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Big-Running Dogs That Are Under Control 

There clearly are differences of opinion among spaniel enthusiasts regarding the     
subjects of pace, style and control.  Some people prefer big-running dogs that are fast 
and flashy and cover a lot of ground in a hurry.  Other control-oriented handlers want 
slower, closer-working dogs that are extremely responsive to every command.   

First, I’d like to point out that running style and control are two separate issues.  I’ve 
heard the comments of some people who assume that fast, big-running dogs are out of 
control.  That simply isn’t the case.  Pace and bigness of pattern are easy to visually 
evaluate.  But control really just comes down to one question: “Does the dog quickly 
and correctly respond to whistle and verbal commands?”  Spaniels possess many   
different combinations of pace and control.  Just as there are flashy, big-running dogs 
that are under control, there are also slow, close-running dogs that aren’t in control.  
Quite simply, a dog that isn’t under control is out doing its own thing and not             
responding to the handler and working as a team. 

I personally have disagreements with both of the speed freaks and the control freaks 
when their style preferences are overemphasized to the point that they lose sight of the 
purpose of a hunting spaniel. 

The Regulations for AKC Hunting Tests for Spaniels states that the purpose of a    
flushing spaniel “is to hunt, find game, flush and retrieve birds in a pleasing and       
efficient manner.” 

The publication The Conduct and Judging of Spaniel Field Trials states that: “The    
purpose of a spaniel field trial is to demonstrate the performance of a properly trained 
spaniel in the field.  The performance should not differ from that in any ordinary day’s 
shooting, except that in the trials a dog should do his work in a more nearly perfect 
way.” 

Dogs that are fast and flashy and cover ground very quickly certainly are efficient at 
finding game if they cover the ground in a pattern that makes good use of the          
prevailing wind, and assuming that they stay within gun range and are responsive to 
commands.  Therefore, if all elements of two dogs’ performances are equal, the edge 
should go to the dog that works at a faster pace, because faster ground coverage 
makes for more efficient game production. 

A problem can arise, however, when pace and style are allowed to trump the control 
and teamwork that a properly trained spaniel is supposed to exhibit.  When fast,      
big-running dogs are rewarded with placements or qualifications even when they work 
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out of gun range or when they fail to respond to commands in a reasonable manner then I’d argue that our 
game’s standards aren’t being followed.  A dog that frequently runs beyond gun range certainly is not working 
in a pleasing and efficient manner.  Likewise, a dog that hunts on its own and fails to obey commands        
certainly is not demonstrating the performance of a properly trained spaniel. 

While some people just love fast, flashy dogs, there also are some people seem to favor control above all 
else.  They want their dogs to immediately respond to every command, and some appear to me as if they 
would like to possess a joystick to control their dog’s every move.  I would argue that an insistence on        
extreme control clearly works against the stated purpose of allowing the dog to show its innate intelligence 
and demonstrate its natural game finding abilities.  If the handler tries to direct the dog’s every move the    
element of teamwork between dog and handler is lost.  The dog is simply going where it’s guided until it hap-
pens across game.  

Sometimes handlers force their dogs to work in so closely that they prevent their dogs from being able to 
demonstrate outstanding scenting ability, even if the dog has an excellent nose.  Many of these control-
oriented handlers never let their dogs run the wind properly or reach out anywhere close to the edge of gun 
range.  Assuming the dog is working the wind correctly (such as when running downwind or straight across 
the wind) there is nothing wrong with a dog being 35 to 40 yards in front of the handler at the outermost reach 
of its pattern.  Yet many control-oriented handlers would never let their dog get that far away from them.  Most 
new handlers tend to land on this control end of the spectrum.  They are often fearful that their dog is getting 
too far away from them even if the dog is running a perfect pattern for the wind conditions.  I would advise 
these handlers to put more trust in their dogs, and urge them to let the dog contribute its half to the team   
performance.  I’ve yet to meet a handler who has a better nose than his or her dog. 

In the field trial world, there are breed differences in regard to the preference for pace versus control.  Most 
cocker handlers tend to lean more toward control and working close to the handler, while more (although   
certainly not all) springer handlers tend to favor faster-working and bigger-running dogs.  I would argue that 
the breed of a spaniel shouldn’t really matter.  The ultimate goal of hunting with a springer or cocker is the 
same.  Namely, the most effective dog is one that produces the most birds by covering a lot of ground in a 
rapid manner while using the wind correctly, staying within gun range, and quickly responding to the handler’s 
commands. 

There also is a geographical component to the preference for pace versus control. Back across the pond, 
where our breeds originated, there is a decided preference for control.  That’s not surprising given the history 
of driven hunts and smaller, private grounds.  However, the control-oriented, short-running English or Euro-
pean style of running is poorly suited for most American hunting conditions where we generally traverse large 
tracts of land in pursuit of wild and highly mobile pheasants.  I’ve seen some slow, plodding spaniels that I 
swear would never catch up to a South Dakota rooster. 

The best handlers are very good at reading their dogs.  They know when to let the dog do its own thing so 
that it can display its natural abilities, and when to provide some direction to keep the dog directed on task.  
These handlers read the body language of their dog, and they know when the dog is “birdy” or has scented 
game.  The cardinal sin in regard to reading your dog is calling it off of a bird.  Once your dog indicates that it 
smells a bird, or if it is trailing a runner, you should never call it off the bird (unless it is running in a brace and 
is going to cross onto the other dog’s course).  If a dog is quickly trailing a runner and is reaching the outer 
limit of gun range you should stop the dog, allow the handler and guns to catch up, and then release the dog 
to continue the pursuit. 

When it comes to pace and control I admit that I want it all.  I want my dogs to run big (when dictated by the 
wind) and fast while promptly responding to all of my whistle and verbal commands.  This combination of both 
pace and control is what I demand when hunting, and it’s the same standard that I hold as the ideal for hunt 
test and field trial dogs. 
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Pheasants will be used for club training  

Pheasants are $6.00  

Please Bethann know how many birds you would like for the day by  

Thursday, July 14th.  
 

80 pheasants are available, first come first serve. If you have questions or need help with        
anything let us know that as well.  The ponds will be also be available for water work. 

  

Remember to bring blaze orange, water for humans and dogs, a whistle and leash.  Rain gear, 
boots, insect repellant, and sun screen would also be a good idea. 

  

The club will provide certified guns to shoot over the dogs and anyone interested in bringing 
home dead birds for training or dinner should bring a cooler. 

  

We look forward to seeing everyone and remember to send us your bird order or ask any     
questions, 

Kim and Bethann Wiley 

651-351-0049 

bethannwiley@yahoo.com 

Club Training 

 The events will be held at  

Major Ave Hunt Club   

Glencoe, MN 

Sunday, July 17th 

Club Training - 8:00-1:00 

($5.00 plus birds) 
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At the request of several members of the Minnesota Hunting Spaniel Association, the 
Board has reviewed the subject of awarding chevrons on the club plaques for AKC Field 
Trial placements.  The concern was that a field trial placement is significantly more    
difficult to achieve than a Working Dog title and some hunt test titles and therefore 
should be a recognized accomplishment on the plaque. 

After review and discussion, the Board has decided that any dog that is currently run-
ning in AKC field trials may request chevrons for any placements in AKC field trials that 
they have earned.  The request needs to be submitted to Kathy Patregnani by July 15, 
2011.  Information submitted must include the placement earned, Open or Amateur 
stake and the year that the placement was earned. 

 

Printing on the field trial chevrons will consist of: 

3-6 digits describing the trial type  

OpenFT = Open FT 

AmatFT = Amateur FT 

NCC = Nat'l Cocker Championship 

NOC = Nat'l Open Championship 

NAC = Nat'l Amateur Championship 

1 space 

3 digits describing the placement (1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th)  

A Certificate of Merit in a National Championship is also eligible for a  
chevron. 

Please send your information by July 15, 2011 to: 

Kathy Patregnani 

7317 Vinewood Ct. 

Maple Grove, MN  55311 

 

Or email at: 

vinewoodess@hotmail.com 
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