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Among Southern hunters, “bird” usually means bobwhite quail, and prior to the recent rise in popularity of the dock-tailed Continental pointing breeds, “bird dog” meant either English setter or pointer. 

Among my father’s dog-related papers is a registration slip for Taylor County, Kentucky, dated November 18, 1958. It doesn’t list the dog’s name, only the pertinent physical details. BREED: Bird Dog; MARKINGS: Brown and White Spoted [sic]. I don’t know the dog, but I’m certain it was a pointer or setter. Dad ran nothing else.

Some canine historians believe the English setter developed about two centuries ago through crossbreeding of the Spanish pointer, water spaniel, and springer spaniel. 
According to a second theory, the setter developed from the various land spaniels common in Europe late in the Fourteenth Century.

Regardless of their origin, early specimens came by their name honestly, as Dr. Johannes Caius, Royal Physician to Elizabeth I, tells us in his 1576 work, Of Englishe Dogges: 

“There is also at this day among vs a newe kinde of dogge brought out of France…speckled all ouer with white and black, which mingled colours incline to a marble blewe, which bewtifyeth their skinnes and affordeth a seemely show of comlynesse.”
And on their working method:

“…when he hath founde the byrde, he… stayeth his steppes and will proceede no further, and with a close couert, watching eye, layeth his belly to the grounde and so creepeth forward like a worme… neer to the place where the byrde is, he layes him downe and with a marke of his pawes, betrayeth the place of the byrdes last abode.”
In other words, when early setters located game, they crouched on their bellies or “set.” 

Gradually, as firearms replaced the net as the bird hunter’s tool of choice, selective breeding raised the setter’s crouch to the rigid stance we now call a point.
In 1825, Englishmen Edward Laverack, of Shopshire, began a line-breeding program that established the tall, big-boned, heavy-headed, well-feathered setter type long favored in the show ring. 
In 1874, R. L. Purcell Llewellin, of South Wales, bred a pair of Laverack dogs to smaller setters from northern England. The lighter, more athletic decedents of the Llewellin dogs formed the foundation of the modern field setter. 

Even today, the Llewellin name is legendary in shooting dog circles.
Later, in the Unites States, Gladstone and Count Noble, two early Llewellin imports were crossed with native bloodlines to produce superb hunting dogs.
Beginning in 1896, with Count Gladstone IV, English setters won twelve consecutive National Championships. 

The modern hunting setter typically runs 50-55 pounds, though you’ll occasionally see whippet-like specimens under 40 pounds. Setters are well-muscled, leggy, and give away very little in speed, power, and endurance to pointers. 
In terms of grace, beauty and sweet nature, the English Setter has no peer. Where pointers slash through cover, muscles rippling, tales whipping, the best setters seem to glide. 

The setter’s long, mostly white coat is usually ticked or patched with black, lemon, orange, tan, or russet. Tri-color setters are especially striking. (A seemely show of comlynesse!) 

The coat provides excellent protection from thorns and briars, and causes few problems in warm weather. The best desert quail dogs I’ve seen were all English setters.

Field setters usually have shorter coats and less feathering than setters bred for the show ring. 

Given their spaniel ancestry, it’s not surprising that many setters are natural retrievers, though some, especially those out of horseback field trial lines, have to be force-trained to retrieve. 

Dale Rollins is a hardcore quail hunter and unabashed setter man. His love of the breed began with a seven week-old pup named Suzi. “We got the quail wing out on the cane pole, and when she struck a point, she struck my heart. I’ve been a setter fan ever since.”

Rollins’ dogs hunt at 50 to 200 yards, depending on terrain and cover. “I don’t carry a whistle and I don’t have to holler at them,” he said. “With a lot of people and their pointers, you think you’re in a big city intersection, with all the yelling and whistle blowing.”

Setters can be sensitive and may not thrive under the high intensity training that works so well with pointers. Although they tend to develop slower than other breeds, once they learn their lessons, they rarely need touchups. And many hunt well into old age.

Of course there’s more to a gun dog than field ability. “A lot of the people who have setters enjoy them most because they’re a nice family dog.” Rollins said. “They make great friends, companions and confidantes.”
In 1909, Manitoba Rap became the first pointer to win the National Bird Dog Championship. The breed has completely dominated major field trial competition ever since. 
When the great setter Johnny Crockett won the National in 1970, it was the first time in 24 years a pointer didn’t win the title. Every National title since then has gone to a pointer.
Tough, stoic, intelligent, able to endure intense, even harsh training, the pointer is the archetypal Texas bird dog. He’ll do it all and do it right, day after day, for little more than a kind word and pat on the head. 

Check the kennel of nearly any professional quail guide in Texas, and, with rare exceptions, you’ll find nearly all pointers. 

Roger Buddin, owner of Big Country Kennel in Albany, Texas has bred and trained bird dogs for nearly forty years. Although he trains all pointing breeds, he raises and hunts with pointers exclusively. 

“Pointers can go longer without water than any other type of dog, and I’ve had great success with them.” he said. “They can stay out there on those hot Texas days and keep cutting the country up.”
The pointer’s lineage goes back to Fifteenth Century Spain. The breed probably sprang from various hounds, including the foxhound, greyhound, and bloodhound crossed with setting spaniels. 

Like the English Setter, the modern pointer developed primarily in England and the United States.
Pointers have a short, hard, low-maintenance coat, mostly white with liver, black, or lemon patches and ticking. 

Pointers are famous – or infamous - for extreme range and hard-headedness. Those bred for horseback field trials demonstrate the ultimate in drive, style, nose, and independence. Dogs out of these lines often hunt a quarter mile or more from their handlers – a disastrous range for the average walking hunter.

 Fortunately, there’s no shortage of fine, manageable shooting dogs with all the snap, style, and nose of the big runners. 
Buddin’s pointers typically hunt 100-150 yards out. “They handle well, and I don’t have to blow the whistle all the time,” he said. “They’re looking for me, wanting to be with me.”


Buddin stresses that while field trial breeding is essential, hunters should pay close attention to the type of competition. “When people come in here and say, ‘I don’t want a field trial dog,’ they don’t really know what they’re saying.”

Trials sponsored by the National Shoot to Retrieve Association are held under typical hunting conditions, with handlers walking and dogs working at practical ranges. 


Moonshine’s Elhew Tex, a pointer bred by Buddin’s Big Country Kennel, won the 2006 NSTRA Dog of the Year Trial.


Even shooting dog champions like Tex have thoroughbred in their blood. “Go way back in the lines and there’ll be a horseback dog or two there,” Buddin said. “You’ve got to have it for the desire and the hunt that makes a real dog.”

Some pointers naturally take to retrieving. Most are indifferent toward the task and have to force-trained. 

These two great breeds have done the job for centuries, and they remain unmatched when it comes to pure hunting ability. 
Little wonder that if you tell a serious quail hunter that you run bird dogs, he’ll likely reply, “Pointers or setters?”
THE END

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
Working pointers and English Setters are registered with the Field Dog Stud Book. (www.americanfield.com)  Setters registered with the American Kennel Club are of the show type and should be avoided by hunters. 

Contacts:


National Shoot to Retrieve Association – www.nstra.org

Big Country Kennel – www.bigcountrykennel.com

Crockett Ranch & Kennel – www.crockettranch.com
END OF SIDEBAR

