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A n important reflection in recognizing what some may accept 
as excelling with a dog, whether field trials, hunting tests, 

agility, rally, specialties, etc., is not what the title states (we 
simply need to read the requirements to see what has been 
accomplished), but how our canine partner has allowed us to 
better ourselves in service to others and in the growth of our own 
lives.  Questions to ask are how the partnership with our beloved 
dogs made us better people, what have they taught us about 
ourselves, and how can we communicate these lessons so that 
others may benefit from our experiences? 
 A master hunter is a goal that entails a long journey, and as 
with most journeys, they never end. Achieving our goal is 
important, but more important are the gifts we receive from those 
who accompany us. These gifts are priceless, well…let’s be 
honest, there are no ‘priceless’ gifts when it involves our canine 
athletes! 
 To that end, following are ten lessons that come to mind from 
my journey with Setanta Tahosa Kayleigh to master hunter. 
They have been gifted to me by others who are much more 
experienced and those that I have learned myself (often not 
painlessly). As I continue with my next master hunter and as I 
bring this master hunter to the line in her next field trial, these 
lessons are worth my continued reflection. I hope you also find 
them useful! 

 You can’t be an effective batter in baseball or score a 
touchdown in football without knowing the rules of the game.  
Thoroughly learn the “rules” and “standards,” whether you are 
involved in a hunting test or field trial. Even if you are going to 
focus only on hunting tests, attend the AKC judges’ training 
seminars for hunting tests and field trials at your first 
opportunity. AKC field representatives have been and continue 
to be of immeasurable help with my dogs.  I find I can either call 
or email them with any question—I get good answers and 
suggestions, they are not judgmental, and keep the discussion 
between us. That includes those inevitable times when “what I 
am seeing is not what a judge is seeing!” 

 Keep your mouth closed and your ears open…others will 
show you the way if you’re not too busy trying to impress them.  
I have been amazed at the number of incredibly talented 
professionals and amateurs who successfully handle their dogs 
each brace.  Watch what they do closely; study their techniques 
and see if they work for you. I find many of the professional 
trainers are more than willing to offer suggestions and give you 
guidance along the way.  Generally, these folks are about doing it 

right and are eager to help anyone 
improve the performance of their dog.  
Study other handlers and their dogs 
every chance you get. Walk the 
braces, evaluate the dogs, and 
compare your conclusions with the 
judges’. Remember that no two 
people see the same thing and, if they 
could, there is very little likelihood 
that they would agree on what they 
did see. 

 It takes as long as it takes.  This is 
one of the famous quotes you always 
hear, especially from very talented 
professionals such as Rick and Ronny 
Smith. What I am going to suggest, 
though, is that it does not really apply 

to the dog, it applies to the trainer. Be patient with yourself and 
take your time. In reality, the dogs are ‘naturals’ at what we are 
asking them to do but we are not! This is especially true in my 
case. 

 Create a training team for yourself.  Partnerships you form in 
the sport are key to success, and help to make the journey faster 
as well as happier. First, professional trainers make good team 
members (Ben Garcia of Hideaway Kennels in Kayleigh’s case).   
I do not think it is particularly hard to train a dog to the master 
level or compete successfully in an adult field trial stake—the 
challenge is learning to be a competent trainer and handler.  
Working with a professional to train me, as I train my dogs, has 
been essential. Second, a training partner more than doubles your 
effectiveness. Many times you cannot create a good training 
opportunity with only one person, whether shooting birds over a 
dog or watching a dog closely while getting a bird in the air.  
Having a good training partner is necessary. Finally, seek 
opportunities to handle dogs that are not yours, whether in a 
hunting test or field trial. I am not bashful about letting a pro 
know that I am more than willing to run a few of his dogs in an 
amateur stake. Many times the pro remains at an event after the 
open stakes, and welcomes the opportunity for you to get another 
placement on one of his dogs for a client. I handle better and 
learn more when I am not as emotionally invested in the dog.  
Further, after handling other dogs, I can evaluate the strengths 
and weaknesses in my own dogs much more clearly. 

 Less is not only more, it is MUCH more. I spent far more 
time “undoing” my training mistakes than I did in getting 
something done well. As I progressed, the less I said, the more 
the dog listened when I spoke.  Now, if I am not sure whether to 
say something or what to say, I say nothing. Talking too much 
confuses the dog, it eventually ignores you, and highlights to the 
judges that you lack confidence in your dog. It seems like 
common sense, but is oh so hard to do in reality, especially 
during the pressure of a hunting test or field trial. In the same 
light, some days it just goes wrong. There have been those days 
that I wished I could have just put myself back in the crate rather 
than have tried to train the dog. Having said that, when I have 
been able to keep myself calm and collected after a poor training 
event, I can make “lemonade out of lemons” and found a useful 
solution. I notice the most successful professional trialers seem to 
handle their dogs the least, and when they do, it is quick, 
measured, and calm. If you ever get the opportunity at a field 
trial, ride an open and amateur stake the same weekend and note 
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the difference between some handlers. It is not unusual in an 
amateur stake to see an outstanding dog not place nor pass a 
hunting test due to handler error.  Many times an unsuccessful 
run traces back to something the handler failed to do or did 
wrong rather than a mistake by the dog. 

 Just as we are what we eat, dogs are what you practice.  
Consistency and repetition are pre-eminent.  This was the hardest 
part of the master hunter trail for me. Finding the time and 
resources to train on a consistent basis is not an easy thing to do.  
If you are thinking about training to the master level, I 
recommend you reflect on whether it is realistically attainable 
given your resources.  I have field championship points on both 
my Gordons, however the jury is out on whether they will ever 
be titled field champions.  While they are both capable of being a 
champion, the time, money, and travel simply may preclude ever 
getting to that point. As for Master Hunter, I believe this AKC 
title demands the highest level of field performance to an all 
breed standard and supports efforts to affirm the reputation of the 
Gordon Setter as a premier field performance canine athlete. 

 You canno t  wish 
obedience, you must demand 
it. “Whoa” is “Whoa” and 
“Here” is “Here.” Your dog 
must do these two things, 
every time in every 
circumstance. This is non-
negotiable. The canine is a 
den animal and there can 
only be one “leader of the 
pack.” From my perspective 
the key ingredient in a 
successful master dog is that 
the dog retains his position 
in the pack, and can be 
“whoa’d” in any situation. 
As you encounter the lack of 
any commands at the master 
hunter level, having a strong 
“whoa” allows you to get 
this training in place in the 
junior and senior hunting tests.  From a field trial perspective, it 
saves you a lot of money whether it is a back, stop to flush, or a 
safety issue. Finally, if you have a solid “whoa” and “here” on 
your dog, the other pieces such as the dog going with you on a 
direction change seem to naturally follow. 

 While yard training teaches specific skills to dogs that are 
mandatory for success, I suggest it significantly assists you in 
understanding how “biddable” your dog is going to be. Every 
dog is an individual and will require different approaches in 
training. I watch closely how different dogs will respond in 
different ways, and modify my approach accordingly. The dogs 
are going to end up at the same destination. Some will walk 
while others run and they will do it in their way and not yours. 
You will benefit from an individually tailored approach for each 
dog based upon its personality or “biddability.” 

 Variety is the spice of life.  Be consistent in your training, yet 
vary your training scenarios and setups every single time.  I am 
amazed, especially when working with a partner, how a dog will 
recognize a training setup situation the second time around and 
“give” the correct behavior based upon the location or setup, not 

because of the actual training objectives. Given that dogs do 
learn to recognize the setup, practicing hunting tests and field 
trials is very important. It is difficult to do logistically, but 
necessary. To that end, even if you are focusing primarily on a 
master hunter title, enter field trials anyway. The “real deal” is 
the best training environment. Further, you can handle your dog 
more aggressively in a field trial (verbal cautions for example) 
and work on master hunter requirements such as an honor which 
cannot be “handled” during the hunting test. In Kayleigh’s four 
years, I am pleased to have a Master Hunter title, but also have 
enjoyed her ten adult field trial placements including her most 
recent 3 point major win in Texas. OK … I’ll admit it … it 
brings a smile to my face to take a first over a finished field 
champion pointer or shorthaired pointer with a Gordon Setter! 

 Keep your perspective and be an ambassador for 
sportsmanship. This is a sport and these are canine athletes. At 
any given time they will do anything, whether they are a national 
field champion or master hunter.  I have seen finished dogs steal 
a point, fail to honor, and “go with a bird.”  This unpredictability 

makes the sport fun and 
highlights that any dog on 
any day can win a field trial 
or pass a hunting test. Next, 
it is natural to be 
competitive, but I find when 
an event starts to cause me 
anxiety and frustration, I 
have let the competitive 
focus take control and need a 
“keep it in perspective” kick 
in the butt. There are certain 
behaviors that help me keep 
a proper perspective. First, I 
make it a point after a 
hunting test or field trial to 
thank my brace mates for 
running with me and, 
second, I seek out those who 
have qualified or placed in a 
field trial and offer them my 
congratulations. I find their 

happiness and enthusiasm after a good day helps me keep my 
focus on the true nature of the sport.  Finally, volunteer for event 
committees and help at every opportunity. As I get to know other 
owners and watch their dog’s progress over time, I develop an 
attachment to the dog and enjoy its success while not having to 
feed it or pick up poop even once!  Talk about a “win-win”! 
 In the end, my dogs always seem to enjoy every field event.  
They go wild at home every time the truck motor starts, hoping 
to get in the field again and, if they could speak, would clearly 
say they qualified in every hunting test and won every field trial.    
What more could you ask for? 
 Mark is a member of the High Plains Area Committee of the GSCA, 
the Colorado Pointer Club, and has served on the committees for the 
AKC Gun Dog Championship, American Pointer Championships, as 
well as the English Setter National Field Championships. He won his 
first amateur gun dog stake in 1972 at Ft Benning Georgia with an 
English Pointer and has judged over thirty field trials in the past several 
years since returning to the field.  When not running his dogs, he is a 
free lance photographer and professional watercolor artist who 
maintains his studio in Littleton, Colorado. 

“Create a training team for yourself.  Partnerships 
you form in the sport are key to success, and help 
to make the journey faster as well as happier. 
Many times you cannot create a good training 
opportunity with only one person, whether 
shooting birds over a dog or watching a dog 
closely while getting a bird in the air.”  

  


