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    “There is nothing mystical about developing a dog: it is basically patience, good judgment, tenacity, kindness, understanding, consistency, and a lot of hard but pleasant work. As Thomas Edison said—5 percent inspiration and 95 percent perspiration.”

  

  
    —Robert G. Wehle, Snakefoot
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  INTRODUCTION

  I HURRIED OVER SNAGS AND KICKED THROUGH PRICKERS TO KEEP PACE with the lithe white dog as she plunged into the tag alders, her nose high and at full-alert status, her torso low as she cut sharply around sapling-size trees like a slalom skier attacking gates, her whippy tail beating as a metronome. “She’s birdy, watch her,” her owner yelled to me. No sooner had he said that than the dog came to a full stop, twisting her head and shoulders around herself, bowing low with haunches high, tail now a spike. The beeper collar she wore for locating purposes began to bleat in measured tones every second, as it was programmed to do when the dog wearing it stopped moving. Brendan shouted, “She’s on point! You see her?”

  I ducked under and bulled through the tight clutch of latticed leafless tree limbs, heading toward a small creek, all the while keeping a close watch on her rigid white body. Her spiky tail was rigid and trembling. Her shoulders shook too, and her haunches shivered. But her head was rock solid. I whispered, “Whoa”—feeling slightly guilty about it, I must admit; she wasn’t my dog to command, but her owner was yards behind us, and not having a dog of my own, I got a slight thrill from thinking I was in charge. Brendan told me to go in and flush the bird; the covert meant it was a tight-holding woodcock, a species that prefers wet-bottomed areas such as alder stands. I readied to shoulder my gun as I stepped forward.

  I walked two steps past Nell and kicked with my right boot at the brush of matted goldenrod stalks and brown grass, sweeping back and forth with my toe. I saw the bird before it flushed—a compacted bundle of feathers in earth-tone browns shading to beige and rust-orange nestled at the base of an alder pole. It seemed to fluff its breast as I leaned onto the balls of my feet to ready for the shot. The bird burst into motion, a sort of feathered jack-in-the-box, elevating in an instant in a helicoptering woodcock flush. As it leveled off above the twelve-foot alder tops, I flicked off the shotgun’s safety and shot once. Nell, the pointer, looked up at me and then crept forward to point another bird. I shot that one too. I swear I saw Nell smile as she retrieved the first bird when Brendan, her owner, commanded her, “Fetch.” Carrying that bird back to Brendan, Nell had feathers pasted to the sides of her mouth, decorating her white snout and pinkish nose. We were hunting about a mile from my house in southern Vermont. The birds, two woodcock, were warm and heavy in the game pouch in the back of my hunting vest as we made the short walk back to my truck.

  I had hunted over Nell, my friend Brendan Banahan’s English pointer, a few other times through the years. She was the most athletic dog I’d ever seen work in the woods, neither methodical and close-ranging like an English setter nor nose-to-the-ground, forest-vacuuming like some Brittanys. Nell was an athlete, a sprinter. Nell broad-jumped the creek, she didn’t wallow through it. Nell vaulted the deadfall, she didn’t belly-crawl under. Nell was ten or eleven when I shot that brace of woodcock over her, a seasoned and mature pointer. She died in 2002 at fifteen, sadly, though she lived a long life for a pointer. I shot two woodcock over her in the autumn of 2001, too, her last season. They were the last birds she pointed. She was a wondrous dog, and I miss her, though never more than Brendan does. Nell was seasoned, and though still prone to being a “blockhead,” as Brendan called her, she was gorgeous and majestic when on point. If I had a dog, I said, it would be an English pointer.

  In 1999, I made good on that promise.

  [image: image]

  From the day I brought Reilly home when she was ten weeks old, I had no idea how to start grooming her to be a hunting companion. Within three days, I had read the better part of three dog-training books. None addressed how to train an English pointer her age. I didn’t want to know about pitching a pigeon wing or lawn training yet; I wanted to know whether to tell her to come or fetch or, as she ran, say come ’round or quarter or whoa or heel or stop or “Git over here, yuh shit-bird,” as I once heard an owner say to his dog before fingering the button on the transmitter he held to send an electrical zap to the nodes of the electronic collar fitted on his dog. And what about training collars? No one I knew had a definite opinion on whether or when to begin using these particular tools. My bird-hunting friends said, “You gotta be careful not to change their personality,” mixed with “But you don’t wanna spoil the dog.”Where to begin?

  In my experience, English pointers are best known nowadays as southern or western dogs, hard-working quail runners that bust lespedeza tracts in ninety-degree heat till they’re whistled back to the dog wagon and the handler on the quail plantation releases the next wave of dogs to range out in front of the horse-saddled hunters, or as big runners in big-country swales in Montana and the Dakotas where pheasants and prairie birds are found.

  In the Northeast, we have other expected pointing-dog breeds, namely English setters, German shorthairs, and Brittany spaniels. These breeds are hardworking and generally close-hunting, which has gained them favor among grouse and woodcock hunters. Still, having hunted over Nell and seeing what she could do, I fell for the sheer athleticism of an English pointer.

  In recent years, perhaps because of their popularity as field-trial dogs that are expected to run big and range far, and with the exception most notably of the Elhew pointer bloodline, English pointers have fallen out of favor with Northeastern hunters. (Brendan is the only other hunter I know who has owned and hunted an English pointer.) And in the area of southern Vermont where I lived when I got my first dog, there were no English pointer support groups. But this Yankee boy got himself a pointer.

  As a journalist and writer, intensely curious by nature, I wanted to know the right way to go about training this spirited breed. I couldn’t find much word-of-mouth support, so I read as much as I could, and then I hired the experts, two pros, to train my dog and, more important, to train me in the process—the latter no doubt a much more challenging and daunting task than the dog work.

  Mind you, I’m not lazy; I didn’t hire trainers and pay their fees, which so far come to more than $2,500, because I had no time for or interest in the training myself. In fact, I quit my job (partially, at least) in publishing for a year for the express purpose of training my dog and, eventually, to see her trained. But maybe like you, I had no idea where to begin with the training and then where to take the training, in what stages. I feared ruining my dog of her inborn instincts, stepping on her natural abilities, as a result of my own inexperience with the process. So I shelled out the bucks to learn from guys who’ve trained, cumulatively, thousands of working dogs. And I learned more than I ever expected.

  Is taking your dog to a trainer always a satisfying experience? Depends on you, the dog, and the trainer. I was lucky in that I found two trainers who were compassionate to my dog and with whom I became friends as well. I hold the work of these men in such high regard that the guidance they’ve given my dog would be secondary—were it not for the fact that her performance is a testament to the work they do, to the training skills they possess. An encomium? Damn right.

  I have hunting friends who believe it’s foolish to hire a trainer. Such ridicule, too often, stems from the perception that professional hunting-dog trainers are for the rich guy who wants a field-trial-ready animal without getting his hands soiled or blistered or, with ill-tempered dogs, bitten. In my experience, that convention is simply not the case. “There is no short cut to dog training. The best trainer in the world will have to put in just as much time and work on the dog as you would,” wrote Robert G. Wehle in his book, Wing & Shot. Most owners who take their dogs to trainers do so to have the best possible experience with their dogs in the two-, four-, or, at best, six-week bird-hunting season we have in the field each year. They’re not off the hook once the dogs leave the trainers; the work continues. My feeling was, Why not start the work off right?

  My friend Larry Kenney, the advertising director of American Angler magazine and a longtime owner of versatile dogs who had his youngest dogs—albeit flushing dogs—professionally trained, shared these universal comments on dog training with me:

  “As a dyed-in-the-wool flushing-dog guy, I trained my first three dogs, such as that was, all by myself, a springer, a Lab, and then another springer, all females, and all from simple ‘both parents hunt’ stock. I was pretty satisfied with how they performed for me on a northern Californian’s typical list of pheasants, ducks, quail, and the occasional chukar, which is to say they found and put up birds and mostly brought them back when I shot them. But by the time I was into that third dog, the best of the lot, I’d seen how much better fully trained flushing dogs could be, and I determined to set higher goals.

  “That was easier said than done given a more-than-full-time job, a family, and a reluctance to really put the screws to a dog when it messed up. To make things tougher, that fourth dog, a big, goony, male springer out of impressive field-trial lines, also met me at every

  turn with a willful resistance that had me more than once on the verge of canicide. I simply wasn’t capable enough, or willing enough, to exert the kind of physical force and discipline he needed. So instead of giving up or giving him away, at seven months of age I placed him with a trainer. He stayed for six months, cost me five times what the dog did, and it was some of the best money I ever spent. The pup got intelligent, disciplined training and saw more birds than my other dogs did in a couple of years of hunting. I worked with the dog and the trainer once a week for an hour or so, and not only ended up with a well-started dog who was pretty much steady to wing and shot, but I learned a bunch in the bargain. When I added another dog to the household eight years later, we’d moved to Oregon, but I placed her with another trainer for three months just to start her right on birds, then worked her myself. Again, money more than well spent.”

  Testify, Larry, testify!

  Trainers and happy hunting-dog owners with whom I’ve spoken always stress that you’ve got to have realistic expectations for training results. Dropping off a dog at a trainer’s kennel and expecting the dog to be field-trial stock or a champion in the woods three months later is usually a recipe for disappointment. The results come over time, depending on the bloodlines and genes of your dog and its ability to be trained. The two trainers who worked with my pointer agreed that some dogs just can’t be trained to be top-drawer or even good pointing dogs—they don’t have the instinctual stuff to draw out with training. Other dogs may need years of training. Your dog may need only a couple seasons or, in the rare case, just one. But time and repetition trump all, and a professional trainer makes it his job to use both with your dog—and often, with you as well. Bring daily exposure to birds into the mix, and the argument for professional training is hard to refute. Unless, that is, you can provide all the elements of professional training yourself: open spaces for training, lots of pigeons or penned quail, several hours each day for obedience and field-training exercises, and plenty of patience.

  I admit that I have little experience and scant authority on matters of bird-dog training, except relating to my first pointing dog, Reilly, and what I’ve read and sponged up from writers and trainers of great authority. My reason for writing this book, I suppose, is to help others gain confidence in the training of any pointing breed, whether they do the training themselves or hire professional trainers as I did. I know from experience that we can worry more than we need to about the development of dogs; however, we do face the reality of limiting their instinctual growth by overburdening them too quickly or unrealistically with our own expectations. I felt overwhelmed by not having a source that would tell me, “Don’t worry, you’re doing okay; get help if you need it.”

  No, I’m not a dog trainer. But I offer in this book much of what I learned in my early years of owning a pointing dog—and what I’ve learned working with some memorable and talented dog owners and trainers. And when I say “dog” or “hunting dog” throughout this book, I mean the pointing breeds, unless I mention another specific breed. Recollections from my notes and journal entries of the timeline during my dog’s first three years, supported by photos, follow in these pages. I hope that sharing what I’ve learned helps you with the training of your own pointing dog.

   

  
    
      	
         

      
      	
        Joe Healy

        August 2004

        East Burke, Vermont

      
    

  


  CHAPTER 1
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  Pointers on Pointers

  IF YOU ARE OR INTEND TO BE A FIRST-TIME POINTING-DOG OWNER, YOU either have already chosen a breed with which to work or are contemplating the various choices of pointers available today. English pointer, English setter, Brittany spaniel, vizsla, German shorthaired pointer, weimaraner—these are the workhorses of the pointing-dog world. Which breed you select, and the training you elect to put the dog through, should depend first on what type of hunting you plan to do. Hunting the nation’s western prairies requires a big-running dog trained to hunt differently than a northern dog that needs to be attuned to tight woodcock and grouse coverts. The much-respected and widely reputed English pointer breeder and trainer Robert G. Wehle offers superb suggestions along these lines in his book Wing & Shot; Kenneth C. Roebuck also offers excellent opinions in Gun-Dog Training Pointing Dogs. The best advice I can offer is to know all you can about the breeds with which you may be compatible by thinking hard about your own personality and selecting the breed that complements you.

  If, for example, you are high-strung and impatient, don’t get an English pointer, which is a generally high-strung and impatient breed and may feed off your type-A personality with negative, overramped results. But if you’re athletic and like a brisk pace to your hunting, an English pointer may be heaven-sent. If, however, you view hunting as a leisurely walk in the woods, a hard-charging English pointer or German shorthair will upset your pace; maybe an English setter is better for you.

  As Roebuck writes, “It is most essential that you take working ability into consideration first and foremost.” You might like the appearance of a certain breed, but it’s best to search for a dog that works in a way you can appreciate without getting knotted up with frustration. So think about your personality, and choose a dog you’re reasonably certain you can handle. Minimize frustration and you’ll be able to properly discipline your dog, without emotion, as you reinforce that which the dog has been trained to do.

  Only you can decide what dog is best for you. But I can speak from experience here: When you find the right breed and the right dog, you will be smitten for life. And finding out whether you have the right dog meets the test when you begin training it. That’s the path this book follows.
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  My English pointer, Reilly, just passing her fourth birthday (in human years) as I write this, is not much like me. I’m laid-back, contemplative, and, in my thoughts, obsessive. She’s impulsive, quick to act, impatient. We’re both athletic and fit—I played soccer in college and still consider myself reasonably fit; she’s naturally agile and fit—though she’s more of a sprinter whereas I’m quick but slow-footed. Still, I’ve never questioned whether we fit together. We do. As of this writing, she and I have lasted longer together than any woman and I have. (Although that may have changed by the time you read this book!)

  Reilly came to me by some source of fate. This statement does play to my life view—that we all are bystanders, to some degree, to that which fate serves up. My personal code of living is shaped largely by a lifetime of Irish Catholic guilt and repentance and a personal Hindu reprieve gained mostly by studying and assimilating into my life view the hymns of the Upanishads and Tagore, the great Bengali poet, as well as sentiments from the works of the Romantic poets, particularly Wordsworth and Blake. I believe in forces of fate and nature. It’s my belief in fate that leads me to acknowledge that this dog and I were meant to teach each other in the ten to fifteen years or so that we’ll be together.

  It’s a clammy tale. Boy wants dog. Live-in girlfriend says no. Months pass. Boy works on girl—on her attitudes, Californian that she is, about hunting. Talks to her about Steinbeck hunting quail—though the truth is he hated to shoot them, he found them so pretty. October leads to November; it’s bird-hunting season in Vermont. Boy laments about not having his own dog, and then introduces girl to Nell, his friend and colleague Brendan’s pointer. Girl seems to soften her canine opinions. Boy sez, “Honey, I grew up with a hunting dog”—Boy is coy; he had a golden who never took to the field—“and, Girl, you see how good pointers are.” Girl sez she loves Boy and will do what she can to make him happy. They are happy. They are a family.

  In late November 1999, at Boy’s childhood house, Girl and Boy are visiting with Boy’s parents, having Thanksgiving dinner and an early birthday celebration for Boy. They talk about Girl and Boy getting a dog. All agree that a dog is a nice first step to what might come after. Wine is poured; toasts are made. Dog means family.

  “Granddog,” Boy sez to his parents, and they shake their heads and say, “Don’t you dare say that till the grandchildren are covered.” More wine, more fun. And then a dim Sunday morning. Till Boy opens the Syracuse Herald American, November 28 edition, flips to the classified ads, and goes to the “Pets” listing. He scans down to “E” for English pointer. That’s past “A” for African grey parrot and Australian cattle dog and “D” for Doberman and dachshund and Dalmatian. Boy sees a listing. He reads it four times to himself before he calls to Girl, who’s in the kitchen with his mother, “Girl, I found it!”

  The ad reads: “English Pointer Puppies: ‘Bird Dog,’ registered. Includes shots, wormings & tatoo [sic]. Sire is 5x champion, 3x R-U champion, 1999 NYS Dog Of The Year, Comanche’s Tonto.” It lists a phone number in New York area code 607. Boy has been reading Shooting Sportsman and Gray’s Sporting Journal and Gun Dog and Pointing Dog Journal, studying the ads in the back of those periodicals, looking for breeders of pointing dogs. He’s even thought of running a want ad in one of the fly-fishing magazines for which he works, knowing that fly fishing and bird hunting are closely allied. Now, here in central New York, randomly, in the Herald American, his original hometown newspaper, he finds a breeder not far away in southern-central New York.

  Boy calls. He leaves a message. He’s disappointed because he and Girl could leave his parents’ house right now and go have a look at the dogs and the breeder. They are also, right then, he thinks, only about two hours or less from the Elhew compound, owned by Robert Wehle of the Wehle family who in 1932 founded Genesee Brewing Company, and who breeds and raises and trains the best, some think, and probably most expensive pointers in the country. They have an estate, the Wehles, up on Lake Ontario. From Oneida Lake, on which Boy grew up, it is a short drive. But Boy says no, he doesn’t want an Elhew/Wehle; frankly, he’s intimidated by the notion of having that caliber of dog. He’s read that Mr. Wehle interviews all prospective buyers, and Boy’s not sure he has the knowledge to pass muster as a champion-dog owner. He wants a beer and a day to think about the dog.
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