The Original Versatile Water Dog

Unbeknownst to many people, Standard Poodles have a sporting side. While a rarity in the field, Standard Poodles have a distinctive history as water retriever dogs that to this day gives them a foothold in retrieving.  

Professional trainer John Hamilton of Valencia Kennels in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, says, “Standard Poodles are very fast, and they have very good noses. They also are very smart dogs.” 

“Poodles love problem-solving,” says Jacqueline Harbour of Tudorose Standard Poodles in St. Helens, Ore. “They are wonderful markers. They always know where their birds are, even if they avoid some cover and get off the direct line.”

Hamilton and Harbour believed so strongly in the ability of Standards to retrieve that they appealed to the Canadian Kennel Club (CKC) in the mid-1980s to allow the breed to participate in the Canadian Retriever Working Certificate series. Made up of three tests –– Working Certificate (WC), Working Certificate Intermediate (WCI) and Working Certificate Excellent (WCX) –– the noncompetitive series is designed to help prepare dogs for hunting. Six months later, the request was approved. 

Even before the CKC allowed Poodles to participate, Harbour, who lived in Canada at the time, was busy training her Poodles to hunt. Eventually, she bred and trained the first Standard Poodle in Canada to attain a retriever Working Certificate. Tudorose Madame Katy CDX (“Licor”) earned the WC title in 1986.

Another dog of Harbour’s breeding, CH, OTCH Tudorose Henry 8th (“Kane”) was the first Standard to earn a WCX title on June 1, 1990. Kane was the grandsire of Tudorose’s Valencia Shadow, the first Standard to earn the WC, WCI and WCX titles in three consecutive CKC hunt tests in 1995. Owned by Hamilton, Shadow, who died at age 12, was such an excellent hunting dog that Hamilton, a CKC retriever hunt test judge, used him to demonstrate proper retrieving at CKC seminars. Shadow also was the first Standard Poodle to be invited to run in the Toronto’s Sportsmen’s Show indoor retriever trials, a prestigious event in which the best dogs showcase their skills for the public.

The Original Versatile Water Dog

According to Emily Cain, a Standard Poodle hunting enthusiast and coordinator of a Web site covering the history of the Standard Poodle (www.poodlehistory.org), “The Poodle is the original versatile water dog. My belief is that the original function of Poodles was not necessarily to flush, like a Spaniel, but rather to bring out from deep cover and deliver to hand, alive, Mallard ducks — puddle ducks — lying either in moult or partly fledged — flappers. They also flushed for the falcons at the brook, of course.”

The breed appears to be pan-European, with ties to Germany, Russia, Italy, France, Portugal, the Lowlands, the Netherlands, Holland, and England, Cain says. “These were the maritime water dogs,” she says, noting that the Poodle helped his owner survive by finding food for dinner. This was before Europe was drained of its many marshes and wetlands, and waterfowl was abundant. 

The English word Poodle is derived from the German/ Dutch/Danish word Pudel, Cain says. In France, where the breed commonly was used as a retriever, the Poodle was regarded for many years as the national dog. The Poodle was known as the caniche, derived from chien canard, or duck dog.1

Training a Poodle to Retrieve

Though Poodles may be one of the original versatile water retrievers, they’re not as driven as the modern field-bred retrievers, say Harbour and other trainers. The absence of that hardwired retrieving instinct seen, for example, in field-bred Labrador Retrievers, makes training a hunting Poodle different from training a field-bred retriever.

Ironically, trainers agree that Poodles today need to be taught to enjoy the water. “It is the water that often is the biggest problem for Poodles,” says Harbour, a CKC retriever WC judge. “It’s important to get them swimming early and make it fun.”

“I think the issues about Poodles and water may have to do with the fact that some Poodles, like some of the field-bred retrievers, do not initially swim correctly with their bodies level in the water. Many paddle in the beginning,” Cain says. “The difference seems to be that the hardwired desire in the field-bred retrievers and the spaniels motivates them to get the bird in water, paddling or not, and on the way back the duck holds their heads down so that they experience correct swimming position. Usually, they put two and two together and can become fluent swimmers pretty quickly.

“It may be that some Poodles are slow to swim fluently because the more arduous conditions make the game not worth the candle,” Cain says. “Perhaps it’s not so much a function of love of water as a difference in degree of desire. I wonder if another factor is the facility with which Poodles walk on their hind legs on land, so this gives them the idea they can wade out, which they can until the bottom falls off and they are left in an unstable, upright position and don’t know how to bring their bottoms up.”

Jerry Wolfe, owner of Triple Crown Dog Academy in Austin, Texas, says, “The key is to get the puppy around water, so it becomes comfortable with water. Once you build up retriever desire on land, it is easier to transfer it to water.”

Though Poodles are quick learners, it is important not to start training too early. “You want to let the Poodle mature a bit and not pressure it with training,” Hamilton says. “It takes a special person to read Poodles well. You have to know when to go ahead and when to stop, when to discipline and when not to, and when to wait or risk turning something into a problem.”

“Poodles are fun loving and don’t mature as early as other retrievers,” Harbour says. “You have to train a lot of things as a trick so Poodles will think they are fun. While a Labrador might retrieve a bumper 20 times in a row, a Poodle will tire of the exercise after just a few repetitions. Poodles force their trainers to be more inventive.”

Novice trainer Steve Collins of Mountain Valley Retriever Training Club in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, says, “I might have an easier time training a Labrador to hunt, but I enjoy the Poodle. With this breed, the challenge is always there.” Collins is preparing his silver Standard Poodle Bibelot’s Tolka Silver Omen (“Booo”) for Working Certificate tests this spring and summer. “Simply put, in teamwork with Booo, I always have the steeper learning curve,” he says.

Wolfe, who is training his 6-month-old black Standard Poodle Ascot Thunderball (“Thunder”) for hunting and other sports activities, says, “If a puppy shows an interest in chasing, you can build tremendous drive for retrieving if you are patient and consistent.” Wolfe chose Thunder for his strong prey drive and chase instinct. The dog’s early training at Triple Crown includes watching Labrador Retrievers train, being exposed to birds and being introduced to water. 

“Poodles learn very quickly and retain very well –– so well that many retriever people don’t realize that many of the things their dogs do naturally, the Poodle has had to learn to do,” Harbour says. “I think what makes Poodles special is that they were bred to do a wide variety of things, and hunting is one of those things. It’s great fun to work with a dog who brings such a lot to bear on the endeavor and sees so many angles to enjoy.”

“Poodles are the consummate performer no matter what you ask of them,” Collins says. “Unlike field-bred Labs that work for the love of the retrieve, Poodles appear to work for the love of the performance and to please their owner. They can do the work, but they have a style all their own.”  n
1 The Complete Dog Book, Official Publication of the American Kennel Club. (New York: Howell Book House, 1998.)

Where Poodles Retrieve

Poodles participate in various retrieving events in the following organizations: 

• Canadian Kennel Club

• American Kennel Club

• United Kennel Club

• North American Hunting Retriever Association

• Poodle Club of America

• Poodle Club of Canada

