family. This ideal start in life will set you up perfectly for rapid success in the next phase of his life – the first lessons.


TROUBLE SHOOTING


Puppy seems a little weak and isn’t growing very fast


Even puppies from top breeders can be very wormy. The worms are passed on by the bitch. With modern wormers you no longer need to wait before worming pups. I worm early on as a matter of course. Keep an eye out for appetite loss, pot-belly, general failure to thrive, which are all signs of worm infestation.





Puppy is whining a lot


Don’t be too concerned to begin with. Make sure pup isn’t cold, hungry or thirsty. Establish a few familiar things in his pen, especially little rag-toys etc. Then sit it out for a while. If whining is really persistent for more than a couple of days, check for any health causes, e.g. infestation with lice or mites, which might be upsetting the pup. You can also give the breeder a call to see if the behaviour runs in the family.


Puppy is getting very boisterous and difficult already


This is often a symptom of too many family members playing and jazzing-up the pup. Try to stick to good routines. Often a pup that has a lot of ability and drive can seem like a bit of a handful in his early days. Be calm though, the next chapter deals in detail with a pup’s first experience of learning right from wrong.


Puppy is chewing everything in sight


Presupposes you left stuff in sight for him to chew. Buy some purpose-made puppy chews (dental chews, rags and rawhide are good) and leave them with the puppy in his pen. Otherwise, if you don’t want it chewed, don’t leave him alone with whatever it is in tooth-range.


Puppy is very timid


Sometimes happens with a pup from a very large litter or the smallest in the litter, but is very rarely a long-term problem. Although it is counter-instinctive, this pup often benefits from plenty of down-time on his own, which gives him time to familiarise himself with his new surroundings and become more confident in them. Playing a radio in the background often helps. Keep the indoor pen somewhere with a constant gentle trickle of people and sounds, where the pup can see but still feel safe. Don’t allow children or strangers unlimited access to pup. Ultimately you can form a wonderful working bond with this softer kind of pup.


Puppy won’t house-train


Your fault, not the pup’s I’m afraid! Puppies hate soiling their own environment. You must be disciplined in your routines. Feed regularly and have regular, frequent lavatory breaks. Keep the pup in his pen when alone, but never for very long at a time.
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OPPOSITE: You should be the most important thing in your dog’s life (CHARLES SAINSBURY-PLAICE)
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