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Water Dogs

Even in that place and time, 
Clinker was a bargain.  I  bought 
her as a squirmy black puppy for 
$10 at a farmer’s fair in 1949.  She 
was my first Labrador retriever 
and probably my best.  At least 
she became the best duck dog I’ve 
owned.  Nor was there any up-
land game bird in Wisconsin that 
she hadn’t flushed and retrieved 
numerous times in the 13 seasons 
she hunted and shared home, au-
tomobile and office with me.

Memories of her are many.  
Oddly, one this is most indelible 
was a failed retrieve.  She swam 
out of sight in the tugging currents 
of the Mississippi river in pursuit 
of a crippled diver duck.  We’d 
been dropped off on a marshy spit 
of land out in the big river so I had 
no boat to go after her.  She was 
gone better than an hour.  I knew 
I’d lost her.  But with tears freezing 
on my cheeks I kept blowing the 
whistle.  There was nothing else I 
could do.

She appeared first as a barely 
discernible speck, but she battled 
the flow of the mighty Miss’ and 
finally climbed out on our spit.  
She didn’t have the duck.  But I got 
wet hugging her.  And, although 
worn down, before the boat came 
to pick us up she fetched three 
more ducks happily and with 
dispatch.

Right after World War II, at-
tending college with the aid of 
the GI bill, living in an on-campus 
Quonset but with a pregnant wife, 

the $10 investment represented 
more than $1000 today.  But, even 
taking into consideration any 
nostalgia fed by ancient memories 
and any inherited predilection for 
Hibernian hyperbole, if there ever 
was a million-dollar duck dog 
Clinker was it.

Partly it was because of the 
place and the time.  As I remember 
those seasons right after the war, 
the daily bag limits ranged from 
12 down to 8 ducks, very liberal 
in light of today’s restrictions.  The 
celery beds were still in Lake 
Poygan to keep the canvasback 
and redhead there until freeze-up, 
after their almost clock-like arrival 
within a few days of October 21.

Although well-to-do sports-
men hired youths to sleep out 
in boats the night before a hunt 
to hold choice spots in the “Big 
Cane” and on the “Hindenburg 
Line” out in the lake it was still 
possible to get good waterfowl-
ing from a shoreline blind.  An-
other ex-GI, Ray Andersen, and 
I arranged our classes so most 
mornings each week there were 
no professorial lectures on tap be-
fore 10 a.m.  We haunted Clark’s 
Bay our absorption of knowledge 
became even more sporadic once 
we succumbed to the temptation 
of trying for pheasant on the Boom 
Bay public hunting ground follow-
ing the early morning duck flights, 
when we should have been back 
in a Lawrence College classroom 
in Appleton.

Clinker ’s waterfowling de-
cade was the 1950s.  Because she 
was field trailed (in those days 
most field trialers were duck hunt-
ers extending their enjoyment of 
good retriever work engaging in 
a competitive game which has 
now become an end in itself) she 
got more formal training than 
any retriever I’ve had in the last 
35 years.

She also had a peer mentor in 
Tar, and English Cocker spaniel I 
bought and trained while still in 
high school and who was a sur-
prisingly good duck fetcher.  But 
she was a great natural hunter 
and would have been a fine gun 
dog with less attention than she 
received. 

At five months of age she 
caught a crippled rooster pheas-
ant.  In her sixth month she was 
beating the smaller and slower 
Cocker to downed ducks.  When 
I signed on as an outdoor writer 
with the old Milwaukee Sentinel 
she and another Labrador kennel 
mate, Onyx (who was give to me 
by the lake Chuck Morgan, one of 
the nation’s pioneer and premier 
retriever trainers) used to accom-
pany me on the one day a week 
I had to report in to the big city 
office.  They rode up on the eleva-
tor and stayed quietly in my office 
while I got out the copy to fill the 
Sunday outdoors page.

The other days she hunted.  I 
took every advantage I could of 
the “job” I had.  One season I kept 
track of the days spent afield.  If 
memories serves, there was about 
45 days when the waterfowl and 
upland seasons ran concurrently.  
She was in the field with me for 
all or part of all but two days in 
that period.

We got in on the tail-end of the 
top can and redhead shooting in 
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