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  INTRODUCTION




  This book is for the man who wants to train his own close-working gun dog, a dog that moves with grace and points with style, but that hunts within a restricted range at a pace suited to a man walking.




  Today’s gunner is not looking for a dog that can win a race to the birds. He doesn’t need to have his dog searching for distant birdy-looking objects; he wants his gun dog tucked in at a comfortable range hunting the cover that he has chosen himself.




  The average field-trial dog is not the kind of shooting dog today’s bird hunter is looking for. We don’t hunt on horseback, we hunt on our feet, and as the day wears on and our feet get tired, we hunt at an ever slower pace. We want dogs that stay with us, hunting within a range we think is appropriate to the cover we are in. When we stop for a breather along the way we want our dogs to come in and flop at our sides, exhibiting devotion and affection, rather than the kind of maniacal obsession with finding birds that makes some dogs drive on regardless of what we want to do.




  But that doesn’t mean we want dogs that just potter about underfoot. A good gun dog moves gracefully and fast, but he uses up his ground-covering ability quartering back and forth in front of the gunner rather than lining out to hit only the birdiest-looking distant pieces of cover.
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    A good close-working gun dog has plenty of style and class, but he stays with you.




  A good close-working gun dog has all the style and class of a good field-trial dog, but he operates on a shorter string, giving us the pleasure of watching him as he covers his ground, hits the scent of birds, and jams up on point.




  There is no one way to train the kind of gun dog we are looking for; no formula which can be applied to training that guarantees the results, for every man, and every bird dog, has individual personalities and character quirks. But there are certain methods that have been developed specifically for the training of stylish close-working gun dogs, as opposed to training dogs for wider-ranging purposes, and those are the methods which are included here.




  As Gun Dog Editor of Sports Afield magazine for 20 years and now as Gun Dog columnist for Field & Stream, I’ve had the opportunity to travel around the country interviewing professional gun-dog trainers and finding out how they approach the problems which we all encounter. One of the things that has made this job so rewarding is that the best professional trainers have no closely guarded secrets. I’ve found them all—from big-name pros to lesser-known local trainers—to be perfectly open and willing to discuss and demonstrate the training procedures they use. They have been quick to point out that there is no trick to training a gun dog; timing, consistency, and repetition are the keys to success, and patience is the trainer’s most necessary prerequisite.




  A man with a temperament to be a trainer, armed with the methods described in this book and lucky enough to own a dog with better-than-average intelligence, a good nose, and a strong desire to please, will find that training a close-working gun dog is mostly a matter of putting in time and not allowing the dog to run out of control.




  Dogs are creatures of habit—they are comfortable doing again what they have found pleasure in doing before. The dog that grows up within the confines of your authority gets in the habit of accepting your control over him. If you maintain that control during his formative years, you’ll have a dog that finds pleasure in doing things your way for the rest of his life. But let him discover that there are times when you cannot control him, and you will have continuing problems.




  Maintenance of your control is the essence of training a close-working gun dog; it is the umbrella under which each step in the training process must be taken.




  Above all you need to have a clear idea of how you want your dog to behave, and as he develops you must encourage him when he shows inclinations in that direction and correct him whenever his behavior is unsatisfactory. In that sense you are training the dog whenever you are with him—and keeping him securely kenneled at all other times is further evidence of the control you exercise over him.




  This book is not intended to be read in bits and pieces. The training methods described here should not be attempted until the entire book has been read and fully understood, for learning is a cumulative process and each step in training has direct bearing on what the dog has already learned and what he will be required to learn further along.




  There are no nasty surprises in this book. You won’t find halfway through that you need a highly trained assistant, or an old veteran dog that you can trust, or access to unlimited numbers of wild birds to train on. And there’s nothing here about horses or training on the prairies or field trials.




  I assume that you will be training the dog on your own and the only help available will be your wife or kids or a friend. You’ve got room to do a lot of basic training in your backyard. You’ll need access to maybe five acres of fairly open land on which you’ll be able to set up a callback quail pen with a dozen birds. You’ll teach your dog to hold his points using pen-raised birds in the most realistic conditions possible, but you know, too, that pen-raised birds won’t teach him where to hunt or how to handle wild birds—he’ll learn that when you take him into wild-bird country.




  You have limited time for training, but you want to do the job yourself rather than sending the dog to a pro. We’ll figure that you can spend fifteen minutes a day doing basic backyard training four or five days a week and that on weekends you can get the dog out for a good two-hour controlled workout in wild-bird country once he has achieved the required degree of training.




  And let’s get one other thing settled before we begin. You’ll have to admit that it would be just as easy to love a good dog (actually easier) than to go on heaping your affection and your hopes on the wild s.o.b. that runs out of control every time you turn him loose. Face it—if he came from big-running parents, you’ll probably have to spend the rest of his life hacking him in. Buy a pup from a litter whose parents—both of them—are easy-handling close-working gun dogs and you’ll have the biggest part of the battle won.
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    Training a close-working gun dog is not a trick. Patience, consistency, and repetition are the keys to success. Keep a clear idea of how you want your dog to behave, encourage him when he works the way you want him to, and correct him when he veers off course.




  This book includes all of the useful material from my earlier gun dog training book, Hunt Close!, which was published in 1978, and it also incorporates new material that I have discovered since.




  Of particular interest will be the advice regarding use of modern electronic training collars, which have been refined to the point that they can now be considered essential training tools. Jim Marti’s methods for training puppies to point and teaching pups to stop-to-flush before being steadied are revolutionary; they work wonders, and make training a gun dog easier and more logical than it ever was before. Larry Allen’s use of the “pigeon pole” for backyard pointing practice makes it possible for you to get a lot of essential training done right at home.
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  E-Collars: The Electronic Leash




  When electronic dog-training collars first appeared more than 30 years ago, they were dangerous tools, intended only for breaking tough, aggressive dogs off bad behavior. In the wrong hands, those early collars ruined more dogs than they helped. People would pay a high price for a collar, then try to get their money’s worth by pushing the button and frying the dog every time the poor pooch did something they didn’t like.




  In those days you could spot a “collar dog” a mile away; head hanging, tail between its legs, shivering in fear of doing something that would cause that awful collar to go off.




  Thankfully, all that has changed. E-collars have been so refined and improved in recent years that it is now safe to say anyone who sets out to train any dog can benefit by using one. Modern e-collars deliver only electronic stimulation, not electrical shock. The degree of intensity is adjustable, so you can select a level of stimulation that suits the occasion and the individual dog’s requirement.




  Modern e-collars deliver a jab of voltage that produces a tingling sensation between the points that contact the dog’s skin, but it has no damaging effect and does not burn. The stimulation does not contain amperage, which causes a burning sensation.




  Before using an e-collar on your dog, try it on your hand in order to understand what the stimulation feels like. At the e-collar’s lowest setting, you cannot feel any stimulation. Increase the intensity and you will feel a mild tingling. Increase it more and the tingling becomes annoying; finally it reaches a level that makes you want to turn it off. That is just how it works with a dog. With training, the dog learns it can turn off the annoying sensation or avoid it altogether by obeying your commands.




  An e-collar cannot provide guidance. You must still teach your dog the meanings of commands by the traditional methods shown in this book. But once the dog fully comprehends how he is supposed to respond to a command, an e-collar gives you the means of stopping the dog when he misbehaves or refuses to obey. When your dog discovers he can avoid this electronic correction by obeying your commands, he quickly gets in the habit of doing so instantly and reliably.
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    Modern electronic training collars feature variable intensity that can be adjusted to suit the situation and each dog’s individual level of tolerance. The transmitter on this model is no bigger than a pack of cigarettes.




  Jim and Phyllis Dobbs, founders of Dobbs Training Center in Marysville, California know more about e-collars and how to use them than anyone. They are the two people most responsible for bringing electronic collars out of the Dark Ages and ramrodding production of the humane, practical and efficient electronic training tools that are available today.




  “Think of a modern e-collar as an electronic leash,” says Jim Dobbs. “Instead of jerking on the leash, you give the dog a momentary jab of electronic stimulation whenever it fails to respond correctly to a command it fully understands. It’s more effective and a lot less brutal than jerking a dog around by the neck.




  “Dogs are amoral,” Jim explains. “They don’t know right or wrong, they only identify what makes them feel good and what doesn’t. If you are consistent in creating momentary displeasure in the form of mild electronic stimulation whenever the dog disobeys a command it understands, and offer pleasure in the form of praise and affection when it responds properly, the dog will seek the nice feeling it gets when it obeys you.




  “Timing and consistency are the keys to successful dog training,” he continues. “The e-collar gives you perfect timing at any distance. It’s like a long-range leash: You push the button or jerk the leash at the instant the dog responds improperly. If you are consistent, the dog learns to avoid correction by obeying instantly. It’s the dog’s only viable option.”
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    The electronic training collar gives you the ability to enforce commands when the dog is at a distance. Use it like an electronic leash—just push the button when you would jerk the leash.




  For example, your bird dog may have been taught with a checkcord to turn when you blow your whistle. Most bird dogs also are quick to figure out that, unless you have an e-collar, you have no means of enforcing your whistle command at long distance. When they feel like it, they keep on extending their range and leave you helplessly blowing the pea out of your whistle. Use an e-collar and all that changes. When your dog refuses your whistle command, you can reach out and correct him. Once the dog understands that you can enforce your command at any distance, he will obey your whistle signal every time.




  In 1984 Tri-Tronics, the e-collar giant, hired Jim and Phyllis Dobbs to “create acceptability” for electronic dog training. For the next decade the Dobbses traveled around the country for Tri-Tronics, studying the requirements of every known dog training discipline and reporting back to Tri-Tronics the e-collar features that would be most helpful to trainers in each interest area (pointing dogs, retrievers, hounds, house pets, guard dogs, search and rescue dogs, and so on).




  They encouraged development of e-collars with variable intensity settings so that trainers could adjust the degree of electronic stimulation that is delivered according to an individual dog’s temperament, the degree of temptation a situation presents, or the strength of correction that is required.




  At Jim and Phyllis’s insistence, automatic switches were added to some models so that a dog would receive only a measured, momentary jab of stimulation, regardless of how long the trainer held down the button. Some e-collars now have dials or buttons on the transmitter that enable trainers to select from up to 60 levels of harmless, interference-free electronic stimulation. At least one model, designed for timid dogs, delivers a buzzing collar pad vibration, similar to some personal pagers, rather than voltage.




  Technological advances in such arcane product fields as military weapons, space exploration, personal pagers, cellular phones, remote garage-door openers, car-door openers, and underwater detonators have allowed today’s e-collar manufacturers to use high-tech digital circuitry, long-lasting, memory-free rechargeable batteries, and indestructible space-age materials that were never available before.




  As a result, some of today’s e-collars are less than half the size and weight of older models, yet they are more reliable, more durable, have longer range, and are a lot less expensive. (This year’s $299 e-collar can do more than a five-year-old $800 model.)




  “For less than the cost of a well-bred pup, you can buy a modern e-collar that will enable you to train consistently with perfect timing and no physical force,” Jim notes. “There are e-collars designed for general use that will suit trainers from tiny toy breeds all the way up to the most aggressive competition dogs, and collars with extra features that modify them for all specific types of advanced training. The price of a modern e-collar is usually the best money most trainers ever spend.”




  How do you select the right e-collar for your use?


  

  “Stick with the major manufacturers such as Dogtra, DT Systems, Innotek, or Tri-Tronics,” Jim advises. “Then read the advertising carefully to make sure which e-collar model is intended for your kind of use and fits your budget. A less-expensive model may be all you’ll ever need. Talk with a professional trainer in your interest field and explain how you want to use your dog; he should be able to help you choose.”




  Better yet, contact Dobbs Training Center, 9627 Spring Valley Rd., Marysville, CA 95901; phone 1 888 ECOLLAR; or e-mail at www.dobbsdogs.com, and request a catalog. It has complete descriptions of the best e-collars on the market, as well as other dog training equipment, plus some solid dog training tips.




  How to Adjust an E-Collar for Your Dog




  Dogs have different degrees of toleration to electronic stimulation. Some dogs react to very low intensity settings, others pay no attention unless the intensity is set higher. The degree of the dog’s temptation to disobey also figures into how high the intensity level must be set. A dog running in an empty field may require only a low-intensity jab to bring it around on a whistle signal, but if it flushes a bird and begins to chase it, the temptation level is higher and you will need to increase the intensity setting to make the dog obey your command.




  You can determine the intensity level your dog requires by setting the collar at its lowest intensity and pushing the button. The dog should feel nothing. Now increase the intensity to the next higher level and then the next until you notice a reaction from the dog.




  Don’t set the intensity so high that it makes the dog yip. Stop increasing the intensity level when you first see the dog wince, twitch an ear, or turn its head. Make that degree of intensity the level at which you always set the collar at the beginning of a training lesson for that individual dog. Only increase the intensity when the dog absolutely refuses to obey a command that it fully understands. As the dog matures and the temptations to disobey increase, you may need to turn the dial up to a higher level of intensity as the situation requires. Once the dog obeys your command, turn down the intensity.




  You should always train at the lowest intensity level that is required to make the dog obey.




  E-collars are useful for enforcing all commands once the dog fully comprehends what the commands mean and knows how he should respond to them.




  E-collars are most useful when the dog is too far from you to be controlled by a leash or checkcord. Teaching the dog to hunt within a certain range is a cinch with an e-collar. Just blow a whistle signal and press the button if the dog doesn’t turn. Increase the intensity setting to the level required to make it turn. With consistency, the dog will learn that you can enforce your commands at any distance, and it will understand that it must respond quickly to your commands in order to avoid electronic correction.
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    Be sure the dog knows how it is supposed to respond to a command before enforcing it with the electronic training collar.
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  Don’t Buy Mail-Order Dogs




  I don’t know anyone who would consider sending for a mail-order wife, or even a mail-order horse, yet every year thousands of hopeful hunting-dog buyers waste their hard-earned money buying mail-order dogs. It is rare when the dog they buy turns out to be anything like what they had expected, and rarer still when a mail-order dog turns out to be good.




  This is not to say that kennels that advertise in magazines are corrupt. The point is simply that mail order is not the way to buy a hunting dog.




  Unfortunately, the dog game is loaded with trading characters who excel at picking up junk dogs you wouldn’t swap a jackknife for and selling them through the mail at prices so high that the price alone is often what makes the prospective buyer think he’s getting something good.




  What does it mean when a dealer advertises a dog as “fully broke”? Often as not it means that the dog won’t leave your side—not even to hunt. When a dealer claims a dog “does it all,” watch out! That dog probably eats, drinks, sleeps, and has a fully operating set of bowels, and he may do nothing more than perform those functions. You can bet that a “good combination dog” runs deer. A “fine pup trainer” is one that picks fights with dogs smaller than himself. A dog advertised as “straight” sounds like one that hunts only the game he is intended for—or he may run a straight track back to the car every time he’s turned loose.




  The sons and grandsons of the old-time horse traders are trading hunting dogs these days and doing well at it. They know that as hunting season approaches there are thousands of hunters who wish they had better dogs and are suckers for a cleverly worded advertisement. Their kennels are overrun with dogs that hunters gave away after last hunting season, and those dogs are now for sale under banner claims that make each one sound like a champion.




  Some dealers offer free trial periods with dogs sold by mail order. That sounds like a good deal, but it isn’t. You’ll have to pay at least half the price of the dog upon placing the order, and many dealers ship the dogs C.O.D., with the other half of the payment to be collected by the shipping agency upon delivery. On top of that you’ll have shipping costs and C.O.D. charges and will have to pay for the crate the dog is shipped in.




  You still have the right to return the dog if not satisfied during the “free” trial period, but here’s how the deal works. Many dogs bought by mail order arrive in poor physical condition despite the health certificate that the dealer sends along. You may feel sure that the dealer shipped you a sick dog, but the health certificate states otherwise, and if the dog dies in your kennel or is returned in unhealthy condition, the dealer can claim that the dog got sick while you had him and can refuse to return your money until you have paid for the dog’s rehabilitation.




  So, probably, the first thing you’ll do when your mail-order dog arrives is take him to your local veterinarian and have the dog doctored at your own expense. (This can run as high as $100, and often does.) It may take several weeks before the dog is in good enough physical condition to be hunted. Your free trial period is passing by and the dog probably has cost you about twice what you thought you were going to pay, and you haven’t used him yet.




  If you have the kind of luck that regularly makes you a winner in the Irish Sweepstakes, the dog will turn out to be just what you wanted. But if you are not satisfied with the dog (and the odds are heavy that you won’t be), you’ll want to return him. Returning him means that you will first have to get another veterinarian’s health certificate guaranteeing that the dog is in good physical condition and free of all parasites. That will cost money. You’ll have to pay the return shipping charges. And you had the cost of feeding him while you kept the dog.
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    Go into the field with the kennel owner and have him show you what his dogs can do. If you see a dog that seems to suit you, try him under various conditions. If you are buying a puppy, ask to see the parent dogs work in the field. A man with good dogs to sell is always happy to show them off.




  If frustration, anger, and your wife’s comments on your dog-buying ability haven’t already put you in the bughouse, you’ll have wits enough left to realize that you’ll never get your money back from the dealer and any replacement dog he sends you will be another dud, or worse, or a more expensive dud, or worse, and you’ll take the poor dog out and put it to sleep and chalk the whole thing up to experience.




  Whatever you do, don’t take the dog to the dog pound, hoping it will find a good home. Must I explain why? Haven’t you gathered just an inkling of suspicion by this time that the dog dealers get most of their dogs from the dog pounds in the first place? Hell, many of the dog dealers run the dog pounds.




  There are no bargain dogs sold by mail order. Good hunting dogs are worth good money, and the man with a good dog for sale doesn’t have to resort to mail order to unload it.




  The only safe way to buy a hunting dog is to know the dog you’re buying and the man you’re buying from. Read the ads, and if you are impressed by what a kennel is offering, go visit that kennel and talk with the man about the dogs he has for sale. Tell him what you’re looking for. Judge for yourself what kind of dogs he has and how well his dogs work. Go into the field with the kennel owner and have him show you what his dogs can do. Then if you see a dog that seems to suit you, try him several times under various conditions. A man with a good dog will be happy to show him off.




  If you are buying a puppy, ask to see the parent dogs work in the field. Or, better yet, see for yourself how pups from previous identical matings have developed. There still is no guarantee that the pup you buy will turn out to be what you want, but the odds are better when you know what you are buying and make your choice on the basis of personal knowledge.




  Mail-order dogs always sound good and the prices always sound attractive, but don’t be sucked in. Chances are you’ll wind up spending just as much for a worthless dog as you would have spent buying a good one from a man who will demonstrate the dog’s abilities or let you see a pup’s parents work and will sell him on the basis of your agreement that the dog is the one you’re looking for.
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  Start with a Pup




  I doubt that I shall ever know the thrill I hear men speak of when they say they bought a dog that “does it all.” I buy the other kind, the little ones that don’t know anything, and get my kicks from watching how they learn.




  There is something special about a dog you’ve raised from puppyhood. You and he are special buddies because you’ve shared the frustrations—the ups and downs—of the training years. A dog you raise from puppyhood and train yourself becomes a part of you, and when you are in the field together his abilities become an extension of your own.




  With a young dog you always have the hope that he will attain the goals you set for him. Cherish those flashes of hope and enjoy the expectation that you and your young dog have something great in store for the future once the pup has gained a little experience.




  What glorious days are those that occur during the first year of a bird dog’s life—his first tentative introduction to wild birds, his stylish attitude while pointing a quail wing suspended from a flyrod, the way he swings so easily to your bidding when casting in open fields. Most young bird dogs go through this stage, and no one who has ever owned one has been able to survive it without thinking deep within himself that this time he may have picked a wonder dog.




  Of course, all that changes once you’ve put a little mileage on the pup and let him reach his growth, gain confidence and independence, and learn a bit about where to look for birds. Then comes the phase we call second-year madness.




  Most every pup goes through these phases—so easy and biddable the first year that you think you’ve raised a winner; then entering a form of adolescent rebellion during this second season afield and becoming such a wild Indian that you’ve got to crack down and work him only on a checkcord; then finally calming, becoming more aware of the distinctions between your role and his. With his third season in the field you see what kind of dog he is really going to be.




  By the time you’ve spent three seasons in the field with a dog you’ve raised as a pup, you know that dog’s personality as well as you know your own. The dog may still make mistakes, but the man who has grown up with his gun dog knows why the dog reacts the way he does.




  Let’s face it—most of us will never own true wonder dogs. The dogs we see and raise and train ourselves are just good average gun dogs. It’s the fact that we know them so well and have shared so many fine times together that makes them seem extra-special to us.
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