Hightails

By Jeannie Wagner

Field Trial Gallery Etiquette

Some rules of thumb to make trials enjoyable for all

Have you ever fallen victim to the gallery while handling your dog at a field trial? There you are, trying to mount your horse after breaking away your dog and the gallery rides past you, making your horse jumpy and impossible to mount – unless you’re into trick riding.  In the meantime, your dog is off running the course without you, doing who knows what.

Or better yet, your young gun dog is standing on point down the line and twenty thundering hooves bear down on him. Shattering his confidence and possibly sending the birds into the air before you can get near enough to handle him.

We are all guilty of getting caught up in the excitement of watching the braces of dogs work. No one ever intentionally means to cause problems. But when riding in a gallery we must all remember that we are only there as spectators. We must be considerate and remember how we would feel as a handler with a dog under judgment. Don’t do anything that would be distraction to the dog, the handler or the judges.

Some Guidelines

Having been not only an exhibitor, but also a judge and a marshal, I formulated the following guidelines. Some of these guidelines were adapted are now part of the AKC Field Trial Rules and Standard Procedure for Field Trials. (Adapted from my original article published in Oct 1991 Gazette)

Make sure to appoint your scout before breaking away your dog. 

The scout is the only one in the gallery allowed to leave to look for your dog. He is to ride in front of the gallery right behind the marshal and is allowed to go with you and the judge if you become separated from your bracemate. Since many of the clubs are undermanned, it is a good idea to appoint a scout even if your dog doesn’t need one. That way you’ll have someone to hold your horse or pony your horse if necessary.  The scout is also allowed to hold your dog gently by the collar while you mount after bird work. 

Galleries must not move in front of the judges or the handler

The galleries should always remain behind the marshal. Do not ride past a handler when he is mounting his horse after casting off or after doing bird work. Wait quietly behind until he has resumed control of his mount and his dog.

Horses are herd animals and they do not like being left behind. Many, especially rental horses, will become unmanageable when they see the rest of the horses leaving.

The gallery must not fan out across the field or straggle too far behind.  Be sure to remain in a group and be courteous to the other members of the gallery. 

Only the appointed scout and marshal may proceed with the handler and judge when dogs and handlers become spit up on the courses. Other members of the gallery should remain behind unless the judges give them permission to move on

This is specially critical on tight courses where a dog and handler may become separated from the bracemate and end up having to com up from behind to catch up to the dog’s brace mate. They should not have to weave through a maze of people and horse to reach the front of the pack.    

If the dogs in a brace become separated, only the appointed scout many move forward with the judge and handler.  (In the case of a National, the scribe, and judges marshal may also move up)  The judge can give permission to an owner to move forward with the dog in the case where there is a professional handling the dog, but unless that permission is given you must remain behind.

If dog and/or handler are trying to come up through a mounted gallery, move aside to let them through. Do not volunteer information unless it is requested.  Don’t ever shout from the gallery that a dog is running behind or is under a bird. It’s the judge’s job to know where the dog is and what he is doing. You can however, mention to other gallery members that the dog is coming through so that they can move aside.

Please do not distract the judges by trying to talk to them.  The rules clearly state that the marshal is in control of the gallery at all times and is to keep the gallery from talking to the judges it only take a split second to miss an opportunity to evaluate a dog’s working performance.

When scouting, you cannot leave the gallery unless the handler sends you.

Keep your eye on the dog at all times so that you will know where to go and look if it is necessary to scout the dog. AKC rules specify that the scout can only locate the dog – he is not permitted to handle the dog in any way. Nor is any other member of the gallery. 

After scouting, when you are coming back into the gallery, remember to slow down and to call “ horse coming up.” Many people in the gallery are novice riders using rental horses. A horse racing through the gallery is dangerous.  It may cause another horse to spook, bolt or buck, which could lead to a serious accident.

Lend a hand. Often clubs are short on help and the marshal must also serve as a bird planter, making him unavailable to pick up the handlers horses. If you see someone new or a novice who does not know anyone, offer to scout or hold his horse for him. The favor may one day come full circle when you need help.

When a dog is called on point, don’t try to beat the handler and the judge to the dog. Ride quietly towards the dog and watch from a reasonable distance. You do not want to interfere with the dog’s birdwork by putting undo pressure on him, the birds, or his handler.  

The birds can feel the vibration of the horses moving towards them.  They will become jumpy and possibly flush wild before a handler can get in position to handle his dog and cleanly flush the birds. This is especially true in National trials that are run on wild birds or simulated wild birds.  By nature wild birds will run or flush quickly when they feel pressure from the dog, handler or the gallery. They are not going to wait around for the judge and the gallery to arrive.

Remember that your horse is only a means of conveyance. No one including the handler or the judge is supposed to be running or galloping the horse to catch up to the dog. A trot or running walk is usually sufficient and allowable. 

Do not run your horse. This is especially important when the brace is over and you are returning to the starting point or back to the barn. One of the first rules of horsemanship safety is never to run your horse back to the barn.  This is a very dangerous practice, as a tired horse will often try to bolt and you may lose control of him. One horse running towards the barn may cause all the others so do the same. Remember, there are novice riders who will not know how to handle their horses in this situation. It is detrimental to the horse to return to the barn heated up.  A walk will help cool him down. 

Fun for all

Good horsemanship, good sportsmanship, safe practices and good manners will make riding in the field trial gallery enjoyable for everyone.

Happy Hunting,

Jeannie Wagner

