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Perhaps we love the stories because they’re so unlikely: The old woodsman nurtures a gun-shy setter into a top-notch shooting dog; driven by his devotion to the boy who loves him, a non-descript mongrel out-trails a pack of fine coon dogs; a great red setter, a show dog, points grouse like a field champion, protects his young master, and tracks down a black bear that tore up a pack of hounds.

I enjoy stories like these as much as anyone. And though I’ll admit that they are entirely possible, you could go through scores of lazy, indifferent, dead-nosed, jugheads and never find a mongrel or poorly-bred pup that makes an excellent gun dog.

While patience, love, and training can overcome problems and minimize a dog’s weaknesses, and the best trainers can make a passable gun dog out of a marginally talented pup, understand this: In nearly all cases, the best dogs are excellent prospects at birth, born with an abundance of natural ability, most likely the result of careful breeding. 

I’m not saying that problem dog or late-bloomers can’t eventually become superb. 
Donny Lynch, my East Texas squirrel and coon hunting buddy sometimes adopts abused dogs, which almost always turn out excellent. Donny doesn’t tolerate mediocre dogs, let along sorry ones. 

Ranger, Donny’s four year-old feist is one of the best all-around hunting dogs I’ve ever known. He trees squirrels with deadly accuracy and is utterly fearless when dealing with enraged ‘coons. 

Ranger didn’t start out that way. Donny took him in as a year-old pup that had spent most of his life in a crate. On the rare occasion he was let out, his owner amused himself by boxing the pup with welding gloves. Ranger came to Donny socially maladjusted and hyper-aggressive toward other dogs. 

Donny simply made friends with him and took him hunting. He worked in basic obedience slowly, on-the-job.


A satisfying story of a big-heated underdog overcoming huge obstacles? Certainly. Proof that love and patience can overcome anything? Hardly.

Seems the underdog came with a pedigree. His sire, Pedro, won the 2003 National Cur & Feist World Hunt. His dam, Sandy, was a Texas State Champion. 

“Papers don’t make a dog, or  “You can’t hunt with papers.” You’ll occasionally hear those statements from pro trainers and guides, but they’re more likely to come from owners of mediocre dogs out of undistinguished bloodlines. 


A truer statement would be, “Breeding alone doesn’t make hunting dogs.” Breeding, reflected in the papers – the documented pedigree – is only the first of four requirements. The other three are training, hunting experience, and excellent care. 


In general, I don’t recommend that the average hunter take on rescue pups, no matter the pedigree. Donny is a very experienced and gifted trainer who keeps an eye out for good prospects at good prices. He hunts nearly every day of the season in superb habitat. Most of us lack the time and easy access to game required to turn a problem dog into a fine companion and hunter.

What is a promising pup? In short, an obvious prospect is precocious. Talented pointing dog pups often start sight pointing butterflies, grasshoppers, or a wing or rag twitched on the end of a fishing line as early as eight weeks of age. Retriever pups should readily pick up and carry anything they can handle at about the same age. Hound, feist, and cur pups should demonstrate early independence and a penchant for using their nose. All pups should be social and inquisitive if not outright bold. 

Of course these traits can be difficult to assess when contemplating a six week-old pile of floppy ears, freckled bellies, and whipping tails. 

There are ways to maximize your odds.

First and foremost: Choice of litter – or choice of sire and dam – is far more important than choice of individual pup. Faced with a blind pick from a proven sire and dam and the freedom to spend hours evaluating young puppies from a casual breeding, I’d choose the former hands-down. 


What makes a proven sire and dam? Trainability, sound temperament, and excellent field performance. Ideally, both Daddy and Mama would be consistent producers of excellent progeny. Many fine dogs tend to throw mediocre pups. 


The average bird hunter should avoid pups bred primarily for field trials. Most will grow up to be too much for weekend hunters, even if professionally trained. Big-running dogs are born, not made. Trying to train them to do otherwise is a useless battle, especially since there’s no shortage of easier-going dogs. 


I don’t always take my own advice. Maggie, my German Shorthaired pointer, was sired by a field champion, and her pedigree is rife with well-known competition dogs. She’s a nice companion, even in the house. She travels well, and behaves in public. But she’s a distant blur in the field. Sure, she retrieves, comes when called, and stops when whoaed. I trained her myself, with little difficulty. Problem is, she’s often out of sight in the rough hills where I hunt, and she’ll point a quarter of a mile away. On windy days, I may not hear her beeper collar. 

I love to watch her hunt. She’s a stylish slasher, but these hard-used legs don’t work quite as well as they did a few years ago. 

The same concerns apply to retrievers and trailing dogs. High-strung retrievers are a pain in the duck blind or boat. Likewise, don’t expect a leisurely hunt behind competition treeing dogs.

Yet, unless I was very familiar with a sire and dam and knew first-hand that they consistently produced excellent progeny, I would have to see a few field champions in the pedigree before I would seriously consider a pup. By champions, I mean dogs that have earned the title by accruing enough wins and placements in competition or through testing.

Despite the claims of show dog enthusiasts, AKC show ring titles mean nothing if not accompanied by field credentials. With some breeds, such as the English setter and Labrador retriever, current show ring fashion calls for traits that actually hinder field work. 

James Collier, a pro trainer and quail hunting guide based in Decatur, Texas, likes to see a field trial champion somewhere in the three immediately previous generations. 

“We need the field-trialers because they’re aggressively breeding for nose, style, and intensity – everything we hunters are looking for in a dog,” he says.


I would add this caveat to Collier’s sound recommendation: When evaluating a pedigree, keep in mind the breed and type of field trial champion. An English pointer that earned his title competing in open trials sponsored by American Field, will be a much higher strung and wider ranging dog than a German shorthair or Brittany that earned her title competing in National Shoot-to- Retrieve trials. 

Likewise, a retriever competitive in AKC trials will likely be more revved up than a UKC Hunting Retriever Champion that earned his title through testing instead of competition.

Let’s say you’ve finally worked your way through the maze of pedigrees, and now you have a pile of puppies worrying your shoe laces. 


If you’ve done your homework, you could close your eyes, reach into the roiling bundle and pluck out a pup with reasonable confidence that in a couple of years, you’ll have a competent gun dog.

Or you could pick the one that’s marked to suit you or that reminds you of beloved ol’ Sam, your childhood favorite.


But if you’re obsessive like me, Collier has a few more … uh… pointers.

“I’m looking for the pup that’s outgoing and people-minded, one that comes to me and likes to be petted,” Collier says. “I’ll turn the litter loose, move the mama, and get down and play with the pups. Then I look for the ones that retrieve. Retrieving is a sign that a pup wants to please.”


Collier recommends tossing a knotted handkerchief or small stick a few feet in front of the pup. “I’ll tease him with it first, hold it, and rub my scent on it. I want the one that’ll run out and pick it up. He doesn’t have to bring it back – he’ll learn that later.”


All puppies are cute, and most are friendly, but unless Mama and Daddy are excellent hunting dogs, ignore your heart and your kids’ squeals and coos. Do your homework, and choose with a cold eye. Then, you can give your heart away with few worries and no regrets.
THE END

HOMEWORK
Breed clubs and field trial organizations such as the National Shoot to Retrieve Association can help guide newcomers through the maze of trials, tests, and titles.

American Kennel Club – www.akc.org
United Kennel Club – www.ukcdog.org
National Kennel Club – www.nationalkennelclub.com
Field Dog Stud Book – www.americanfield.com
National Shoot-to-Retrieve Association – www.nstra.org
