High Tails

Retrieving …. Preparing your puppy for Master Hunter

By Jeannie Wagner

 A sharp snappy retrieve to hand is a pleasure to watch and the finished performance of a class gun dog.

If your goal for your new puppy is to develop a Master Hunter or a personal retrieving gun dog, there is no time like the present to start training for the retrieve.  Many find the retrieving exercise the hardest exercise to achieve but you can make it the easiest if you start training your dog as a puppy.  

We all love to play fetch with our puppies however, you may be missing out on the opportunity to make this game work to your advantage.  Most of the time we allow puppy to run around with his ball or toy before he brings it to us. If your goal is to have a dog that will retrieve to hand use this fun game to your advantage.  Gradually by using positive reinforcement for correct behavior, instead of just allowing him to do as he pleases, you will develop a dog that will be happy to retrieve. 

When you feel you puppy is old enough perhaps between 3-6 months start playing fetch in a controlled situation.  Use an object such as a ball, toy or any other object that the puppy will be willing to go out and get. It should be something he would like to posses and would like to keep. Put the pup on long line lead or check cord. Walk him around the yard then bring him in to your side, pet him and stroke him with lots of praise. Kneel down next to your pup while you do this. Throw the object out, touch him on the head and tell him to fetch (or whatever command you prefer to use) let him go and get the object.  Gently, without talking to him, guide him back to you. When he gets to you give him praise, hold him gently and ask him to release the ball. When he releases the object and gives it to you, again give him lots of praise. Stand up and release the pup, still keeping him on lead, walk around the yard. Once again call him into you and repeat the exercise.   Repeat this informal training about three times during your training session. Include it in your training schedule about two times a week.    It is important to never let the puppy carry the object around or ask him to fetch when you cannot control the situation and have him bring the object right back to you.   Repetition is always the key to training and positive reinforcement with your puppy will give you the results you will desire later on when he becomes and adult dog. You will have not have to force break him to retrieve as the foundation for retrieving will already be in place.

As he matures you will want to move the game up a notch and start introducing retrieving a bird.  Many dogs do not like to pick up birds because of the feathers.  Switch over from your ball to a dowel rod that has some feathers attached to it.  Repeat the training session as we did with the ball. Always introduce new retrieving training in controlled training sessions. Once he is retrieving the dowel rod you can graduate from the dowel rod to a killed bird.  

By the time you reach this stage of training, your pup should be standing at your side waiting for you to throw out his object to retrieve. Throw the bird out, touch him to send him on the retrieve and again guide him into you once he picks up the bird.  One of the biggest mistakes people make is trying to shoot birds over young dogs that aren’t ready.   Do not shoot over your young dog at this time. Do your retrieving training separate from your other bird work.  By the time your dog is ready to start his gun dog training and become steady to wing and shot he will already have his retrieving work in place and the transition will be easy.  You will not have to put additional pressure on him to retrieve at the same time as you break him to be steady to wing and shot.  You will have a class Master Hunter that will be retrieving kindly to hand. 

If there are any subjects or questions you would like to have answered let me know.  Email me at karrycourt@hotmail.com  or send me a note at 2048 Grafton Rd, Elyria, Ohio 44035.  

Happy Hunting

Jeannie Wagner

