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THE NATURE OF 
DOUBLES

Every hunter, even the occasional 
one who shoots as poorly as I do, now 
and again knocks down two birds from 
a single flock or flush. Therefore, every 
retriever that does solid work on singles 
should be extended to doubles. Besides, 
the training demands more teamwork, 
more involvement of the handler, so it 
is as enjoyable as it is practical.

In a double, two birds are thrown 
and shot, one at a time, in different ar-
eas. The retriever must watch (“mark”) 
each “fall” in turn, and then retrieve 
them one at a time. This means that he 
must remember the one he retrieves 
last all the time he is retrieving the first 
one. A double tests not only his marking 
ability but also his memory.

The retriever naturally picks up the 
second bird down first, and the first bird 
down second. Thus, the first bird down 
is called the “memory bird,” because it 
is the one the dog must remember lon-
ger. The second bird down is called the 
“diversion,” because it diverts the dog’s 
attention from the other bird.

A double is many times more dif-
ficult than a single. The possible varia-
tions in throwing sequences and direc-
tions increase almost geometrically. In a 
single, there are no sequence variations, 
and each throw must go either left or 
right. In a double either fall may be first, 
and each may be thrown left or right. 
Thus there are four possible combina-
tions of direction: both left, both right, 
both out, both in.

Then, too, the falls may be the same 
distance from the line or either may be 
farther than the other.

Doubles also introduce a very chal-
lenging problem that doesn’t exist in 
singles: switching.

SWITCHING
A retriever switches when he gives 

up on one bird and tries to retrieve the 
other. He can do this in three ways. First, 
he may pick up the diversion bird, then 
drop it to go after the memory bird. Sec-
ond, he may hunt for the diversion bird, 
fail to find it, and leave to hunt for the 
memory bird. Third, he may hunt for the 
memory bird, fail to find it, and return 
to the area of the diversion bird. Some 
purists argue that this last is not a “true” 
switch, since there is no longer a bird 
in the area to which the dog switched. 
However, it is the same mental error, 
and the correction in training is the 
same, so I consider it a switch.

In each type of switch, the dog dem-
onstrates a lack of persistence. He gives 
up on one bird and tries to retrieve the 
other. Obviously, a dog cannot give up 
until after he has “established a hunt.” 
If a dog starts toward one bird, but 
half-way there changes his mind and 

dler “select” his young Lab out of first 
and into third place in the final water 
double. The pup overruled him and 
retrieved in the natural sequence, but 
was so bothered and confused by the 
boss’s handling that he was wobbly on 
both birds. Actually, that handler was 
lucky to take third place, since many 
young dogs would have bombed out 
under such circumstances.

You should make sure your pup 
locates both throwers before you call 
for the birds. True, you can’t do that in 
hunting or in hunting tests. However, 
right now you are just introducing him 
to doubles, so help him all you can. 
However, don’t stand at the line and 
point out each thrower. That too often 
becomes a bad habit that is difficult to 
break. Simply heel your dog to the line 
along a path that allows him to locate 
them on his own.

You can use your own body move-
ments at the line to help your young-
ster. Start off facing the memory bird 
thrower. After that bird is down, turn 
to face the diversion bird thrower, using 
the belt cord to encourage your dog to 
shift around with you. After awhile, he 
will shift with you automatically, and 
you can later transfer that to the direc-
tion in which you point your shotgun.

As your pup returns to you with the 
diversion bird, rotate around to face the 
memory bird. That way, when he sits to 

deliver, he faces his next retrieve. 
Then, you only need to take the 
bird, let him lock in, and send him. 
No hassle between birds.

You should handle the de-
livered diversion bird so that it 
doesn’t distract your dog. The 
technique is simple: Reach around 
with your right hand and take 
whichever end of the bird is nearer 
to you; then, hold the bird behind 
your right hip before sending the 
dog again. That way, you get the 
retrieved bird out of sight and out 
of the dog’s mind. If you take it 
with your left hand and hold it 
near the dog, the bird distracts the 
dog when he should be concentrat-
ing on the memory bird. I have 
seen dogs waste time and lose con-
centration by repeatedly jumping 
up after a bird thusly held.

You must also know how to 
send your retriever for each mark. 
First off, you should look at your 
dog, not at the fall. If you look at 
the fall, you don’t know whether 
your dog is properly locked in or 

swinging his head away. If you send 
him when he is looking the wrong way, 
he will wander off like a drunken sailor 
and never complete the retrieve.

Should you use your left hand to 
give a line to the fall? The diversion 
bird is fresh in your dog’s mind, so why 
distract him that way? Simply give him 
the command to retrieve. Ditto for the 
memory bird if he locks in on it and 
seems confident that he knows where it 
is. If not, your hand can help him recall 
it. Even then, don’t use a bowler’s arm 
sweep. Don’t even flick your fingers. 
Just place your hand alongside his head, 
let him lock in, and send him. This slight 
use of your hand can help him remem-
ber his mark, but doesn’t distract him 
after he locks in.

goes to the other bird, he has not tech-
nically switched. This often happens 
when a handler tries to “select” (pick 
up the memory bird first) with an inex-
perienced dog. Sometimes, even when 
the handler doesn’t select, some wild 
notion arises in the dog’s mind. I have 
occasionally seen a dog run straight 
through the area of the diversion bird 
without establishing a hunt, then go to 
the area of the memory bird to make his 
first retrieve. No hunt in the diversion 
bird area, so no lack of persistence, so 
no switch. In these situations, the dog 
demonstrates some degree of confusion, 
and will be less likely to complete both 
retrieves successfully, but he hasn’t 
switched.

Why does switching deserve all 
these hair-splitting examples? Because 
it is a very serious fault, in and of 
itself adequate reason for disquali-
fication in field trials, hunting tests, 
and working certificate tests. Those 
who know retriever work best—the 
people who wrote the rules for all 
these formal activities—consider 
switching that serious a problem.

Why do they find it so objec-
tionable? There are several reasons. 
First, it shows a lack of persistence, 
which is a serious fault in any hunt-
ing dog. Second, a dog that switches 
disturbs a lot of cover unnecessar-
ily between the areas of the falls. If 
there are birds there, the switching 
dog may flush them out of range. 
Finally, a switching dog normally 
does not successfully complete the 
double. Frequently, he doesn’t re-
trieve either bird because he grows 
more and more confused, switches 
back and forth, and eventually for-
gets both marks.

A dependable retriever should 
stick with each retrieve, diligently 
hunting a reasonable area around 
the fall until he finds the bird. 
However, this trait is more trained 
than natural. Every retriever will switch 
under conditions of sufficient tempta-
tion until trained not to. So “switch-
proofing” is a major part of the double 
marked retrieve training program.

PREREQUISITES
To be ready for doubles, your young 

retriever should be doing good work on 
singles, be steady, and be force-broken.

Good work on singles: If he cannot 
pick up reasonably difficult singles out 
to about 100 yards in various conditions 
of cover, terrain, and wind, you would 
only confuse him with doubles. How-
ever, if you have the time, you could 
begin bare-ground doubles in parallel 
with singles in cover.

Steady: The breaking retriever 
doesn’t stick around long enough to 
see both falls. Just as a baseball batter 
can’t hit ‘em if he can’t see ‘em, so a 
retriever won’t find ‘em if he doesn’t 

mark ‘em. You should continue using 
the belt cord as you teach doubles. 
Many retrievers that are rock-steady on 
singles try to break on doubles at first. 
A retriever learns steadiness in pieces: 
first on singles, then on doubles, then 
on triples, and so on.

Force-broken: In teaching doubles, 
you should do everything you can to 
help your pup remember the second 
fall. Any hassle at the line as he delivers 
the first bird dims his memory of the 
other one. The non-force-broken re-
triever may drop the first bird anywhere 
in the vicinity of the line and return to 
you without it. That forces you to delay 
sending him for the second retrieve long 
enough to pick up the dropped bird. If 
you don’t, your young retriever will 
probably return to it when you send 
him after the other fall.

THE HANDLER’S 
RESPONSIBILITIES

Your job is to help your retriever do 
his job. He is responsible for marking and 
retrieving two birds now, but you can as-
sist him in several inconspicuous ways.

First, even if you have been sitting 
in a blind and pointing a gun in your 
singles, go back to the KISS approach 
to handling. Start every test stand-
ing up with your dog sitting at heel. 

Your throwers should be in plain sight 
again, too. After your retriever can 
handle tough doubles in cover and in 
water, and has been switch-proofed, 
you can add the refinements you need 
for hunting and hunting tests: stools, 
duckblinds, pointing the shotgun, hid-
den throwers.

Next, you should respect your 
youngster’s desire to retrieve doubles 
in the natural sequence (or Biblical se-
quence: “The last shall be first and the 
first shall be last”).

In the more advanced stakes at field 
trials and hunting tests, experienced 
handlers sometimes “select” retrieves 
out of the natural sequence. However, 
they do that with older, more experi-
enced dogs.

That doesn’t work so well in stakes 
for younger dogs. In a derby stake I 
judged some years ago, I stood sadly 
by and watched an inexperienced han-
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