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hooting is one of the oldest
countryside pursuits and is a
pastime enjoyed by millions of
people worldwide. In this
country, we are lucky enough to have
not only a countryside that is ideal for
game shooting, but we are also world
leaders in the breeding and training of
working dogs or gundogs.
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without paying a blind bit of notice to
what the handler is screaming, that’s not
what we want! Nor do we want a retriever
who decides to run off with whatever he
has found. And pet and companion dog
owners don’t want a dog that jumps up,
pulls on the lead, barks excessively or
displays any of the other annoying traits!
All dogs benefit from training.
So we have to start our training for all
dogs at the same point: getting the dog to
focus on you. Our training ensures that
your little bundle of 12 week old fluff
(that will be a 25kg racing machine in
just a few short months time!) sees its

Why are dogs needed at all for
shooting? Well, apart from the control
of vermin, whatever game is shot is
eaten, so we have to ensure that
everything that is shot is then found
and delivered back to us undamaged.
This task is best undertaken by dogs
that have been bred for just these
purposes.
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There are essentially three main breed
groups of gundogs: the spaniels, the
retrievers and the Hunt / Point /
Retriever (known as HPR) groups.
They can all do everything required of
a gundog, but they are also widely
regarded as specialists in certain
disciplines. The spaniels’ main job is
to find game / vermin and make it fly.
The retrievers’ main role is to go and
find the shot game and retrieve it to
the handler. Finally, the HPRs are best
suited to working in wide open spaces
where they find game, stay on point
indicating where the game is until the
guns have moved into position and
then flush the game and retrieve it
– all-rounders really!

handler as the centre of its world, the
source of love, affection, food, discipline
(yes, dogs want to live in a disciplined
environment) and exercise. Our training
focuses on rewarding behaviour we like
with treats and praise whilst ignoring or
correcting behaviour we don’t like. Simple
really! These behaviours then are
imprinted on the dogs’ minds after
hundreds of repetitions following which
we have a “conditioned response” e.g.
when Dad blows the whistle, I sit down”.
Once we have our dog educated in the
basics, we can really begin to enjoy the
unique companionship that owning a
biddable, well trained dog brings without
worrying that he / she is a liability and
perhaps a danger to others.

How does the training of these really
versatile breeds differ from other dogs?
Well, in the initial stages of a dog’s
training, the answer is “Not much!”.
The truth is that every dog, whether it
is a gundog, a guide dog, a guard dog
or just a companion pet, needs to be
trained in the basics of sit, stay, heel
and come before we can expect it to
do anything more advanced in a
controlled way. Sure, an untrained
spaniel can hunt and make things fly
or run – but if he or she has run off on
his own into the neighbour’s garden
out of control and is chasing the
chickens or guinea pigs around

Only once we have got the basics right of
sit, stay, heel and come do we progress
our gundogs onto more adventurous tasks
such as: retrieving, whistle control,
moving the dog left, right, back and
forward with hand signals, delivery of

game to hand,
steadiness to
gun shot,
steadiness to
rabbits running
and birds flying
when all hell is
being let loose around them!
How long does all this take? How long is
your piece of string! In general terms, we
would hope to have the basics drilled into
a youngster by the age of 6 months by
training him or her for no more than 3
short 10 minute sessions a day. To teach
the advanced gundog work may take
another 6-9 months, and we generally
would not expose a dog to the shooting
field for the first time until they had
reached 18-24 months of age. Any
younger, and the dog is likely to lack the
maturity to remain calm in what is a
really exciting environment – something
we call being “unsteady”. In fact, I would
say that the single biggest mistake gundog
owners make is taking their young dogs
shooting too soon. Don’t risk ruining the
next 10 working years of your dog’s life
by trying to run before you can walk.
Time spent training the youngster in the
first year of their life will pay off in years
to come, I promise you!
Do pet owners need to do any of this type
of training? Well, we shouldn’t forget that
all dogs, whether a Great Dane or a
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Chihuahua, are all predators that are
descended from wolves. They are
genetically pre-disposed to find, chase and
catch prey. Of course, we don’t want Fido
to catch and kill the neighbour’s pet
rabbits! But tapping into the natural
instincts of a dog by teaching it to hunt
and to retrieve will help tap into his
natural instincts. He will love this sort of
training, as will you, because the trust,
friendship, loyalty and teamwork that
stems from training a dog in these
disciplines will just grow and grow. So
yes, teach your dog to find things (toys,
food, old socks) and bring them back to
you. It’s the most natural thing in the
world and you will have a happier and
more biddable dog as a result.
D
Stephen Harrison has been training
gundogs for over 20 years and runs One
Man and his Gundogs (www.onemanand
hisgundogs.co.uk), staging gundog training
demonstrations and displays. He also works
as a head trainer at Mullenscote Dog
Training Centre where he runs training
courses for puppies and young dogs up to
the age of two years.
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