“Whoa!”  A Very Useful and Important Command

By Roy L. Sanford and Mary L. Sanford

Late in the afternoon of a South Dakota pheasant hunt, we approached a large grassy swale.  It was December and the pheasants were located in heavier cover.  Four of us lined up twenty yards apart and started to push through the tangled grass.  Buddy, the hunting dog on this trip, was working in front of us quartering back and forth.  He was an eager three year old hunting dog.  As we moved forward, suddenly his owner called out, “Buddy, NO! Buddy, NO! Buddy, NO!”  In that instant I saw the dog enveloped in a yellowish mist.  Buddy had gone after a skunk.  He was doing cartwheels, and was thrashing in the grass from the effects of the skunk’s spray.  Buddy had not been trained in the “Whoa” command or much else.  Eventually his owner managed to unceremoniously tie Buddy in the back of his truck.  That ended hunting for the day.  

Three Reasons Why the “Whoa” Command Is Useful and Important
In addition to skunks, I have come across porcupines, snakes, badgers, coyotes, raccoons, barbed wire and broken glass while hunting.  All of these represent risks to the unwary dog.  Being able to stop your dog when he confronts a potentially dangerous situation is most desirable.  Consequently, we consider the “Whoa” command to be among the first commands a hunting dog should learn.  The use of this command is not limited to unsafe situations in the field.
We use it around the house.  When we use this command we expect our dogs to stop and hold position until released.  We whoa our dogs at the door before they are allowed to enter the house.  We whoa them while filling their food bowls, and then release them to eat.  Using the “Whoa’ command for us is part of living with our dogs on a daily basis.  
Aside from safety considerations and daily living, this command is also fundamental in training a dog for AKC Hunting Tests.  For example, it plays a role in training steadiness to wing and shot, honoring another dog on point, and stop to flush as well as preventing delayed chase.  This article will focus on how we go about training this useful and important command.  

Methods for Training “Whoa”
There is an extensive lore and literature available dealing with field training. Two references have been particularly helpful to us.  The first is “Training Pointing Dogs” by Paul Long.  The second is “The Training and Care of the Versatile Hunting Dog” by Sigbot Winterhelt and Edward D. Bailey.  This book is complemented with a video titled “How to Train Hunting Dogs”.  The video is produced by NAVHDA.  If you choose to read these authors, you will find they present different training methods.  There are many paths to the same destination.  
As an owner, you will have to decide what makes sense for you and your dog.  Vizslas tend to have softer temperaments than some other breeds.  What works for one type of dog may not work for another.  We have tried different methods to arrive at practices that work for our dogs.  We do not consider ourselves to be professionals or experts at training hunting dogs.  We continue to learn.  By sharing our experiences we hope others will choose to give “Whoa” training a try, or to consider a different approach for this training.
At What Age?
Our method for training the “Whoa” command requires repetition and correction.  Correction does not mean punishment.  We never punish our dogs.  We want our dogs to view training 
positively.  Our dogs know they are going to have our undivided attention, be praised and receive rewards when they perform correctly.  We use the phrase “school time” with our dogs before a training session.  They know what it means and respond excitedly.  Correction for us typically involves a disapproving and firm “No!” or a shake of their collar or a pop with the lead followed by repetition of the task.  

There is no fixed age at which this training may commence.  The dog must be old enough to handle the repetition and correction required.  We trained Tuurk on Whoa! when he was five months old.  At this young age, training sessions are very brief lasting five to ten minutes and cover only one or two things.  We use the dog as a guide and quit on a positive note while the dog is still interested.  
Basic Commands
Hunting dogs need to be schooled in certain basis commands.  We use “Heel”, “Down”, “Here” and “Whoa” as a basic set of commands.  To this list over time we will add:  “Hunt”, “Free”, “Easy”, “No Bird” and “Fetch”.  Different words can be substituted such as “Come” for “Here”, or “Stop” for “Whoa”.  You may want to use “Sit” instead of “Down”.  The choice of words is yours.  Whatever words you decide to use, we strongly encourage you to train these commands before doing serious field work with birds.  Doing so will save you much aggravation later.  We train our dogs in “Heel”, “Here” and “Down” before “Whoa”.    
Initial “Whoa” Training
Training can be done in your backyard or basement.  Eventually you will want to move to unfamiliar surroundings.  Let the dog run around a bit to release excess energy.
1) Place a piece of carpeting or bath towel flat on the ground.  This marks a location for the dog where he will be expected to hold position during the drill.  Allow the dog to examine the material before proceeding.  Make sure the dog is comfortable with the object.

2)  Attach a 20 long check cord passing the cord under the dog’s collar and wrapping the cord once around the dog’s abdomen just ahead of the hind legs.  Snap the cord onto itself.  Hold the excess cord in your right hand.  Say “Heel” and start walking slowly.  The dog may resist to some extent.  Walk around until the dog is comfortable with the arrangement.  Praise the dog when he is walking next to you properly.  Correct if not.  Note the illustration.
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3) Once the dog is comfortable walking next to you, guide the dog onto the piece of carpeting, stop and say “Whoa” simultaneously.  Use the “suitcase” method of holding the check cord to reposition the dog if necessary.  This method is helpful if the dog tries to sit or roll on the ground.  It may be necessary to move his feet into position.  Notice the illustration that shows this arrangement with Tuurk after he was repositioned.          
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It may be necessary to reposition the dog several times until he calms down.  Stroke the dog’s sides and back while quietly saying “Whoa”.  If the dog changes position or moves his feet, reposition and say “Whoa”.  At this stage, we want the dog to be comfortable when given the “Whoa” command.  No intimidation should be necessary.  Remain calm.
4) After the dog has held position on the carpeting for even a few seconds, praise the dog, say “Heel” and walk off slowly.  Circle around and walk the dog onto the carpeting.  Repeat step 3) above.  Follow with step 4) and repeat these steps in sequence several times.  

This is the basic drill.  It must be mastered before proceeding.  Once the dog starts holding position on the carpet without the need for repositioning, the next step in training can be taken.  Do not exhaust the dog with this drill at any one time.  Repeat the next day instead.
5) Once steps 3) and 4) have been mastered, caution the dog with a “Whoa”, drop the check cord and step in front of him.  After a few seconds, return to his side.  If the dog moves, reposition him.  Repeat the “Whoa” command and try again.  Repetition and correction will be necessary to master this step.  Once the dog will hold position with you stepping in front of him, the next step can be taken.  Note the illustration below.
6)  Attempt to walk a circle completely around the dog returning to his side.  This is an important drill, because while hunting it will be necessary for your dog to hold position when you search for the bird.  The dog must be comfortable with your movements around him.  When you can walk circles around the dog in either direction, proceed to the next step.
7) With the dog on the carpet, give the “Whoa” command and walk away from him.  Repeat the drill increasing the distance and length of time apart.  Step out of sight if possible.  

8) Eliminate the carpeting.  Snap the check cord on the dog’s collar and go for a walk stopping unexpectedly and simultaneously saying “Whoa”.  Walk in front of the dog and around the dog with the check cord on the ground.  Repeat as in step 7) but without the carpet.
Successful completion of these drills means the “Whoa” command may be used around the house.  If you do, always insist on compliance to maintain training.   
If you intend to participate in AKC Hunting Tests to earn a JH or beyond, the dog may now be trained on birds to develop steadiness on point.  At the Junior Hunter level the dog must find a bird and hold point long enough for the handler to get within shotgun range.  We use two people for this training. The dog is quartered on a check cord into the wind guiding him toward a hidden bird’s location.  It is very important for the bird to be out of the dog’s sight.  Do not allow sight pointing.  As the dog slows and establishes a point, we tighten the check cord gently and caution the dog with a “Whoa” command.  One person kneels next to the dog stroking him saying whoa quietly while the other flushes the bird and fires a blank pistol.  We do not command the point using “Whoa”.  The word is used as reminder to the dog to hold position once he has started to point.  We never allow the dog to grab the bird before or after the shot.  The dog is led away after the shot by the release command “No Bird!”  Using this approach, we have been able to achieve JH test passes with our dogs and others we have trained.    
More Advanced Training
To prepare the dog for the intense training required to earn a SH or MH title, the dog must learn the full meaning of the “Whoa” command.  Drills need to be arranged to challenge the dog.  Only through the correction of mistakes will the dog fully master this command.  Each of the drills I mention below are repeated until the dog performs as desired.  Achieve mastery before going to the next drill.  Each training session should involve a quick review of the last couple of lessons before trying something new.  
One of the first things we do is walk the dog with a leash in different surroundings stopping unexpectedly saying “Whoa”.  Then we vary the pace running and walking.  We will say “Whoa”, drop the leash and continue running or walking.  The dog must stop.  If not, place the dog at the location where the command was given and say “Whoa”.  Repeat the drill as needed.  The next drill is to let the leash drag while we run or walk.  Again, the command is given and we continue moving ahead leaving the dog.  If the dog remains standing, before returning to the dog from a distance of thirty or more feet, we call the dog to us and command “Whoa” when he is approaching.  Mistakes typically happen the first few times with this drill.  If so, the dog must be returned to the location occupied when “Whoa” was commanded and the entire drill repeated.  You may find the dog starts to anticipate the “Whoa” command with this drill, so vary the drill by not giving the command half of the time.  Do not overdo this drill.  Lastly, snap a twenty foot check cord on the dog holding the end.  Have the dog at that distance from you as both of you jog or walk quickly.  Command “Whoa”, drop the cord and continue on.  The dog should stop.  If not, place the dog where he should have stopped, say “Whoa” and repeat the drill.
This may seem like a lot of work, and it is.  Even so, to achieve full mastery of this command additional exercises are needed.  It is necessary to start kicking and picking up objects in front of the dog.  During AKC Hunting Tests you will be kicking the grass and shaking bushes to get up the bird.  The next drill is to command “Whoa” and put enticing bait two or three feet in front of the dog.  Liver works well for this purpose.  If the dog breaks, command “Whoa” and place the dog at the original location.  The final drill in this series is to command “Whoa” when the dog is running freely a short distance from you.  If the dog does not stop as desired, place the dog at the spot when the command was given and repeat the drill.  Once these drills are mastered, the foundation has been laid for training in other skills required at the SH and MH levels. 

 Other Methods
This article describes “Whoa” training methods that have worked for us.  Other methods are available.  For example, Bill Tarrant describes the “Whoa post” method in the book “Best Way to Train Your Gun Dog”.  We know of Vizsla owners that use this method.  It involves the use of a pinch collar with blunted spikes.  Harold Adams and Dave Meisner demonstrate an entirely different approach in the video “Point!”  They acknowledge that one of their methods may be too aggressive for softer dogs.  If you are interested in using an electric collar for training, George Hickox appears in a two volume set of videos titled “Training Pointing Dogs”.  These are part of the Innotek’s Gun Dog Training video series.  We have not found it necessary to use these methods and can not endorse them.  They are mentioned here to illustrate the variety of techniques in use.  Space and time do not permit a complete review of all the sources available.  
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