High Tails

Handling the Handler – Field Trials

By Jeannie Wagner

The day has come for you and your dog to enter your first field trial.   If you have been doing your homework, you and your dog should be working as a team and ready for this first competition.   Handling your dog is just as important as all the training time you put in.   A good handler will show his dog to its best advantage and that can make the difference between being in the placements or out of the ribbons. 

Be sure to arrive at the trial grounds well in advance of your stake. This will give you and your dog time to get ready and recover from the ride. There is nothing more disconcerting than to arrive and find out that you are up next and only have five minutes to get ready.  Early pick-ups or dogs scratched from the line up can change your start time.  Never count on your start time being an exact time unless you happen to be the first brace of the day and you will start at the advertised starting time for that stake. 

If at all possible it is a good idea to ride a couple of braces before your turn. You need to know where the course is going so that when you are handling your dog, you will know where to take him without having to wait for direction from the judge.  By riding and watching other handlers, you can learn a lot.  If you don’t have a horse of your own volunteer to help marshal or plant birds, clubs are always short handed and will welcome the help. You in return learn a lot by watching other handlers and other dogs and their performances. It will give you perspective on what the judges were looking for in the dogs that they placed. 

Be prepared. Fill your water bottles or canteens. Load your blank gun. Make sure you know what color marking collar your dog must wear.  Top dog – first one listed on the running order wears orange, bottom dog the second dog listed in the brace wears yellow.  If you use a roading harness or long lead to bring your dog in after pick up, have it ready and attached to the saddle.  If you must rent a horse be sure to make arraignments with the wrangler well in advance of your brace so that he can have a horse ready for you.  When renting a wrangler horse, make sure you get the equipment adjusted to fit you.   Have the wrangler adjust your stirrups and tighten the girth.  Nothing worse, than going to mount and the saddle slips requiring you to fix it while your dog is already released from the starting line.   If you have your own horse make sure he is saddled and all necessary equipment ready to go at least a half and hour before your turn.  This will make ensure you are not caught off guard if there is an early pickup and you are called to the line.

Ask someone to scout for you. Do this even if you don’t think your dog will need to be scouted.  The scout is valuable as a helper to you. He is an extra set of eyes to help keep track of your dog.  He can not only locate your dog if he goes out sight he can also hold your horse while you do bird work and hold your dog to release him from the starting line or after birdwork while you mount your horse. 

At field events there are two judges who must concur on the dogs they place.  One of the purposes for having two judges is that many times dogs get separated during the running of the course.  Each judge will select a dog as their primary dog to watch should they get separated on course.  Often times the judges will switch and watch the other dog half way through the allotted course time. They do this so that they both have the opportunity to observe both of the dogs.  As a handler be aware of which judge is watching your dog. 

Handling in the Juvenile Stakes – Puppy and Derby

If you have not had the opportunity to introduce your young dog to horses, take him for a walk around the parking area and near the horses to allow him to investigate and get used to them.   Also take him near the starting line to watch the start of a couple of braces before his turn. This will help him understand what is happing and that the other dogs are going hunting.  When your turn arrives put the marking collar on your dog, go and get your horse have your scout or a helper bring your young dog to the line.  Mount your horse and talk to your dog let him know where you are, especially if you have not had opportunity to work him off horseback.  Your scout should hold the dog out several feet in front or your horse. Make sure you place your dog well away from his bracemate so that they are not side-by-side at breakaway.   Puppies and derby dogs often want to play with their bracemate.  If possible you may want to introduce your pup to his bracemate before they go to the line.   Before you breakaway, the judge will first ask what the name of your dog is to verify that he has the right information in his judging book. Then he will ask if you are ready. Check with the other handler and make sure both of you are ready. Toot your whistle and release your dog.  If the young dogs do start tagging each other and playing immediately try to get your dog to separate from the other dog.  Talk to your pup, be nice and encouraging, get him to come with you.  Once they separate most young dogs will forget about the bracemate and go on hunting.   When he moves to the front encourage him but don’t talk too much, you don’t want him to start yo – yoing back to you.  You can guide your dog by getting his attention then pointing your horse towards a treelike.  Don’t push too hard, keep the pace at a normal walk.  There is no need to push a young dog around the course. 

Before you go to the line. Be sure to check if you need to fire your gun in the puppy stake.  Firing over puppies is optional and many trials do not have you fire over puppies. If your puppy find a bird points and holds, then you will ride to him dismount and flush the bird.  Most puppies especially young ones will not hold point until you reach them. Make sure you watch your dog at all times and signal to the judge that your young dog is on point. You can do this by raising your hand and calling out dog on point.  If you don’t have to fire and pup flushes the bird just continue riding and get the pup to come with you. Don’t allow him to just continue rooting around in the area where he found the bird or continue to chase the flush bird. 

 In derby stakes you are required to fire your gun if there is any bird contact.   YOU MUST DISMOUNT before you fire your gun!   Derby dogs do not always hold point until you reach them.  If your dog established point, but then takes out the bird and chases you must still fire your gun.  Your dog cannot place if you do not fire over him.  Get off your horse fire the gun then remount and move on.  If he does hold point ride to him dismount, hand your horse to your scout, go to the front of the dog and flush the bird.  He will most likely chase, that’s ok. Fire your gun mount and move on.   If he happens to catch a bird DO NOT scold him, instead get down off your horse and encourage him to bring you the bird.   With young dogs the more work you do on coming when called the better chance you will have getting him to come in when time is called or after bird contact.  He will be all fired up and excited about the birds, you will become secondary in his priority, having a good foundation will be important.   Nothing is more embarrassing than having to spend ten minutes picking up your dog while the next brace is waiting on the line.  When time is called, gather up your dog and put him on lead or in the roading harness, either walk him in or mount your horse and road him in. It is important that you have control of your dog so that the next brace can start. Time is not always called when you are back to the starting line sometime you can be a distance away or the end point is in a different location from the starting point.  

Handling in Gun Dog Stakes

I can think of no experience that can make me more nervous than running my young green broke gun dog for the first time at a trial.  While I know that I have done all my homework and my dog is as ready as I can get him, that first experience in competition can unravel all the training time I put in.  I worry that not only that he will take himself out of the competition but he could also take his bracemate along with him. 

However, it is something we must all do and after a few times down the young gun dog will put it all together and you will start finding yourself in the ribbons again.  

All the preparation at the trial grounds that we did for puppy and derby apply for your gun dog. Arrive early, be ready, ride the course.  

As a handler you need to be more in tune with your dog.  Be aware of your surroundings, the other handler and the other dog.  By now your dog should be working well on the trial courses but you can and should help him when necessary. Especially if you are on new grounds that he has never run on before.  You may gently guide and direct him around the course as you did in derby.  Use your whistle and/or verbal commands to keep him to the front of you and you can also use your horse to direct him by pointing the horse in the direction you want to go when you have his attention.  He will check back with you be aware of when he does that. It may only be a moment’s glance back to see where you are and then he will move on.  Keep an eye on him at all times so you can tell the judge if necessary that he is moving forward and where he is at.  Don’t’ wait to long too send a scout you don’t want to ride past an area where he may have gone on point or taken a wrong turn.  You can yodel to your dog so that he knows where you are. Try and keep this to a gentle sing – song. Remember that AKC rules state that a gun dog must be under his handlers control at all times and must handle kindly, with a minimum of noise and hacking by the handler. 

When I judged, if I had two dogs of equal ability, the one who handled kindly would the placement over the one who’s handler loudly hacked him around the course. 

Handling your dog on point.

Your dog goes on point. Immediately indicate to the judge that your dog is standing.  Raise your hand. Some handlers also use their cap. Give a verbal notification “ Dog Standing”.  This also makes your bracemates handler aware that your dog is on point so that he can handle his dog.   Ride up to your dog at a walk. Place yourself 10 to 15 yards away (whatever you and your dog are comfortable with) and dismount your horse, hand off your horse to your scout. If you don’t have a scout, sometimes the marshal will hold your horse for your. You want your horse secured so that you don’t end up having to catch the horse after you complete your bird work.  

Make sure to walk to the front of your dog before going in to flush the bird. Never come from behind a dog on point.  By walking past your dog you lose control and the dog may just follow you in and help flush the bird.  By being in front you can control your dog and see the bird. You may wish to give a gentle reinforcement and tell your dog to whoa.  Once the bird has flushed, turn back towards your dog, look at him and say  “ good boy you whoa” immediately fire your gun.  Stand still for a couple of seconds after you have fired, this will help settle your dog. Walk back to him, take him by the collar and tell him he is a good dog as you walk him out at least 10 to 15 yards away from the bird work.   If you have a scout, turn the dog over to the scout and mount your horse.  Make sure your horse is pointing in the direction you want to go down course, as the dog will key off the horse for direction.  If you don’t have a scout either put your dog on whoa and mount or send the dog and mount quickly so that you don’t lose control. You need to be aware of where the dog is going so that he does not double back on you and go back to where he had the bird work.  That is considered a delayed chase and will take you out of competition.

During this time, you need to stay aware of where the other dog and handler are.  If they have moved on down the course away from you they will not be an issue. If not you need to make sure the other dog is not in the area and possibly coming in for a back.  A good handler can, by being alert, control the situation.

Every time your dog goes on point repeat the procedure and be consistent in your handling. Consistency is important because the more confidence you show in your self and your dog the better your dog will be. 

Handling your dog on a back.

You and your dog are working on course and you haven’t seen your bracemate for a period of time. The second judge indicates that your bracemate is up ahead and is on point.  Your dog comes up and backs the pointing dog. As quickly as possible get up to your dog and get off your horse.  Walk up to about 6 to 8 feet to the side and slightly to the front of your dog. Do not block your dog from seeing the pointing dog.  Give your dog a cautioning whoa, stand still and just watch him.  The other handler should wait until you are ready before attempting to flush the bird.  Once he has flushed the bird and fired his gun, walk back to your dog take him by the collar and move him away.  Both handler’s will then hand off their dogs to their scouts, mount their horses and send the dogs on.   

A situation that may occur while your dog is backing:  the handler of your bracemate cannot produce the bird.  Give the handler a reasonable amount of time to produce the bird. If he is having difficulty finding the bird, get your judges attention and ask if you can move your dog on.  If the judge says no you must remain there. However, if much time has passed and a bird is still not produced ask again.  If permission is given walk to your dog, quietly collar him and move him on down the line well away from the bird work.  Mount your horse and send the dog on without using your whistle. Do this out of courtesy and respect for the bracemate and handler who are still working a bird situation.

If your dog is the pointing dog, make sure you wait for the other dog to establish a back and for his handler to come in and be in control before you start working the bird.   If you do not, chances are good that you may find the other dog will break and not only take himself out but also take your dog along with him. 

Handling a Stop to Flush

A stop to flush happens when your dog runs over a bird or past a bird that flushes wild.   He should immediately stop as soon as he sees the bird in flight. As a handler kindly command him to whoa, do not ride directly to him but ride up to the front of him and dismount. Walk in and check to make sure there are no more birds in the area. If not then whoa the dog, fire your gun. Walk to him, collar him and move on as we did before.   Make sure to send him away from direction the bird flew. 

Handling a running bird 

Sometimes, a bird will not flush and just continues to run through heavy cover. Make every attempt to try and flush the bird. As a handler, whenever you go in to flush, make sure the judge knows where the bird is and that he sees it.  If you cannot get the bird to flush you may ask the judge if you can fire and move your dog on.  The judge may give you permission so long as he has seen the bird.  If the judge did not see the bird you will end up with a non-productive.  Never assume that you can move your dog way from bird situation without asking the judge first.  

Handling a relocation

Your dog is staunch on point but you cannot find the bird.  Before you consider relocating your dog make every attempt to find and flush the bird.  Look at your dog! His eyes and body language will help you locate the bird. If he starts letting down on point it may mean the bird has moved. Work farther out away from your dog.  When you have exhausted all attempts indicate to the judge that you want to relocate your dog.  Walk back to your dog, tap him on the back of the head and lightly toot your whistle to release him from point.  He may move forward only a short distance or he may vigorously work the area.  Be sure before asking your dog to relocate an error on your part could cause the dog to bump the bird and you will be out of the competition.

Everything you did in training will come into play as you handle your dog at a trial.  If you and your dog are working as a team it will be apparent to the judges. Always be courteous to the other handler.  Sportsmanship is important and will earn both you and your dog respect from your competitors. 

 There are many different situations that can occur on course at a field trial you will learn as you go and by watching other dogs and handlers.  We have covered the most important aspects of handling. When in doubt what to do ask. The judge may or may not give you any advice, 

Thanks to Jim Basham for sharing his expertise. Jim and I hope we have helped you develop your handling skills and put you and your dog in the placement ribbons.

Happy Hunting,

Jeannie Wagner
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