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old man’s infallibility is to 
take him along hunting at 
an early age.

Mike’s disillusionment 
came at age four when he, 
Clinker and I shared a duck 
skiff pulled into some reeds 
off Norwegian Bay, an-
other clear sunny day.  But 
enough duck flew for me 
to miss five or six shoots. 
They weren’t set-ups.  But 
at least a couple of birds 
should have splatted in the 
water  I schooled Mike in 
watching the Labrador for 
a tip-off when ducks were 
approaching rather than 
getting eyestrain hopefully 
scanning the usually empty 
skys.  Her cocked ears and 
intense stare pre-saged a 
duck appearance.

But in the course of the 
afternoon, as was her wont, 
Clinker abandoned ship 
several time after swivel-
ing her head and testing the air 
currents.  From past experience 
when she slid over the gunwale 
into the water I knew what she 
had in mind.  From the splashing 
sounds I could tell when she was 
closing on a crippled  bird.  In the 
open water crippled diver ducks 
are vitally impossible for even 
the best of dogs to recover.  But 
puddle ducks in marshy cover are 
meat on the table for a determined 
retriever.

So when Mike asked the first 
time, “What’s Clinker doing, 
dad?” I said, “Just wait and see.”  
I heard her start back and as 
she got close she broke into an 
open patch, easily carrying a teal.  
Jumping into the skiff from the 
shallow water she delivered and 
then shook some of the wet on us.  
Two repeat performances before 
we cranked up and headed in at 

dusk netted a widgeon hen and a 
mallard drake.

On the way in, I hoped it was 
the noise of the outboard motor 
and a tiredness from cramped 
hours in a wet skiff that accounted 
for Mike’s silence.  But I was also 
a bit apprehensive about Mike’s 
enjoyment of his introduction 
to duck hunting.  So when we 
bumped up against the dock, I 
asked, “Well, what do you think 
about duck hunting?  Did you 
have a good time?”

Mike grinned tentatively, nod-
ded and then with the seriousness 
that only a 4-year-old can muster 
about something he’d thought out 
but didn’t know how well it would 
be received if he said it, Mike said, 
“But you know, dad, I think maybe 
Clinker is a better hunter than you 
are.”

I couldn’t have agreed more, 
then or now.  I’ve hunted with 
good, even great duck dogs owned 
by other men.  I’ve had other 
grand ones of myth own.  But Clin-
ker was my first Labrador and it 
may be that the longest memories 
are the sweetest and that gives 
her an edge.  But she was mine for 
13 years when the waterfowling 
was good and I indulged myself.  
Hunting conditions and the aging 
process being what they are there 
is no way the any present or future 
retrievers I may own, regardless of 
their potential, will get the chance 
to dislodge Clinker from the top 
slot as the best duck dog,  and then 
some, in my personal pantheon of 
fine gun dogs.


