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Dogs compete for food, pack rank, sex, and the boss’s attention. Sure, they’re social and will hunt cooperatively, as did their lupine forbearers, but, as anyone who has ever watched a brace of hard chargers disappear over the horizon knows all to well, alpha-type dogs also compete in the field.

People, of course, compete at everything. Although sanctioned hunting dog competitions – field trials - have been around for more than a century, there can be little doubt, given human nature, that hunters have pitted canine against canine since the two species teamed up 20,000 years ago.


Although some hunters turn up their noses at “field trial dogs,” you can thank the competitive spirit next time you enjoy the performance of a classy hunting dog. Check the dog’s pedigree, and you’ll almost certainly find field champions only a few generations back.


To be honest, some of the most effective meat dogs are  uninspiring, heavy-footed ground snorters.  But, given that modern hunting is as much an aesthetic experience as a meat-gathering chore, wouldn’t you prefer a dog that does the job with dash and style?

Yes, certain kinds of field trials have become highly stylized contests that bear little resemblance to hunting. The walking bird hunter has no use for a dog that makes half-mile casts, doesn’t retrieve, and won’t slow down to hunt singles.

On the other hand, field champions, when carefully bred to excellent shooting dogs, can beget supremely talented, trainable, well-adjusted dogs perfect for serious hunters who appreciate snappy work.

Furthermore, field trials vary in format and emphasis. Some are the domain of dedicated owners, handlers, and trainers with the money and time to travel and campaign their dogs. Others are geared to the hunters looking for a way to spend more time in the field with dogs and friends. 


The National Shoot-to-Retrieve Association (NSTRA), formed in 1978 by a group of dedicated bird hunters looking to expand their hunting season, annually holds some 1400 trials around the country. Championship points are awarded in all sanctioned NSTRA trials. A dog earns a championship certificate by accumulating points through trial placements.

“NSTRA probably offers the average hunter who has a dog that will point and hold birds the best opportunity to show up and compete,” says Charles Rose, a veteran pro trainer and guide based in Seymour, Texas.

NSTRA trials, which can be held on small acreages, are  perfect for local chapters and hunters who want to compete without a huge financial investment. Although dogs are judged on style, handling, and ground coverage, they must find, point, and retrieve birds in order to place. Birds are flushed and shot, just as they are in an actual hunt, so in sense, a dog and handler form a hunting team.

Most of the recognized pointing breeds are represented among NSTRA champions. The organization also maintains its own registry.

The American Kennel Club (AKC) holds both tests and field trials. Tests are non-competitive; dogs are judged against a standard. The AKC recognizes three testing levels: Junior Hunter, Senior Hunter, and Master Hunter. 
To achieve Junior Hunter certification, pointing dogs must demonstrate reasonable handling and cooperation, hunting desire, and pointing and retrieving instinct.

A Senior Hunters must remain steady to wing and shot, back (honor a brace mate’s point), and retrieve.


Master Hunters are aptly titled. “The AKC Master Hunter demonstrates some of the most thorough training you’ll see in any test or trial,” Rose says. “The dog must be steady to wing and shot and not only back, but hold that back while a brace mate retrieves. And they have to retrieve to hand. There’s nothing subjective about the judging.”


In AKC field trials, dogs compete at three levels: puppy, derby, and open. Open stakes are further divided into gun dog and all-age categories.


Puppies are judged for their potential – searching, bird interest, and cooperation. 
At the derby level, a dog must point, but not necessarily hold, to win. Here again, judges are looking for style, class, and bird interest.

At the open level, successful dogs demonstrate the highest level of style, manners, and hunting ability. Rose describes the difference between gun dog and all-age stakes: “It’s primarily the manner of going between areas likely to hold wild bird,” he says. “The all-age dog is the ultimate expression of extremes. While the gun dog should hunt his way to the next objective, the all-age dog should check a likely area, then raise his head, locate another objective, then run like hell to get there.”

In AKC trials, judges must accommodate handlers on foot as well as on horseback.


The North American Versatile Hunting Dog Association (NAVHDA) maintains a registry and sponsors non-competitive natural ability tests for pups and utility tests for finished dogs. Although NAVHDA is most closely associated with the dock-tail European or “versatile” breeds such as the German Shorthaired Pointer, Brittany, and Vizsla, the organization recognizes nearly all known pointing breeds. 

To earn a Prize I in a NAVHDA utility test a dog must be steady at the duck blind, steady to wing and shot after a point, and proficient in tracking and retrieving from land and water. Thoroughness, handling, and control trump speed and style. To pass the water test, a dog must locate and retrieve a duck that has been released into a heavily vegetated pond or small lake. How’s that for versatility?

The journal American Field, has covered the field trial scene since 1874, and presides over the most venerable and rarified competitions in the pointing dog world. These contests reflect the ultimate in range, speed, and style. Ever since 1909, when Manitoba Rap, an English Pointer, became the first of his breed to win the National Championship, pointers have completely dominated the American Field scene.


This is a world of pro trainers and handlers, and serious money. Although bird dog lovers have benefited immeasurably from this style of competition, American Field champions and their immediate progeny are likely to be too hot for the average hunter. For the most part, all-age dogs are bred and trained to be handled from horseback. Washouts can make fine, big-running shooting dogs for commercial guides who handle their charges from quail rigs. 
Critics maintain, with some justification, that emphasis on extreme range and speed has created judging criteria that awards dogs for performance that has little to do with actual hunting, and that breeds other than the English Pointer are virtually ignored, regardless of ability and performance. Proponents believe they’re producing the world’s finest pointing dogs.
Ultimately a diverse mix of tests and trials means an abundance of working traits – a benefit to bird hunters, who pursue their sport afoot, on horseback, and in vehicles, on all kinds of terrain.


Few of us can drive a race car to its full potential, but our passenger cars and trucks have benefited from technology spawned by competition. Likewise, an all-age field trial champion may be a little more dog than you need for a weekend hunt, but you’d certainly enjoy a closer working dog with the same class and intensity. 

THE END

BIRD DOG TRIAL AND TEST ORGANIZATIONS

National Shoot to Retrieve Association - www.nstra.org/
American Kennel Club - www.akc.org/
North American Versatile Hunting Dog Association - www.lonestarnavhda.org/
American Field - www.americanfield.com/
END OF SIDEBAR

