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You haven’t seen your pointer since she disappeared up a birdy-looking draw a quarter of an hour ago. She’s good about checking in, so you’re wondering if she’s on point.  But given the heavy gusts and the fact that she's upwind, she might be having trouble finding you.
You could spend the next few minutes blowing the pea out the top of your whistle or you could go look for her. If she’s moving, she has a good chance of finding you, but what are the odds of finding a dog on point amid a thousand acres of brushy hills and draws?

I’ve been there many times. Even though I’ve never worried about a dog simply running off, there's always the nagging fear that she might run in the wrong direction, get out of range of my whistle, and get hopelessly lost.  In the big range country of West Texas, a dog could wander around for days. And though coyotes are unlikely to mess with a dog out on a hunt, they probably wouldn’t hesitate to jump a worn-out, vulnerable dog, especially at night.

Texans are loathe to take advice from Yankees, but a small bell attached to a dog's collar, long popular with New England grouse and woodcock hunters, can be a huge help, especially with a dog of moderate range. Simply track the dog's movement by the sound of the bell. The tinkling stops when the dog points. (Or stops to relieve herself.)

I’ve long preferred the sweet-sounding “sportsman’s bell” available from most mail-order dog supply companies. Brad Cater, my longtime hunting buddy, prefers a small cow bell because its lower pitch is easier to hear in the wind. When his Brittany comes wending back through the West Texas scrub, I half-expect a herd of goats or an old milk cow. 

Although I’ve seen no evidence the racket affects quail behavior, I like to complain about it at least once per outing.

Throughout my twenties and early thirties, conservative instincts (pigheadedness, according to my wife) kept me from trying the “beeper collars” that were coming onto the market. Hunting is an atavistic escape from modern clamor, I reasoned. Electronics have no place in the field. What’s next? Infrared bird finders?

Then Brad got a beeper collar for his Brittany, Dee. It worked like a champ. As long as Dee kept moving, the collar emitted a double beep every few seconds. If he stopped for more than five seconds, the collar switched to an urgent-sounding, continuous, single-note beeping.  While I strained my ears listening for a tinkling bell or bell gone silent, Brad strolled along relaxed and confident that his beeper collar would summon when Dee pointed.

Halfway through the season, I gave in and bought a beeper collar for Heidi, my German shorthaired pointer. I’ve relied on a beeper ever since and would probably be at a loss without one.

Nowadays, some electronic training collars feature a beeper function.

While some hunters use their collars in the “run-point” mode  -- one beeping pattern when the dog is moving, another after he stops for a few seconds -- Brad and I found that the constant beeping caused our dogs to tune out our whistles. Furthermore, we found the constant beeping an aesthetic nuisance.  

For the past several years, we’ve combined bells with beeper collars operated in the “point-only” mode. The bells help us keep track of the dogs. When one of them points, a beeper goes off.

Of course bells are of little use if a dog ranges beyond a hundred yards or so. There’s a reason why “dog spotters” mounted on fast horses are still used on the big quail plantations in the Deep South. Likewise, quail rigs with elevated seats on the Texas rangelands.  But if you keep horses, quail rigs, and a kennel full of big-running dogs, you don’t need my advice.

Houndsmen would laugh at the thought of a bird hunter worrying over a dog that's been out of sight and earshot for less than an hour. Hunters of mountain lions, fox, bears, and even raccoons think nothing of dogs working a mile or two away. In high wind, rain, or mountainous terrain, even the mouthiest pack of hounds can get out of earshot quickly. 

A hunter really needs to know when his dogs have treed a bear or brought a cougar to bay. These days, most serious houndsmen equip their dogs with tracking collars that indicate direction and range. Bird hunters with big-running dogs are starting use them as well.

Most of these units also give a “treed” indication by sensing that the dog has reared up on a tree or remained in an area for a specified amount of time.

Radio trackers are the most common and currently affordable type. Most feature a rugged, lightweight, waterproof radio collar and a handheld receiver. 

To determine the dog's direction, the handler simply turns with the receiver until it picks up a signal, typically indicated by a beeping pattern. A display indicates relative signal level. With experience, hunters learn to accurately estimate range based on signal strength.

With most models, the receiver emits one beeping pattern, a double beep, say, while the dog is moving and switches to another pattern such as a rapid, steady beeping when the dog trees. Effective range runs from a few miles to a dozen, depending on model, weather, and terrain.

The better units allow for programming of several collars to track multiple dogs with a single receiver.

GPS tracking collars offer the ultimate in performance and flexibility. The popular Garmin Astro tracks the location of both hunter and dog. Like a standard GPS, it provides a display with a detailed map showing movement and terrain.  There’s no guessing about the dog’s range. 

B.P. Ward, of Shepherd, Texas, hunts squirrels with Eddie, his Jack Russell terrier. Small size and short legs don’t necessarily translate to a close-working dog. For the past several years Eddie has been one of the top-scoring dogs in the National Kennel Club treeing dog competition circuit. 

Eddie works out of sight most of the time and often trees hundreds of yards from his boss. And like most treeing terriers, he’s silent on the track, which means he could easily get beyond earshot. 

Ward has high praise for the Tracker radio location system, but recently switched to the Garmin Astro. 

“You can see the dog actually going around the tree," he says. "It’ll tell you everywhere the dog has gone.” 

Ward finds the system especially helpful for training young dogs. “If that dog doesn’t stay on the tree, you can get within ten steps of that tree and call the dog back over there and get him to stay in the area a little longer. About half the time, you'll find the squirrel.

“I can take my dog into any woods and see where both of us are going and where we’ve been. I don’t have to worry about finding my way back to the truck,” he says. “And since I know where the dog has been I can be sure not to run him over ground he’s already covered.”

But the biggest advantage?

“Peace of mind,” he says. “I love my dogs and I want to know where they are and that they’re okay.”

That's something serious dog hunters don't mind paying for.

 (Sidebar) CONTACTS

Beeper Collars

D.T. Systems, Inc.- http://www.dtsystems.com/

T.E. Scott - http://www.scottsdog.com

Tritronics - http://www.tritronics.com

Tracking Collars:
Tracker - http://www.trackerradio.com

Garmin - https://buy.garmin.com

