The Quest for the Rally Excellent Title

I didn’t plan to have the first RE titled Welsh Springer Spaniel.  It just sort of happened that way.  Clifford is… well, a bit distractible.  He is very interested in anything that goes “squeak,” “hiss,” or “cackle,” anything he thinks might make such a sound or run away, flap, fly, disappear down a hole, or smell good.  When Rally was first offered as a non-regular class in this area it sounded like the perfect class for Clifford.  After all, how far wrong can you get while on leash with Mom able to give reminders and “good dog!’s” during the performance?  

As it turned out, Rally was the perfect class for Clifford.  We entered twice in the non-regular version, learning more each time, and were ready when it became a titling class on January 1, 2005.  
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The first trial we entered, Clifford was also entered in Best of Breed competition.  It was the first official Rally trial in the Pacific Northwest, and the class had 99 entrants!  We competed against other untitled dogs and Obedience Trial Champions.  There were multiple dogs receiving a score of 100.  Clifford was not one of them, but his score was a respectable 96.  

Now, here’s the rest of the story.  The trial was at a large dog show, the first one of the year, a very nice indoor show with the obedience (and rally) rings distanced from the breed and agility rings in a nice quiet building.  The Judging Schedule gave us plenty of time to finish with Rally, then go to the breed ring.  That isn’t the way it worked.  The stewards were inexperienced and AKC had completely miscalculated the number of dogs that could be judged in an hour.  They said 30.  The ring was actually proceeding at less than half that.  Breed judging got closer and closer and the stewards kept promising that we would be “next”.  

Finally, we couldn’t wait any longer, so I carried Clifford the several hundred yards through the rain to the main building.  And he won Best of Breed!  A quick check of the Group schedule allowed me to carry him back to the Rally ring where we waited once again, watching dog after dog out of order, pleading our case to the stewards.  Finally, it was Group time, so back we went to the Group ring, Clifford again in my arms.  It would be nice to say that we won Group and had to repeat the dog schlepping sequence again, but alas, this time I could let Clifford run alongside me back to the Rally ring!  Yes, the Novice B class was still running, and we even had time to sit and relax a little before our run.  Leg #1 complete!  

The next day, the stewards were experienced at running agility rings and very efficient.  Breed judging was first, and we weren’t the judge’s favorite Welsh there.  It was much more relaxing.  Leg #2 complete!
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Our final Novice leg was another indoor trial in conjunction with another large all breed show.  Again, Breed competition was scheduled ahead of Rally – and Clifford won Best of Breed!  Totally unaware that this was one of the Eukanuba Cup series shows, I moved our chair and crate to the Rally ring where it was quieter and Clifford could relax.  I brought out my knitting and enjoyed the lull waiting for our Rally class to start.  Sporting group wasn’t scheduled until quite late, so I wasn’t worried.  Friend Donna found me relaxing and knitting in the quiet end of the building, and to this day talks about how cool and collected I was before our big TV debut!  Blissful ignorance is what it was, Donna.  However, it worked.  Clifford really enjoyed the Rally course and earned his third leg and the RN title!  Then we went on TV and actually enjoyed that, too.  (I wondered why we had such nice carpeting in the breed ring ….)

Now that Clifford had one performance title and seemed to be able to concentrate and enjoy working, I decided to continue and work toward the RE title.  It was scary to think of unsnapping the leash in an area that might harbor hidden squirrels!  At this time, Clifford was responding well to the clicker in agility, so I used it to mark heel position for him.  Most of the Rally exercises are based on the dog staying in heel position or moving to heel position, especially in the advanced and excellent classes.  Gradually, we worked up to split seconds off leash, then multiple seconds, then minutes – consecutive minutes!  Clifford really seemed to be enjoying the challenge!


I took the plunge off leash in June.  Our first Rally Advanced class was the same Kennel Club, same venue as our first RN trial – the nice quiet building for obedience and rally. 

Since Clifford didn’t have any obedience titles, he was eligible for the A class.  I was shaking as I unsnapped his leash and gave away that lifeline.  It wasn’t a pretty performance, but his tail kept wagging, he stayed with me well enough, and didn’t sample the treats in the offset figure 8.  Advanced leg #1 accomplished!

Our next trial was just a couple of weeks later, where we weren’t the only WSS in Rally!  Cathy Soule’s daughter, Elizabeth ran Merlyn in the Novice rally class.  WOW!  What a performance.  I’m sure glad Clifford and I weren’t competing directly with Elizabeth and Merlyn!  At the end of Clifford’s class, two dogs qualified in Advanced A – an English Springer Spaniel and CLIFFORD!  Advanced leg #2 complete.

It had to happen.  Summer in Western Washington and Oregon is just so nice, that most of the shows move outdoors in June through October.  If we were going to have a chance of completing the RE title in 2005, I had to enter every trial I could get to.  The end of June was Clifford’s debut outdoors and off leash.  Plus he was going to have an audience.  Several of the members of our PNWWSS club stayed after breed competition to watch Clifford in Rally.  Sound like a recipe for disaster?  

The ring was small, the course was twisty, the ring had ropes – no gates or barriers.  During our warm up, he found Disaster, only it didn’t look like Disaster to him.  Just seconds before our entry to the ring, Clifford found a whole chunk of liver right under his toes.  Our performance was unquestionably marginal.  We repeated two exercises, one twice, because we were not on the same wavelength.  Mine was “title-title-title,” his was “liver-liver-liver!”  To this day, I believe it was a gift that we qualified in that class.  A passing score is 70.  We received a score of 70, and embarrassingly enough – 3rd place.  Leg #3 complete and a new title!   Whew!


With my confidence shaken, but still optimistic about earning the RE title, I moved Clifford up in the next trials to the Excellent class.  I think his favorite exercise (after jumping!) is the “back up three steps.”  He gets that little spaniel heinie wiggling and shuffles back as fast as his legs can go, smiling all the way.  I was actually looking forward to our first Excellent trial.  I mean, how much worse could we do than the “liver-liver-liver” run?

The judge of our first Excellent trial had figured out how to judge on the AKC’s schedule.  All of the other Rally trials were running hopelessly behind schedule.  This time, the course was very simple.  It included the most basic of the exercises and was just enough to qualify as an Excellent course.  I was disappointed that there was no “back up three steps” exercise.  Clifford got to jump twice, so he was happy, but to me it seemed like our run was over almost before it began.  Leg #1 and Second Place!!!  (and NO liver on the ground!)  (…and NO squirrels!)

The members of the PNWWSSC support the Welsh Springer entry at the “Brush Prairie” shows in mid-July.  In 2005, there were three Rally trials scheduled with the Brush Prairie cluster.  We entered all three, plus Best of Breed – you wouldn’t believe the wonderful awards that get donated by our members!  Clifford has yet to win Best of Breed there, but hey, there might be a first time.

The first day, we didn’t have a problem with conflicts.  Breed judging was early and we didn’t win; Rally was late.  It was hot.  Clifford was GOOD.  We even got to successfully “back up three steps” and qualify for leg #2!  

The second day we still didn’t win Best of Breed, and Rally was again in the afternoon.  It was hotter.  Clifford was tired but did a nice job of staying with me and, again, “backing up three steps.”  (It’s such a fun exercise that we play games with it at home.)  
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Photo  5 - Clifford Backs up in Heel Position

In Rally Excellent, one of the exercises is an “honor.”  The honor usually isn’t a big deal.  The dog stays in either a sit or down, on leash, and the handler stays either in front or at their side while the next dog completes the course.  During this first year of Rally, many of the judges hadn’t really worked out the logistics of the Honor exercise.  Ideally, every dog honors after completing the course, and there is a volunteer dog to honor the first dog and run the course while the last dog honors.  Ideally, this is a dog in the class.  One who is motivated to pass and get a decently fast time.  

Clifford was the last dog to run in his class and one of the club’s workers volunteered to run the course while Clifford did the honor station - the last exercise he needed to finish his Rally Excellent title.  Did I say it was hot?  And that Clifford was tired?  And that the honor position was a sit?  This volunteer was the slowest I have ever seen on a Rally course.  The dog was not trained to the excellent level.  They repeated several exercises more than once.  They walked slowly.  It was a long course.  Did I say Clifford started sagging during the longest honor ever?  That good little Spaniel straightened right up with a quiet reminder – and finished his Rally Excellent title!  Leg #3 and First Place! 

This quest is complete!  As with any quest, we overcame challenges, (thank goodness we never did encounter any small furry or feathery critters!), learned a lot, made new friends, set an example for owners of other distractible male Welsh Springers (right?), and made a Clifford space in the WSS history books.  Clifford earned the three Rally titles in 9 straight trials, both indoors and outdoors, with scores varying from 70 to 96.  In 2006, we’re concentrating on Agility, and just maybe when the shows go back inside for the winter, we’ll try Obedience.  Yes, indoors for our venture into Obedience is the plan.
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Good Boy, Clifford.  

AKC and Int. Ch. Briarbanc Brych Red Dog, RE, CGC

P.S.  Clifford’s pal, confidante, and steadying influence in this Quest was yellow Labrador Retriever, Normandy Four Leaf Clover, CD, RE, OA, AXJ, AXP, OJP.  Clover and Clifford shared a crate and setup space at all of the trials except one.  Clover earned her RE title one trial after Clifford, at the local Labrador Specialty in August of 2005 just after going on medication for seizures.  In March, 2006 at age 11, Clover lost the battle with her disease.  We miss you, Clover.  Rest in Peace.

Photo  � SEQ Photo_ \* ARABIC �1� - Clifford is Ready!





Photo  � SEQ Photo_ \* ARABIC �2� - Novice "Halt, Down, Walk Around Dog" Station





Photo  � SEQ Photo_ \* ARABIC �3� - Working Off Leash!





Photo  � SEQ Photo_ \* ARABIC �4� - Clifford enjoys the Jump Station











