High Tails

Puppy Training - Puppies are never too young 

By Jeannie Wagner
“ I just brought my new puppy home. What do I do? When should I start training him?”  The excited voice on the phone asks. Answer; It is never too early to start training your puppy. 

Everything you do, from the moment you bring him home, will contribute to what kind of an adult dog he or she will become. Basics are the same for field puppy, show puppy, or obedience puppy. Whatever your preferences may be making your pup a member of the family is vital. The first things he needs to learn, is what his name is, to come when he is called, and of course walking on a leash. There is no absolute right or wrong training method, they all have their value and the end results are usually the same. The basics are the basics.  Just remember, that while an Irish Setter may be slower to develop, they never forget anything. If you let them do anything that will later on be unacceptable as an adult dog or make a mistake in training, be assured they will always test you. They make it their mission to see what they can get away with. The advantage to their long memory is once they learn the exercise, they will never forget. You don’t have to go back and retrain them every season.  

Every small thing puppy learns will be a building block for what he will need to know as an adult hunting dog. It’s so much easier to put those lessons in place in non -pressure situations where he doesn’t realize he is learning.

As soon as you can, weather permitting, start taking puppy for short walks in the field. Try and find an area where the cover is not too dense, that perhaps has some open fields as well as tree lines. At first just let him roam around and investigate all the smells and sounds.  Every so often, when he comes near to you call him in and give him a treat and/or a good petting, then send him on again. Make learning to coming to you a good experience one that will not end his fun. If you only call him when it is time to end the walk, he will soon figure out that his fun adventure is over. You will unintentionally be teaching him that he doesn’t want to come and be leashed up.  If your young puppy gets tired on his walk, by all means pick him up and carry him back. As he grows older his endurance will also.  Your pup will gain confidence in himself and develop the independence he will need later. Without pressure he is still learning to be team member with you as the leader of this fun and invigorating experience.  If you don’t have access to open fields you can accomplish the same exercise just walking around your back yard or going to a dog park. Even in limited areas much can be accomplished. 

As he approaches three months old he should be walking on leash from the car to the field. When you reach the place you wish to release him, stop gently pet him as he stands quietly by your side, take off the leash and start using a whistle (one or two toots your preference) as you turn him loose. You can also gently introduce the Whoa command as you pet him.   He will begin to associate standing still and waiting for the whistle as part of the fun game and getting to run free in the field. BE CONSISTENT, do the same procedure over and over in the same way. Repetition is key to his learning.

Between three and four months old you can let him start to find birds on course.  Plant one or two birds. Be sure to place them on a corners of a tree line, down wind from direction you and puppy will be walking.  Let him find the birds and do his own thing. He may just jump in, he may flash point and flush, or he may stand and point for a minute or two before jumping in to flush. DO NOT talk to him, leave him alone to figure out the new exhilarating smell and the bird that will fly away when he gets too close.  As he becomes more intense and excited about finding birds (depending on his inherited pointing ability), he will become more cautious and point for longer periods of time.  He will also become harder to call in and pick up. To reinforce the need for him to come when called and be a team player let him drag a lightweight check cord. At various times when he comes in close enough to you, step on the cord then call him in, if necessary gently guide him in with the check cord. Again, lots of petting and praise, then let him go on hunting again.  As he becomes more staunch on point, without talking try and walk around to the front of the pup and flush the bird for him. Don’t worry if you can’t do this right away it will take time. Let him chase the flushed bird.  At this point you also can start introducing the blank gun. While the pup is in full pursuit of the bird, put the blank gun behind you and fire at the ground. Make sure the pup is well away from you when you first start firing the gun. He will begin to associate the pleasure of finding a bird, with the sound of the blank gun. 

Important! At this age DO NOT work him on too many birds!  Use birds only enough for him to learn to hunt. Too many birds can cause more problems than not enough birds and is one of the biggest mistakes a novice trainer makes.  Put birds down maybe every second or third time you take him to the field. 

You have already introduced him to the whistle at the starting line. As you walk your puppy around the field, start using the whistle. By using a whistle, you will be teaching him to work and hunt with you, no matter where you are on course. Also start yodeling or singing to your pup. He needs to learn to recognize your voice and work with you. You can gently sing - song, atta a boy, all right, or any encouraging phases you wish to use.  Encourage him to hunt on. Blow you whistle, yodel to him, as soon as you have his attention, turn your body and move in a new direction. He will turn and come with you. This will teach him to come forward and work to the front of you. Everyone uses different whistle commands. Generally, one toot to release, two toots to move on forward, a long blast to turn and come in a new direction is what Jim and I use. 

Time to introduce your pup to a bracemate. At Field Trials or Hunt Tests your dog must perform with a bracemate so it is important that he learns to work with another dog. If possible try and use a dog that is older, has good hunting pattern and doesn’t play or bump. Put the dogs on the line then release the older dog just ahead of the puppy.  First time the pup may try to play with his bracemate that is normal. However this not something he should continue to do. After the initial start he should go on and hunt on his own.  Watch the pup to see if he has issues with tagging the bracemate, bumping off the line, barking or trailing his bracemate. These are all behaviors that will have to be discouraged as his training progresses.  He should, after a couple of times down with a bracemate, go on and hunt independently on his own. Exercise the two dogs together several time then once again put birds down on course for both of them to find. 

If you are planning to eventually run the puppy in horseback stakes you can start introducing him to a horse at about 4-5 months old. Only do this if you have access to a horse that is very dog wise and will allow the puppy to run under him and between his feet. If not wait until pup is a little older.  When introducing the puppy to the horse the first time you should be mounted. Have someone else release the puppy well in front of you. If your puppy comes in to you stop the horse and encourage the puppy to go on hunting. Once he has finished investigating you riding the horse and returns to hunting move the horse on. After a couple exposures to you riding the horse and you are sure the pup is comfortable with you riding. Then once again plant a couple of birds on course so that the pup will find them. Do not ride up to the pup or talk to him while he is on point. While he is standing on point, try to maneuver the horse into a position where the pup can see you and the horse. If he remains staunch on point try and dismount and walk in front of the pup, the same way you did when you were working on foot.  If he flushes the bird, no big deal, take small steps forward it will eventually come together. 

When he is 6-8 month old you can start reinforcing his pointing ability, do this by working with him on a check cord.  Plant your bird in the edge of some cover. Bring the pup in from the downwind side of the bird. As soon as he indicates that he has made scent contact with the bird cautiously let him work into the wind up to the bird. (Make sure you remember where you planted that bird!)  If he does not stop and point on his own give a couple gently tugs the check cord and let him stop on his own. Do not let him crowd in to see the bird. Once he has established a solid point, walk up close to him, keeping the check cord gathered up and close to you. If you can, gently stroke his back and rub his tail up to style him up. Brush the tail up from midway to the tip. Avoid touching the dogs rear end.  DO NOT TALK you will break his concentration. As soon as he indicates he might move, you can gently tug the rope again or just take him by the collar and kick the bird out. Release him and let him chase the bird.  Timing on your part is everything. Learn to read your dogs body langue. As you repeat this procedure, you will eventually want to start walking in front of him.  Have a helper if possible either stand on or hold the check cord while you walk around to the FRONT of the pup, Come in to flush the bird from the front letting the pup see you at all times. You may want to introduce the Whoa command just before you start approaching the bird to flush. Give the Whoa command using a hand signal then flush the bird. Let the pup go as soon as the bird is in flight and he cannot catch it. You have been using this command as you stood him on the line to wait for his release so this is not be a new command just a new application of what he has already learned, that Whoa means to stand still.  This is all work that will eventually get him ready for the Derby Stakes.

He should always walk at heel with out pulling, whether he is on his flat field collar, show collar, or obedience collar. The only time he should be allowed to pull is if he is on a roading harness.  These are all things a well-mannered dog should know to make him a good member of the family. Training exercises are not just for the field or obedience classes use your training everyday. It makes for a happy well - adjusted pup and that makes him a good member of your family and a better hunting companion.

“But how do I start my older dog? “ You ask. No matter what age you are starting your dog in formal field training; he still has to go to kindergarten. Everything thing we did with the puppy, applies to starting an older dog. He must go step by step until he reaches the level you wish to compete at.  He will be able to move along faster as he should adapt and learn quicker.  But don’t push; he has a lot of time and experience to make up. 

Next time Senior Puppy and Derby Training. 

James Basham Sr. is advisor for all training article. Our thanks to Jim, for sharing his years of expertise working with setters.

Happy Hunting, 

 Jeannie Wagner

