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Traditionally, Texas wingshooters have chosen specialized dogs and equipment. Delicate twenty gauge shotguns and trailers full of big-running pointers for quail; twelve gauge magnums and Labrador retrievers for waterfowl. In rarified bobwhite hunting circles, pointers leave fetching duty to retrievers or spaniels that ride on the quail rig or stay at the dog handler’s heal until called into service. 


Hard as it may be for many Texans to admit, these traditions – or rituals - arose not in Texas or the great plantations of the Deep South, but in Feudal Europe, where landed gentry maintained stables and huge kennels of specialized hunting dogs.


In the Nineteenth Century, the Industrial Revolution, and resulting rise of the bourgeoisie transformed Europe. Merchants, doctors, lawyers, and other members of the middle class now lived in cities and had the right, money, and leisure time to hunt, but lacked the means, living space, and land to keep kennels of specialized hunting dogs. 


To fill the need, European hunters began developing generalist dogs that could follow foot scent, tree, fight bayed game, retrieve from land and water, point both furred and feathered upland game, and live in modest homes with their human families. By most accounts, the Europeans succeeded magnificently. 

Currently, the North American Versatile Hunting Dog Association (NAVHDA) recognizes 27 breeds. Several of these, such as the Cesky Fousek, Stichelhaar, and Bracco Italiano, are virtually unknown to American hunters. While serious dog people might recognized versatile breeds like the Wirehaired Pointing griffon, Spinone, and Large Munsterlander, these dogs remain very rare in the United States.


True to it’s pragmatic, populist heritage, NAVHDA also recognizes the pointer, English setter, Gordon setter, and Irish setter. Performance and versatility trump tradition. 


But in this country, five breeds – the German Shorthaired pointer, German wirehaired pointer, Brittany, Vizsla, and Pudelpointer – best represent the versatile ideal. 


I’ll start with my favorite breed, the German shorthaired pointer.

Hunters new to the breed often remark that open-coated German Shorthairs look like bobtailed white and liver pointers. 


Little wonder. The shorthair lineage began with the old Spanish pointer – progenitor of the modern pointer– crossed with the blood hound for scenting ability, foxhounds for speed and endurance, and finally, the pointer. No doubt other crosses, lost to history, added retrieving ability and other traits.

The result was a large, powerful, methodical dog that pointed both furred and feathered game, retrieved from land and water, trailed wounded big game, and even tracked and bayed wild boars. 


German shorthairs began to trickle into the United States in the 1920s, and found favor with hunters who wanted  close-working, easily trained pointing dogs. The great Aldo Leopold, father of modern wildlife management, often wrote about hunting grouse and woodcock with Gus, his beloved German shorthair.

Most American hunters, however, grounded in a tradition of stylish, big-running, pointers and setters, found the shorthair’s methodical, houndish working style less than inspiring.

After World War II, many of the same economic forces that gave rise to the versatile breeds in Europe – urbanization, shrinking habitat, increased leisure time, and a burgeoning the middle class – stimulated interest in multipurpose hunting dogs.


Breeders began “improving” the German Shorthair, or at least modifying it to meet American expectations.


Early efforts to breed shorthairs to compete with pointers in open stakes field trials generally produced big-running dogs that couldn’t beat the pointers at stylized contests that bore little resemblance to actual hunting. 


Fortunately, other devoted breeders worked to adapt the shorthair to American conditions while retaining the breed’s strengths. Hunt tests developed by NAVHDA and AKC emphasize all-around gundog work. 

As a result, today’s hunter can choose from an abundance of excellent German Shorthair bloodlines and working styles, from fairly close ranging dogs that excel at grouse, woodcock, and pheasant hunting, to stylish, big-runners that also retrieve doves and fetch ducks from creeks and tanks.

Charlie Rose, owner of WildRose Outfitters, near Seymour, Texas breeds and trains German shorthairs. His dogs hunt every species of upland gamebird in North America. They also fetch ducks, trail wounded deer, and occasionally bay wild hogs for his clients. 


These are not huge, plodding, old-style shorthairs, but open-coated thoroughbreds out of famous field-trial lines. 


“The German Shorthair gene pool is very diverse in this country,” Rose says. “You can take the best producing field trial lines and breed them back to the more German-bred dogs, and you get a pup that’s great on the water, great retrieving waterfowl, and dead-on pointing birds.”


 The German wirehaired pointer, another versatile import, makes up with personality and practicality what it lacks in beauty. Wirehair owners take pride in their scruffy, workaday dogs. Some enthusiasts, with more than a trace of affection, call them butt-ugly. To me, they look tough and utilitarian, like a muddy ranch truck.

Known has the Drahthaar in its native land, the German wirehair was developed about 120 years ago by crossing pudelpointers with griffons, stichelhaars, Polish water dogs, early German shorthairs, and other versatile breeds.

The modern German wirehair’s dense undercoat and wiry, weather-resistant outer coat provides excellent protection against the elements, and probably gives it an edge over the German Shorthair in very cold water. 


Most wirehairs hunt at a more modest range and pace than the best shorthairs, making them ideal in tough terrain or heavy cover. 


If I were an East Texan who hunted ducks along sloughs and creeks, woodcock in the thickets, and occasionally ventured further afield for doves and quail, I’d take a look at the German wirehair. 


Everyone loves a Brittany, even those who prefer other breeds. Sweet, biddable, intelligent, highly trainable, with strong, hunting, pointing, and retrieving instincts, the Brittany is always a fine choice for the walking bird hunter.

That’s not to say that field trial breeding hasn’t produced some real horizon seekers. 

However, it’s telling that during Feudal times, the little bobtailed pointing dog was a favorite of poachers who needed a dog that could be called to heel quickly and quietly. 


The Brittany’s lineage traces back to First Century France, where it was developed from various spaniel types.

The lithe, lovely Vizsla  was developed more than a thousand years ago by Magyar warriors on the Central European plains, in present-day Hungary.

Typically, vizslas, are close to medium range workers and excellent retrievers. But again, responsible field trial breeding can produce vizslas with exceptional drive, range, and style, while leaving retrieving ability intact.

Burnie Stokes, of Amarillo, breeds Vizslas and hunts a variety of game with them. His dog Taz, an AKC Senior Hunter, is also closing in on a National Shoot to Retrieve title, and an AKC dual field title. 

There are other benefits to Vizsla ownership. “I love the Vizsla’s personality,” Stokes says. “They really bond with their people. They’ll hunt all day, then ride home in the seat beside you.”


What do you get when you cross a German Pudel with an English pointer? A pudelpointer, of course. According to the Pudelpointer Club of North America, the first official cross took place in Germany in 1881. Since then, the breed has proven itself an excellent, general-purpose gundog in Europe and North America. 

But if you’re looking for a Texas-bred pudelpointer, you’ll have to get in line. The breed is very rare in the United States. 


Gary Wright, a serious upland bird and waterfowl hunter in Highland Village, Texas, settled on pudelpointers after hunting with most of the popular breeds. 


“They’re among the most naturally retrieving dogs,” he says, “and they typically adjust their range to terrain and cover.”


Given their pointer ancestry, it’s not surprising that pudelpointers aren’t boot-lickers. Wright’s dogs range to 200 yards in West Texas.

Several of Wright’s dogs have qualified in NAVHDA natural ability and utility tests. Two of his recent litters qualified for the National Utility Breeders Award.


Of the major breed registries, only NAVHDA recognizes the pudelpointer.


Despite their strengths, the versatile breeds won’t replace the specialists. Compared to the dash and efficiency of a fine Labrador retriever, a top versatile dog’s retrieving seems workmanlike, at best. Likewise, a pointer man probably won’t be enamored with the upland work of a German wirehaired pointer.

But for the versatile hunter more concerned with results than style and tradition, the versatile gundog will put the bird in the bag.

CONTACTS
Organizations:
North American Versatile Hunting Dog Association – www.navhda.org
German Shorthair Club of America – www.gspca.org
German Wirehaired Pointer Club of America – www.gwpca
American Brittany Club – http://clubs.akc.org/brit
Vizsla Club of America – http://clubs.akc.org/vizsla
Pudelpointer Club of North America – www.pcna.org
American Kennel Club – www.akc.org
Breeders:

Charles Rose, WildRose Outfitters – www.texasquail.com
Gary Wright, Gunsmoke Kennels – www.gunsmokegundogs.com
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