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CHAPTER ONE


•


The Breed Explained





THE LABRADOR RETRIEVER – versatile, adaptable, intelligent, dependable. No wonder it’s the UK’s most popular dog with annual Kennel Club puppy registrations regularly exceeding 36,000 a year. It has been top breed in America for the last 18 years with 154,000 dogs registered in 2012 alone. The breed’s many virtues have justifiably earned the Labrador world-wide acclaim as it continues to fulfil an ever-increasing variety of roles far beyond that of its primary job as a working gundog.


The breed has a remarkable ability to learn, acquit itself with a range of skills and respond to a host of different training regimes. Combined with its unflappable temperament and biddability, the popularity of the Labrador will forever endure.


The Labrador is certainly a supreme shooting dog but the breed’s easy-going attitude has guaranteed its unassailable position as the most popular dog with UK families looking for an easily managed companion. The Labrador has long been the iconic image of the Guide Dogs for the Blind and fulfils an exemplary role working in detection services and with search and rescue teams in countries across the world.


But inevitably over the years the breed has undergone change. No breed of dog remains the same in terms of how it looks and to some extent how it behaves. Within the world of Labrador breeding a marked degree of polarisation has been driven by the requirements of dogs to fulfil their role as working gundogs or those destined for the show ring. This divergence has not only impacted on the appearance of these two ‘types’ of Labrador; selective breeding by the two factions within the breed – working and showing – has led to many show-bred Labradors losing their natural ability to work and many working Labradors no longer looking like typical examples of the breed.
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Fenway Brock – a good looking working Labrador








Similarly there is equal disparity in the way working ability is perceived. Some show-bred dogs are trained by their owners to produce an acceptable level of skill as working gundogs. But however good their standards may be they rarely meet those required by the upper echelons of the working Labrador fraternity who have higher expectations in terms of speed, style, drive and hunting ability.


Not all working-bred Labradors are paragons of virtue in the shooting field. Many owners of shooting dogs tolerate shortcomings in their dog’s working ability – quite often because the dog hasn’t received the training necessary to match its potential.
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A bitch combining show and working breeding proving her skill as a shooting dog (Photo: Anne Taylor)








So within one breed we have show-bred Labradors and we have a leaner, more athletic and active type bred primarily for work as a gundog. While this book is aimed at those who own, or are about to own, a working Labrador with the primary objective of training the dog for shooting, picking-up or to compete at tests or field trials, it’s important to recognise the large population of working-bred Labradors living as pets or companions. These dogs would undoubtedly greatly enjoy learning the basic skills of a working gundog so I hope this book inspires those who own a working Labrador purely as a companion.


By embarking upon appropriate basic training these intelligent dogs can go some way to fulfilling the purpose for which they were bred. And in so doing help alleviate the boredom and frustration that’s so often the root cause of the hyperactivity and behavioural problems seen in working Labradors living in a domestic ‘non working’ environment.


While buying a Labrador that’s going to become a working gundog means choosing a puppy or dog of the appropriate breeding, it isn’t always quite as straightforward as some may assume. There’s certainly nothing quite so appealing as a Labrador pup, but it’s important not to get smitten by the first litter you look at. There are careful considerations to make based on information of which many prospective owners aren’t always aware.


To present a fair picture of the Labrador in all its guises it’s necessary to understand the origins of this remarkable breed and how it has become so popular. Of Canadian descent we are certain, but it was a black dog seen retrieving sticks out of Poole harbour in Dorset almost 200 years ago that triggered the first imports. The dog in question had seemingly arrived on a fishing boat from Newfoundland and was seen retrieving by the 2nd Earl of Malmesbury. Impressed by its skills in water the Earl was prompted to buy the dog for the shooting on his estate. Its success as a gundog led to more dogs of similar type being imported to the UK but it was the 3rd Earl of Malmesbury who actually decided to start breeding these dogs – and he called them ‘Labradors’.


The Kennel Club recognises the Labrador as a gundog and, as for all breeds, it has a blueprint. This is known as the ‘breed standard’ and lays down the desired appearance of each breed in terms of physical construction and other relevant traits including movement and temperament. This standard is the one to which those who breed Labradors for the show ring must adhere if they want to win awards because it is the standard upon which all dog show judges base their deliberations.


But the ‘breed standard’ in itself creates a major problem for the Labrador. In the other 210 breeds recognised by the Kennel Club – for instance breeds as diverse as Poodles or Afghan Hounds or Chihuahuas – there is a breed standard which is the benchmark. Breeders keep the best pups for themselves to continue their breeding programme for the show ring and sell the rest as pets.


But while there remains only one ‘breed standard’ for the Labrador, the type of dogs it inevitably encourages breeders to produce for the show ring has no bearing on those bred for work. The Labrador, despite having a Kennel Club ‘breed standard’, is not a single breed in terms of uniformity in looks and certainly not in purpose. There is no doubt that the Labrador per se performs all its various roles extremely well – be that as an accomplished  field trial dog, a working gundog, a show dog, a detection dog or a family companion. But why are there such considerable variations in the way the breed looks and how and why have they occurred?
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The working Labrador is the most popular dual-purpose gundog (Photo: Peter Bates)








Given that the modern Labrador is the result of a wide divergence of genetics used by breeders to produce dogs to fulfil an equally wide range of specific roles, the genetics responsible for producing dogs to satisfy the breed’s primary function as a working gundog are totally separate from those used to produce Labradors for the show-ring. This division within the breed produces two distinct types as a consequence.


Show-bred and working-bred Labradors are most easily identified by their differing appearance. In essence the trend has been to breed working Labradors that are more athletic in their construction compared with those bred for the show-ring. But we live in a world of extremes and while there may now be the first signs of change as breeders on both sides of the divide seek ‘moderation’, the last 40 years have seen many show-bred Labradors become heavier and less active and working Labradors become lighter in their conformation and more ‘racey’ in appearance. Yes, some breeders in both camps have sought not to follow these extremes – be they show breeders or working breeders – but in general no one can deny that today we have one Labrador breed that has become two.


‘Horses for courses’ many say and they may well be right. In the show-ring there are some outstanding examples of the breed – or should I say outstanding examples of Labradors that fit the Kennel Club’s ‘breed standard’. While even the most staunch working enthusiast would be hard-pressed not to admire some – certainly not all – of the top winners in the show ring, they are nevertheless very different from the dogs we see in the shooting field.


Ironically, despite everything that show-breeders have sought to achieve in their dogs over the last 40 years, many still relish comments from a judge such as ‘looks like he could do a day’s work.’ In the most extreme cases some show-bred Labradors have developed heads akin to those of Rottweilers with a ‘heavy’ physical construction that’s totally alien to a working gundog and with movement that impedes the active locomotion required to sustain a dog during a day in the shooting field.


Among the working ranks it’s still possible to find dogs that are undeniably Labradors in appearance, but sadly there are vast numbers that don’t. The ‘black whippet’ syndrome – the term so often used to describe the lighter-framed, working black Labrador – is still very prevalent and it’s sad to hear first-time owners assume that such is the norm and is acceptable.


So why have so many Labradors bred for work lost the breed’s true characteristics? The focus of attention on working ability, game-finding, speed, style and drive has been prioritised by those aiming to produce Labradors able to win awards in the increasingly competitive world of field trials. Good looks don’t win field trials and while there is sound reasoning behind why brains and ability are paramount in dogs involved in successful competitive gundog work, it’s a shame the prioritisation of these traits has come at such a high price in terms of the way many working Labradors look today.
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Fenway Lincoln after a successful day’s shooting in Victoria, Australia (Photo: Darren Wilkie)








So the last 40 years have seen the appearance – or to give it the correct term ‘conformation’ – of many working Labradors change dramatically as selection for desired traits has focussed almost totally on ability. Even today many who work their dogs believe conformation isn’t of paramount importance, even though it makes the Labrador what it is. Although this attitude has been responsible for the appearance of many of today’s working Labradors, the trend has caused working Labradors to forfeit more than their aesthetic appeal.


A lot of working Labradors have narrow heads which is usually referred to as a ‘snipey’ look. It often comes with a ‘hard’ eye which is totally alien to a breed whose head and expression is very much its trademark. Lightly-boned limbs and an athletic physical construction produced for speed have very much become the norm in working Labradors. But ironically there are some very important functional traits that are still vitally important to working Labradors and yet have been lost – despite the fact that they are still highly desirable in the show-ring.


Show judges still look for the true double-coat that provides the ultimate weatherproofing for the breed and ensures a dog is well insulated from the cold and prevents water from permeating through to the skin. Similarly a show-ring judge will look closely at a dog’s tail to see if it has the breed’s distinctive otter tail – an invaluable aid to swimming, balance and forward propulsion in water when retrieving.


Both of these breed characteristics are functional traits that are essential for a working Labrador to do its job effectively. I well remember many years ago buying a pup from a top winning field trial kennel. As it matured it was clearly going to have a very thin coat and an equally thin tail. As a working dog she was outstanding, but on a wet winter day’s shooting she quickly became soaked to the skin and shivered miserably. She was fearless in water but it was disturbing to see her struggle when trying to use her ineffective ‘rudder’ to help her during a retrieve from a river. That dousing also meant she remained cold and wet for the rest of the day’s work. In my opinion thin-coated Labradors are not only ill-equipped for the job, they also spend a lot of time being cold. That means they burn up more energy and are harder to keep in the correct body condition during the shooting season.


It’s understandable that dogs capable of winning top awards at field trials – and achieving all the kudos that such success brings – don’t have to be good looking. No field trial judge has ever awarded marks for good looks! Over the years the most garlanded field trial winners have been regarded as the benchmark for excellence among those breeding working Labradors and many outstanding dogs have had a hugely beneficial impact on working bloodlines. But these haven’t necessarily been good looking Labradors and their lack of ‘breed type’ has been perpetuated – almost considered a ‘fair exchange’ for superior working ability.


There’s no doubt that other breeds have occasionally found their way into the genetic make-up of today’s working Labrador. For those with a wider experience of gundogs and aware of the tell-tale signs, it isn’t difficult to spot glimpses of past infusions. Clear hints of English Pointer, English Springer Spaniel or Greyhound – to name just a few – can be identified in certain dogs even to this day. Such alliances were surreptitiously undertaken with the sole purpose of introducing traits from other breeds that were perceived to be capable of enhancing ability in the working Labrador in some way – usually improved scenting and speed.





[image: ]

Anne Taylor’s Ch Fabracken Remember Me – a top show winning bitch that picks-up regularly throughout the shooting season (Photo: Anne Taylor)








It’s a shame that many working Labradors have been allowed to degenerate in their appearance over recent decades and while ability as a working gundog must remain a high priority, the ‘machine’ that was originally bred to perform this function must not be lost in the process – otherwise what is the point of having a Labrador in the first place. There are, nevertheless, breeders who have tried to adhere to a functional, effective but good looking working Labrador that combines ability in the field and yet is still undoubtedly typical of the breed. This ‘type’ of Labrador is often referred to as ‘dual purpose’, although in its truest sense this term denotes dogs that are good enough to work and be shown.


There is still a handful of breeders who not only work and compete with their dogs at field trials and tests but also show them. They are very much in the minority and their breeding policies seek to combine good looking working bloodlines with show-breeding genetics of the less extreme type. All credit to them for their efforts. These committed supporters of the Labrador breed don’t always receive the respect they deserve, mainly because they fall into the ‘middle ground’.


Show dogs that win at the highest level and attain the title ‘Show Champion’ can then go on to qualify for the Kennel Club’s show gundog working certificate. If successful they then become a full ‘Champion’ – a status that denotes they have proved their basic working ability.


For a dog to achieve the holy grail of ‘Dual Champion’ status it must become a Show Champion and also a Field Trial champion but most would agree this title is now almost impossible to achieve. The last Labrador to carry this title was Dual Champion Knaith Banjo in 1946.


There are no field trial kennels that venture into the show ring – apart from where special classes for field trial or working dogs are scheduled. Breeders who are maintaining the working ability of their predominantly show-bred dogs are being brave enough, in some cases, to bring working bloodlines into their breeding programme. While it’s very doubtful anyone involved in breeding field trial Labradors would consider using a show-bred dog, a handful of kennels breeding working Labradors – not necessarily focussed on competing at field trials – have, in the past, occasionally used dogs of less-extreme show ‘type’ that have included a good mix of ‘middle ground’ genetics from bloodlines that are also worked or used for picking up.


So there is some blending of show and working bloodlines but it’s very peripheral and when one considers the popularity of the breed it is, in truth, an extremely small percentage. However we are starting to see more attention being paid to the appearance of working Labradors. While ability will always be the main driver in any breeding decision, there is an ever growing demand for good looking working Labradors – and some breeders are responding to that.


So the pool of Labrador genetics is certainly a very wide one considering this is one breed. The biggest challenge for anyone venturing into the world of working Labradors for the first time is gaining a clear understanding of this diversity to help make the right decision about buying a pup or a young dog. Looking across the breed as a whole we can divide the Labrador into several categories – all as a result of the genetics of each.


Within Labradors that make up the working population of the breed it’s often a surprise to many to find a considerable amount of divergence. Field trials are the system by which excellence in working ability is assessed. It’s intensely competitive and produces, by wins in open trials, dogs and bitches good enough to carry the title of Field Trial Champion. Dogs and bitches of a wide range of ‘working’ breeding can attain the highest level of achievement in field trials as has been proved consistently over many years. Top field trial winners can have a pedigree rich in bloodlines of astounding merit or they may come from a more humble background of working genetics and yet achieve greatness. But it’s fair to say that more than a smattering of well proven genetics based on competitive gundog work of a high calibre occurs in the pedigrees of most Field Trial Champions.


While those involved in field trials tend to sustain their breeding programmes with infusions of genetics from bloodlines with equally high standards of competitive success, many rank and file owners of working Labrador bitches turn to Field Trial Champion dogs when seeking a suitable sire for a litter. While some of these bitches will be well-bred, others may be less so. There is an assumption – and it’s a valid one up to a point – that a top-winning field trial dog put to bitch of relatively ordinary working breeding, will produce ‘the goods’. As in any breeding venture, sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. So there is a wide swathe of working Labrador genetics from which many puppy buyers source their future working Labrador that is actually based on superior sires and mediocre bitches.


Field trials are judged and marks awarded based on each dog’s performance. While they remain the sole means of assessing working gundogs competitively in order to achieve champion status, the system does have its critics. Some field trial dogs are kept solely for competition and aren’t used for shooting or picking-up. This has led to concerns about the true value of wins at field trials and whether or not they reflect a dog’s actual working ability or simply reflect its ability to perform within the parameters of competition. Opinions have also been expressed over the years concerning the stamina of some field trial dogs whose short ‘blasts’ of work on the trial field do not always give an indication of how a dog can perform over a full day in the shooting field or cope with more taxing demands on his ability and stamina. 
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Working Labradors are true athletes (Photo: Sharon Rogers)
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Ricky Maloney’s FT Ch Tasco Monk of Mansengreen – a good looking top winning field trial dog (Photo: Sharon Rogers)








Whatever conclusions are reached by individuals concerning these issues, field trials remain the ‘clearing house’ for working Labradors seeking to climb the stairway to the stars and the genetics of most of those that become successful will continue to play a major part in the continued development of our working Labradors of the future.


And there is yet another strata of working Labradors – those that can best be described as ‘parochial’ and have remained relatively untouched by wider genetic influence. Quite often referred to as ‘keeper bred’, this is not simply a term that defines the person responsible for breeding them. In the wider context it often refers to a particular strain that may have been developed by an individual shooting estate or even by keepers and pickers-up in a localised area where a type of Labrador best suited to the particular terrain or work, has evolved. These strains can be interesting to observe. Sometimes they may be of a smaller type or even a larger type, perhaps stronger and more robust in conformation or even lighter and more ‘racey. However they have been developed, and what ever traits have been concentrated upon, the primary aim has been to produce dogs most suited to the specific type of work asked of them.


Labradors bred for the show-ring have to be included in this overview. Most breeders and exhibitors of show-bred Labradors don’t have any interest in the working ability of the breed and base all their breeding decisions on appearance and conformation in accordance with the breed standard. But as we have already acknowledged there are some purely show-bred dogs that are successfully used throughout the shooting season for picking up, others that work well as peg-dogs and an encouraging number that are taking part in tests and trials.


The Kennel Club’s ‘working gundog certificate’ (WGC) is open to all Kennel Club registered gundogs and their handlers. This isn’t a competitive award but aims to show that dog and handler can work in a competent partnership and demonstrate the qualities needed to work on a shoot. It is also popular among the band of show exhibitors who like to confirm their dog’s ability to work.


The Kennel Club’s ‘show gundog working certificate’ was introduced to provide credible proof of the natural working ability of a Kennel Club registered gundog that had already proved it meets the breed standard by a qualification in the show ring. So a Labrador that has won a Challenge Certificate or previously qualified for Crufts through a breed class may be entered for a Show Gundog


Working Certificate. The assessment is always held at a field trial or at a Show Gundog Working Day under a minimum of two judges of which at least one must be a Kennel Club ‘A’ Panel judge.


Among winners of the title of ‘Show Champion’ and who have upgraded to ‘Champion’ status there have been one or two surprises over the years among dogs that have been big winners in the ring but have then responded well to training and successfully claimed their show gundog working certificate.


There are also breeders who are primarily most active in the show-ring, but to fully enjoy the breed as a working gundog follow lines of breeding that produce a less-extreme type of show dog which retains a degree of natural working ability. Some of these breeders are highly successful in the show ring and achieve recognition from judges who prefer this type of Labrador.


Very few owners of show-bred bitches mate them to dogs that are totally of field trial breeding – although it’s not unheard of. While in theory it would seem that such an alliance would combine to produce the ‘best of both worlds’, genetics aren’t always quite so accommodating. The Labrador that looks like a top show winner but has the brains of a Field Trial Champion is the ultimate goal but the combination of two such diverse lines of breeding often serves to dilute the best from both sides and mediocrity can ensue in the progeny.


However that’s not always the outcome and there are exceptions where this blending is working very successfully. Perhaps if we see more prepared to undertake this type of mating someone may hit the jackpot because there’s no doubt some impressive dogs from a combination of show and working bloodlines are beginning to make their presence felt in the shooting field – and even competitively at novice and open stake level.


We began by discussing the fact that the Labrador, in the opinion of the Kennel Club, is one breed. I believe we have now quite clearly revealed that it certainly isn’t. But despite this divergence the Kennel Club will register any litter of pups whose sire and dam is similarly registered. The Kennel Club does not make any assessment of the ‘type’ of Labradors it registers so pups produced from a mating of two dogs that may be Labrador in name only are readily accepted for registration. What is even more concerning, but perhaps not the place to be fully discussed here, is that the Kennel Club continues to register pups from parents that have undergone no health testing. So to buy a pup that is registered by the Kennel Club tells you only one thing – that the sire and dam are also registered. It discloses nothing about how a pup will look when it’s mature and gives no indication about the health test (hips, elbows, eyes) results of the parents. It’s important to understand that the Kennel Club registration can offer no guarantee about a pup other than the fact that it has two registered parents.


So it’s essential to have a full understanding of the status of the breed in the UK and to be aware of the wide range of breeding combinations that can create what may well be termed a ‘working Labrador’. Such a dog can look and perform across the full gamut of ability – hopeless or brilliant – and it can look every inch a Labrador or anything but a Labrador. And no information about any of those traits can be gleaned from its Kennel Club registered status which, in all truth are just names and numbers on a certificate. While I firmly believe it’s important to buy a pup from Kennel Club registered parents and that pups produced from matings of registered stock should also be registered, Kennel Club registration is simply that and nothing more.


Black Labradors are the most popular colour among those who work their dogs, although yellows have strong supporters. Fashions are ever-changing and a spate of successful yellow stud dogs or when major field trial awards are accounted for by yellows, can quickly lead to more of that colour emerging in the field and in competition. It’s fair to say that black predominates the genetics of working Labradors but yellow now has a wide range of variations. There are yellow Labradors with deep yellow coats and there are others that are even verging on white. Fashion has certainly favoured the fox-red coat colour which in its truest form is a very deep red and not simply a deeper yellow. There appears to be no other reason for the increased demand for fox-red Labradors other than a ‘fad’. The chocolate issue among working ranks has long been debated and while Labradors of this colour – which can vary from pale milk chocolate to dark brown – don’t have a good reputation as working dogs, I have to say there is good reason for that, even though it’s a rather unfair criticism.


The chocolate Labrador – and how good if it had retained its original colour description of ‘liver’ – could not have been designed any better as the ‘must have’ among buyers of pet Labrador pups. Its popularity created a situation that still exists – one of mass production of pups whose breeding is based purely on colour. Chocolate Labrador pups offered for sale – and some have found themselves in working homes by default – have been mainly produced by individuals who feel they can make a quick return on a litter of pups or by puppy farmers. There are chocolate pups available from a number of show-breeders who breed them responsibly and from proven bloodlines and there are now a handful of breeders of very capable working Labradors who are concentrating on this colour. Chocolate Labradors bred for the pet market are not recommended as working dogs but the careful combination of genetics from working dogs – chocolate and black – that will produce chocolate pups with working ability, is now underway. Any poor reputation that chocolate Labradors may have as working gundogs has nothing to do with their colour but everything to do with the way they are bred.
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Fenway Brock – even working Labradors should retain the typical head and expression that is the hallmark of the breed
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Carol and David Coode’s Ch Warringahs Gunderoo JW – a very successful show winner demonstrating his natural working ability (Photo: Sharon Rogers)








There appears to be no move on the part of the Kennel Club to address the fact that the vast majority of Labradors it registers every year are produced from working bloodlines and yet many don’t look anything like its breed standard. It’s a situation that makes it all the more important for prospective buyers of working Labradors to become fully conversant with the type of Labrador they may end up owning because the breed isn’t of ‘standard issue’. And as we have discussed in this chapter, the divergence within the breed is far greater than simply a split between working and show types.


First-time owners of working Labradors often find themselves with a type of dog they didn’t anticipate having to deal with – either in the way it looks or the way it behaves. In so many cases a well-reared litter of working Labrador pups appears to be no different to any other, but it’s essential to find out as much as you can about the breeding and appearance of what lies behind the current generation to help you buy a pup that will grow into the type of dog you expect it to – not only in looks but in ability, temperament and good health.



















CHAPTER TWO


•


Buying the Right Labrador





FOR A BREED AS POPULAR as the Labrador it’s easy to assume that finding a pup, a part-trained youngster or even a fully-trained adult dog would present few problems. Any initial internet search will reveal a huge number of Labrador litters on the market and while some may be described as being bred from dogs with working pedigrees, there is far more involved in making sure you acquire the right pup to suit your needs other than simply buying from a working-bred litter.


A working-bred pup will be from parents of appropriate breeding, but before any selection is made there are several other important criteria that must be taken into consideration: The ‘breeding’ behind the pup – in other words its pedigree – is paramount. Understanding and being able to ‘read’ – or perhaps decipher is a better word to use – a pedigree is an extremely useful tool for a puppy buyer and certainly an enlightening one. In fact it’s equally relevant whether you are buying a pup, youngster or adult. It’s also essential to know the health status of a pup’s parents and that means seeing certificates for their hip scores, elbow scores and eye test results. Although several DNA tests concerning Labrador health issues are also now being undertaken by the most responsible breeders, I believe the Optigen DNA test covering gPRA (blindness) and the DNA test for CNM (centro nuclear myopathy) of the parents are the most important and must be made available for inspection by the breeder. The temperament of the parents must also be taken into account. You will be able to assess the bitch when you inspect the litter but a first-hand appraisal of the sire may be unlikely – he could well come from the other end of the country! In that case it pays to do a bit of detective work and in particular to check-out what type of pups he’s producing – possibly strong and confident or sensitive and less-outgoing. Best to know this information before taking the plunge. And finally make sure the parents are both good examples and typical of the breed and that the pup has been responsibly reared.
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A young, part-trained dog – bright-eyed and ready for action!








The aim should be to buy a pup or youngster with the breeding and temperament that suits you and provides you with a dog you can satisfactorily train to fulfil the working role you have planned. Quite often a pup or a youngster is bought to train as a working gundog but turns out to be totally unsuitable for the novice. So time and effort devoted to looking for the right pup or dog is never wasted. We hear people refer to their youngster as being ‘too hot’ when facing training challenges they hadn’t anticipated. In these cases the dog is usually very talented but has training requirements beyond the capabilities of the novice handler – and there can also be additional behavioural issues. All can be avoided by making a considered decision at the outset.


A myriad of reasons are given by novices who encounter problems with their first dog. In many cases there has been a basic lack of understanding of what’s required in terms of management and handling from a very early age, but more often than not it’s simply a result of buying a pup without thoroughly assessing the type of dog you want to end up with and how to ensure you achieve that.


Finding the right pup or youngster shouldn’t be an onerous task. It should be a pleasant and enjoyable experience – a journey that will yield valuable information and knowledge along the way about the dog your are about to spend the next 12 years of your life with.


So how do you avoid the pitfalls? Let’s start off with buying a pup. All pups are difficult to resist but it’s advisable not to start looking at litters without first having done some homework. All too often the heart can rule the head and even though you may go to look at a litter with the intention of no more than just taking a look, despite all your best intentions the inevitable may happen. Unplanned and impulsive puppy purchase should be avoided at all costs!


Friends and others from local shoots may well have a litter of pups at precisely the time you’re ready to make a commitment. Again, the temptation can be all too great so while these litters may offer a convenient opportunity it’s important to subject such litters to the same intense scrutiny you should give to any other litter owned by a complete stranger. Don’t feel duty bound to buy from a friend or acquaintance if the litter in question doesn’t meet all your criteria. Always remember that to rear a pup, and to train and manage a young Labrador, you are going to invest a considerable amount of time and energy not to mention cost.


The pup’s pedigree, the health status of its parents – which will be relevant to the pup’s health in later life – its temperament and the way it has been reared are the most important items on your checklist. Addressing these basic issues from the start will avoid problems later.


And don’t allow a lower price to tempt you to cut corners on what you’re really looking for. A pup bought from a friend or acquaintance – or the last of a litter being sold at a reduced price – may seem like a bargain too good to miss but saving a few pounds on the initial cost when there’s a risk of ending up with a raft of issues you hadn’t bargained for is false economy.
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An eight-week old working-bred pup – good looks need not be the sole preserve of the show-ring








Never lose sight of what it is you actually require from an adult working Labrador. So continually remind yourself of what you’re actually looking for. If you need a Labrador to be a one-day-a-week peg dog during the shooting season and live as part of the family for the rest of the time your needs will be very different from the person with a greater year-round commitment to shooting or to someone whose aspirations are driven by success at working tests or field trials.


While all of this may appear to be taking the job of buying a pup to the extreme, I can assure you that any time spent is worth it. Finding out as much as you can about a litter and its background before taking the plunge and making a purchase, will be of immeasurable value compared with the realisation some months down the line when you have a young dog on your hands that is either proving difficult too train, is clearly unsuitable for the job you intended or worse still has shown early signs of health problems.


So where do you start the search for a new pup? Litters of pups sired by field trial champions are considered to be a safe bet, especially by those buying a Labrador pup for the first time. In these cases the sire of the litter has demonstrated his ability as a competitive working dog and has won his title and that will clearly come through in his pups. But that in itself doesn’t mean all his progeny will inherit his ability. All sires only pass on a proportion of their genes – good and bad – and some are better at passing on good genes than others. In all livestock breeding top winners can’t be guaranteed to replicate their superiority when the females they are mated to may have obvious faults that can predominate in the progeny.


And some sires – be they dogs, horses or whatever – are better ‘producers’ than others. The world of working Labradors is no exception. There will always be well known field trial champions that leave a definite ‘stamp’ on their progeny and earn a reputation for being prepotent sires. Others may be less so. Always remember that the inherited working qualities of any progeny are taking 50% of their genes from the dam. So before getting too carried away by an opportunity to buy a pup sired by a particularly fashionable field trial champion it’s essential to find out more about his progeny and how generous he is at passing on his superior genes – and that’s before you even start to consider anything about the dam of the litter. More of her later.


All field trial champions have been extremely well trained in order to achieve a very high standard of work that was good enough for them to achieve their titles. But the level of excellence they have attained also has a lot to do with the expertise of the trainer – and some dogs will undoubtedly have demanded more skilled training to achieve the end result than others. Clearly a novice trainer cannot expect to have that level of experience and yet the progeny of that dog may well take after the sire and require it. So my advice is to find out as much about the sire as possible and about the reputation of his progeny in terms of their trainability.


For a novice buying a pup for the first time and having the choice of buying from a litter sired by either a field trial champion dog that may not be the most exciting in his work but is a solid and reliable worker, compared with another sire with a reputation for being fast and with lots of ‘pazzaz’, which would you choose? The second dog is obviously a dog with ability and drive but qualities that need an experienced trainer to fully exploit and control. Pups sired by the first dog are more likely to suit a novice provided enough can be found out about the type of pups he has produced. There will always be outstanding field trial champions siring biddable, trainable pups but there will also be those whose titles have been won more by the influence of expert trainers who have been able to harness the challenges presented by brilliance.
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