Living the NAVHDA Life

by George DeCosta
San Raymon, California

One of my wife’s and my favorite movies is “50 First
Dates” with Adam Sandler and Drew Barrymore.
Being somewhat of a romantic, I have a favorite line in
the movie, “There’s nothing like a first kiss.”

For those of you who have seen the movie, I'm sure
you know what I'm talking about, For those who
haven't, just think of the first time you kissed your spe-
cial someone. Remember how fast your heart was beat-
ing, how nervous you were, the anticipation of the ac-
tual kiss and then the kiss. Oh yeah, “There’s nothing like a
first kiss.”

I’ve been an upland game hunter for more than 40
years, and I've trained and worked with pointing dogs
for most of those years. For a guy who just loves watch-
ing a young pup develop into a seasoned bird dog, I
have to say, “There’s nothing like a first bird.”

This past season, my new pup Cota got her first bird—
but I'm getting ahead of myself here. This story actually
started December 17, 2011, when my best buddy and
hunting companion Shiloh, my Brittany, passed away at
the age of 15, (Some of you might have read my story,
“A New Beginning,” in the September 2012 issue of the
Versatile Hunting Dog.) My heart was broken when
Shiloh passed, but, as most of you know, a new pup is
the best therapy for a broken heart.

Jumping ahead to April 6, 2012, the sky was blue and
the day was warm, My friend, Bruce Collett, and I
were driving to pick up my new pup, Duchess Gracie
DeCota, a Wirehaired Pointing Griffon. As we
headed down the road in my 2005 Ford Excursion, in
my hand was a pheasant wing. You see, I believe you
can't start a pup on birds too soon, as long as you keep
it fun and light,

We arrived at our destination; I tossed the wing on the
dashboard and headed out to see my new pup. She took
right to me. While I cuddled her against my chest, she
licked my neck and warmed my heart. After taking
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some time to bond, we climbed into the car and headed to my
wife’s place of employment. I sat in the passenger seat, rubbing
Cota’s neck; it wasn’t long before she lay fast asleep in my lap.

We arrived at my wife's workplace, parked the car, and let Cota
out in the parking lot. Of course, my wife June immediately
started loving up Cota; our family was once again complete. I
reached into the car, grabbed the wing, and said to my wife and
Bruce, “Let’s see what she does with the wing.” I tossed it about
10 yards out in front of Cota and she took off after it as if she had
been born to hunt, which she was. She grabbed the pheasant wing
and pranced around, proud as a peacock. Awesome; her first expo-
sure to a bird was a major success. I knelt down and started prais-
ing her, “Good girl, good girl.” Bruce grabbed the camera and
said, “We need a picture of this: Cota at eight weeks old with her
first retrieve.”

From that day on, Cota and I worked almost every day on differ-
ent aspects of training. Our sessions were only about 10-15 min-
utes long; some days had two sessions. I started out using a fishing
pole with a pheasant wing, which helped bring out her natural in-
stinct to point, From there, we moved to using live pigeons in an
electronic bird launcher. This enabled her to use her nose to locate
the bird and enhanced her ability to hold point for longer periods.
Each time we hid the bird launcher I would ask, “Cota, where’s
the bird, where’s the bird?” After only a few days, when I asked,
“Where’s the bird?” Cota would go directly into her searching
mode; she loved it.

Other sessions consisted of playing fetch with a small round
dowel, then with a puppy bumper and finally with a large canvas
dummy covered with bird scent. Whenever I tossed any of these
items out, I always said, “Fetch girl, fetch.” I knew we were train-
ing, but Cota thought we were just having fun, and it was fun!

To introduce Cota to the sound of a gun, I had kept a number of
large bubble wraps from items I purchased over the years. At first,
my sons Michael and Nick would stand about 20 yards away with
these bubbles. As I played with Cota, my sons would pop the
bubbles. Each day my sons would move a bit closer, popping a
bubble wrap, while Cota and I played. Soon they were right next
to us, popping bubbles over her head. From there, we started pop-
ping the bubbles while she ate her food. Soon she began to associ-
ate the loud popping sound with fun time and food.

Our next phase of training was to put all the above-mentioned items
together. I placed Cota in the back of my Excursion and hid the bird
launcher with the pigeon inside. My son Michael had the dummy that
had pheasant scent behind his back while my other son Nick carried a
bubble pack. When we were ready to go, Cota was let out of the car
on a lead. “Where's the bird, where’s the bird?” was all I had to say
and Cota went into her search mode. When she located the bird and
locked on point, I praised, “Good girl, good girl.”

I then pressed the electronic release button and out went the pi-
geon; my son Michael threw the dummy at the bird in flight.
(Michael was a pitcher on his baseball team, so that dammy got pretty
close to the bird.) Nick then popped the bubble wrap right behind
Cota, Cota had seen the bird fly away, but she had also seen the
dummy fall from where it was flying. I released the lead and said,
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“Fetch, girl, fetch.” Out she went; she grabbed the dummy and
headed right back to me. When she reached me, I asked her to
give and she released the dummy into my hand. Perfect!

After that day, whenever I placed Cota in the car and she saw the
electronic launcher, she would turn circles of excitement until the
bird was hidden and she was released. Things were coming to-
gether. Whenever she would break point, the bird would fly and 4
no dummy would be thrown and therefore no retrieve made. She
soon learned to hold until the bird flew, never again breaking
point. We were well on our way.

Jumping ahead to November 12, 2012, it’s a perfect day for hunting
pheasants. The blue sky is spotted with white clouds, the air is crisp
yet moist, there's a slight breeze and the ground still has the
morming’s dew resting on the native grass. I'm with my sons Michael
and Nick; it is our first time out this year and Cota’s first time ever.

My heart is beating fast and my nerves are in high gear. Excited?
You bet. For those of you who have been bitten by the hunting bug,
you know it never changes...the anticipation of the hunt. But today
there’s even more anticipation; how will Cota do on her first outing?

The boys and I put on our gear and unsheathe our shotguns. I open
the rear hatch on the Excursion and let Cota out. She runs around,
checking out this new environment. As we begin to walk the field, I
say the words Cota has come to love, “Where’s the bird, Cota;
where’s the bird?” You can actually see the light come on in Cota’s il
facial expression and body language; oh boy, you mean we’re here to £
find birds; yippy! ‘

She works the field like an excited puppy, searching all over and
constantly checking with me. The look on her face says, is this
okay, dad, can I keep frolicking about? I just keep smiling and say,
“Good girl Cota; where’s the bird; where’s the bird?” We work
about three-fourths of the field with no action. I'm hoping she
doesn’t get discouraged and give up the hunt.

Then it happens; there is a sudden change in her body language. i
She has scent and has made game, My heart rate increases and I say
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to my sons, “Watch the dog, boys. It looks like she's on a bird.” We

can all see the intensity increase in her movements. She is definitely
getting close to something. Then, bam! She locks up. What a beauti-
ful first point; it's not the most stylish, but nevertheless beautiful.

As we approach, guns at the ready, I softly say, “Whoa, girl;
whoa.” Before I can get the last whoa out, an explosion of color
erupts from the ground. The pounding wings of a rooster pheasant
fill the air. My shotgun comes to my shoulder all on its own; as
the barrel swings through the bird, I say to myself, “Don’t miss;
please don't miss.” I slap the trigger and feel the recoil. At the
same time, I hear the shots from my sons and watch the bird fold
in flight and fall toward the ground. We got it!

Cota breaks point at the shots and is on her way to her first re-
trieve. I keep prompling her, “Fetch girl; fetch.” She reaches the
bird and stops. Oh no, I think; she's not going to pick it up. She
looks at the bird and because it is so large, she is not sure what to
do; “Fetch girl; fetch.” She reaches down and grabs the bird by the
neck; she’s figured out how to pick it up!

Watching her come toward us, I have to smile. The pheasant’s
tail feathers drag on the ground, the wings hang down and the legs

dangle, but Cota is not going to let go. She’s got her first bird and
she is going to bring it back to her family, whatever it takes.

Not knowing where to go, she goes to the closest person to her,
my son Michael, and stops with the bird hanging from her mouth.
I was prepared for this moment; my camera was ready and I had
been snapping pictures as this story unfolded.

As I stood in the field, sun on my shoulders and the breeze in my
face, I thought to myself, how much more can a father ask? My
sons and I are out in the open fields, spending quality time to-
gether, My pup is discovering a new world, one that is in her
genes, and I'm as excited on this bird as I was on my first bird
more than 40 years ago.

God willing, Cota will point and retrieve hundreds more birds
and T'1l be there, thrilled to witness each one. But I'll never forget
this moment because, for a romantic like me, there’s nothing like a
first kiss, and there’s certainly nothing like a first bird.

Authors Note: On April 7, Cota took her Natural Ability Test and
received @ maximum score of 112 points and a Prize 1.
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