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In a duck boat in Louisiana, I watched a young black Lab shiver from desire while she searched the sky through her peephole in the camouflage burlap. Steam rose from her wet coat. It had been a slow morning; she’d retrieved only two birds from the frigid water, but she was no less intense than when she bounded from her kennel five hours earlier.


Lying on our backs in shallow pits in a frozen maize field north of Amarillo, two friends and I waited for sunrise and the moment when a cloud of geese would rise from  a roost playa a mile away. It was nine degrees. Three labs – a graying veteran and two pups - lay on a dusting of snow, out among the decoys. The geese rose and flew over us in wave so deafening I barely heard the gun blasts. The old-timer and a year-old pup picked up a pair of geese nearby. The other pup, an eighteen month-old  male, took a line on a cripple that had glided down a couple hundred yards away. He went on command and disappeared over a slight rise. We settled back into our pits. A few minutes later, the pup showed up with a Canada that was a lot more mad than hurt.

In Tamulipus, two young Lab bitches rode between our feet in the quail rigs while pointers ran the horizons. As we lumbered along, they’d doze or nudge us until we scratched their ears. But when the rig picked up speed as we rolled toward a point, they’d sit up, all aquiver, ears pricked. We’d clamber down out of the rigs and go to the pointers; the labs would  heel beside their handlers until sent to retrieve. We moved over forty coveys of bobwhites that day, and our party of six hunters did more than our share to keep the ammo manufacturers happy. I don’t recall losing a bird. 

If I weren’t such a pointing dog nut, I’d own a Lab or two. I’m not alone in my preference. According to American Kennel Club (AKC) statistics, the Labrador retriever has been the most popular purebred dog in America for the past 16 years.  Although many – perhaps most – registered Labs serve strictly as family pets, the breed is the overwhelming favorite of serious waterfowl hunters. The Labrador has dominated retriever field trials for the past century, and Labs make up the vast majority of AKC Senior and Master Hunters, and United Kennel Club (UKC) Hunting Retriever Champions and Hunting Retriever Grand Champions. 
I can think of no instance when a Labrador retriever would be a poor choice for a serious waterfowl hunter. 
Contrary to its name, the breed didn’t originate in Labrador. Most likely, the Lab’s early ancestors were small water dogs bred by Newfoundland fishermen and hunters. According to the AKC version of the breed’s history, these small dogs were bred to Newfoundlands to produce the St. John’s water dog, an early prototype of the modern Lab. In the early 1800s, the Earl of Malmesbury saw a St. John’s dog working in it’s native waters and imported one to England. In 1830, Colonel Hawker, a famous British hunter, said of the dogs “ the best for any kind of shooting…generally black and not bigger than a pointer, very fine in legs, with short, smooth hair…is extremely quick running, swimming, and fighting…” By this time, the retrievers were commonly known as “Labrador dogs.”

Ironically, the breed died out in Newfoundland due to a heavy dog tax and strict quarantine laws. In England, Labs were bred to other types of dogs, but the basic type survived, and a definitive breed standard eventually developed. The English Kennel Club first recognized the Labrador Retriever as a distinct breed in 1903, though accurate pedigrees date back to 1878.  The AKC recognized the breed in 1917. English Labs imported in the 1920s and 30s formed the breed’s rootstock in the United States. 

Labs are built for brutal conditions. A short, dense, water-repellent outer coat and softer insulating undercoat protect the dog in the coldest water. Check a Lab’s coat after a hard morning’s work in flooded timber; chances are he won’t be wet to the skin. Solid black is the dominant color, but solid yellow or “pale cream,” and chocolate are fairly common.
Labs are athletic, yet powerful and stocky  – the perfect build for retaining body heat in cold water, bulling through heavy cover, and tackling outraged geese.  Mature males typically run 22 to 24 inches at the shoulder and weigh a 65 to 80 pounds. Females are slightly smaller, running 55 to 70 pounds. If the pointer is a wide receiver, the Lab is a fullback or linebacker.

You’ll often hear of 100 pound labs; most likely the dog in question needs his rations cut.

Certainly golden retrievers and Chesapeake Bay retrievers often make fine gun dogs. Both breeds have fierce devotees among dedicated hunters. So what explains the Lab’s overwhelming dominance in the highest realms of testing, competition, and the AKC and UKC rolls?

James Collier, a veteran pro trainer and hunting guide based in Decatur, offers five reasons: drive, personality, versatility, trainability, and consistency.
“The thing about Labs, especially the ones they’re breeding these days,  is that they come with such high hunting and retrieving drive,” he says. “They’re retrieving, carrying things around, at seven or eight weeks or age. They want to please. They have all the attributes you need in a good gun dog, plus they have the disposition that makes for an ideal family companion. Of all the retriever breeds, Labs are most likely to turn out and make a hunting dog. Well-bred labs very rarely wash out.” 

And they’re versatile. Although Labs were originally bred for waterfowl hunting, most will put in a good day’s work in the dove field or quartering within shotgun range for pheasants, woodcock, quail, or prairie chickens.

The strengths that make the breed the favorite among pros also make the Lab an ideal first gun dog. A few years ago, my friend Chad Todd decided that he was ready for a hunting dog. In 2001, after doing his homework, he selected a black Lab pup, “Scout,” out of a famous bloodline and made him a member of his family. He read highly regarded training books and magazine articles, watched training videos,  and picked his friends’ brains. Most importantly, he took Scout afield and ran him in local UKC hunt tests and got to know established pros and other successful handlers. Scout earned his UKC “Hunting Retriever” title at 11 months of age; at only two years of age, he qualified as a Hunting Retriever Champion. 
I got to know Scout on a High Plains bird hunt.  He flushed pheasants out of wooly cover and rooted quail out of fence rows, all within shotgun range. He retrieved downed birds to hand, including a couple of running cripples, and busted playa ice to reach a downed pheasant. I’ve never hunted with a finer all-around retriever. Not bad for a first dog.


“The Lab is kind of like a pump shotgun,” Chad says. “You’ve got guys who’ll go out and hunt ducks with an over/under or side-by-side, but most of us will use a pump, because it’s the standard. It always works.”

I like those odds.

THE END
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