High Tails

Starting your Gun Dog

By Jeannie Wagner

Happy Birthday – your dog is now two years old. Welcome to the world of Gun Dogs.  Whether you are ready or not you dog now has to run in the adult broke stakes.   If you have been gradually bringing your dog through derby implementing some of the exercises we previously cover you will be ready to start the next steps in Gun Dog training.  If you have not then you need to go back and start with those exercises before you start this phase of gun dog training.

It is important for you to decide what your goals are. Is your dog simply going to be a hunting companion, perhaps you want to compete in Hunting Test or Field Trials.  While the beginning training for all three is the same it will take different skills for each. For the purpose of our training program I am going to assume that you are training your dog as a horseback field trial gun dog.  In a later article we will cover incorporating retrieving for the Hunt Tests. 

You are going to want to establish a consistent training schedule. You will want to alternate your walking / yard training with time off of horseback.  In the beginning the horseback time will be without any birds on the ground and if possible you should try and run the dog two - three time a week from horseback.  Remember to always keep the dog to the front of you. Discourage looping back and running in circles while you are on horseback. Guide him to the edges and tree lines.

If your dog has mastered the exercises we started in derby training he will be ready to move on to the next phase.   He has been showing steady to wing and possibly shot in the bird field training exercises.  Now it is time to take this one step further and implement it on course.  You will be working your dog by himself we will reintroduce a bracemate  again after he masters being steady to wing and shot on course.  We always return to basics when we move up into the next phase so you will be taking your dog for a walk on the training grounds while he drags a check cord.  Put several pigeons in your bird bag and take them with you.  Put your dog on the starting line on whoa release him with your whistle and let him move to the front of you working the cover.   Take a bird out of the bag, fold his wings, and then hold the bird up high so that the dog will see it when he turns to look at you.   Once he has seen the bird in your hand, toss the bird 3-5 yard off into some cover. He should come up and point the bird staunchly. After he points walk in and roll the bird gently with your foot; then reach down unfold the wings and fly the bird. Remember you have the check cord on the dog so you can grab it if he needs to be corrected and tries to chase.  Once the bird has flown fire your gun. Go to the dog, collar him, give him a pat on the head and praise then move him away from the area.  Put him back on whoa hit your whistle and sent him on forward.  Make sure he does not try and circle back to where you flushed the bird.  Repeat this exercise three to four time in your half hour to forty-five minute training session. 

Once he is showing broke on the pigeons you need to switch over to using quail out of the bag.  Repeat the procedure the same way we did with the pigeons.  Once he is showing broke on the quail you can move to planting birds on course.   The ideal way is to have a Johnny house where you can free fly quail out on to the course. Six to seven acres will work well with this method.  Most of you will not have that option available to you so instead you will salt (plant) the course before you start out with your dog. Do this either on foot or off an ATV. 

Again start your dog off from the breakaway (starting point) he will still be dragging the check cord as you walk the course. You will still want to carry a couple of birds in a bird bag with you.  If he fails to point or hold you have the check cord and can make the necessary corrections. If he dives in on the bird grab the check cord, jerk him back be gentle but firm. Put him on whoa at the point he broke drop a bird in front of him and fly it.  Fire your gun.  Every time he errors take him back to basics then move forward again. Once he has started to show you that he can handle the quail on course while on check cord take the check cord off and see how he responds. Once he is consistently showing broke off the check cord on foot it is time to move up to working off horseback.

You will continue to work him by himself. Back to basics, put him back on the check cord and allow him to drag it.  You will have already planted the course and know where you dropped the birds.  Put him on whoa, mount your horse, you can hit the whistle as you are mounting or wait until you get in the saddle. If you have a helper they can hold him until you mount. All the work we did previously on whoa will have prepared him for this next step.   Allow him to work the fields in front of you. When he establishes point ride up to him.  Ride up from the side or from the front of him so that he can see you.  Riding up from behind gives you no control and may also make the dog look back to see where you are breaking his concentration.  Dismount your horse go to the front of your dog to flush the bird.  After you fire the gun go to your dog, take him by the collar and move him a respectable distance from where he had bird contact.  If possible have a helper, the helper can hold your horse while you work the bird and also can hold the dog while you remount.  You want to have complete control when you release the dog so that you can make sure he moves forward and away from the bird and does not circle back.   When he consistently shows steady to wing and shot take off the check cord and continue to work him in the same manner.   He is now a team member and enjoying working with you to find birds and making his own decisions on how and where to hunt.

Consistency is key, repetition, repetition, repetition.  It is important to work daily on some aspect of training. Alternate the bird work, with horseback exercise and backing the silhouette.   Soon he will know no other way to do it except the right way.  

For this phase of training you have been working him by himself. Next step is to introduce the second dog.  Next time adding the finishing touches, reintroducing a bracemate and polishing his performance and your handling. 

Thanks again to Jim Basham for giving us his time and training expertise.

Happy Hunting,

Jeannie Wagner

