Baron gets an X

Yesterday, May 13th, found Baron and I up at Hartman Creek State Park in Waupaca, WI (near Stevens Point).  IMHO, Hartman has the best Tracking fields I’ve ever encountered, nice grasses, rolling land, great footing (except the badger holes and some flat rocks) nice woods (but also some Pine forests), pristine lands, and great scenery (a few lakes and large, loudly trumpeting Sandhill Cranes flying gracefully overhead).  Baron got his TD up at Hartman and prior to that we did an A Match there and two years ago we attended our first Tracking Intro workshop there.

The Tracking Club of Wisconsin finally was able to conduct its first TD/TDX test at Hartman.  (I know of only two other local clubs that use Hartman for Tracking and both are not yet qualified for TDX tests.)  So when the entries opened, of course, I sheepishly sent in my entry but personally kind of hoping we wouldn’t get a draw.  

Last year Baron and I entered our first TDX test in early March and combined with dry cover, no dew, and a stiff wind, he floundered at the start and we never really got going and failed.  Later in the spring, we got into another TDX test at another nice test area and had a great start and first turn and got through the first obstacle and then he perfectly nailed a deer trail and failed.  I’ll admit, we only did Tracking training in our 2 acre back forty homemade Tracking field last summer and did some during last fall but nothing real formal such as going to strange fields, etc.  This year Baron’s handler had excuses like its too cold, or too muddy, or too windy to do much Tracking training and we also have been playing a lot in the Conformation ring. Many times this year while training on a well aged track (3 hours plus) I’ve had to really help Baron along as he was having problems with the aged scent.  So I can’t really say we were totally ready for another TDX try but then again when Baron is on, he flies down the track, nailing those turns like on a rail and just blasts through any obstacle that gets in his way.  And, this was at Hartman, which has been magical for us.
So a week and half ago, I get the call from Judy the test secretary that we were drawn second for the Hartman test.  Needless to say, Baron and I really stepped up our training.  (Baron is the type that can track multiple times per day let alone every day in a week.)  So I alternated between practicing blind starts (with acute angle approaches), simple TD tracks with multiple articles (all with food), and TD length tracks aged for TDX and again multiple articles.  He’s always enthusiastic to go Tracking.  So we drove up late Saturday and stayed in the local motel.  That morning as we went for his early potty walk we see across the road behind the motel are four super-sized wild turkeys.  Of course he wanted to go chase them.  (Please Baron, don’t start getting distracted now.)

We pack up and drive over to the park for the 8 a.m. drawing.  We drew the second track (YES).  The weather had been cold the night before (40 deg F) with clear skies in the early morning, wet dewy ground, and forecast for clouding up with possible rain for early afternoon and medium to light winds.  Perfect tracking weather for the black dog. We will run our track no earlier than 10 a.m.  So time for coffee and chatting and being nervous and pacing about and listening to classical music in the car while reading the regulations.  Baron is like, Get me out of this crate and let’s Get It On!
About 9:15 I let him out for his final potty break and sprayed him and myself with our homemade essential oil based bug spray (ticks are said to be out there).  Then back into the crate and more chilling until about 10 to 10 and I begin our typical prep routine: while he’s in the crate, in front of him, I put on my saddlebags, put on my fingertip-less sailing gloves, get out his harness, and unravel the long line.  Then out of the crate he bounds, put on his harness (Stand still will you), and attach the line to his collar and off we go.  After about a ¼ mile hike down the road and a tree-lined bike path (seemed like 4 miles), we meet up with the judges and tracklayer.  Judges were Mary Thompson from Maine and Jerry Lewis from Iowa.  Just beyond the tree line are a short grassed field and the Start Flag.  After a brief rest and watering from our trek, we’re asked if we have any questions. No. There’s your Start Flag, good luck.  
As Baron dragged me to the Start Flag, I could see a track in the grass that went left and right.  The track paralleled the bike trail and we approached it from about a 70 degree angle.  I downed him at the flag, clipped the line to his harness, offered the Start article to him (a sock), he spit it out, and I placed it into my right saddlebag (it alone goes into that bag along with the water bottle while all other articles go into the left bag).  I looked back at the judges, asked them if they were ready, took a breath, and gave him his OK Track command.  Up and off he blasts to the right (OK the track goes that way).  The line runs fast through my hand and once the 20 foot marker flies past, I hold on and off we go.  He motors along with me walking at a fast pace behind.  He nails an open turn to the left and I cut the corner to keep up with him.  We’re now moving it out in the short grass in a fairly open field, some small bushes to either side and a couple of grassed over dirt mounds.  He stops at one to pee (Don’t get distracted now.) but does his business and quickly gets back to work.  Apparently on this leg we crossed over the first set of cross tracks but there’s no hesitation from him.
He’s now starting to really power up and nails a picture perfect turn to the right.  I cut the corner again to keep up.  Baron’s tracking style in this type of cover is like a swimmer in reverse; he’ll motor along with his head held level and somewhat low and then every third step or so will dip his head way down to catch a breath of scent and then back up. We cross over a grassed road and then I guess the other set of cross tracks and again no hesitation.  The track starts up a very gently sloped hill and he stops with his nose down and butt up (not the Down at the Article we trained for but an indication nonetheless) and he finds a handkerchief.  Good boy, now give me a second to put this away, OK, Find me Another.  Like a sailboat line or fishing line reeling out real fast, the line wizzes through my fingers and at the 20 foot mark I clamp on and off we go.  So far the footing has been excellent and I’ve had no trouble.  I’ve been moving in more of a medium canter rather than a full gallop (like a slow jog).  We get to a bush and he stops and pops his head up to check it out, I slam on the brakes and keep the line up as he then circles and takes off to the left.  Left turn here.  So far so good.  We motor along and up ahead to the left are some trees, etc.  In the shade off to the left (obviously we had been heading south), there’s a few exposed badger/gopher/woodchuck holes and he goes over to investigate.  I hold still and tell him, That’s not your track.  Find your track.  Get back to work.  
Luckily he obeys and gets back to work and we’re Tracking and Truckin’ again.  Now it’s right turn time and the land starts to slope up again.  Suddenly he stops and the nose is down and butt is up and I go to him and he’s found another sock.  By now both of us are breathing pretty heavily and I tell him to Sit and give him and myself a drink of water.  I offer the Start Article to him but he’ll have nothing of it.  So I put it away and tell him OK Track.

Off we go and now the land changes quickly from the short grass stuff to a burnt area with tufts of new growth.  We both get into this stuff and I’m not quite sure if he popped his head up or that I jerked the line but he stops and starts wandering about grazing on the tufts.  Oh No I think, now you’re going to get another scent into your mouth and we’re doomed.  Also at this point I start to think (Warning Will Robinson, the handler is thinking!!??) that maybe there’s a turn here.  I implore him to Find your track.  He moseys to the left but there’s no track there, and then to the right and same indication, no track there.  Up ahead at the top of this slight rise is a forest.  OK, I think, we had been going straight so the track must go that way.  (Insert, Trust your Dog here.)  I get him back to me by opening the Velcro closure on the right saddlebag; when he hears the rrripp of the Velcro, he knows that means the water bottle is coming out.  A quick squirt and OK Track command and he moves straight ahead and up into the woods.  We kind of meander through the trees and the leaves on the ground along with some dead wood and he stops and checks left and gets the line tangled around a couple of small tree trunks.  I use the moment to catch my breath and go to him and untangle the line.  

I tell him to Find your track and he restarts and continues straight ahead, not dipping his head like before but more of a constant level to the ground and still pulling with authority.  I think I saw the judges at the edge of the forest when I untangled him and they haven’t yet broken out the whistle, so I follow my dog. Suddenly we break out of the forest and for a brief moment I thought I could see a section of track.  Now we’re going down a gently sloping burnt field with the new growth tufts spotted sparsely around .  He’s still pulling and I’m passing critter holes and some flat rocks but the ground is dry and he’s Tracking and Truckin’ along so I open up the throttle and know that this may be the last leg.  Since I’m going downhill I start hopping like you’d do as a kid running down a hill or a sand dune.  I see in front of us a white blotch and I’m thinking, there’s the final article.  Wrong, only some very bleached dead wood.  

We continue along and all of a sudden, Baron veers to the right and jams his entire head down into a badger hole.  Baron Now is NOT the time to go to ground.
I slam on the brakes and hold the line very taut.  I’m careful to not pull it.  Under my breath, I tell him, Leave It, Get back to Work.  In my mind I’m thinking, this is it, he’ll be totally distracted and pooped and we’ll fail.  But just as quickly as he veered off course, he extracts his head and takes off again through the burnt field.  We then just get into a regular grassed area and he suddenly stops and Downs.  He’s found a leather glove.  I get to him, reach down, pet him and tell him he’s a good boy, grab the glove and stand back up, take a breath and pause.  The gallery (consisting only of the two judges, the tracklayer and Lois who I hadn’t seen join the group with her camera) give a shout as I raise the glove over my head.  My boy has just run a TDX.  What a feeling.  Everyone gathers together for congratulations and commendations on that exhibition by the Tracking Machine.
Final tally:  885 yards in 10 minutes
After Baron gets some needed watering, we all slowly walk out of the field.  Comments made were that he was on a rail and on a mission and there was no mistake he was on today.  They saw no indication at both cross tracks.  The forest and that final burnt field were the obstacles.  They were worried with the dry ground that the burnt field and its dark ashes would throw the dog off but they said they saw no difference in his tracking through that.  They were very thankful for the couple of bobbles he made which enabled them to catch their breaths also!!!  As we walked out Judge Mary and Camera woman/CT handler/author/trainer Lois both state that I’ll need to slow him down before we can try any VST.  Judge Jerry disagrees and says to enter a test next weekend!!!  I tell them that actually we’ve been doing some VST type training all along with his TDX training (like doing Open and Utility training at the same time).  And when he’s on close surfaces his nose is much deeper and he is a little slower. We get back to that bike trail and the judges find a bench to sit and rest; they have time since the next track can’t start for another 20 minutes.  Baron and the tracklayer and I leave them and get warm congratulations back at the field house.  Later it did start to rain and after pictures Baron and I floated back home.  
So now the young boy (4 years old) is:

CH Images N Sumerwynd Kaiser, CD, RN, TDX, CGC, HIC, AOM

Check out the typical pik with the judges on the Photo Gallery page of this website and some action shots down in the Tracking section on the Venues page.
Next week I get to give back to the community by being a Tracklayer at Pecatonica’s TDX test at Rock Cut.

Baron and I got his TDX.  How sweet it is !
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