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As hunting season approaches, | have a challenge for all of
us: go somewhere new and hunt something you've never
hunted before.

It doesn't have to be an expensive trip or an elaborate
adventure. Some of the best hunting trips I've ever taken
started with two buddies, a couple of dogs, a pickup truck,
and not much money.

My first trip to Minnesota to hunt ruffed grouse was exact-
ly that.

We were determined to keep the trip cheap, so we
brought almost all of our own food. One of our culinary mas-
terpieces was a Mexican lasagna we had prepared ahead
of time. Somewhere along the way, it shifted in the cooler,
collapsed, and apparently flooded itself. By the time we
arrived, we had what could best be described as Mexican
lasagna soup.

We ate it quite soggy the first night. The next night, we
attempted to revitalize it by leaving it in the oven for hours,
hoping to bring it back to life. That didn't work either. We
ended up with the same soup, only now it had an al-
most-burnt, crusty top.

The trip home provided another adventure. This was
before smartphones, so we relied on an old Garmin GPS
to find a gas station late one night. With the truck running
on empty, we asked the Garmin to find the nearest fuel. It
confidently led us down a dark road and deposited us at
someone's house, clearly not a gas station. Now miles from
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President’s Message

* Go Somewhere New

By Jake Bartells
Perkaskie, Pennsylvania

the highway, we had nothing but optimism, a sense of ad-
venture, and fumes to lead us on.

Fortunately, we eventually found fuel and made it home.

What | remember most about that trip, though, has noth-
ing to do with the soggy lasagna or being led astray by our
GPS. It was what | learned about hunting dogs when we put
them in completely unfamiliar country.

New birds, new cover, and new terrain challenged the
dogs in ways they hadn't experienced at home. We learned
things about them that we simply couldn't have learned by
hunting the same places and the same birds every year.

That is part of what makes a truly versatile hunting dog so
special. Versatility isn't simply about being capable of point-
ing, tracking, and retrieving. It's also about how a dog applies
those skills and adapts when the circumstances change.

That is also why | believe so strongly in NAVHDA's mis-
sion to foster, promote, and improve the versatile hunting
breeds of North America. The more we expose our dogs to
different challenges, the more we learn about them, and the
better we become at developing the dogs we are entrusted
to improve.

So, this fall, take the dog somewhere new. Hunt a bird
you've never hunted. Try something different.

You might discover something about your dog you never
knew was there. And when everything doesn't go according
to plan, you'll have stories to share on the tailgate after a
test or sitting around the evening campfire.
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NEBULA FROM SKEDADDLE SETTERS IN SUSANVILLE, CALIFORNIA.

SHE'S MAINLY A CHUKAR DOG OUT WEST WITH HER OWNER EVERETT About The Cover
GIBERSON. IN THE PHOTO SHE WAS HUNTING WOODCOCK WITH ME

IN LOUISIANA. - TYLER SLADEN, PHOTOGRAPHER

The Universal
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You'd been holding it in all year, hadn't you? | noticed it when you stepped out of the truck,
boots laced up and ready, your back a little stiff. | saw the lines across your face. They
creased together when our eyes met and a smile drew way. | saw your shoulders fall.

For now, the floorboards are clean, a little dusty from the drive, but in the matter of a day

| knew there'd be paper coffee cups and wrappers wrinkled at the bottom. Perhaps some
dried up clumps of mud and a few feathers and more than a few empty shells.

Next comes a deep breath and the sound of eager dogs in the back. Let's get the dogs out,
we say almost in unison. Between the seconds of your feet hitting the ground, the dog's do
too, and the silence that enveloped the woods before now hums with the vibrations of a
pack of dogs running, smelling, saying hello.

It's chaotic as we unpack, truck and words.

Good to see you, good to be here, ah we made it!

And amidst it all, why don't you just take a deep breath. We made it.

You can smell October, you know. It's always a little damp. It carries wet leaves and a chill
in the air. You pull on the wool flannel, and as if every second here heals you, you begin to



let the past 365 days go. It doesn't take long for you to
realize it doesn't take much to make you happy. Peace
overrides everyday life in a matter of seconds once the
calendar turns to October.

We share some fresh, hot coffee and smile as we talk
about where we think we will put the dogs down first
thing in the morning. | don't know about you, but | can A3
already feel the frost beneath my boots. | can feel the

dogs shaking as we lace on their collars in the bed of e

the truck. | can see the air disappear from my nostrils b

and the dog's. | can feel the shells between my finger- o
tips and the barrel of my gun hold straight and true. A
Already, | can see the final few leaves hanging on, yel- e

low and waving in the stillest breeze. And | can feel the
chill leave my body while the sun plays between pop-
ples, melting the heavy frost. The thumping of the dog
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running past is the only sound. Then your whispers meet my whispers meet quiet, meet a
beeper, meet a flush so loud, so surprising, it's like you forgot how quickly it happens. And
in a matter of seconds, | look over and see you take a knee, gently folding your gun over
your legs and reaching out to the dog. As violently as the time passed in those first few
seconds, | love how it suddenly slows and we pat the dog's head and lift the grouse to our
eyes and smile. Already | can see you let it all go. We go on this way until lunch-time, until
afternoon, until the next day and the next. Me, you, and the dogs.

| don't know about you, but | can feel it already. We lay down for sleep, beneath old, worn
quilts, the older dog curled up next to the wood stove. The rest of them in a bed of straw
and tucked in in the truck. Coffee is set for the morning. | know like me, you lay awake in
the dark too. Because we still hold a little something in. The entire last year. The waiting.
The everyday life. But we made it. And by tomorrow that holding on will disappear.

Already | can feel it. Already | can feel the first morning hunt of October. Ah, yes, we made it.



Putting the Miles
on Jane

By Jason R Funk
McLouth, Kansas

Jane was born too late. May 31 is a terrible time for a
litter of serious bird dog puppies to be born, but | knew
it was time for a new dog on the string, | knew the
cross | wanted to make, and nature can't be controlled.
To make matters worse, my summer of '25 was devot-
ed to preparing my older dog, Zeke, for the NAVHDA
Invitational in September. No time for training a pup-
py. When her brothers and sisters went to their new
homes in late July, Jane settled into our home without
much fanfare.

Crate and house training went pretty smoothly, and we
started travelling together almost immediately. Daily
trips to the office, evening and weekend drives to find
different fields and water for Zeke's training, slow old
man runs down the gravel road trying to get in shape
for fall. The miles started racking up. Jane was tak-

ing it all in stride, and somehow our relationship was
growing stronger every day. The lack of formal training
didn't seem to matter. She just seemed to know what

| wanted her to do, although | wasn't asking much,
come when called, stay beside me when | asked, don't
crap in the house. She seemed to understand the im-
portant stuff from the beginning.

We've all heard and read the proper way to introduce
young prospects to bird and gun. Shots from far away
while a bird or dummy is thrown in front of the pup, then



slowly, deliberately moving closer. | preach to all who will
listen. The only way to do it and prevent the horrors of
gun shyness. Jane got none of that. I'm a hypocrite.

September 1 has always been a bit of a holiday for me.
The unofficial start of hunting season. Although doves
and early September Kansas heat are far from my
favorite, there is always magic in grabbing a shotgun, a
couple boxes of shells, your favorite dogs and heading
out to kick off another season doing what | love. The '25
opener was a little different. | was still excited but leery
of taking Zeke due to the perfection required from the
upcoming test. | just didn't want to risk letting any of his
hard-earned skills degrade from a few days of relaxed
dove shoots. That left Jane as my only other option,

but she had never had the proper gun intro. Turns out |
had nothing to worry about. The first day included just
a couple other friends, and | sat far away from them.
When the first bird fell, Jane had no idea what the loud
noise was and why, but after we found the bird (togeth-
er) and it got thrown around a couple times with lots of
praise mixed in, she quickly decided she liked this new
game. My 3-month-old girl was off to a great start, and
my negligence was being forgiven.

A couple weeks later, it was time to pack up for the trip
to north central lowa for Zeke's big test. In addition to
Zeke's all-day run, we got there a day early to check
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out the grounds and acclimate, and | volunteered as a
gunner for the day after. This meant almost 4 days of
sitting in the dog box for Jane, without much opportu-
nity for attention and exercise. Luckily, | was joined by
my hopefully future son-in-law Jake, who was a huge
help with the pup sitting duties while | was busy. We
found that the best thing ever was the pile of freshly
killed ducks used in the test. Jane had the time of her
life trying to figure out how to carry around ducks that
were about half her size. After a great experience at the
Invitational, we pointed the truck west and drove anoth-
er 7 hours to the Sandhills of north central Nebraska for
a few days of chasing Sharptails and Chickens.
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| always track the miles walked when I'm hunting
upland birds. Maybe it's pride or ego, but | always like
to push myself to the limit. | tell myself it's for my own

benefit, but I've been known to get a little
competitive about it. Anybody travelling
with me will always be asked “How far
did you walk?" at the end of the day. In
my 20's and 30's, days exceeding 17, 18,
even 20 miles weren't out of the ordinary.
Today, I'm lucky if | can log 10. Quick
limits happen and are to be remembered
and celebrated, but I'd rather have a bird
or two in the vest and return to the truck
knowing | couldn’t take another step.
Those are the days | really cherish and
look forward to most.

Arriving in the Sandhills, | could feel the
stress and nervous energy that had been
building in the months prior to the Test
start to wash away. It was time to hunt.
Time to let it all go and do what we love
best. If you've never hunted the Sandhills,
it's hard to describe. Vast and open, hilly
and sandy, dry, beautiful. It's one of my
favorite places in the world, and | plan to
be there for a few days every September
until | die. We stopped at the closest spot
on arrival, geared up and headed out.

This was Jane's first upland experience,
and she had no idea what was going on.
It was hot, there were nasty cactus ev-
erywhere and she didn’t understand why
we had to walk so far. After a few miles,

it was clear she had reached her limit.
Luckily, she's on the small side of the
GSP breed standard, so her naps in my
vest were manageable and didn't throw
my back out completely. We quickly fell
into a routine, walk a few miles, followed
by a polite little tap on the back of my

leg telling me it was nap time. Her first
contact with a cooperative Sharpie came
when Zeke was on the next hill over. |
wouldn't say she exactly pointed it, but
the wind was right, she knew it was there
before it flushed, and now we knew what
the game was!

September turned to October and Jane's
odometer continued to climb. A trip to



Minnesota for Ruffed grouse and Woodcock present-
ed brand new excitement and completely different
terrain. She was a little older by then and bird crazy.
The game bag naps were a thing of the past. The
Minnesota trip gave us an unexpected challenge after
returning home. Our go to the bathroom lawn at the
office is surrounded by brushy woods. While I'd never
had trouble with Jane's recall before, she was sure
those city woods must be chock full of grouse just like
Minnesota. It took a few days to return to normal. | did
not enjoy the nervous moments when she was out of
sight for a little too long, and images started popping
into my mind of her running through a neighborhood 3
blocks away.

The rest of our hunting season was full of great memo-
ries. Her first Kansas pheasant solo point and retrieve,
first ducks, first goose. A spring trip to Nebraska for
her Natural Ability test. Lots and lots of miles. Jane has
finally gotten to be my #1 training focus this summer
and she is doing great. She's getting the attention she
deserves and working towards some higher NAVHDA
and hunting goals, but I'll never forget our first year
and our first 50,000 miles together. It's just like the old
saying... It takes birds miles to make a bird dog!



Adding to the Family

On Memorial Day weekend in 2024, my then-boyfriend
and | brought home the puppy who would rearrange
our lives. She was a German Shorthaired Pointer,
black-and-white patched and ticked, with more energy
than either of us knew what to do with. After months of
researching breeds, we had chosen her carefully. Still,

| had to admit | knew almost nothing about working
with a hunting dog. | named her Rainy (Rainy’s Black
Leg NA Ill) and then stood at the starting line of a
world | did not yet understand.

When Rainy was 12 weeks old, we drove to our first
Michigan NAVHDA training day at a local preserve. |
remember feeling so impressed! Everyone was mov-
ing through the day with purpose, their dogs steady
and focused beside them. | did not know whether
my puppy had “natural ability,’ or even what that was
supposed to look like. Her breeder had been more
pet-oriented than hunting-oriented, and | was step-
ping into completely new territory. What | did know
was that | had never seen dogs and people work
together that way in a field, and | wanted to under-
stand it.

During the training day, we did a drag using a pheas-
ant that had already been used in another exercise.
Watching my puppy put her nose to the ground, excit-
edly track down the bird, and bring it back to me was
all it took. | was hooked.

| couldn’t deny her the opportunity to do this as much
as possible. She clearly loved it.

By that evening, | had signed up for both Michigan
NAVHDA and the national organization. Soon, our
calendar filled with training days, public-land walks,

By Jane Puckett
Richland, Michigan

winter outings, and summer weekends built around
birds and dogs. Even after a long day in the field, we
were already talking about the next trip.

For several years, this became my whole life with my
dog. Eventually, we even added another GSP puppy to
our pack. It was an amazing time, and | couldn’t imag-
ine wanting anything else.

But things were about to change.

The weekend of June 6-7, 2026 was our chapter’s
spring test at the lonia State Park Field Trial facilities.




| had planned to camp there, volunteer alongside my
friends, and hopefully run my dog after a long day of
working through old bird scent.

Instead of waking up at 5am to jump in the truck and
head to our big weekend, | woke up at 3:30am to the
realization that my 39-week-pregnant self was not
going camping. | was having a baby.

Truthfully, | was annoyed. | really wanted to go camp-
ing and spend a weekend with some of my favorite
people. But 24 hours later, my now-husband and | wel-
comed our daughter (and future NAVHDA member!)
Kacey into the world.

Throughout my pregnancy, | had imagined bringing
a future child along to training days, hunting week-
ends, and preserve trips. | looked forward to intro-
ducing them to my “first baby,” Rainy, and pictured
the three of us spending our days outside together.
| thought bringing the baby along on all of these
adventures would be the highlight of the rest of the
summer and fall.

Reality, however, looked a little different.

| had a surprisingly difficult time getting myself or-
ganized enough to make it to training days during
the rest of the summer. | still prioritized getting the
dogs out on state land as much as possible, but
the thought of a crying baby interrupting a training
day or group event was daunting. There were so
many things to pack, so many things that could go
wrong, and suddenly the simple act of loading up
the dogs and heading out the door felt much more
complicated.

With some encouragement from other chapter mem-
bers, | finally made it to one of the last training days of
the season and | brought Kacey along for the ride.

Getting out of the house that early with a baby, two
dogs, and all the supplies that come with both was a
little bumpy, but we did it! We were only 15 minutes
late. And, perhaps more importantly, we were there.

We put in the miles that day, walking with groups to
plant birds, shadowing dogs as they worked the field,
and taking photos and videos of other members during
their time in the field. | wore Kacey around with me, and



it felt so good to be back outside with friends—and
even better to have my newest family member along
for the adventure.

| had no expectations of running Rainy that day. In fact, |
didn't even order any birds because | correctly assumed
| would be busy enough just fulfilling the needs of the
baby and dogs in the crates back at the truck between
runs. For me, simply being there was enough.

| know there are many training days and hunting sea-
sons ahead of us. For now, I'm enjoying this time with
my baby while also looking ahead and putting togeth-
er a training plan for next summer as | prepare Rainy
for the GDT.

There is something incredibly gratifying about bring-
ing Kacey into the world of bird dogs and upland

hunting, a world that has become such an important
part of my life. In a way, I'm envious that she gets to
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experience it as a child. | had to wait until well into
adulthood to discover the joy of bird dogs, hunting,
training, and the community that comes with them.

But more than envy, | feel very lucky that | found
NAVHDA when | did. Lucky for the dog that has
brought me here. Lucky for the friends who encour-
aged me to get back out there when | wasn't sure |
was ready. And now, lucky that | get to share it all with
my daughter.

| look forward to watching Kacey grow up around the
dogs at home and in the field. | hope she learns to
appreciate the work, patience, and partnership that
make this lifestyle so special. And, perhaps most of all,
| hope that someday she finds something she loves as
much as | love my time with my NAVHDA family.

For now, she's just along for the ride, but | have a feel-
ing she will quickly become “one of us.”

REGISTER & LEARN MORE — WWW.FINGERLAKESNAVHDA.COM
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Gear That Earns
Its Place in the Vest:
Rex Specs Reviewed

By Darryl Pernat
Snohomish, Washington

Disclosure: This review reflects personal experience and
opinion. These boots were purchased and the review is
not sponsored by Rex Specs, nor was a free product or
editorial input provided.

As hunters who run dogs, keeping our partners safe in
the field is always a priority. Eight years ago, on my Pu-
delpointer’s first hunt alongside my German Shorthaired
Pointer, we had a run in that would change how | think
about canine eye protection. | had gone in to flush what
| thought was a bird and instead routed out a porcupine.
The porcupine moved, and my then one-year-old Pu-
delpointer went in coming out with a face full of quills. |
thought | had removed them all, but eight months later
an infection developed. Four surgeries followed, includ-
ing one that severed his facial nerve, leaving him unable
to blink his outer eyelid well. Protecting that eye became
a permanent concern.

That's how | discovered Rex Specs.

Rex Specs are dog goggles designed similarly to ski gog-
gles, built to stay on an active dog in rugged terrain. Like
any piece of gear you introduce to a dog, Noonan'’s first
instinct was to remove them. To my surprise, he couldn't.
And like other equipment he's worn, he adapted quickly
and hunted hard without missing a beat.

Over the years, I've reserved the goggles for the thickest
cover heavy cattails and dense, branchy habitat where
pheasants love to hold. In those conditions, Rex Specs
have proven durable and effective. Once properly fitted
and past that initial adjustment period, they stay secure
and provide the protection they promise.

Rex Specs come in multiple lens colors. For hunting, |
prefer clear lenses and recommend them as a starting
point. Tinted lenses could be an adjustment challenge
for some dogs, though | didn't experience that issue
personally. All lenses provide UVA/UVB protection
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and are highly scratch resistant, not impervious, but
impressively tough.

The dynamic strap system adjusts to your dog's head
size without restricting motion or impeding vision. The
frames are flexible enough to handle rugged terrain with-
out cracking or warping. A breathable mesh border with
foam edging, much like quality ski goggles, seals around
the eyes while still allowing airflow to prevent fogging.
They also drain well if your dog makes a water retrieve,
which is more than you can say for cheaper alternatives.

The pair | bought six years ago are still in service. That's
the kind of longevity that justifies the price $80-$95. |
have Version 1, there is now a V2, but would assume
there may be some improved modifications.

| also use them when | get the opportunity to hunt Sandhill
Crane. A wounded Crane is a formidable bird, aggressive,
tall, and equipped with a sharp beak aimed directly at

a dog’s eye level on a retrieve. I've hunted cranes in the
Dakotas and have used Rex Specs with confidence. No in-
cidents yet, and | credit the goggles for that peace of mind.

Replacing lenses can be fiddly and takes more time
than it should. It's a minor frustration, but worth know-
ing up front.

There are cheaper dog goggles on the market. But in my
experience, Rex Specs deliver better optics, superior du-
rability, and a fit that holds up where it counts, in the field.
Whether your dog has an existing eye condition or you
simply want to protect healthy eyes from the hazards of
thick cover, this product is well worth your consideration.






