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There are few things in life as satisfying as 
training your own pointing dog, but before 
you can begin to train, you have to know how 
to train.  

Like most of us, I am in constant pursuit of 
better training methods, and over time I have 
written about some of these method and my 
experiences with them. As it turns out, I have 
amassed quite a bit of material.  

The idea of putting these articles together 
came from my training buddy Charles Tuttle. 
Some of us were sitting around the kitchen 
table after working dogs, and Charles said, 
“Martha, you need to put your writing in one 
place” and suggested I put together a 
booklet with some of these articles. Another 
training buddy Helen was there nodding her 
head so I ran the idea by Anne Taguchi. Anne 
has the SteadywithStyle.com website, and 
we decided to do an e-book. Anne gets credit 
for the beautiful layout, design and 
publishing. Special thanks go to training 
buddies Vic Williams, Linda Ouellette and 
others for letting us use some of their 
wonderful photographs. Readers for the e-
book include Maurice Lindley, Charles and 
Melanie Tuttle, Linda Ouellette and Helen 
Sanderford. Thank-you! 

Most of the articles were originally published 
elsewhere. Some appeared in Field Trial 
Magazine and The American Brittany 
Magazine. Others appeared in books 
including The Brittany; Amateurs Training 
with Professionals; Hunting Dogs, Field Trial 
Dogs, and Brittanys; and Training with Mo. 
Two of these books were collaborations with 
Dave Webb and all were published by Glade 
Run Press. Maurice Lindley is the subject of 
some of the books and articles, and I am 
grateful to him for teaching me to become a 
better trainer. 

My goal has always been to write about 
training in hopes of making it easier for 
others to train their dogs. Over the last 
twenty-five years, I have worked hard 
learning how to train dogs and know first-
hand the challenge involved and the feeling 
of responsibility to do right by our four-
legged friends that put their trust in us. 
Hopefully, some of the wisdom that has been 
passed down to me will be passed on to you 
through these articles. If they help you 
become a better trainer, please pass on what 
you have learned so that others may benefit 
from your experience.  

Good luck and have fun with your dogs! 
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The only person your dog has to please 
is you. 
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here in front of me. Next, I hold the other 
glass and throw the tea through the air. Now, 
there is a concentration of scent on the 
ground around the first bird where the tea 
was poured, but the spot on the ground 
where the second bird landed is not 
saturated with scent because the tea went 
through the air. 

Tim: And, if you went out and found the 
second bird and threw it down on the 
ground, it would smell just as strong as the 
first bird. By throwing the bird down, you 
have created a concentration of scent in the 
air and on the ground. 

 

BIRD DOGS 
Bird hunters often use the terms trailing and 
tracking to describe how dogs work scent, 
but Mike and Tim feel these terms are too 
close by definition to be useful. Instead, they 
believe that the emphasis should be on the 
volatility of the scent and the manner in 
which dogs hunt. Since low volatility (slow 
evaporation) scents remain on the ground, 
dogs work these scents with low heads. High 
volatility (rapid evaporation) scents are air 
borne, and dogs work these scents with high 
heads. During a hunt, a dog may move from 
air scent to ground scent and back to air 
scent.  We often see this during a relocation. 
The dog locates game by air scent 
establishing point with a high head. After a 
flushing attempt, the dog is relocated, and 
he drops his head to work ground scent. 
Once he pins the bird and is taken on, he 
continues to hunt by constantly adjusting to 
different scent cues and changing scent 
conditions. 

Martha: We’ve talked generally about scent 
and more specifically about game bird scent, 
but what are the mechanics of scent for the 
dog? 

Tim: Scent is only scent to a dog if the dog 
has the built-in receptors. This is why 
humans miss out on a lot of scents dogs 
smell because we don’t have these receptors. 

When the dog inhales, these chemical 
substances are dissolved in the mucous 
surface of the nasal passages thus coming in 
contact with the appropriate receptors. 

Martha: What happens to the dog when the 
scenting conditions are constantly changing? 

Tim: These variables can make a dog’s job 
harder or easier. 

Mike: Exactly. A dog will maximize olfaction. 
As scenting conditions change, a dog will 
adjust. Think about what happens as we start 
driving later in the afternoon as the sun is 
going down. If the sun is in our eyes, we 
change our driving style so that we can see 
better. And once the sun goes down, and it is 
twilight, we pay more attention to certain 
kinds of things to maximize our driving 
safety. In the same way, dogs are constantly 
trying to maximize their abilities to find 
birds. 

Martha: Earlier, we talked about a dog that 
points a live bird with a dead bird in his 
mouth.  This is an impressive feat. 

Mike: Of course it is, but remember a dead 
bird is a shot bird, and it gives off a 
combination of scents including blood. Think 
about what can happen when a dog hunts 
dead. A bird is down, which the dog didn’t 
mark, and he is going to find it. The hunter 
says, “Dead, hunt dead.” Then, wham, the 
dog goes on point. This is a different bird 
than the one he has been hunting for. The 
dog knows that he is looking for a dead bird 
because he has been trained to hunt dead. 
But the live bird gets his attention and he 
points it. He does not try to run in and grab it. 
He points it because he knows the difference 
between a live bird and one that has been 
shot.  

Martha: Is there anything else that you think 
we would be interested in learning about our 
dogs? 

Mike: One last thing to think about is that 
scent has temporal capabilities. When 
animals use sound to hunt their prey, they 
either hear it or they don’t hear it. Once the 
sound is over, they have lost forever the 
ability to use that particular cue to locate 
their prey. When animals use scent to locate 
their prey, they can get a lot of information 
while they are smelling it, a lot more 
information than if they just heard a sound. 

Martha: Wow, I never thought about it this 
way. 

Mike: Take a non-productive. Sometimes the 
dog is over-powered by scent from a feather 
pile on the ground. The dog goes on point. 
Now, it is a matter of training and experience 
for that dog to figure out that no bird is 
there. It is just a feather pile from a hawk kill. 

Temporal information is embedded in scent 
that is not in the other sense modalities. With 
scent, the dog smells the prey at the same 
time he is analyzing it— thinking about it, 
and perhaps deciding that it is old scent i.e. 
no bird. 

Martha: But isn’t this like sight? 

Tim: That is an interesting analogy because, 
presumably, what both scent and sight may 
have in common is spatial information. We 
get spatial cues—3-d relationships about 
where structures, animals, whatever are in 
our surroundings. If I get really speculative 
and imagine what scent is for dogs, I see 
these hot spots all over the place. So, in 
addition to whatever they are getting from 
their visual sense, the environment is filled 
with these hot spots from different chemical 
stimuli, which they are receiving from their 
sense of smell. 

Martha: What a great image. It is so easy for 
us to forget that our dogs are constantly 
being bombarded with all kinds of 
information from their noses as well as their 
eyes. Pollard addresses this topic in a 
wonderful paragraph about dogs’ noses and 
maybe this quote is a good way to conclude 
our discussion. 

Dogs are colour-blind, seeing all 
colours as a monotone of different 
depths, but it is possible that scent 
to them is a perception of a range of 
differences as wide as those our 
optic nerves register. They see the 
world…in shades of light and 
shadow, but they know the world 
through their noses. We see the 
world in colour, but have almost no 
noses. I am not sure that for real 
interest, apart from aesthetics, the 
dogs have not got the best of it.  

After our interview ended, the three of us 
lingered on the porch mulling over the merits 
of our discussion. We talked about the fact 
that, if we could grasp what our dogs were 
sensing in the environment, we might 
become more proficient at interpreting their 
actions in the field, and we agreed that the 
study of scent was a valuable tool for reading 
the minds of our bird dogs.  Bird dogs and 
their noses were truly remarkable.

A winter pheasant hunt with Mike, Tim, and 
Tim's setter. 
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