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method we will call the “Birdless 
Mark.” In this method, which is 
related to the previous method, a 
mark is thrown but not a retrievable 
object. A lump of dirt that disinte-
grates upon hitting the ground is a 
good example. The dog is sent and 
allowed to hunt for varying lengths 
of time until the thrower flips him a 
bird or dummy when the dog isn’t 
looking. The dog then finds the 
bird or dummy. We haven’t seen 
impressive results from the use of 
this technique. In some circum-
stances, however, the birdless mark, 
enforced with collar correction and 
handling back into the area, may 
be what is needed to lengthen the 
duration of the hunt.

At a different level, we have 
found that forcing on back some-
times improves a dog’s hunt when 
a long program of marks designed 
to be encouraging has not worked 
by itself. Then, if the dog returns 
without the bird, apply pressure and 
re-send him.

Occasionally we see evidence 
that a dog is not using his nose ef-
fectively. It seems reasonable that 
a dog that doesn’t know how to 
respond to scent might not expect 
to find a hidden dummy or bird. 
Most of these dogs have a perfunc-
tory hunt. Most Labs, goldens, and 
Chesapeakes have good enough 
scenting ability to do their jobs, 
and our experience is that dogs can 
be taught to use their noses to find 
birds.

One procedure is to get the dog 
to use his nose to find his dinner. 
Make up a dog’s feed and hide the 
pan in light cover. Take the dog for 
an off-lead walk in the area, ap-
proaching the hidden feed from a 
downwind direction. When you 
see that he is beginning to catch 
the scent, try not to distract him as 
he works it out. Encouragement is 
not needed, as he gets the reward 
of supper. It is amazing how inept 
a young retriever can be initially. 

Fortunately, in a few sessions they 
learn quickly to follow up scent, 
and develop the expectation that 
they can find something if they 
hunt for it.

As we mentioned, some dogs 
appear to have their hunting abil-
ity or inclination compromised 
by training. We have seen novice 
trainers who are mainly focused on 
gaining and maintaining control, 
or who work primarily on blind 
retrieves. It can also occur when a 
softer dog is exposed to an absolute 
training program, or when dogs are 
frequently handled on marks they 
do not “pin.” The solution is usually 
increased marks with less interfer-
ence and a high success rate. If the 
dog is not fearful of correction, he 
may come around quickly.

We trained with a British field-
trial bitch that had always been 
handled on her marks. She was a 
good, aggressive retriever and soon 
learned to find her birds without 
help. A worried dog may need a 
longer program. In general we rec-
ommend keeping blinds and control 
training in balance with marking 
and initiative development. When 
the vigor of a dog’s hunt declines, 
it may be time to adjust the propor-
tions in each department.
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The substance and improvement 
of the hunt lie in fostering increased 
confidence and enthusiasm. Many 
retrievers have marvelous natural 
gifts. Some of them are deficient in 
one area, such as hunt. We try to 
bring out the best in weak areas as 
well as strong ones.
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