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Temperament and intellect, as 
well as hunting ability, are crucial 
selection criteria. It is important, 
we believe, to dispel a myth about 
field-bred dogs and their ability to 
adapt to the urban environment 
right up front. Contrary to many 
preconceptions, a field-bred spaniel 
or retriever can make a very good 
housedog as well as a sound field 
companion. With a little training, 
a lot of love and attention, and a 
solid match of dog type to your 
personal situation, you can have 
a dog that meets all (or perhaps 
most) of your, requirements. It has 
been our experience that field-bred 
spaniels and retrievers tend to be 
highly intelligent, biddable, and 
loving companions. They adapt 
well in most instances to home and 
field-characteristics that are critical 
for the urban hunter. Regardless 
of type, however, all dogs require 
significant attention.

Selecting the Right Dog
Selecting a dog for the field and 

suburban environment is a critical 
step that must be undertaken with 
you and your spouse as partners. 
The urban environment is highly 
demanding-especially if you live in 
areas that place heavy restrictions 
on pet ownership, or if both adult 
members of a household work. 
The decision to bring a dog into the 
household must be a family one. 
To bring home a brand-new puppy 
in a cardboard carton with the ex-
clamation “Honey, look what I got 
today. Isn’t he cute?” Is an approach 
doomed to failure into today’s mod-
ern urban household. It may also net 
you a few nights on the couch.

The best approach starts with 
a clear idea of the level of training 
you want your dog to have before 
you decide on the breed of dog. In 
today’s highly demanding urban 
life style, it is vital to have an agree-
ment among family members as to 
the level of training you want the 
dog to have before you bring him 

home. This in turn may narrow the 
choices of breed type. With respect 
to breed and at the risk of alienating 
some very dear friends who place 
great stock in their pointing dogs, 
it is our assessment that flushing 
dogs, the spaniels and retrievers, 
are perhaps the best suited by style, 
breeding, and temperament to the 
urban environment.

Flushing dogs, are among the 
oldest of the hunting dog breeds. 
Their original purpose was to flush 
or “spring” game for falconers be-
fore the advent of modern shotguns. 
Flushing dogs work very close to 
the hunter through breeding, in-
stinct, and training. In the flushing 
style, spaniels and retrievers work 
to “flush” birds from cover within 
shotgun range of the hunter. A 
flushing dog hunts perhaps no more 
than ten to fifteen yards in front of 
the handler and twenty or so yards 
to either side as it “quarters” the 
ground in the classic “windshield 
wiper” pattern that varies slightly 
depending upon the direction of 
the wind. These dogs obtain their 
scent from the air and the ground, 
unlike a pointer that takes its scent 
primarily from the air. Because of 
the spaniel and retriever scenting 
style, they cannot cover the same 
area that pointing dogs are able to 
cover, but work much closer to the 
hunter than pointers. This is a direct 
result of centuries of breeding and a 
highly developed instinct.

Because flushing dogs work 
close to the hunter from instinct, 
they are generally (not always, 
unfortunately) far less prone to 
run off from their masters. Their 
instinctual close working style and 
loving nature combines with their 
highly developed retrieving instinct 
to make them ideally suited to the 
needs of today’s urban hunter. 
Field bred spaniels and retrievers 
have the ability to stay indoors for 
extended periods and “turn off” 
the field while indoors, especially 

as they mature. They also have that 
unique ability to “turn on” their bird 
hunting abilities when they walk 
out the front door. Flushing dogs 
also tend to be less rambunctious, 
especially as they mature.

Pointers, on the other hand, 
because of their scenting style that 
takes the scent from the air rather 
than the ground, tend to range fur-
ther from the hunter instinctively. 
They obviously cover more ground, 
but are much less in the hunter’s 
direct control in their hunting style. 
They require more land to train on 
and generally are less aggressive 
on retrieves than spaniels or re-
trievers. Many pointers (of course 
there are exceptions) are relatively 
high-energy dogs that make the 
transition to housedogs less readily 
than the more docile spaniel and 
retriever breeds. Training pointing 
dogs to be steady to wing and shot 
(or “holding a point”) requires a lot 
of training space, many birds, and 
much time. You can get a young 
flushing dog working in the field 
much sooner and without as much 
training (albeit not steady to wing 
and shot) as you would need for a 
young pointer. To be sure, the Brit-
tany is somewhat different than 
most of the other pointers and has 
its devotees who live in urban areas. 
In fairness, however, we must point 
out the Brittany has only recently 
departed the spaniel ranks; only 
within the last decade was the suf-
fix “spaniel” dropped from its AKC 
breed name. Similarly, one may find 
“pointing” Labrador retrievers with 
temperament and handling char-
acteristics similar to the flushing 
variety. By and large, however, it 
has been our experience that flush-
ing spaniels and retrievers on the 
average are better suited for city 
life and the urban gun dog trainer 
than pointers.
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