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Let’s take a pup that only 
retrieved halfway as an example. 
First, I’ll happily meet any dog 
halfway because retrieving is not 
a pointing dog’s main job. Finding 
birds and pointing them is. His 
next most important job is finding 
downed birds; retrieving comes in 
last. I have also found that if I pay 
less attention to a young dog’s in-
ability to retrieve to hand, he will 
usually begin on his own.

Yelling, getting upset, or run-
ning after a young dog is the worst 
thing you can do. Play it cool, and 
you’ll be surprised at how a dog 
will finally start to retrieve. It’s all 
in the genes.

If a pup or a dog brings you 
the bird and will not let go, under-
stand that he has brought it to you 
because of your dominance, de-
spite the fact that he wants to keep 
it, too. So what happens? Lockjaw 
sets in. Pull down on the loose skin 
under his hip where it connects to 
the belly and he’ll let go.

Force training to retrieve is not 
in my program. If it’s not going 
to be natural, I’ll live without it. 
I don’t believe force training is in 
the best interest of pointing dogs 
because many times you can break 
their spirit, and then the pup or 
dog will not want to hunt dead.

Taking A Dog To The 
Field

Folks have often asked me at 
what age a pup should start field 
training. My advice is always the 
sooner the better as long as he 
comes when called, although this 
does not mean that an older dog 
that hasn’t had field work is at a 
disadvantage. If a dog is started 
later, say at 12 months of age, 
and has good instinctive hunting 
genes, he will be able to learn more 

quickly than a youngster. So it is 
easily possible that a year-old dog 
could surpass a pup that has had 
more field experience. If a dog is 
birdy and has desire, he can catch 
up in short order. I’ve received 
several year-old dogs that had no 
field training or experience what-
soever, and they became outstand-
ing gun dogs.

Age has little to do with a dog’s 
intelligence, although intelligence 
has a lot to do with good perfor-
mance in the field. Instinctive hunt-
ing genes are important, but time in 
the field is the element that brings 
out the best in a smart bird dog no 
matter when they are started.

Learning To Give A 
Command

Learning how to give a com-
mand is as important as a pup 
learning to respond to it. As men-
tioned earlier, the first command a 
dog should learn is its name. After 
that, other basic commands should 
be taught, and no two dog trainers 
seem to use the same words. My 
theory is to keep the commands 
simple and few. I use commands 
only for keeping a dog under 
control and for helping me hunt. I 
will get into the specific command 
words I use later, but I believe 
everyone should find words they 
are comfortable with because each 
person communicates differently. 
Basic commands should be simple, 
one-syllable words, although 
when the pup gets older I use two 
words or combine word with the 
sound of a whistle.

This brings us to actually giv-
ing a command. First, you have to 
get the dog’s attention by speak-
ing its name. Say it with a voice of 
authority. The tone or inflection is 
as important as the command word. 
Use a pleasant facial expression 

when calling the dog. Don’t call a 
pup to come like you are asking it 
to pass the butter at the breakfast 
table. It’s not a request to come; it 
is a command. Smile when you are 
pleased and scowl at the pup if it 
disobeys your command, as dogs 
pick up on these cues.

Just as when teaching kids in 
school, you cannot talk in a soft 
monotone. Dogs react better to 
a low, deep voice, but keep the 
sound normal. Don’t use a high-
pitched scream. When calling 
a pup, face in his direction and 
make eye contact at all times until 
he comes to you. Even make eye 
contact if he is at a distance. Body 
language also encourages the pup 
to respond to come. Use a low, 
welcoming position, smile, and 
talk in an excited tone of voice. If 
the dog is close to you, the com-
mand can be soft, but it still needs 
to be firm.

If I get no response, I raise my 
voice. Stand tall and look big; you 
are the alpha dog. If I have to call 
him a third or fourth time, I go 
toward the pup and call to get his 
attention. Getting the pup’s atten-
tion and making him come to you 
is the most important lesson he 
will ever learn.

Later on, there is nothing 
wrong with disciplining a pup for 
wrong behavior. Put your hand 
out, lower your voice, and say, 
“No!” sharply. Most pups respond 
better to a lower tone. To them, 
a guttural sound is more like a 
growl, and it means “pay attention 
right now.” After a pup learns to 
come - I mean absolutely always, 
all the time - you know you are in 
control and all future commands 
will come easy.
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