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In New England, according to “classic” sporting literature, hunters follow close-working, soft-footed setters through coverts(alder bottoms and uplands stands of birch and poplar(in pursuit of ruffed grouse and woodcock. They wear leather-topped rubber boots and carry light, splendidly balanced side-by-side shotguns. 
Of course, these scenes are always painted, photographed, or written in October, when autumn colors are in their prime, because the first hard freeze sends the woodcock packing for more agreeable southern locales such as the East Texas Pineywoods, where coverts and soft-footed setters are as scarce as outdoor literature, and thickets, wild-eyed bird dogs, auto-loading shotguns, and outdoor writing are as common as double-negatives and ‘coon hounds. 

With very rare exceptions, Texans do not keep woodcock dogs. Texas woodcock hunters(all ten of them(keep pointing dogs that hunt quail on the open plains to the west and, when called upon to enter a Pineywoods thicket, will, on a good day or with the aid of profanity, sweetgum switches, and electronics, hold their range to a single zip code or national forest. 

That’s a pity chalked up to tradition and economics. East Texas woodcock hunting, with its dense, briar-infested thickets and small bag limits, simply can’t match the allure and press coverage of big-time quail hunting. 
As a result, East Texas bird hunters drive past excellent woodcock habitat on their way to distant bobwhite country. They spend thousands of dollars and days on the road to hunt quail half a dozen times per season, when they could be hunting woodcock often and on the cheap close to home. 

If I lived in East Texas, I’d keep woodcock dogs that could be expected to do yeoman work on quail. 

Woodcock hold beautifully for pointing dogs.  Though the birds’ migration patterns and daily movements are subject to weather and more mysterious factors, they’re usually abundant and fairly reliable in season. 
What’s the primary reason so few bird dogs reach their genetic potential? Lack of regular bird contact. A pointing dog (and bird hunter, for that matter) would benefit far more from half a dozen encounters three days a week than from plowing into a dozen coveys four times a year.

So, what is a good woodcock dog? In short, one that handles well, hunts within a reasonable range, reliably points, holds, and retrieves woodcock. 

Why not, then, look to breeders and trainers up north, where there’s a woodcock hunting tradition and body of knowledge?

Not a bad idea, actually, if woodcock will be your primary quarry. 

Several years ago, Brad Carter, my longtime bird-hunting buddy, bought a setter pup from a kennel in northeastern Ohio. The first time Buck entered a woodcock thicket, at about a year of age, he started nailing birds that my more experienced German shorthair missed. From then on, he was a woodcock maniac and a serviceable bobwhite dog. 

As for training and experience, I suspect that a Yankee woodcock dog, trained up North, would do fine in East Texas, though perhaps not as well as a homegrown prospect or pup purchased from known woodcock lines and developed in the Pineywoods. 

Here’s Steve Smith describing ideal(or fussy(woodcock dog work in The Whispering Wings of Autumn:
“This man’s dogs must always be quartering, must always turn outward on the turns, and must follow hand signals impeccably.”

Without a doubt, a dog that quarters thoroughly will eventually find your birds.  Perhaps that’s the best approach in a New England alder bottom or orchard where woodcock could literally be anywhere.

But I’ve come to believe that the ideal Texas woodcock dog hunts like a good quail dog, except on a smaller scale. That is, she hunts objectives, using instinct and experience to choose the most likely spots instead of mechanically quartering over ground that’s unlikely to hold birds.

Certainly, you could find yourself in a giant pine plantation where woodcock could be anywhere. My advice? Get out forthwith. Sure, you could be leaving behind a bunch of birds, but there are better places to hunt. If your dog points in the middle of one of these hellish 50-acre briar gardens, you could spend half an hour getting to him, if you can get to him at all. And by day’s end you’ll have left most of your clothes and half of your hide in the thicket.  

Rather, effective woodcock hunters work the edges, just like experienced quail hunters, easing along fire breaks and trails while their dogs hunt just inside the cover or, if the wind is favorable, out in the open yet tight to the edge.
A good woodcock dog may range out in the open woods as he goes from one likely clump of low brush to another. Some of the most productive areas are “beetle spots,” small, brushy openings in the mature woods where pine beetle-infested trees have been clear-cut. No sense in the dog wasting energy and time quartering on open ground between big loblolly pines. 

Given experience, a good close- to medium-range bird dog will do fine woodcock work, so long as she hunts hard and handles well. 
How far is too far? It depends. Hunting in the big woods, I wouldn’t mind a dog getting out 100 yards, so long as he’d shorten up in tighter cover. In some of my favorite spots, 40 yards is a long way out, and even then, my dogs are usually out of sight. 

Obviously, the better your dog handles, the more range you can tolerate. The hunter’s personal preference and temperament also come into play. I prefer dogs a little on the “hot” side. I’d much rather have to stay after a hard charger than to mosey along with a plodder. I can’t stand a dog under foot, and I’m willing to pay a price in occasional frayed nerves.

Some dogs readily retrieve woodcock, and some don’t. I’ve known a number of dogs that reliably retrieved other game birds and would point woodcock all day long, but wouldn’t pick one up. Most, however, will at least hunt dead and indicate the location of the downed bird. If you must have your woodcock retrieved to hand, then buy your pups from woodcock lines or be prepared to force train the dog to retrieve. 
If you expect to find your woodcock dog in Texas, look to the popular Continental or versatile breeds – German shorthairs, German wirehairs, and Brittanies. Good luck finding a close-working pointer or setter in a state famous for bobwhite hunting. If you’re partial to those breeds and plan to spend a lot of time in Pineywoods thickets, look for your pup in New England or the Upper Midwest. Even better, get to know a good Texas woodcock hunter who raises an occasional litter(of whatever breed.
No matter which breed you choose, plan to invest in a beeper collar. Otherwise, how will you know if your dog is on point or simply ignoring your whistle? I run my beeper collar in the “point only” mode – the collar emits a steady beep after the dog has been stationary for five seconds – and follow the dog’s movements by the pleasant tinkling of a small bell hanging from her collar.

Ultimately, a good woodcock dog is simply a good bird dog with plenty of woodcock experience. If you own a prospect that points and holds bobwhites or even a wizened old-timer that has never sniffed a woodcock, load up and head for the Pineywoods. 

You and your dogs will figure the game out soon enough.

