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  The success of Ducks Unlimited hinges upon each member’s personal involvement in the conservation of North America’s wetlands and waterfowl. You can help Ducks Unlimited meet its conservation goals by volunteering your time, energy, and resources; by participating in our conservation programs; and by encouraging others to do the same. To learn more about how you can make a difference for the ducks, call 1-800-45-DUCKS.
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  It has been almost forty years since Richard A. Wolters introduced his revolutionary dog-training method with the publication of Gun Dog, the first of a series of books designed to teach bird hunters how to train their own dogs. The new training technique was based on both science and common sense. The science came from animal behaviorists, who were shedding new light on the ways dogs learn. The common sense, of course, had been around for years, buried under layers of “sage” advice from so-called “expert” trainers. It was up to Wolters—the former rocket scientist who spent his later years proving that you don't need to be a rocket scientist to train hunting dogs—to unearth it.




  Like the Wolters’ books, this new volume is no small discovery. Its subject, specifically, is how to train retrievers for waterfowling and upland bird hunting. It, too, is based on science and common sense. The science comes from an even better understanding of how dogs learn, as well as new research into canine evolution. The common sense has been around for years, but has gotten buried by field-trial experts whose breeding and training methods run counter to what the average hunter needs in a retriever. This time it is veteran dog trainer Robert Milner who has taken on the task of setting things right, taken a step forward to show hunters how to get back to the basics of retriever training.




  In the case of retrievers, a lot more than our understanding of them has changed in the last forty years. According to Milner, the dogs themselves have changed—and not for the better:




  “The typical Labrador retriever of thirty or forty years ago was a gentle, calm dog. Today an unfortunately large number of Labradors are hyperactive and difficult to train. The basic reason for this shift appears to be our field-trial system.”




  During his more than thirty years of training retrievers and judging field trials in the U.S. and England, Milner began noticing some striking differences between retrievers in this country and those on the other side of the pond. A much larger percentage of puppies from American field-trial stock tended to be hyperactive, with a propensity for running off with a stick or ball, a definite precursor to hard-mouth behavior. The great majority of pups from British field-trial stock, however, were calm in nature, with a tendency to return a stick or ball on their first retrieve and deliver it to hand.




  This trend became alarming to Milner, who realized that what he and many other professional trainers had been doing—through selective breeding and training—was creating an American retriever that was increasingly “too hot” for the average hunter to handle. As Milner sums it up:




  “The gist of all this is that the average hunter is low in dog-training skills, which is as it should be. The community of dog experts should be promoting the selective breeding of a dog that the average hunter can train, and enjoy. We should not be breeding a dog with a bundle of genetically transmitted behavioral tendencies that make him difficult to train into a good working dog. The average hunter should not have to get a Ph.D in dog training in order to come up with a dog that is pleasant to hunt with and pleasant to live with.”




  In contrast to the heavy-handed tactics of most training programs, this one offers techniques that are good for you and good for your dog. Through gentle training methods learned from Ray Hunt—the original “horse whisperer”—Milner shows you how to train a retriever by using its own natural tendencies instead of force. He also shows you how to pick a retriever with the right genetic make-up, so that you don’t choose a high-octane dog that is better suited for field-trialing than for hunting. The result is a calm, steady and obedient companion—at home and in the field.




  Chuck Petrie


  Executive Editor


  Ducks Unlimited magazine
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  THE DUCK HUNT




  THE OLD STATION wagon plowed south down Highway 61 through blowing snow. The boy fidgeted with anticipation next to his grandfather, who drove steadily, concentrating on the road ahead. The weather forecast called for a heavy front, with snow approaching from the northwest. The Mississippi River had been above twenty-one feet at Memphis for a week. The old man knew that this would be a day of days for a duck hunter.




  Jake, a four-year-old yellow Labrador retriever, lay sprawled across the back seat sleeping, while Smoke, an eighteen-month-old black Lab, turned restlessly in his crate at the back of the car. This was Smoke’s first duck hunt, and a rare event for the boy as well. Jake, on the other hand, was a veteran, and it was his arrival whine that made the old man glance right and notice the outline of the Indian mound at the edge of the low beams.




  The Indian mound was the old man’s signal that the driveway for the Beaver Dam duck club was just two hundred yards ahead. He slowed and squinted through the glare reflecting off the snow, almost feeling his way to the drive, then up it toward the clubhouse. “Leave your dog in the crate so he doesn’t make a nuisance of himself,” he told the boy when they stopped. “Grab your boots and we’ll go in and change.”




  The old man opened the rear of the car and grabbed his waders. With a “here Jake,” he strode toward the front door, followed by his handsome dog. The boy fished around the back seat, got his waders, and hurried after him. Inside, the kitchen overflowed with club members finishing breakfast and organizing the day’s shooting. Several dogs roamed around. The old man stood and talked for a few minutes, while Jake sat quietly at his side...in spite of the attentions of two other dogs that were insistently sniffing and poking at him.




  “Sam, that dog is too well mannered for an ornery old coot like you,” said Chubby, the club patriarch.




  “They say dogs take after their masters,” the old man replied. “The boy and I will be going up to Round Pond south of Doc’s hole, if that’s OK with everyone.”




  “Chuck and I would be glad for y’all to come with us up to Boyd’s hole. We killed our limit in a half-hour there yesterday.”




  “No thanks,” said the old man. “We’ve got Tim’s new pup today and he’s liable to be short on manners. He’ll do much better with less attention.”




  Walking back to the car, the old man handed Tim a leash and said, “Here, put this lead on Smoke so you can keep him under control. We’ve spent a lot of time training him to be obedient other places. We need to be especially sure he understands that hunting is a place to mind his manners.” As he opened the car door he added, “Put the leash on before you take him out of the crate. You want to be totally sure he’s under control.”




  Tim took the leash and put it on Smoke before taking the dog from the crate in the back of the old station wagon. Then he closed up the back, and the old man pulled down by the boat ramp, turned the car around, and backed the boat trailer down to the water’s edge.




  “Help me load up the boat before we put it in the water,” the old man said, lifting the guns out of the car. “You take Smoke and tie him up to that pole so he’ll sit quietly while we’re loading up.”




  Tim tied up Smoke and then put the motor on the square-stern duck boat. Then he fetched the gas tank, decoys, and paddles. The old man handed Tim a life vest, saying, “Put this on and then hold the bowline when I back her into the water.” He launched the boat and parked the car.




  Getting in the boat, the old man said, “Slip the lead off Smoke and walk him down the bank so he can do his business. Take Jake with you, and pick up ten or fifteen rocks and put them in your pocket. I’ll start the motor and let it warm up.”




  The boy walked the two dogs down the bank, letting them wander about and sniff the bushes within range of his flashlight beam. He stopped long enough to pocket some rocks, then walked back with the dogs to the waiting boat.




  Black shadowy forms loomed in the flashlight’s glare as they approached the thicket surrounding the pond. The old man cut the motor and paddled through the tightly spaced cypress trees crowding over the boat trail into Round Pond. As they cleared the trees into open water, the old man played the light over a few broken, weathered remnants of two-by-fours nailed to a big, gnarled old cypress stump.




  “That was Nash Buckingham’s blind back in the heyday of Beaver Dam. The last twenty-five-duck limit from Beaver Dam was shot from that blind on December 30, 1929. The entry is recorded in the club shooting log. In 1930 the limit was lowered to fifteen.”




  Reaching to the center of the duck hole, the old man handed a sack of decoys to the boy, saying, “Let’s get these decoys put out. It’s getting close to shooting time.”




  As the boy started tossing decoys out, Smoke would lunge against his tether with each throw and the boy would yell “Stay!” “Hold it,” exclaimed the old man. “Smoke is not going anywhere with that tether tying him in the boat. Your yelling just gets him more excited, and teaches him that ‘stay’ means fight and lunge against the leash.”




  After Tim had tossed out six or eight decoys, Smoke settled down and sat still.




  “Now you can tell him ‘stay’ and he’ll get the right association,” said the old man. “Stroke him gently on the shoulder and tell him ‘good dog’ now that he’s sitting still like we want.”




  A little later, Tim noticed Jake stiffen a bit and prick up his ears while staring intently through the low clouds scudding across the dim, gloomy treetops of the gray dawn.




  “Get ready,” whispered the old man. “Jake hears some ducks in the clouds.”




  Suddenly four mallards popped out of the gray, snow-flecked mist. Their wings were cupped as they dropped like rocks straight down toward the decoys. The old man’s 32-inch Parker dropped two. The boy missed the first shot, but killed one climbing out.




  “Quiet your dog down,” said the old man. “He needs to learn that the duck boat is a place to sit quietly.” Smoke was jerking against the tether in a fruitless effort to launch himself after the downed ducks.




  Tim gave him a jerk on the collar and calmly commanded him to sit. Upon compliance, Tim gently stroked him on the shoulders. Jake, who was not tied, looked with great interest at a crippled duck swimming rapidly past the decoys. His look was intense but he sat calmly. “Jake has done this often enough that he knows we’re not going to pick up ducks till we are done,” the old man said as he raised his gun and shot the one cripple on the water.




  Half an hour later they had a limit of four ducks each. The last two killed were floating in open water ten yards past the decoys. “Now we can let Smoke retrieve his first duck,” said the old man, gesturing out past the decoys. “Send him for that last one down.”




  “What about the decoys?” asked Tim.




  “Smoke has always found training dummies well past decoys,” said the old man. “So he’ll go right on through them to the duck. He hasn’t learned yet to expect to find anything in the decoys.”




  Tim unsnapped Smoke’s tether and sent him for the duck, which Smoke deftly retrieved. When he got back to the boat, Tim put a hand on his collar to help him in. Then he asked the old man, “What about that duck thirty yards to the left?”




  “Send him for that one,” said the old man.




  Tim sent Smoke, who swam like an arrow straight back to the spot where he’d picked the first duck. Tim blew his whistle, trying to get Smoke to stop for a hand signal. “Save your breath,” said the old man. “Wait till Smoke finds out that he doesn’t know where the bird is. Then he’ll be more prone to take some help from you.”




  Smoke swam rapidly past the previous duck’s resting place, then he started wavering and looking left and right with uncertainty. “Now,” said the old man. “Blow the whistle.”




  Tim blew the whistle and Smoke turned to look at him. Tim gave a hand signal to the left. Smoke swam straight back. “Do it again,” ordered the old man.




  Tim blew the whistle and Smoke turned again to look at him. Tim gave a hand signal to the left. At the same time, the old man threw a rock that splashed just by the duck. Smoke saw the splash, swam straight to the duck and retrieved it.




  After Smoke was back in the boat, the old man said, “Tim, snap that tether back on Smoke. He won’t be trustworthy for quite a few hunts yet.” Untying the boat he said, “While you are picking up decoys, I’ll have Jake retrieve a couple of those ducks from the buck brush where the wind has blown them.” They paddled out to the decoys, and Tim began to pick them up and stow them.




  The old man sent Jake for a duck. Jake swam thirty yards and turned to look at the old man. He commanded “back” and gave Jake a hand signal to send him on back toward the ducks in the brush. Every twenty yards or so, Jake would look back to the old man for a hand signal. Two more hand signals put Jake into the buck brush, from which he emerged a few minutes later swimming back to the boat with a duck.




  “Grandpa,” said Tim, “the field-trial folks call that popping, when the dogs looks for a hand signal without being stopped on the whistle. They count it as a fault.”




  “I count it as intelligent,” said the old man. “Every smart dog I’ve ever had looked to me for directions on a blind retrieve. It is the sign of a smart, cooperative dog. It also cuts down considerably on whistle blasts and noise in the duck blind, which makes duck hunting generally more enjoyable.”




  The two dogs took turns retrieving the rest of the ducks. Smoke required the help of an occasional rock splash to succeed. After the last duck and decoy were picked up and stowed, the old man directed Tim to snap Smoke once again to the tether, and they headed back across the lake to the clubhouse. The old man guided the boat up to the boat dock and Tim hopped out and made fast the bow. He released Smoke and started for the clubhouse.




  “Whoa!” exclaimed the old man. “If you want to train Smoke to be under control, you need to keep him under control. Whatever you allow him to do is what you are training him to do.” He handed Tim a leash and said, “Take him with you into the clubhouse, but keep him on the leash until we are through and back in the car. This first hunt is the one that teaches Smoke what you expect from him on hunting trips, so don’t operate on hope. Make sure he gets the right picture.”




  The old man headed up to the clubhouse, with Jake walking easily with him. After he had changed out of waders and written up the morning’s hunt in the club journal, the old manrelaxed with a cup of coffee in front of the fire, with Jake lying on the floor at his side. He compared notes with Chubby.




  “We got a limit of mallards in forty-five minutes,” commented Chubby. “How did it go for Tim and the new dog?”




  The old man responded, dropping his hand down to stroke Jake’s head. “We each got a limit, and they both got a reasonable start.”
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  TRAINING A GUN DOG IS EASY




  TRAINING A GUN DOG IS EASY. All you have to do is educate yourself a little, develop a plan, and follow through with it. The tough part is deciding and defining what you want your dog to be. When you have that picture firmly in mind, the training program unfolds with remarkable ease. Training a gun dog is more a matter of not interfering with Pup’s learning processes.
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  DECIDE WHAT YOU WANT





  1. Obedience is by far the most desirable trait in a gun dog. After all, an obedient dog, even if he retrieves no ducks, at least doesn’t spoil the hunting day. On the other hand, the dog that is out of control is a real pain in the neck, regardless of how many ducks he retrieves.




  Nothing is more unpleasant than spending a morning trapped in a duck blind with an unruly dog and his shouting, ineffective, short-tempered owner. It is much easier, and infinitely more pleasant, to leave the dog at home and retrieve your own ducks.




  Obedience is the most treasured trait in a gun dog, and also the most valuable gift you can give your dog. The obedient, well-mannered dog is pleasant to be around. This is good for the dog, good for you, and good for your family. Having a well-mannered dog means you and your family can enjoy his full companionship—anywhere, anytime.




  I work in an office, and take my gun dog, Jake, a yellow Lab, to work with me nearly every day. He brings a little extra sunshine into everyone’s life. He is always very happy to see his friends at the office, and they are happy to see him. It’s amazing how therapeutic it can be to share a moment of companionship with such an open and affectionate friend. Jake has raised morale and productivity tremendously at the office. And on days when he’s not there, the atmosphere takes a noticeable downward turn.
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    Lessons in obedience should start early, and be reinforced throughout a dog’s life.




  The days just seem better with a dog around. And when you get yourself all wound up in some “crisis” at the office or at home, just reaching down to rub a friendly and grateful head can help put things right again. Your dog can be your greatest stress-reduction strategy. Maybe that’s his most valuable gift to you.




  Obedience is a great life-enhancing benefit for your dog as well. Look how much more time he gets to spend with you and his human pack. The most valuable time for him is time spent with you, his pack leader. This always reminds me of the old saying that dogs need plenty of space to roam. That is hogwash. The dog has been selectively bred for hundreds of years to socially bond with man. That’s where he wants to be, with his master.




  The classic example of this is a dog’s behavior when his master leaves to go to work.




  If a dog is kept in a three-by-four-foot dog crate, he will turn around a couple of times, lie down, and go to sleep, awaiting his master’s return. If the dog is kept in a twenty-acre fenced field, he will pick the shady spot closest to the gate, turn around a couple of times, lie down, and go to sleep, awaiting his master’s return. The moral: The thing your dog wants most is to be with you. Thus the most valuable gift you can give him is obedience and good manners, so he can spend more time with you.




  Obedience may also save your dog’s life. Some day you may park next to a busy highway and let the dog out of the car while not paying enough attention to him. You will look up and see him headed for heavy traffic, chasing some wonderful scent with his nose. That’s when obedience can pay off handsomely...when you call him and he stops short of the traffic.




  2. Steadiness is another important quality. Pup should have impeccable manners and steadiness in the duck blind or pheasant field when the birds are falling, flushing—or in any other tempting situation. This behavior is simply an extension of obedience, and is easy to achieve if you structure your training plan properly.
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    Pup is not born with good manners such as heeling and sitting. These and other self-control behaviors require the most training.




  3. Energy and persistence in retrieving is also highly desirable. This behavior is a slam-dunk. Pup is born with the retrieving. All you have to do is a minimum amount of development at the appropriate times in the training plan. The major problem you will have with the retrieving behavior is restraining yourself from giving Pup too much of it.




  4. A proficiency in blind retrieves makes for a superior gun dog. Then, when you’ve knocked down a distant bird that the dog didn’t see, you can quickly and efficiently direct him to the bird with a minimum amount of noise and activity. This behavior is also quite easy to train and follows very naturally if you start it at the proper time. Timing is most of the battle on this one.
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