High Tails

By Jeannie Wagner

Gun Dog Training Part Two… The finishing touches.

Training your dog is like building a pyramid. Each block of knowledge and training takes you one step closer to your final goal, a finished gun dog.  You have been putting those blocks of training together one at a time through puppy, and derby, and early gun dog training.  Each step, taking your dog closer to his peak of potential.  He should now be ready to complete the next step of gun dog training.  

You have been working your dog alone and he has mastered the gun dog exercises by showing broke both on foot and off horseback. This indicates that it is time to reintroduce a bracemate.  The pressure of the second dog adds a new dimension and will often cause your dog to break or regress. It is important to once again go back to basics and introduce the bracemate in controlled situations. 

Start by introducing the bracemate dog in the birdfield backing exercise. Make sure you are using a seasoned, well broke, gun dog as your second dog. It is best to work with another handler and dog, but you can do this yourself if necessary. Plant the birdfield with 3-4 birds. It is best to use pigeons for this training exercise. Pigeons are easy to pick up and fly easily.  Bring the brace of dogs to the line.   Have the handler of the second dog release his dog and establish point. You will bring your young dog on check cord. After the senior gun dog has established point, the second handler should stay out of view. Bring your young gun dog into the situation just as you did when you first started working him on the silhouette. When he sees the other dog he should stop and honor. Once the young dog is settled and solid on the back, whoa him and walk off to the side of him while still holding the check cord.  The second handler should now move to the front of his dog, work the bird, flush and fire his gun. Each handler will walk back to their dog collar them, and move the dogs away from the bird work area. Repeat the procedure for a couple of birds.   If all has gone well, put the dogs on whoa and release the dogs together. Let them continue to work the birdfield together.  You will want to reverse the roles and have your dog establish point and have the second dog come in to back. Pressure of the second dog coming in on point will be a lot for your young dog to handle. Keep him on check cord the first few times until he realizes that the second dog is not going to come in and take out his bird.  

When your dog is comfortable working with the other dog, you can remove the check cord. If you feel he is not yet ready let him continue to drag the check cord. Word of caution, if for any reason the pointing dog needs correction be careful not to over correct in front of the your young backing dog.  Avoid hollering as this can cause big problems for your young dog.  Excessive yelling at either dog could potentially ruin both dogs. Make the corrections necessary with minimal verbalization.  

If you must work two dogs together by yourself, send your senior gun dog out to establish point, bring your young dog in on check cord for the back.  Once he has established the honor, move in front of your pointing dog flush the bird, fire then take the pointing dog by the collar walk back to the backing dog, and also collar him, and move the two dog off. Put the dogs on whoa and release them together.  Take your time this can take from one to six months. If you run into problems always take a step back and return to basics. Only work your dog once or twice a week on the backing exercise. Remember too little is better than too much.

Once your young dog has been handling working with another dog in the birdfield you can start working him off horseback with a bracemate.  Initially run the two dogs together without any birds on course.  Be sure to run the young dog with a seasoned well broke gun dog. The reasons for this being, the older dog will set the pace and work the cover reaching out for logical bird locations.  The young dog will follow his lead. Reason two, if you happen to encounter unexpected bird contact, the older dog will be able to handle the situation if the young dog does not. This will give you the opportunity to make any necessary corrections. 

When you feel your young dog is comfortable working with his bracemate, it is time to plant birds on course.  Take the young dog out first by himself and have him work a couple of birds. Bring him back to the starting line.  Have the other handler or yourself break away the second dog, keep your young dog on check cord.  Let the seasoned gun dog establish point, road your young dog up off horseback until he sees the pointing dog. The second handler should stay away from his dog until you have your dog established. When your dog has established a back, drop the check cord dismount your horse and go to your dog. The second handler will ride up and dismount, then go to the front of his dog. Proceed to work the bird as you did in the birdfield.  Both of the handlers collar their dogs and move away.  If your dog handled the situation with out incident, put the two dogs on whoa mount and release them together allowing your young dog to drag the check cord. Continue this work a couple times a week with just exercise in between. When you are sure your dog is ready and working with his bracemate, remove the check cord and continue to work the dogs together. 

It is important to change bracemates and not work the same two dogs together. Your dog needs to learn that no matter who the other dog is or what breed it may be, he has to work with his bracemate. Once your dogs is working well and showing broke on his home training grounds, take your dog to different grounds for training sessions.  

If training has gone well your dog should now be ready to start entering competitions.  The pressure of competition may cause your dog to break even though he has been perfect at home. Come home from the trial and go back to basics to correct the problem. When possible, it is helpful to take your dog the day before the event to the trial grounds and have a training session. By doing this you will reinforce your training and will help your dog learn he has to perform everywhere not just on his home training grounds.  

\

Next article will be on handling your dog at field trials.

E-collars - A word about e-collars

You may be wondering why we have not mentioned e-collars in our training. An e-collar is not something a novice trainer should be using. They can do more harm than good. 

This is a direct quote from Jim Basham  “ E-collars are a good tool but as with most tools they are only as good as the person using them. They are also as dangerous as a gun. Anyone that is going to us an e-collar should set it up for what they think they are going to need for a powered discipline. Before you put it on your dog, put the electrodes in the palm of your hand and hit the button. Test it on yourself and that will tell you how kind or cruel it will be on your dog.  I have salvaged many dogs that were ruined by misuse of an e-collar. Unfortunately, not all the dogs could be retrained. If you don’t know what you are doing don’t use one.  It is not a quick fix.” 

We will discuss the proper use of e-collar and when to use it in your training program in later article. 

Happy Hunting,

Jeannie Wagner
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