POINTING DOGS 201

by 
Henry Chappell

Your young pointing dog comes when called and reliably stops and stands when “whoaed.” (See “Pointing Dogs 101” in the May 2009 issue of Texas Wildlife.)  Now what?
First and foremost, relax. I can’t stress this enough. Bird dog training should be fun. If you view your pup as a tool to maximize the number of birds in your bag, you’ll spoil half the fun of owning a shooting dog and likely stunt her development, if not ruin her. If you’re more interested in shooting birds than in working dogs, I suggest that you buy a trained dog or, better yet, forget about owning a bird dog and hire a hunting guide.
I’m assuming that you’re primarily a weekend hunter who’ll be training only one pup at a time, and that you’ll be hunting several times per season in decent game bird country. I’m about to make some suggestions that may make a few professional trainers wince, but I’m confident most will agree that beginners should keep things as simple as possible. 
A good pro trainer will be working multiple dogs at various stages of development and must meet the expectations of his clients. Because he has a schedule to keep, he’ll follow a structured training program and will employ training tools such as remote control bird releasers and, with mature dogs, electronic collars. He’ll also keep live training birds, either homing pigeons or flight-conditioned pen-reared bobwhites, or both. 
You and I, on the other hand, simply want to have fun bringing along a pup. Sure, she’ll find hundreds of birds for us over the course of her life, but we’re on no schedule and, at this stage, we have no need for expensive training equipment.
At some point you may want to purchase a few pen-raised bobwhites to set up a structured training scenario. But keep in mind that even the best flight-conditioned bobwhites are far less wary than wild birds. An athletic pup will sometimes catch them before they can fly. Likewise with dizzied or hobbled pigeons. Nothing sets back a young pointing dog’s training like catching a bird. 
While the pros make bird handling look easy, you and I are likely to turn a pen-reared bird outing into a comedy involving chomped birds, frayed nerves, wild-eyed pups, and check cord burns. Trust me.
So, I’ll stick my neck out and recommend that the average weekend hunter forget about pen-reared birds and treat the pup’s first hunting season as an apprenticeship. She’ll make a bunch of mistakes and you’ll shoot few, if any, birds. But she won’t catch any birds, and she’ll learn how close she can push them before they flush. She’ll also learn that while the boss is patient about honest mistakes, he’s a stickler about skills that have already been well learned – like coming when called.
But don’t head afield and start blasting away over your pup’s head with your 12-gauge autoloader. In new situations, especially those involving long trips, motels, camps, and strange dogs, even the boldest pups can get a little stressed out. Make sure your pup has a positive association with gunfire before opening day.
By the time good prospects are eight or nine months old, they’re crazy about hunting and retrieving. Fling a tennis ball or training dummy, send the pup, and, when she’s well away, fire a training pistol. Likewise, pop a cap when the pup chases songbirds, butterflies or even quail. Gradually move up to a 20-gauge shotgun fired at a distance while the pup is doing something she loves. Before long, the mere sight of a gun will set her to wiggling and looking for something to fetch. 
Opening day of quail season, go hunting. I didn’t say anything about shooting. Let your buddy take care of that. You’ll need both hands.
Carry a check cord in your game bag. You may not need it, but sometimes a young dog can get drunk on bird scent and temporarily forget everything she knows. Even close-working dogs should wear a bell or beeper collar. You can’t anticipate, let alone correct, a mistake if you can’t find your dog. 
Whenever possible work your pup downwind of promising cover. When she gets birdy, stay calm and keep your mouth shut. Don’t caution her with “whup,” or “whoa,” or “careful.” She’ll be oblivious to you. 
She’ll probably blunder into the birds or point, break, and flush them. Let your buddy mark the spot of the flush while you go catch her. This might take a few minutes and could involve more ignored commands and flushed singles. 
Keep your cool. Snap a lead on her collar and bring her back to the spot of the original flush. If she strains against the lead – and she probably will, bug-eyed and gagging – don’t jerk her around. Pick her up and carry her. (Pointing dogs get really excited about quail.)
Set her down and whoa her a yard or two downwind of the original flush. Sweet-talk her. Softly repeat “whoooaaa…” Handle her with a light touch. The last thing you need is for her to form a negative association with bird scent. If she moves, don’t jerk her back. Instead, gently lift her up and set her back in place. Keep whoaing her. Praise her when she complies. Lift and stroke the underside of her tail to encourage high style and intensity. She’s probably still in her bird trance, and your voice is just a faint reminder of past training. If you think you’re more important to her than bird scent, think again. 
Don’t keep her there long. We don’t her pottering over old scent. Ease your hands away from her. If she stands for a few seconds, gently tap her on the head and release her with, “right on.” Tell her she’s the greatest, but don’t let her blast off after the singles. Grab the lead or check cord and start her toward a new patch of promising cover. 
Repeat, repeat, repeat.
Remember; you aren’t teaching her to point. She does that naturally. Rather, you’re training her to hold her point until you arrive to flush the birds. Some dogs pick this up very quickly. Others take a while longer. Most likely, after a few hunts, she’ll hold her point until you and your buddy arrive with the gun, although she’ll continue to make mistakes. 
When you shoot that first bird over her, stay calm, and give her time to find it. If she points it, gently command “fetch.” Don’t worry if she chews it a bit. If she doesn’t want to give up the bird, gently lift her off of the ground. She’ll let you have it.
This is a huge milestone in your bird dog’s life and in your experience as a trainer. Enjoy it.
Most of her first season, she’ll hunt for herself. Then one day she’ll point, and you’ll move in to flush the birds. This time, instead of staying in her trance, she’ll roll her eyes up at you as you pass by, as if to say, “Right there, Boss! Dead ahead!”
She knows the game now. You’re a team.
And she’s a bird dog.

