 Training My Vizslas for Hunting--Some Personal Experiences  
by Roy L. Sanford
First, I need to make the disclaimer that I am not a professional trainer.  Perhaps the best description for me is that of an experienced amateur.  Over the past eight years, I have been fortunate enough to train and handle four Vizslas to earn AKC Master Hunter titles.  Along the way, I have met some great people.  I also have been able to help a growing number of people get started with their dogs.  It has been an interesting and rewarding experience so far, and a great pastime for me in my retirement.  
When I got started training my dogs, I purchased books dealing with pointing dog training. It seemed there was always another book or video to acquire and my collection grew accordingly.  As I perused my acquisitions, it did not take long to discover a varied array of opinions and methods for turning my puppy into a polished master hunter.  At times I found myself confused by the differing opinions and approaches for pointing dog training.  I attempted different methods with varying degrees of success.  I must confess there were moments of abject frustration and occasional despair.  I'd ask myself, "Why is my dog behaving that way!!?  It seems pretty clear to me what I want him to do!"  Now, nearly three dozen books and videos later with four AKC Master Hunter Vizslas under my belt, I've come to a couple of conclusions.  

First, every published method has worked for someone, some time on some dog.  That I do not doubt.  However, my training experiences have not always lived up to the results claimed for some of the published methods.  Is it me or my dog?  Hard to say.  This leads me to my second conclusion. No one method is appropriate for every dog and owner.  I find this to be particularly true for Vizslas. Vizslas are individuals and must be treated and trained as such.  So are Vizsla owners.  A Vizsla owner's personal style in relating to their dog on and off the field becomes a consideration in how that dog should be trained.

So, the good news is there are many choices.  The bad news is there are many choices.  One professional I know once told me, "Training dogs is the easy part.  Training the owners how to train their dogs is the hard part!"  I guess I have to agree with him as I look back at what he did to get me over some difficult spots.  So, where does a new dog owner begin?  
I found myself talking to people, perusing my references, participating in clinics and experimenting.  As my understanding grew, I began to eliminate methods.  Those that seemed overly harsh were never attempted.   Methods that involved cumbersome equipment got eliminated.  Since I did not have regular access to wild birds, those approaches were eliminated.  My neighborhood and training grounds do not facilitate use of homing pigeons, so those methods were eliminated.  This search led me to some training approaches that have served me well, although even these have been modified based on experience.  Do I use an electronic collar?  Yes, but only under special circumstances.  I do not rely upon it routinely despite the fact that many professionals report great success with their use of electronic collars.
Much of what I went through can be avoided if you belong to a dog club.  Within the club there probably are people experienced in training Vizslas who will lend a helping hand.  Club members may be able to point you in the direction of useful seminars, publications and clinics. They may even know of some local professional who has experience with Vizslas.  I think it important to attempt to match the temperament of your dog with the right trainer.  
Those of us that own softer dogs need to make sure the trainer involved understands the dog's temperament and trains accordingly.  Every professional has his own approach for training dogs.  Some rely on the use of an electric collar from start to finish.  Others do not.  One professional I know has trained around fifty Master Hunters, and he does not rely upon an electric collar.  He also does not use a remote bird launcher.  So, training is not a matter of all the fancy equipment that can be bought. It is also not a matter of one fixed regime that is rigidly followed. The professionals I admire the most are the ones that intuitively understand what is going on in the dog's mind and adapt training accordingly.  These trainers will not ruin the dog being trained, and are able to rehabilitate many.  If I had my choice, that is the type of trainer I would seek out.
I do not consider myself a professional dog trainer.  Far from it.  However, I have had my share of successes and have learned how important it is to adapt training to the dog and innovate when necessary.  Let me give one illustration of what I mean.  One dog I was asked to train was a real challenge.  The dog avoided the first bird I planted.  It would scent the bird and run the opposite direction.  This dog was also sensitive to gun fire.  When I discovered these traits, I was at a loss for what to do.  The books I had were of little assistance.  One professional I called upon told me not to waste my time.  I was perplexed.  I did not expect to encounter a gun-shy, bird-blinking dog.  After much thought, I came up with a plan.  The first thing I needed to do was establish the dog's trust.  Then, I had to let this dog run and hunt with two enthusiastic, experienced dogs allowing them to discover birds.  I let this dog chase flying birds whenever he would.  Gradually, he gained confidence and his desire to hunt grew.  Once he trusted me and decided birds were fun, careful training could begin. It took me three months of consistent, patient work.  In the end, this dog earned an AKC Senior Hunter qualification and will be a good hunting companion.
The moral of the story is that an owner who loves and understands his dog can, with patience and the right methods, develop his dog to the best of its capability.  The picture of my dog Tuurk standing on a barrel with a chukar resting on his back is a case in point.  WHOA! training, or any field training, takes time.  There really is no secret to it.  To train for a specific skill, it is a matter of arranging training as a sequence of steps, each step incrementally more difficult than the previous.  Each step must be mastered before progressing.  Praise, reward and correction are essential.  As much as possible, training should be positive and fun for the dog.  When my dogs hear the phrase, "school time" they get excited.  They love to learn and please me.  They appreciate the praise they receive for doing a good job and willingly learn new tasks.  Needless to say, the results can be astonishing and very satisfying to the owner.  Good luck to you all.
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