High Tails

Moving on to Derby

By Jeannie Wagner

Thirty - eight years ago, when I first became involved with Field Trialing Irish Setters, derby dogs were only required to flash point to receive a placement. We put little to no pressure on derby dogs to do more than just point until after they reach the age of two years old. Because we did little training, it often took one to two years in gun dog training before we saw the dogs coming out at trials as broke gun dogs.  

 With the advent of rule changes that required derby dogs to establish a solid point and Junior Hunt Test requiring the same, more training at the derby level became necessary. Many of today’s Senior Derby dogs and Futurity dogs are showing broke and running in Gun Dog Stakes as well as in Derby Stakes.  The change in training philosophy is the big factor in derby dogs being more competitive. Trainers have gradually been implementing training components the dog will need as he transitions into Gun Dog. This has proven to be effective making the transition from Derby to Gun Dog easier.  

We will be disusing some training methods and exercises that you can implement in your training program as you move your puppy into derby and get him ready for the next big jump becoming a Gun Dog. 

Senior Puppy

Your puppy is a year old and you have been working with him on establishing a solid point and standing his birds. Between the age of twelve months and fifteen months your puppy is considered a senior puppy. You will want to start working him towards becoming staunch on point, allowing you to reach him, and letting you flush the birds.  

Continue to work him in the birdfield on check cord as we discussed last time. Gradually start letting him stand for longer periods of time before you move in front of him to flush the birds.  As he becomes steady on his birds allow him to drag the check cord and establish point on his own. By the time your puppy is fifteen months old he should be allowing you to get in front of him to flush the birds. Once he has mastered this exercise it is time to move him on to the next level. Between fifteen and eighteen months you will want to continue to reinforce his pointing, and also start curtailing his chase without excessive pressure.  

As a Senior Derby dog, between the ages of eighteen to twenty-four months, ideally you will want him to show progress in training that indicates he becoming ready to move up to gun dog.  How much easier that transition will be if he has the building blocks already in place. 

Steady him up

If you have a training partner it is much easier to accomplish the next steps in your training program. Plant your pigeons with their wings crossed to prevent them from flying. Be sure to always set your bird down with minimal disturbance to the grass and area around the bird. Put two or three pigeons in a bird bag to carry with you. Continue working your Derby dog in the birdfield dragging the check cord.  When your Derby dog establishes point once again have your assistant either hold or stand on the check cord.  You will move to the front of your dog as we did before. Command him to whoa. Instead of just kicking out the bird, see if pup with allow you to pick up the bird.  Reach down and pick up the bird, open the pigeons wings, then hold the bird about waist high, extend your arm out to the side, and allow it to fly away behind you.  If he goes to chase, which he probably will, just stand still and allow him to hit the end of the check cord. After pup has chased and hit the end of the cord, wait until he stops and looks back at you. Bring another bird out of the bag and into his view. Show him the bird, and then allow the bird to fly away. As soon as he starts to chase be ready to bring a third bird out of the bag and show it to him.  If he stands still praise him, “whoa good boy” then fire your gun.  Watch firing at this stage of the training. Sometimes a young dog will get nervous about the gun being fired close to him. If he shows a tendency to flinch away from the gunfire, back off and wait to introduce it again later. You don’t want to cause a problem and make your dog noise shy. After you fire the gun walk back to him praise him, pet him, then gently take him by the collar and walk him out of the area. Stand him on whoa, take off the check cord, and release him with your whistle.  Take him on a normal hunting trip with out any additional bird work. Make it a positive experience. Always end your training sessions on a positive note. If you and / or the dog become frustrated stop, there is always tomorrow. Better to quit than create a problem. 

By repeating this exercise consistently he will start pointing the bird in your hand instead of chasing.  He will become cautious thinking more than one bird will fly. This exercise starts implementing the concept of stop to flush and steady to wing. The nice part of this exercise is that the dog only hit the end of the cord at his speed and learns that if he stands still you are going to walk back to him and praise him. Don’t be afraid to talk to your dog. Keep it positive and with appropriate praise.   Remember we are working with a derby dog and not trying to accomplish a finished gun dog performance.

After a few days of working your dog in the field on birds, you can implement some yard work with out having him point first. Thus taking the pressure off of dog to point and then stand.   If you live in town and can work out an arraignment with someone who raises homing pigeons you can do this exercise in your back yard. 

The next exercise is a training exercise that Jim Basham developed after many years of experience training bird dogs, He has graciously granted permission to share his training technique.  I have watched Jim do this training exercise by himself but it takes great timing. I would suggest that you use a training partner until you have the timing down.

Stop to Flush

Basham’s Technique

Put 4-6 birds in a bird bag. Put the dog on a twelve-foot check cord. Let the dog be out in front moving around on the check cord. Take a bird out of the bag when he turns and looks at you show him the bird. If he comes towards you let the bird fly away. Hang on to the check cord and let him hit the end of the cord. Don’t say anything to him. Get another bird ready and when he looks back at you show him the bird again. Remember you do have some control over the bird. Be sure to let the bird fly from behind you, do not release the bird in front of you or the bird will fly towards the dog. You want the bird going away from the dog. Extend your arm and as you release the bird pitch it backwards.  Repeat the procedure. Sometimes he will continue to want to grab the bird through as many as 6-8 birds. Eventually he will begin to point the bird in your hand. When this happens, count to ten then let the bird fly. If he chases repeat the procedure again eventually, he will start sanding still as the bird flies away.  When he starts standing still give him praise “ whoop good boy” but do not walk to him stay a distance away and fire your gun. Place your gun behind you and fire towards the ground.  Again WATCH your dog’s reaction to the gunfire. If he moves when you fire, take out another bird show it to him and repeat the procedure. When he is standing still again walk back to him and praise him.  If he is showing tendency to shy away at the gunfire, stop and wait to introduce it again later. Remember that up until now the gun has always fired when he was in pursuit of the bird.   Once you him get passed being steady to wing you can reintroduce the steady to shot.  

After the dog has starting standing still as you fly a bird, fold the wings on the pigeon and lay it at your feet.  This still gives you control should he try to grab the bird.  If he continues to hold point, reach down and release the bird and let it fly from the ground.  Repeat this a couple times a week, within two or three weeks he should consistently start to show steady to wing. Do not be in any big hurry to fire your gun while doing this exercise. Be as kind and gentle as possible. The idea is to get the dog standing broke without losing any intensity or style. 

Back Yard Whoa training

I, like many of you, do not always have access to birds so I use this exercise at home when working with my young dogs.

When you think your derby dog is mature enough you can implement some yard training on whoa without bird work.  In your back yard put your dog on Whoa (stand - stay) leaving him on leash. Walk around him, walk back to him and praise.  Heel him away and repeat.  Do Not overdo this exercise. Gradually increase the amount of time you put him on whoa. Walk back to him, stroke his back, praise and leave him again.   Use the whoa command and give him the stay hand signal as you walk around him.  He will soon associate the hand signal with stopping on whoa. This yard training will easily transfer to the field without putting pressure on the dog in the presence of bird work.  Another exercise that I like to use is while walking him on lead at heel, I ask him to whoa instead of sitting when I stop. Be sure to include a lot of praise at the end of each exercise and release him with a good dog.  These little things work into everyday living and can mean a lot. You will be using every opportunity to reinforce behaviors that will later come into play in his formal gun dog training.  

Using a Whoa Table

If you have the ability to construct or use a Whoa table at your training grounds you can start implementing the whoa exercise at the training site.   Have a whoa table about 18 “ high with a ramp. Walk the dog up the ramp and stand him on whoa for short periods of time. While he is on the whoa table style him up or stack him as you would in the ring. Tell him Whoa, move away from him then return and praise him.  Use lots of praise. After he becomes comfortable with standing on the whoa table start taking him to the starting line. Keep your lead or check cord on the dog. Stand him on whoa, step away from him to the side (about 6-8 feet) If he breaks the whoa command put him back.  After he starts standing steady on whoa, take out your gun and just play with it, as if you were loading etc, implement other distractions.  Make the distraction time short to start with. Walk back to him, unsnap the lead, toot the whistle, and send him on. This exercise will get him ready for later when you want to mount your horse, before you break him away, or if you have to load your gun during bird work on course.  As an Amateur Handler you may not always have a scout that can hold your dog for you, and if you plan on Master Hunter he has to stand and heel without physical control from you

Backing / Honor using a sillouette

From fifteen months on you can also start to introduce Backing/Honor.  If he is starting to show somewhat broke during the flushing exercises, he is ready for this next step. Many dogs have inherited natural backing ability. If at a young age your dog has shown you that he has natural backing ability, you are ahead of the game. You can use the same procedure for the natural backer, but do it sparingly, only 2 to 3 times a month.  Too much backing is not good for the dog. They will become bored and may even start to blink the backing situations. 

Setting up the backing situation is important. You will want to use multiple release boxes if possible. We always used three string release jump boxes. You can also use the electronic boxes.  Set your jump boxes out in front of where you will place your dog silhouette. Set them about 6-8 ft apart. Have at least 25 foot of string on each box. Place your dog silhouette around a corner and upwind from the direction you will be working your dog. Once the silhouette is in place, place the strings of your jump boxes back behind the silhouette in the direction you will be coming with your dog.

Bring him into the backing situation on check cord so you have control. You want him to come up on the silhouette as if he was encountering another dog on pointing on course.  When your dog encounters the situation he will see the dog and smell the birds at the same time.

Bring the dog around to the backing situation on a check cord.  Be sure not to whoa him into the back, let him make that decision on his own. 

When he stops and points the dog silhouette, pull the string on the first box. If he jumps, command him to whoa – style him up and then pull the second string.  Repeat style him up then pull the string on the third bird.  Praise him then take him by the collar, and heel him away from the situation. Be sure to lead him out of the area and do not let him see that the silhouette is still standing. (if you can lay the silhouette down).  Do this on a limited bases too much is worse than too little.   

Conditioning

Don’t forget to keep your dog fit and in good running condition. As he moves into Derby and then to Gun Dog he has to run for longer periods of time. Exercise him at least three to four times a week by running him, roading, or if you live in town take him for brisk walks when you can’t get to the training grounds.  You can also add weights to a harness that will make the workouts more productive.  My son-in-law, Peter, had some small pouches made that he attached to just a regular dog harness then inserted some metal weights.  The addition of weight makes the dog work harder and achieves more intense conditioning. Use your imagination or look for some products already available. The important part is to get enough exercise to build mussel and lung capacity so that he can run competitively in the half - hour stakes.

You are almost ready to start your Gun Dog training. Next time the big move up to become a finished Gun Dog.

Happy Hunting , Jeannie Wagner
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