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Good breeding’s impor 
tance is recognized by  
virtually every hunter 

who’s ever enjoyed the perfor-
mance of a fine gun dog. Inherited 
potential goes hand in hand with 
good training in producing hunt-
ing dogs that do their thing in an 
effective and pleasing manner.

Although most sportsmen 
are not immersed in any study 
of inheritance or versed in the 
techniques of breeding dogs, they 
do find pedigrees of interest and 
are curious about why some dogs 
turn out well while others aren’t 
worth feeding

What’s more, they are often 
disappointed when, after acquir-
ing a pup out of championship 
breeding, the potential “world 
beater” (or “best in the county”, at 
least) years later is a dismal flop. 

If it’s any solace, professional 
breeders and trainers of gun dogs 
haven’t come up with cut and 
dried answers either. But some 
observations and opinions may be 
of value to their clients, whether 
sportsmen more casually involved 
with hunting dogs are contemplat-
ing purchase of a pup or won-
dering “what happened?” in the 
case of a dud whose background 
credentials were impeccable.

The late Er M. Shelley’s dog 
training experience was varied 

and extensive. He trained bird 
dogs in Mississippi for decades, 
late in life had a fling at spaniel 
and retriever training and prior 
to and after World War I trained 
and hunted hounds and Airedales 
on lions in Africa, on his own and 
as part of the entourage of the 
famous Paul Rainey, wealthy and 
world famous sportsman. Among 
“Mr. Shelley’s” pupils or proteges 
were Clyde Morton, Field Trial 
Hall of Fame bird dog trainer and 
Cliff Wallace, one of two men to 
win National Championships 
with both retrievers and Springer 
Spaniels; both now deceased.

In his book, “Bird Dog Train-
ing Today and Tomorrow” (which 
is almost as much a collector’s 
item as his “Hunting Big Game 
With Dogs In Africa”) Shelley had 
this to say:

“The amateur should bear in 
mind that all dogs are not good 
ones. Every trainer turns down 
a certain number of dogs turned 
over to him, as undesirable. Some 
of the ones they keep and train are 
not a success, so that an amateur 
should not become discouraged 
with one or two attempts.”

“Most litters will run from five 
or six to nine pups The breeding 
maybe of the best; both sire and 
dam may be champions in their 
own right; but you will invariably 
find that while one or two of the 

litter may develop into outstand-
ing performers, the rest will turn 
out to be of only mediocre ability, 
and some may not be even a fair 
average.”

“Because this is so, when you 
acquire a dog and begin to train 
him, you do not know whether 
you have a real prospect or not. 
The dog may just not have it in 
him, and if that is the case, it is 
not worth while to spend time or 
money in an effort to train him for 
your purposes.

“Of course, it is true that some 
dogs are slow in developing. I do 
not mean that a dog which shows 
none of the traits which hunt-
ing dog should possess will ever 
amount to much, but there are 
dogs who are not much better than 
average for the first three years or 
so, and will then show qualities 
that were latent, and turn out to 
be superlative performers. But a 
dog must show that he has some-
thing to start with or he will never 
amount to a great deal.”

 Unlike the television pundits 
who can barely wait for a political 
candidate to finish speaking before 
they jump in to tell viewers what 
they think the speaker said, “this 
commentator is confident you are  
able to read and draw your own 
conclusions.” But I will take the 
liberty of observing that if you 
are looking for a “sure thing” 
when buying a gun dog, spend 
some extra up front money for a 
started or well-trained adult dog 
demonstrably able to meet your 
requirements.

Jack Harper, a Field Trial Hall 
Of Fame trainer and breeder, 
retired but still alive and alert in 
Mississippi, offers this slant on the 
relative importance of a pup’s sire 
and dam in his book “Bird Dogs 
and Field Trials” in this excerpt: 
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