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A new generation of  
Elhew pointers are  

carrying on the grand  
tradition of their bloodline.

STORY BY TOM DAVIS
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T
he young pointer quartered into the wind, his gait as 
effortless and graceful as a whitetail buck’s, his tail a 
high-waving baton. His black-on-white coat gleamed; 
his rippling muscles worked in perfect coordination; 

his eyes, set in a chiseled, classically handsome head, shone like 
dark jewels. His nose cleaved the air like the prow of some mythic 
vessel, testing, sifting, winnowing, searching for the tendril of 
scent that changes everything, the skein of shimmering vapor that 
connects a bird dog to the object of its desire.
 When the connection happened, the pointer was transformed. 
It’s often said that a bird dog “strikes” scent, but in fact it’s the 
other way around—the bird’s scent strikes the dog. It has the 
force of a physical blow. 
 Now, as if an invisible chain had hooked his collar, the pointer 
skidded 90 degrees clockwise and came to rest in an altered state, 
his sparking kinetic energy harnessed, his focus screwed down 
to a beam of white-hot intensity. For a moment he stood with 
majestic style . . . but then a quiver in his tail betrayed his faltering 
conviction. He took a cautious, stalking step, and then another 
and another, drawing up on the scent, reeling it in, taking out the 
slack until he could establish an unshakable bond.
 “Whup-whup,” cautioned the man closest to the dog. His 
voice was soft, his tone reassuring. “Whup-whup.”
 That was the message the young dog needed to hear. His 
doubts dispelled, his instincts and training validated, he stood 
proudly, even de�antly, on point. He stayed that way, too, main-
taining his resolute posture as the man stepped in front of him, 
scuf�ng the grass and making an exaggerated show of �ushing 
before tripping the release trap, launching the pigeon, and �ring 
his blank pistol. The dog turned his head to mark the bird’s �ight, 
but held steady. 
 The man, professional trainer Robert Hall, knelt to stroke the 
pointer’s back. “This dog’s just 14 months old,” he said, an unmis-
takable note of pride in his voice, “and he hasn’t been pressured at 
all. He does these things naturally. They all do.”
 “That’s so impressive, Robert,” I said, marveling at the perfor-
mance I’d just witnessed. “I only wish Bob Wehle were here to see 
this. He’d be wearing a smile as big as Minnesota. The style, the 
precocity, the eagerness to please—all the qualities he valued in 
the Elhew pointers are right there.”
 “That’s what we like to hear,” said Jerry Havel, the third man 
in the field that brisk October morning and, as the proprietor 
of Pineridge Grouse Camp & Kennels, Robert Hall’s employer. 
“We’re totally committed to these dogs, to preserving the legacy of 
Bob Wehle and Elhew Kennels. We’re in this for the long haul.”

So much has been written about Bob Wehle and Elhew point-
ers—and the dogs themselves have accounted for so much 

bird-dog history—that �nding new accolades to bestow on this 
great man, and the peerless line of pointers he created, is like �nd-
ing a new way to describe the sunrise. But here’s where the discus-
sion has to start: For more than 65 years, with a singleness of 
purpose and a coherence and clarity of vision unmatched by any 

of his contemporaries, Bob Wehle devoted himself to breeding the 
�nest pointers the world has ever seen—dogs capable of handling 
any bird, adapting to any situation, and doing it all with unrivaled 
class. For Bob Wehle, the ultimate role of a stylish, well-trained 
dog wasn’t to �ll the game pouch; it was to elevate the experience 
of hunting upland birds to the level of art. He aimed high—and 
he hit his mark. Guided by his genius for evaluating and select-
ing breeding stock, and driven by his adamant refusal to simply 
stand pat and perpetuate what he already had (even when what he 
had was as good as it got), Wehle created the acknowledged gold 
standard, the pointing dog by which all other pointing dogs are 
judged. The Lamborghini. The Leica. The Purdey.
 His mantra of constant improvement is the quality that, to me, 
most conspicuously set Bob Wehle apart. “If the dogs I’m breed-
ing today aren’t better than the ones I bred 10, 20, or 30 years 
ago,” he told me more than once, “I’ve been wasting my time.” 
Even when he had arguably his greatest dog, Elhew Snakefoot, he 
insisted he could breed a better one—and at the time of his death, 
in 2002, he was convinced he had. However, for reasons too 
complicated to go into, the dog Bob characterized as “the best I’ve 
ever blown a whistle over,” Elhew Royalty, never had the oppor-
tunity to ful�ll his early promise.
 I �rst met Bob Wehle in 1984, at his summer home and ken-
nels on the shores of Lake Ontario in Central New York—a 
spectacular property that’s now Robert G. Wehle State Park. (His 
winter place in Alabama is now the site of the Wehle Nature and 
Land Conservation Center.) I was a 20-something aspiring writer 
with only the �imsiest of credentials, while Bob, then in his mid-
60s, was already a living legend. Somehow, though, we clicked, 
developing a friendship that changed my life—and incalculably 
enriched it. Being asked by Bob to contribute the preface to his 
1996 book, Snakefoot: The Making of a Champion, was one of 
the greatest honors I’ve ever received. Being asked by Bob’s wife, 
Gatra (who remains a dear friend), to speak at his memorial ser-
vice in 2002 was one of the most humbling.
 As it happened, the timing of my �rst trip to Elhew Kennels, 
back in the summer of 1984, couldn’t have been more propi-
tious. Although I wasn’t aware of it then, the Elhew gene pool 
had gone a little stagnant. Bob was �nding it increasingly dif�cult 
to produce dogs that satis�ed him, and with progress at a stand-
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still his enthusiasm for breeding and training had begun to ebb.
However, the arrival of a certain litter of pups that spring changed 
everything. Stunned by the bird-�nding prowess of a young �eld 
trial winner from Alabama named Hook’s Bounty Hunter, Bob 
had bred one of his favorite females, Elhew Gimli, to him. It was 
a textbook outcross—Bounty Hunter’s pedigree was all over the 
place, while Gimli was an Elhew through-and-through—but the 
possibility of infusing some of Bounty Hunter’s qualities into the 
line persuaded Bob to take the chance.

It paid off—oh, how it paid off. The pups were just four 
months old when I visited the kennels, but Bob could tell already 
that they were something special. I’ll never forget walking those 
meadows above Lake Ontario with Bob and Gatra while the 
pups, a gang of four, roamed here, there, and everywhere, with 
Bob’s booming “Pup, PUP, PUP!” keeping them oriented (albeit 
somewhat tenuously) to our position. Every so often they’d swing 
in close enough for Bob to attract their attention with the wing on 
a string he always carried, and when he �icked it in front of them 
they’d draw themselves up on point with all the style and inten-
sity in the world. To whatever extent Bob’s karmic batteries were 
in need of recharging, this litter of puppies did the trick.

Bob ultimately kept two of the pups, one of each gender. The 
female, Elhew Dancing Gypsy, became one of the most lauded 
�eld-trial shooting dogs of her generation. Epitomizing class in 
every movement and mannerism, she won multiple champion-

ships despite competing sparingly. A lot of serious field-trial 
people will argue until they’re blue in the face that Gypsy, not 
Snakefoot, was Bob Wehle’s crowning achievement.

The male, Elhew Strike, amassed a considerable field-trial 
record himself, but it was as a sire that he made the most last-
ing mark. Strike’s prepotency revitalized the entire line—he sired 
Snakefoot, among many other superior sons and daughters—sup-
plying Bob with the genetic raw material he needed to shore up 
the old foundations of the bloodline and to put the Elhew strain 
on solid footing for generations to come.

This was the legacy that Bob entrusted to professional train-
er Brian Hays and his wife, Martha. At the time the proprietors 
of Chokebore Kennels at Addieville East Farm in Rhode Island, 
the Hayses were handpicked by Bob to inherit Elhew Kennels 
and carry on his life’s work. And for nearly a decade that’s 
exactly what they did: breeding the best to the best; producing 
puppies with all the qualities of temperament, conformation, 
and ability that typify the Elhew strain; and upholding the 
standards Bob established and preserving this grand tradition.

In the early 2010s, however, a diagnosis of cancer forced 
Brian Hays to curtail his breeding program. Ironically, the dis-
ease was discovered shortly after he’d returned from the Scottish 
Highlands, where he, Martha, and Gatra Wehle had visited the 
century-old kennel from which Bob’s father, Louis, had import-
ed Jem of Fearn—the very dam Bob used, in 1936, to breed the 
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�rst litter of Elhew pointers. (As if it was somehow preordained 
that Jem of Fearn would found a royal line, the vessel that bore 
her to America was the Queen Mary.)

Now, it so happens that another pointer enthusiast who’d 
been a great friend of Bob Wehle’s, Mel Pfei�e, had been breed-
ing dogs from the heart of the Elhew bloodline at her Hamp-
shire Kennels in Bradford, New Hampshire, since the 1990s. 
In fact, she’d whelped a number of litters for Bob at her place, 

which over the years had become a kind of “satellite” repository 
for some of Elhew Kennels’s best genetics. So when Brian Hays 
found it impossible to shoulder the day-to-day responsibilities 
of breeding, whelping, and raising puppies, it only made sense 
for him to reach out to Mel (who lives only an hour’s drive from 
him) and formally bring her in as a partner.

“When I called Gatra to ask her what she thought of the idea,” 
recounted Hays, “she said ‘You should have done it years ago.’” P
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THE HAMPSHIRE CONNECTION
The Elhew breeding program will be based at Hampshire 

Kennels in New Hampshire under the direction of Mel Pfeifle. 

She was introduced to Bob Wehle in the late 1980s/early 

1990s timeframe by Tom Bradley, an AKC show judge, West-

minster Dog Show chairman, and friend of Wehle’s from 

Watertown, New York. Wehle was having difficulty breed-

ing his Elhew dogs—“They weren’t getting pregnant,” Mel 

recalls—and Mel offered her help, resulting in successful 

Elhew litters. She has had experience breeding Labradors, 

and has her own history of success with a National Champi-

on chocolate Lab in 1981 and Lindall Mastercraft, the English, 

American, and Canadian Champion Lab in 1985. She now will 

work with Brian and Martha Hays on breeding Elhew blood-

line dogs and says, “Brian and Martha have been very care-

ful with the Elhew name and guardians and stewards of the 

Elhew prefix and breeding the dogs since Bob Wehle passed 

away.” She continues: “Dog breeding is a hard thing to do. 

It’s very complicated. Trying to put it all together and to do it 

right is a challenge. It’s important to know what’s behind the 

dogs you’re breeding.” Mel knows Elhew dogs and no doubt 

will have success perpetuating, maintaining, and protecting 

the bloodline in Bob Wehle’s vision. —Joe Healy

MEL PFEIFLE

It augurs well for the future of the strain that Pfei�e’s dogs and 
Hays’s dogs come from slightly different branches of the Elhew 
family tree. Bringing them together can’t help but produce the 
kind of eye-catching pups that prompted Bob’s oft-repeated com-
ment, “Every litter of puppies is like a Christmas present. I can’t 
wait to open the box and see what I get.”

Which brings us back around to Pineridge Grouse Camp in 
Minnesota, Jerry Havel, and Robert Hall. They’ve become the 
third leg of the Elhew triad—or, if you prefer, the Elhew-Hamp-
shire-Pineridge triad. “We’re all talking, we’re all communicat-
ing,” Jerry explained, “and we all bring different skill sets to the 
party.” He, Robert, and I were sipping coffee in Pineridge’s spa-
cious main lodge with the warmth of its crackling �re a blessed 
relief following our morning of training in the kni�ng wind. I 
was still marveling at what I’d seen that morning from the young 
Elhew dogs—the speed and animation of Kit, the incredible nose 
of Dan, the ridiculous precocity of Cal, along with Robert’s won-
derful rapport with them.

“What we have here in northern Minnesota,” Jerry continued, 
“are grouse and woodcock—and, as we all know, there’s no sub-
stitute for wild birds when it comes to developing young dogs and 
evaluating older ones. So in that sense we see ourselves as a kind 
of proving ground for the breeding program. And of course we 
have Robert, who’s a darn good hand with a dog.”

“It’s a matter of knowing what you have to work with,” Rob-
ert said, shrugging off the compliment. A soft-spoken native of 
East Tennessee, he trained at Bray’s Island and Red Pebble Planta-

tion before Havel induced him to relocate to Pineridge. “You have 
to be able to recognize the qualities and inclinations of the indi-
vidual dog, and you can’t use a one-size-�ts-all training approach. 
You can’t push a young dog faster than its ability to learn.”

“To quote Bob Wehle,” I mused, “‘The best training leaves no 
�ngerprints.’” 
 “That’s exactly right,” Robert said, nodding. “Praise is still the 
best motivator, especially with dogs as intelligent and eager-to-
please as these.” 
 Playing devil’s advocate, I mentioned that since Bob’s death 
some have questioned whether the Elhew dogs still have the “top 
end drive” that those such as Gypsy and Snakefoot had—the 
seething desire, relentless tenacity, and sheer go that’s the stuff of 
true champions. It was important to Bob that the Elhew “totem,” 
as he called it, include this high-performance component.
 “We’re aware of that,” Jerry acknowledged, “and we want to 
try to get that top end back. We plan to experiment with some 
outcrosses—just as Bob always did—and Robert and I are start-
ing to look at potential sires. But we’re not going to keep any pups 
that don’t measure up. And we’re certainly not going to try to pass 
them off as Elhews.”
 There’s not much danger of that. As a bird-hunting friend of 
mine from Texas observed more than 20 years ago, “Man, you 
can tell an Elhew dog from a mile away.” After watching the cur-
rent crop of Elhews strut their stuff, I’m pleased to report that 
that’s as true today as it ever was. 

There’s the Elhew pointer—and there’s every other dog. 
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