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As the fall season comes into being NRHRC is winding down what was a very busy year for the club. Over 

the summer members ran numerous hunt tests both AKC and NAHRA. As well as hosting a training 

seminar by renowned professional trainer Pat Nolan. Club members also again participated in another 

very successful demo at the NJ wild Expo. Educating the public to what we do in our sport and picking up 

several new potential members in the process. In this issue we will revisit some of those events as we 

look back on a great year for NRHRC and our dogs. 

Joe Vander Weide 

 

Pat Nolan Seminar 

By Linda Sperco 

The NRHRC hosted Pat Nolan – The Art and 

Science of Retriever Training, June 9 & 10 at 

CMWMA.  This was a much anticipated and well 

received event by all who attended. 

 
“…The seminar provided rich information to 
help me better understand how Cody learns 

and how I can best train him…” 
Saturday morning started with a very clear 
presentation of how dogs learn and what 
motivates their learning; to obtain the 
perceived reward or to avoid pressure. With 
puppies and young dogs it’s critical to create a 
solid foundation through the use of reward 
based training.  Rewards are anything a dog 
considers valuable; in this case either bumpers 
or birds.  Equally critical is to remember to first 
thoroughly teach before testing; and when 
teaching to always set the dog up for success.   
 

“…refined use of the e-collar, yield to 
pressure as a skill was very clearly 

demonstrated…I have changed my use of 
e-collar correction to bump, bump, 

bump…” 
Using pressure is an art and no one does this 
better than Pat; especially pressure with the 

collar.  Using pressure with the collar is a 
gradual process.  Each dog is different and each 
will respond differently.  Pat demonstrated with 
several dogs the art of finding the lowest collar 
setting that would elicit a recognition response 
from the dog; a twitch of the dog’s neck or a 
scratch not a yelp or a scream.  Once Pat 
established this baseline for each dog he 
introduced pressure (at the baseline level) to 
get a faster response on a behavior the dog 
already knew such as Sit or Here and went 
through the progression of motivating the dog 
to comply quickly in order to avoid the pressure 
and how/when to apply pressure. Pat stressed 
the importance of never using the collar to 
correct a dog for making a mistake; only to 
correct for being disobedient and only when the 
dog has consistently demonstrated an 
understanding of the required behavior.  All 
dogs will make mistakes – even at the highest 
level of training – and proper use of the collar 
should not result in a dog that is afraid to make 
a mistake but instead understands that there is 
a consequence for deliberately disobeying 
instructions. 
 
“…while we all like to minimize the amount of 

equipment we have to lug around,  
the platform is a must-have”… 

Then it was on to the platform, its many uses in 
hunt test training and how to introduce it. Pat 
simply places a bowl of treats on the platform 



to shape the behavior of going to the platform.  
Once a positive association with the platform is 
made the dog will quickly learn whatever cue 
the handler decides to use to send the dog to 
the platform.  Then the bowl is removed, the 
dog is sent to the platform from a very short 
distance (and on a check cord) and the handler 
rewards the dog while on the platform.  In a 
very short time the demo dogs were running to 
the platform! Pat uses platforms for steadying, 
force fetch, heel position, teaching casting and 
more.   
 

 
 
 

 
“…The key relationship drill was a real eye 

opener. Pat is correct when he said you could 
throw thousands of set ups but when you 

break it down there are really only a FEW KEY 
CONCEPTS YOU NEED TO SHOW THE DOGS. 
These can be presented in many forms at a 
trial, but a long mark past a short bird or a 

check down short mark after a long bird is the 
same concept no matter where the dog sees it. 

Wonderful info…” 
Before breaking for lunch Pat went over his Key 
Relationship Drill.  The KRD is done with four 
gun stations in the field, behind blinds. Pat calls 
this his ‘template’.  How many of the stations 
are used depends on the skill level of the dog. 
“Key Relationship” refers to the limited number 
of relationships between marks; distance, angle 
and direction as well as the limited number of 
relationships of marks to blinds; distance, angle 
and direction. 
 
After lunch, Pat set up his KRD.  Each working 
team chose which marks they wanted to run 
based on their dog’s skill level.   Before coming 
to the line, Pat spent time with each handler 
discussing their dogs’ strong and weak points, 
strategy for running the marks and goals for the 
drill, making sure the gallery had the benefit of 
hearing his coaching.  Constructive critiques at 
the end of each dogs’ land series saw the gallery 
taking copious notes! 

 
On Sunday both a land and water series were 
set up, using the Key Relationship Drill 
template.  Again Pat demonstrated why he is 
the master at teaching both dogs and handlers.  
The land series was out in an open field with 
very high and thick cover and no visual 
landmarks for the dogs to ‘refer’ to. Not 
something anyone would typically seek out to 
train in but a situation that could be 
encountered at a test.  Instead of avoiding this 
formidable factor the handlers were taught how 
to teach their dogs to persevere and charge 
through the cover.   The water series provided 
more typical factors; lily pads and a shoreline 
that just invited the dogs to cheat.  And again 
the handlers were taught how to teach their 
dogs to be successful. 
 
At the end of a very hot weekend that just 
seemed to fly by, everyone went home with a 
great deal of valuable information and 
energized to apply all that they had learned. 
 
“… I have an entire page of bullet points that give 
me very specific things/drills to work on that will 

directly improve us – hugely valuable and this 
session provided so much value for the money if 
you paid attention and thought through what 

you could take away for you and your dog(s).  It 
will take me the entire rest of the summer and 
fall to incorporate and internalize all of this…” 

 

 
Which way to the pat Nolan seminar 



 

In class Pat Nolan style 

John and Otto Zitel and Pat Nolan working on 

marks 

Skye thinking that duck looks so good I can 

taste it. 

Your not getting away now 

 

Another 1st place finish 

Not all the ribbons we win with our dogs come 

in hunt tests as demonstrated by Meg Rusnak 

who took 1st place in the photo contest at  held 

at the Middletown Grange Fair this summer. 

Congrats Meg and great subject matter  

 

 

 



NRHRC LEARNS BETTER JUDGMENT 

By Joe Vander Weide 

This past July NRHRC hosted a two day judges 

and handlers clinic. This seminar was presented 

by Tom Johnson and Debbie Brennan. 

Attendance at a judges’ clinic is mandatory for 

all NAHRA certified judges once every 3 years. 

In this way NAHRA is able to maintain the 

integrity of its hunt test program. Judging 

standards are explained and reviewed so that 

all NAHRA judges are looking for the same 

things in any given stake level.  It is for this 

same reason that NAHRA encourages handlers 

to attend as well in order to educate them as to 

what exactly a judge is looking for in the various 

testing levels of the NAHRA program. 

The program started off with a day of lecture on 

the structure of the NAHRA testing format.  All 

aspects of a test were reviewed from blind 

retrieves to upland and marking test layout as 

well as what a passing performance would look 

like for the various levels.  

On day two the participants were placed in 

teams to set up actual test scenarios for all 4 

levels (started-senior). Dogs were then run on 

these tests which proved quite educational to 

both our judges as well as our handler s as the 

flaws and strengths of the various test setups 

were revealed.   All in all it was a very 

educational experience for all who attended 

both judges and handlers, and it was felt that 

the weekend was time well spent. 

The class heading out to try their hand at test 

setup. 

 

Tom Johnson reviewing what went wrong and 

what went right in the scenario. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



On The Road With NRHRC. 

Over this past summer members of NRHRC 

traveled to several hunt tests with the 

northeast region. The tour included stops at 

Northern Piedmont, Yankee Water Fowlers, and 

Hudson Highlands.  Ribbons, titles and good 

times were had by everyone on this summer 

road trip. 

Pete and Cole snagging intermediate passes in 

Connecticut 

Donna showing off her pups and their ribbons 

from Connecticut 

 

 

 

Jenn Mcgill scores a started title at Yankee 

Waterfowlers 

Joe Vander weide on his first judging 

assignment with Rodger Parkhust at Hudson 

Highlands test this September 

Donna Unkle and Skye on the line at hunter 

water 



Jenn Mcgill with Ox at Hudson Highlands 

Ox Mcgill demonstrating a possible faux-paux 

in test design as the 90lb dog barreled down 

the hill at the line 

Meg Rusnak with Guthrie who says no worries 

mom. 

 

A farewell view of the Hudson test grounds.  

 

 

 



This brings to a close this edition of the NRHRC newsletter.  I would like to thank our contributors for 

this edition as well as making special mention of those who provided photo’s Meg Rusnak , Jenn Mcgill, 

and Donna Unkel.  As always I invite everyone to send in pictures and newsy things involving your dog as 

the NRHRC family enjoys seeing and sharing your special moments with you. 

There are still several NRHRC events to attend so please get out and enjoy that great fall weather. 

Till next time, 

Joe Vander Weide 


