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Buy The Book

Retrieving, No Force 
Please

By Ben O Williams

Every dog is a natural retriever with innate abil 
ity handed down through countless genera 
tions, but that does not always relate to a pup 

retrieving birds to hand. Some dogs are reluctant to retrieve 
or will bring a bird halfway back and drop it. Some choke 
on the feathers and refuse to retrieve at all.

Before frustration gets the better of you and drastic 
measures are taken out on the dog, analyze why the pup is 
doing what he is doing. It could be an issue of dominance or 
aggression, but most times it is just inexperience. Force train-
ing in this situation may be more detrimental than helpful. 
Many dogs just need time to sort it out on their own.

When hunting pointing dogs on wild birds, on a scale 
of one to ten (ten being the most important), pointing, 
holding a point, backing other dogs, relocating and backing 
again, and finding downed birds all would get tens in my 
book. Retrieving a wild bird to hand is not that important. 
It would only be a four.

That may come as a surprise to some hunters. In fact, I 
believe locating a downed bird is the most important part 
of retrieving. I teach every dog to hunt dead. When a bird 
goes down I prefer a dog to be on it as soon as possible, and 
this means that they are not steady to wing and shot.

Teaching a pup to hunt dead is a simple task. Go to 
where the bird dropped - never assume it is dead - and 
walk around looking down while repeating “hunt dead, 
hunt dead” over and over again. The pup should know 
a bird is down or that you are looking for something. He 
will quickly understand your enthusiasm and start look-
ing by using his nose. Later, many of my dogs will hunt 
dead even if no bird is shot. They know, by my words and 
actions that I’m looking for something, and they want to 
be part of it.

Once the interest in finding birds is achieved, dogs con-
nect picking up a bird and retrieving it with your enthusi-
asm, and they are more inclined to bring it to you. When a 

dog is looking for a dead bird, you are looking 
also. If you are close by, go down on one knee. 
Just as soon as the bird is found and encourage 
him to bring it to you. By being close at hand, 
you assert yourself as the dominant force, and 
he will fetch the bird to you with little time to 
think about what is going on.

When a new pup finds his first bird, let him 
smell it and pick it up. It’s okay if he drops it. 
This is new to him, so let him be alone for a 
short while and do his own thing. No two dogs 
react the same. One pup may pick up the dead 
bird and run away from you. That’s a good 
sign - at least he picked it up. He is probably 
too excited to think about retrieving. Some pups 
will bring a bird only part of the way, and that 
is okay too. Others will stand over the bird. Just 
let them work it out. This is an important les-
son a pup has to learn on his own. Most pups, 
as they mature and gain more experience, will 
come around to retrieving without any force 
training.

Thanks to Willow Creek Press we 
offer you an excerpt from Bird 
Dog by Ben O Williams Copy-

rights Willow Creek Press

Since you can’t tell a book from its cover we offer you seven 
pages from this book  to decide if you want to do buy the book!
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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.

 Bird Dog by Ben O Williams Copy-
rights Willow Creek Press 2006  
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Publisher Pulpit
Words and venting from your publisher Dennis Guldan

How much are you charging 
for a kids banquet ticket?

By Dennis Guldan

Last night I took Ellen  
and our eight-year-old  
son Ron to the Twin Cit-

ies Ruffed Grouse Society Banquet. 
We try to take Ron to as many of 
these events as our pocketbook 
allows. The last ticket of the night 
was for a Mossberg shotgun. Ron 
sat patiently, then we heard the 
announcer call out “the winner is 
Ron Guldan!” We sat at the back 
of the ballroom yet I believe he 
loped over the dozen or so tables 
to make it to the stage. In short he 
brought down the house. Then the 
announcer told Ron we needed to 
check to see if Ron was tall enough 
to own a gun. So, straight as an 
arrow, Ron stood with a gun not 
much smaller, Ron and the rest of 
the crowd will remember the event 
for years.

That is the way banquets are 
suppose end. That is what we 
should be promoting. Our kids 

are the only guarantee we have of 
the future of our sport, our dogs, 
and yes our country. But Ron was 
the only kid in the place. The next 
oldest kid was about 15 years old. 
Where were the kids?

The banquet tickets that night 
were $50 a piece for guests. So that 
is what we had to pay for Ron. 
Steep for kids? Too steep!  For $20 
we could have left Ron home with 
a sitter. Never being the quiet one 
I twisted the ear of a few of the 
TC RGS board members. I said 
we need to have more kids at the 
banquets, they are the only ones 
that can guarantee our future. The 
board members were in agree-
ment, yet the meal tickets cost the 
RGS $30 of piece.

So What Do We Do?
First, I believe we need to get 

the cost of our kids banquet tickets 

down to no more than $20 a piece. 
Further if you have two or three 
kids, additional tickets need to be 
around $10. How do we get there? 
There are several options.

First, we could have two ban-
quets, one for the kids and one for 
the adults. For the adults banquet 
we can have the full meal, for kids 
just hors doeuvres. Then we can 
charge $10 a ticket and still make 
a buck. Besides, kids prefer to 
munch. Our area TIP organization 
does exactly that and gets a tre-
mendous turnout. We are missing 
out on an entire group of families 
that many times can not afford our 
banquets.

Another, and perhaps pre-
ferred way is to raise the adult 
tickets to subsidize the kids tickets. 
Or even add a kid sponsorship for 
an additional $10 a piece. Kids 
bring great energy to the event. 
Further dad will buy enough 
tickets to guarantee his kid wins 
something. And if you lose that 
last gun to a kid you don’t feel 
quite so bad cause you know it’ll 
be in good hands for the next 50 
years. And some kid will sleep 
little and dream a lot about their 
new found prize.

We need to take a serious look 
at how we are treating parents 
and our next generation. The 
New Brighton Sportsman’s Club 
have several events throughout 
the year. One of those events is 
a wild game dinner during the 
day in March. We went to the 
event once, donated some items 
and Ellen even cooked a dozen 
pheasants for the event. But, kids 
are not allowed. So we are no 
longer attending or donating to 
the event. Why? There are several 
reasons. First, I believe in passing 
down our culture. Second, we can 
debate having kids at an evening 
event but not at a noon dinner. 
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Third, you are asking parents to 
not only pay for the event but 
also a sitter while the event is on, 
money that could be donated to 
the cause. And this is from many-
times young struggling families.

So do we have the people and 
resources to organize two ban-
quets? Maybe! I would approach 
the parents with the option to run 
the event, it will get done. Or ask 
parents to organize the kids por-
tion of our joint banquet.

How about 
contributions?

One of the TC RGS board 
members mentioned they didn’t 
have much kids stuff. Yet, Ron 
was very happy with a gun case 
and shell box. But he had a valid 
point.

Organizations don’t get asked 
enough. We get asked to contrib-
ute to about ten banquets a year, 
and we try to honor every one of 
them. How do you ask? Simply go 
to your computer or writing pad 
and put the name of your organi-
zation at the top of the page and 
tell us about your event. Who and 
how many people will be there, 
the area your organization covers 
and what your organization does, 
about four sentences. Then the two 
most important things, the date 
of the event, preferably 90 days 
notice, so in our case we can print 
extra magazines. And lastly who 
to contact and mail the stuff to. 
Then fax or mail the page to us. For 
the TC RGS Banquet we sent 200 
magazines, and we were not even 
approached to contribute.

Who Will Speak For 
Us?

Guns are not allowed in 
schools. We can debate this an-
other time, but it is the fact. And 
with the gun ban many times 
comes a one-sided argument that 
guns and hunting are bad. Kids are 
getting indoctrinated at a young 
age and many times we don’t have 
a spokesman in the debate.

The other day Ron asked me 
about whom I was supporting in 
this falls presidential race. I told 
him Bush. He asked why not Gore. 
I explained I believe VP Gore was 
in a group that I believe wanted to 
take our gun and hunting rights 
away. Ron started on a disserta-
tion that would have rivaled any 
debate society about the rights to 
hunt and bear arms. If the issue 
ever comes up in the classroom 
I don’t question he will be our 
spokesman and show both sides 
of the issue. We need that repre-
sentative voice. We need Ron and 
other kids involved in our sport 
and at our banquets to guarantee 
our hunting and gun ownership 
rights in the future.

So find a way to get more 
kids at your banquets, it’s about 
far more than our kids, it is about 
our future.

Reprint this if you want in 
your club newsletter, just give us 
the credit as the source.

Dennis Guldan Hails from 
New Brighton, MN
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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 

My Best Duck Dog
By Dave Duffey
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Poygan as guests of Bill 
Johnson, then a Rem-
ington-Peters field rep 
and exhibition shooter, 
who hired famed Poygan 
guides, Frank Niemuth 
and his son-in-law, Ed-
die Agnoski, to ensure 
good shooting for com-
pany reps and customers 
during the peak periods 
“when the cans were in”.  
In recent years, canvas-
back have been totally 
protected because of the 
drastic decline in num-
bers.

I kept a duck boat at 
Bob Monstead’s point 
on the the north shore 
of Poygan and one year 
half a dozen of us, in-
cluding Lew Mews, the 
famed shotgun and rifle 
stockmaker and Jerry 
Kavaney, who did some 
gunsmithing to supplement and 
Appleton policeman’s pay, worked 
out an agreement with march-
owners near where the Rat river 
comes in, to build blinds on their 
property in exchange for alternate 
day shooting.

But, with Clinker alternately 
swimming and lunging, I spent 
more time wading and push-
paddling among the reeds and 
off-shore cane than I did decoying 
divers.  I did very little shooting.  
Clinker collected so many crippled 
ducks that Monstead often re-
ferred to me as “the scavenger” 
when we’d come in with several 
limits in a day but only a shot or 
two fired.  Extra birds were appre-
ciated by other guest hunters who 
were a few birds shy and wanted 
to take home a full limit.

One evening in the soft dusk, 
two hunters in a shallow-water 

blind signaled me to wade out 
their way.  I had been detouring 
to avoid spooking any flying birds 
that might work over them.  But 
things were slow.  They turned 
out to be two sportsmen I know 
only casually.

Despite a strong wind white-
capping the open water, nothing 
was flying and they just wanted 
to talk.  “Doesn’t that dog ever get 
tired of swimming?” asked one 
as I climbed up on their platform 
and Clinker investigated a reed 
to the left front.  “Guess not,” I 
answered.  “She just won’t quit 
looking for ducks.”

Among other things, it was 
Clinker who instilled in me a 
great admiration for keen and 
canny retrievers who will spin 
around, treading water when a 
cripple dives on them and, if the 
crip doesn’t quickly appear, act 
as though they were feeling for 

it with their feet, then 
submerge like a seal 
after a fish to come up 
with the duck or drive 
it to the surface.

This evening, how-
ever, she tested the 
strong wind whipping 
in from the outer edge 
of the reeds and began 
to swim directly into 
the waves, bobbing on 
the rise like a self-pro-
pelled cork and sliding 
down into the trough.

“Hey!  Where ’ s 
your dog going?” the 
other hunter asked.  I 
feigned nonchalance.  
“Don’t worry about 
old Clink.  She usu-
ally knows what she’s 
doing.”  But I kept an 
eye on her as we talked 
the things duck hunter 

talk about.

She disappeared behind the 
outer edge of the cane where 
the lake was open, 200 yards or 
more from the blind.  When she 
reappeared I fingered the whistle 
hanging from my neck.  But she 
possessed an uncanny sense of 
direction and, from the way she 
was heading directly back to us, I 
suspected  she was returning with 
a load.

The other hunters weren’t as 
engrossed or as familiar with the 
black dog as I was.  So they didn’t 
see her until she came through 
some more reeds and reappeared 
in another patch of open water.

“Has she got a duck?”  one 
hunter asked, incredulously.  “She 
sure as hell has,” the other re-
joined.  “That’s what she went 
way out there for,” I said.  It was 
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a bull canvasback, still very much 
alive.

But the persistence and de-
termination of a really good duck 
dog can be embarrassing, as wit-
ness the opening day of one of 
the seasons when woodducks 
were a protected species.  We’d 
all found well-spaced hides out 
in the Peshtigo marsh, a blue bird 
day with a noon opening hour 
and only the sky-busters pepper-
ing away at mere specks in the 
clear sky.

After the first hour of inactiv-
ity I released Clinker from control 
and let her patch around in the vi-
cinity.  She was always too restless 
to be a pleasure to have in blind 
and into old age she was used to 
wile away the slow time in favor-
ite spot along the Wolf river by 
catching field mice that infiltrated 

the dry grass and 
willow brush that 
made up the blind 
sides.  She hunted 
everything.  Even 
dug and grabbed 
angleworms when 
turned up for fish 
bait.

I glanced up to 
see a small bundle 
of ducks bearing 
my way.  They 
were high.  Too 
high.  But identifi-
able and just pos-
sible.  On anoth-
er day, probably 
I would have let 
them pass.

But I swung on 
the lead mallard.  
It was beautiful 
shot.  Except that 
the wrong duck, 
one of those trail-
ing the one I has 
so grossly underled, folded and 
its momentum carried it 30 yards 
behind me.  Clinker was not only 
a dog born knowing, she’d had 
plenty of experience.  She too 
had probably been watching that 
flock.  In any event, at the shot, she 
marked the falling bird and went 
to the area of the fall.  I turned 
my attention skyward once more, 
knowing she’d come up with the 
duck.

She did, coming in behind 
me, and I turned to take delivery.  
It was a real shock.  She proudly 
handed over a hen woodduck!  
Not only was my error in lead a 
blow to my pride, but inadver-
tently connecting with an illegal 
duck both pocketbook and reputa-
tion were in jeopardy.

Ordering Clinker to sit and 
stay, I sneaked off into the marsh 

and slung the duck under some 
bushes.  Getting back with the dog 
I released her and continued to 
scan the sky, paying little attention 
to Clinker.

You guessed it.  She came in, 
nudged my leg and, all shiny-
eyed, held up the mistake duck for 
me to take.  Following another re-
peat of this boomerang act, I went 
out, dug a hole with my boot heel 
and buried it in the muck.  And, 
ignoring her fidgeting, I forced 
Clinker to say next to me until we 
left the marsh in fear of her going 
out, digging it up and disgracing 
me in front of my friends or a game 
warden by presenting me with the 
testimonial to my sloppy lead.

It was fitting and proper that 
Clinker should teach my son 
something of duck hunting.  It 
is also a truism that the quickest 
way to destroy a kid’s faith in his 
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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.
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Out of five retriever 
breeds registered  
w i t h  t h e  A K C 

t h e  C u r l y  C o a t  R e t r i e v 
er is without a doubt the rarest. 
At a distance the Curly Coat Re-
triever might be mistaken for the 
Labrador Retriever the king of the 
retrievers. But the Curly Coat is a 
totally different breed. Believe it 
or not it is considered the oldest 
of the retriever breeds, several 
hundred years older than Labs. 

T h o u g h  i t ’ s 
origin is found in 
records now lost, 
it is considered to 
be evolved in the 
1600s when many 
of the early breeds 
evolved. The old-
est reference to the 
breed is possibly 
the mention in the 
publication Sports-
men’s Cabinet of 
1803. The Curly 
Coat Retriever is 
thought to have 
evolved from the 
English or Irish 
Water Spaniel and 
the retrieving Set-
ter. The link to the 
water spaniels can 
be easily seen with 
the Irish Water 
Spaniel and Curly 
Coat Retriever hav-

ing very similar coats. Another 
important ancestor of the Curly 
Coat Retriever is the St John’s 
Newfoundland dog.

In 1835, the St John’s New-
foundland Dog was brought 
to Europe in fishing boats. The 
St John’s Newfoundland Dog 
was a hardy dog used by fisher-
man to help haul in the nets and 
grab fish while fishing the Grand 
Banks of New Foundland. The St 
John’s Newfoundland Dog is also 

considered to be important is the 
establishment of the Flat Coat and 
Labrador Retriever Breeds. The St 
John’s Newfoundland Dogs were 
very important to the fisherman. 
They were valuable enough that 
several kennels were established 
just to breed dogs. Out of these 
kennels breeding their own idea 
of the best type of retriever, the 
Curly Coat Retriever was formally 
established.

In 1859, the Curly Coat Re-
triever was formally introduced 
at it’s first show in England’s 
Birmingham Dog Show. In 1864, 
at the Islington International 
Show the Curly Coat was the first 
breed broken away from the rest 
of the retrievers. The winner of 
the Islington International Show, 
thus the first winning bench dog 
was Mr. Gorse’s Jet. Jet and Jet II 
dominated the bench shows for 
years later and helped to establish 
the breed.

 In 1880, the French re-
triever, which we call the 
Poodle was crossed with the 
Curly Coats of that time to 
tighten the curl on its coat. 
In 1889, The Curly Coat Re-
triever was first exported to 
New Zealand and Australia. 
The breed is much more 
popular down under than 
it is in England or North 
America.

The first Curly Coat Re-
triever Club was formed in 
England in 1896. In 1907 the 
Curly Coat was introduced 
to the United States. The 
first Curly Coat Retriever 
to be registered with the 
AKC was in 1924. In 1933, 
the Curly Coated Retriever 
Club of America was estab-
lished.

The Curly Coat Retriever
The Forgotten Retriever

By Joe Kraemer
Photos by Jim & Paula Crosby, Jacksonville, FL

Breed Profile
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If the Curly Coat Re-
triever is the oldest of the 
retrievers why is it not the 
most popular? Some of the 
reason may be traced to 
it’s roots. A predecessor is 
the Irish Water Spaniel an-
other old breed that does not 
maintain great numbers. The 
Labrador Retriever dwarf 
the numbers of Curlies and 
Water Spaniels combined. 
Each year there are a few 
dozen curly litters in the U.S. 
compared with more than 
few hundred Lab litters. 
There is an old adage that 
titles sell pups. And to get 
titles a breed needs to win 
field trials. 

There is an old story 
about field trial people talking 
about dog breeds. One Lab breeder 
said, “you guys don’t understand. 
Trials are not about breeding inde-
pendent mined... smart dogs. Trials 
are about creating a dog to be a 
robot to do exactly what we want. 
The fact of the matter is, Labs are 
better at going exactly where we 
want them to go. Does that 
make a great hunting dog? 
Perhaps... perhaps not... but 
it wins trials, and that’s the 
game we are talking about. 
And to be very frank, Labs 
are the best designed breed 
to win trials.” 

The Curly Coat Retriever 
are known to be intelligent 
dogs which can make them 
independent. That indepen-
dence though very useful in 
the field means you won’t 
be titling many dogs... thus 
sell few pups. Titled dogs 
are proof of performance. 
Curlies are great in the field, 
they just can’t prove it with 
field titles.

The breed standard calls for a 
dog that is around 26 inches tall, 
making it the tallest of the retriev-
ers. Labs, Flat Coats and Golden 
Retrievers have a standard of 
about 23 inches. So expect a taller 
dog, yet it’s weight is to be similar 
to the other retrievers. Like Flat 
Coats; Curlys come in two colors: 

black and liver. At one time there 
was a yellow or golden variety, but 
that color has been eliminated.

Curlies are great family and 
hunting dogs. They have a great 
field coat and are great swimmers. 
And if you go for walks allow for 
some extra time because this rare 
breed is bound to have people ask-

ing questions. Curlies are not 
easy to find, but a great place 
to start would be the Curly 
Coat Retriever Club of America, 
they advertise in the back of this 
magazine.

So if you want your next 
dog to be a great retriever, yet 
you want to get something a 
little different, take a look at the 
Curly Coat Retriever, you’ll be 
glad you did.


