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Duffey’s Domain
Words and wisdom from Dave Duffey

Avoiding Dumb Clucks
By Dave Duffey

They are hard to define and 
tricky to measure, those “natural 
smarts” possessed by our favorite 
hunting dogs. Most would agree 
that a good gun dog that responds 
to maybe a dozen different com-
mands is a “smart” dog.

That might be, but isn’t neces-
sarily, accurate. Could be that smart 
dog was blessed by a devoted 
an diligent trainer rather than an 
abundance of grey matter. Ability 
to learn is inherited. Obeying or-
ders doesn’t indicate much about 
a gun dog’s intelligence.

Conversely, a lot of dogs are 
constantly cussed out and dubbed 
“dumb dogs” because they are 
troublesome and cause problems. 
But those “dumb clucks” who 
don’t do it right may be natively 
more intelligent than some docile 
tail-waggers who have had man-
ners drilled into them and accept 
whatever life offers. 

Escape artists that no fence 
can hold, the cautious, distrust-
ful, bull-headed or run-off that 
ignores commands for example, 
may be highly intelligent dogs no 
matter how out of step with  more 
responsive counterparts.

Intelligence encompasses a 
lot of things, including the ability 
and willingness to learn. So it’s 
important that dog owners, train-
ers and breeders be able to get 
some kind of line on what makes a 
smart dog. All to frequently puppy 
buyers miss obvious  clues that 

are a tip-off of a gun dog’s learn-
ing capabilities and the likelihood 
that, if used in breeding, he or she 
will pass on the smarts to their 
off-spring. 

For me, as an insight into 
whether a pup is highly intelligent 
and will be readily trainable, two 
signs have been well-nigh infal-
lible: how a pup looks at me and 
how a uses his front paws. 

A combination of intelligence 
and biddabilty is most important 
in the proper development of 
hunting and companion dogs. The 
“smartest” and “best” dogs I’ve 
ever owned have been pups that 
searched my face intently in an ap-
parent effort to read my expression 
and used their paws incessantly, to 
gesture and to touch.

As noted , not all really smart 
dogs are a pleasure to own and 
some dumb dogs can be efficiently 
trained. I’ve come to respect and 
trust the “eyes and paws” criteria 
as being almost infallible for se-
lecting pups that not only learned 
readily (both on their own and in 
training) but were pleasant and 
easy to get along with.

No scientific or physiological 
studies are available to verify or 
dispute the efficacy of my puppy 
pickin’ tools. But they’ve worked 
hundreds of times in a lifetime’s 
association with my own and 
other men’s dogs. If you’ll with-
hold “writing off” my conclusions 
because I have no statistics to back 

them up, perhaps  you’ll indulge 
me a bit farther while I speculate 
on why this should be.

Pups and mature dogs that 
study the face of a trainer are 
both bold and biddable; the latter 
term meaning that the dog wants 
to please. Such dogs are self-
confident and have enough trust 
in humans to figuratively “look 
you in the eye”.

Dogs with the smarts detect 
nuances in expression and read 
“body English”, then key off 
those clues to anticipate what’s 
coming; a command, a signal or 
verbal expressions of praise or 
displeasure.

Such anticipation, coupled 
with strong desire to please, often 
will cause them to “jump the gun” 
and begin a routine performance 
before the trainer  actually speaks 
or gestures. Looking at “errors of 
commission” done in the spirit of 
trying to please should suggest to 
a trainer that harsh discipline is 
out of place for such lapses. 

Their ability to “reason” be-
ing restricted by the lack of an 
extensive vocabulary and the con-
comitant one-way verbal commu-
nication with humans, dogs must 
rely upon “feel” or the proverbial 
“sixth sense” to get along well in 
a human-dominated environment. 
The desire and ability to overcome 
or to bridge this communications 
gap is the prime indicator of a 
truly smart dog.

Humans may be born with this 
same knack. Some may develop 
it in response to domination or 
oppression by other individu-
als or a social system. Different 
amounts of “spark’ in each person 
an the way they are “handled” by 
those who dominate them usu-
ally “make out” in life; the very 
docile becoming most obedient 


