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dogs

After spending the time on the
discrimination stages, we have a dog
that can tell scents apart — be it
human or otherwise — and indicate
on that scent. What we now aim to do
is to use that discrimination ability,
indication and the dog’s natural
hunting ability to follow the correct
person. As with the discrimination
stages, this is broken down into a
number of training stages, building
the skill set and knowledge of both
dog and handler in a controlled
manner, and still maintaining the
principle of errorless learning.
So, how do we start? You’ll not be

surprised if I say ‘simply’! Starting
trailing is essentially teaching the dog
a new game, and we want to ensure
we get it correct.

So, we take one dogsbody and get
them to walk in a straight line into the
wind. This will lay a short trail in a nice
straight line, with the trail known to the
handler. We now take the dog and
handler fifteen metres to the side of
the trail, so they will be approaching
at right angles.
Dogs are taught to hunt for scent

with the line on their collar, and the
handler will work the dog toward the
trail, the dog will begin to pick up the
scent, and indicate its presence. As
we’re now moving from finding the
scent to following the trail, the handler
will clip the line on to the dog’s
working harness, and the dog will turn
90 degrees onto the trail (remember
we approached it from the side) and
the handler will allow the dog to work
the trail, and get the reward when it
gets to the dogsbody! Woof!
It’s important to remember that this

is a new game for the dog (and
handler), so it will take a number of
repetitions to become competent at
each stage before moving to the next.
From reading the above, you’ll be
aware that the setup of each exercise
is important and must be thought
through (errorless learning) to be
successful.
With time and repetition, the dog will

soon become confident in the new
‘game’ of finding people. Essentially,

we’ve joined the game of finding scent
from the early stages, and bolted on a
new part — following the scent to the
person.
As confidence builds, we progress

through a number of stages, varying
and extending the basics of this
exercise.
Essentially, by varying the angle of

the wind in relation to the trail layer, we
can ensure that the dog is exposed to
the trail of scent before it would
encounter the ‘track’, which is the
footprints and crushed vegetation
where the person has walked. By
following the trail, this confirms to us
that the dog is using scent to follow
the person and not the track.
Varying the wind direction in relation

to the trail layer also alters the scent
pattern of the trail layer, and we can
use this in specific exercises to start to
build the dog’s ability to decide the
direction of travel of the person. This
may take time, but the aim is to build
the dog’s confidence to make the
decision independently of the handler.
In these exercises, it is important to
allow time for the dog to ascertain
correct direction of scent. From the
earlier article, you may remember that
it takes two to three seconds each
sniff of scent to assimilate a picture,
which may take twenty sniffs, so a dog
taking sixty seconds to make a

decision is not uncommon at this
stage in its training.
So, after moving through a number

of stages in this area, where are we
now? We have a dog that can
discriminate, find a scent trail, and
follow it over a short distance to the
trail layer. Basically, looking at it from a
skill set perspective, we’ve added
some complexity and thinking to the
game for the dog and handler, which
keeps the interest and drive moving in
what the dog sees as a big enjoyable
game — remember this must be fun!
In the next article we will look at

progressing the skills and experience
in following trails as the dog team
starts to build and expand their trailing
experience and skill set. We will
introduce trailing in urban, rural and
‘wild and remote places’, all with the
aim of having a trailing dog team
ready for assessment!
Please note that this article just

touches on the training exercises at a
high level. There are many pitfalls that
can be easily introduced in these
exercises. Hence, they are always
taught by an experienced trailing dog
handler to ensure the desired training
objective is achieved and that both
dog and handler are competent at
each stage before progressing on to
the next. �

SNIFF, SNIFF..
STARTING TO
TRAIL
CONTINUED...
IAIN NICHOLSON
In the last article, in April, we looked at
the early stages of training a trailing
dog, essentially teaching the dog to
discriminate. So, what next? NEW

TRAILBLAZERS!
With the interest in trailing growing, it’s always good

to see some new recruits from organisations that are
starting to take the discipline on.
SARDA England formally accepted Trailing as a

discipline at their AGM earlier this year, and it’s good
to see the first dog starting its training — meet Derek
and Elsa (a cocker spaniel) from UWFRA.
And, in the Lake District, we have a familiar face with

a new dog! Kaz Frith has taken on Angus, a lively
collie cross labrador from TomMiddlemas, to train as
a trailing dog. Many of you will know of Kaz’s exploits
with her open area dog Dottie. This is the second
trainee trailing dog in the Lakes, with Kaz’s partner
Daryl currently training Dram.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP
LEFT: CHRYSTINE
JUDGE AND BUTE;
MICK GUY WITH IAN
AND KEPPIE; MIKE
BLAKEY AND MOSS.

MAIN PIC AND INSET:
DARYL GARFIELD PUTS
DRAM THROUGH HIS
PACES. ABOVE: KAZ
FRITH WITH ANGUS
AND DOTTIE. RIGHT:
DEREK HAMMOND
AND ELSA.
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SEARCH AND
RESCUE DOGS
by Bob Sharp and
Bill Jennison
‘The most significant SARDA book
ever published in the UK. For anyone
considering training up a search and
rescue dog anywhere in the world, this
book is a ‘must read.’ It is brilliantly put
together, entertaining and yet very
informative. Even for those just
interested in dogs, it contains a lot of
knowledge and they will gain a unique
insight into doggy psychology from this
book.’ Sky Dog.

Just one of many positive reviews since the book
was published in September, some even from
humans...
Priced at £25 and boasting 234 full colour pages,

it’s available now from our online shop —
www.mountain.rescue.org.uk. Buy it there and you’ll
be supporting mountain rescue at the same time.

Three new search dog teams have joined the call-out list in the Lakes this year. In
early January, Christyne Judge of Coniston MRT and her tricolour collie bitch Bute
passed their final assessment in wild conditions on the training weekend in Langdale.
The winds were gale force with heavy rain showers making hard going for the team
tasked with searching an area from Mickleden valley bottom to below Great Slab on
Bowfell. The team worked for three hours and successfully found the body hidden on
the hillside. They were presented with the legendary green dog tag in the Old
Dungeon Gyhll. Bute is Christyne’s second search dog, her first collie Skye retired a
few years ago.
Ian Higginbotham, a member of Kendal MRT, and his young German Shepherd

bitch Keppie were the second team to make the grade, passing a gruelling four-
hour assessment in Brown Cove, below Catstycam on Helvellyn, on a cold, windy
day in March. Keppie is the second German Shepherd Ian has trained as a search
dog, the first being a much loved giant called Vinney. As well as being a dog handler,
Ian is also equipment officer for the association.
Our latest recruit is Mike Blakey and his tricolour collie bitch Moss, who passed

their long mountain day assessment in Combe Ghyll in Borrowdale on a hot day with
little wind in April. Following this, the team just had to pass one final area and a night
search on the training course in the Howgills in April to achieve full graded team
status. Mike and Moss received the green tag at about 11pm, following the
successful night search. Although there were few there to congratulate him, it was
drinks all round following training the next day!
Moss is the second search dog Mike has trained, the first being a red collie called

Comet. Mike is a deputy team leader of Patterdale MRT and is now training officer
for the Lake District Mountain Rescue Search Dogs.

ELLY WHITEFORD


