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Pam and I attended the Clyde Vetter Seminar last weekend hosted by Mike O’Donnel of SNE NAVHDA in Hebron, Connecticut.  This will be perhaps the last of these seminars for several years as Clyde’s kennel and training business has become so busy.  It was hot and humid for both days.  This impacted both field and water work and required a constant turnover of demo dogs.  

Saturday morning was spent on the entire method of Force Breaking.  Clyde takes about eight to twelve weeks for this and does nothing else with the dogs once they are started.  Before he starts, the dogs have had a whole shooting season and have a well-developed prey drive.  They also have leash manners and have spent a lot of time on the table for toenails, stacking etc.  He also prefers to run the NA test prior to Force Breaking but will not hold up just for the NA test.  This means that the dogs have already developed both search and prey drive: he shoots a minimum of two hundred birds over the dog between eight and ten months, then does the force break during the down time.  Clyde breaks the process down into hold and carry, ear pinch, e-fetch and line drills.  Each phase overlays the last phase.  He uses at least ten different objects to carry and adds both live and dead game birds after all of the articles have been used.  This must include ducks.  


A word about steadiness: Clyde steadies his dogs using pigeons in release traps shooting every tenth bird as a reward for prey drive and to avoid blinking issues.  This makes the dog steady to the shot, after which he introduces  “whoa” as a soft command that allows the dog to remain standing tall and staunch.  He rarely uses whoa preferring to use the word NO as a harsh command if the dog does not remain steady.  No to the dog means I am really pissed and you better know you screwed up.  Whoa is soft and is almost a reward word for standing tall and still.  Clyde always makes his dogs feel bad when they screw up but good when they do it right.  This builds confidence in both trainer and dog (team concept).

Saturday afternoon was spent on the proper method of line drills.  Clyde sets up a rope V that is eight to ten inches off the ground. He “Debolts” his dogs with e-collar stimulation if the dog leaves the V at any time. Leaving the V gets the dog roasted: it is more unpleasant to leave the V than to remain.  He likes the swing to finish for presentation.  That way the dog remains if Clyde moves his right leg first and moves to heel with him if Clyde starts out with the left leg first.  


Clyde also does “clicker moves” in the V: small side steps from heel position starting with the left leg to line the dog up in any direction.  The dog should make small direction changes with the front feet first to properly line up in the desired direction.  Clyde uses small tweaks with the e-collar to accomplish this.  

 
Clyde also does memory drills in the V.  In the field, he will toss several dead birds after the shot before the dog is sent for the retrieve: dog must mark and get them after retrieve of the shot bird.  The memory drills prepare the dog for this and help in the field incase there are doubles etc.  Also, Clyde rarely uses the word fetch in fieldwork: says the dog’s name and sends with a tap on the head.  This avoids confusion when bracing and someone yells fetch without a dog name attached. 

Sunday was used for fieldwork, backing drills and intense water work focusing on the duck search.  Backing is natural pack behavior and should be started as a puppy.  Clyde used all trap work for the backing sequence and also had a functional autobacker.  The backing dog does get an occasional retrieve as a reward.  If the backing dog stops but is not steady at the trap release or chases, the dog is replaced and a dead bird is thrown with a shot and sent.   All of the birds released from the trap are shot if the backing dog remains steady.  The backing dog is sent for the retrieve at this point.  


Water work followed in the early afternoon with outside temperature over ninety.  We took the temperature of one of the dogs that was swimming in warm water for twenty minutes: almost 105 degrees!  Dogs can over heat in summer water so keep this in mind and have a way to cool them down and keep the sessions short.  If the dog does not find a duck in the first five minutes, Clyde gets in his boat and leads the dog to one of the multiple shackled ducks.  He gradually increases the planting distance when the dog is successful.  To get the dog to go out the first time, Clyde leads the dog out with the boat and throws a flyer out preferably into cover.  As the dog starts the chase, Clyde shoots the duck over the dog.   Clyde likes to have the dog get used to going out to cover fist, then expanding the search from there.  It is important to get the dog excited about leaving at the shot: you can steady it up afterwards.

There was a lot of information to absorb.  Clyde felt that the majority of the handlers were moving their dogs along way to slowly and with too much self-doubt.  This produces confidence issues in the dog.  Do not be afraid to make your training sessions difficult: you can bet that both of you will have to problem solve in the field.  Better to prepare for in while training that wait to do it in real hunting situations.   He wants huge bird exposure at an early age: start at six to eight weeks to develop prey drive.  Search is looking for game while prey drive is what happens when game is located.   This is why field trial dogs do not make great gun dogs.  They have an over developed search ethic and little prey drive.  They are all about finding, not getting game.    

