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Sean Derrigs

Pursuit of Pertection

by Ton Diavis

t firse light, Bean Dermig grabs five gangly older

pointer puppies from his sprawling kennel oom-
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loose to tour the S00-gere propoeroy mear Tiekilwa, in north-
centrunl Winais, that he's developed into o showplace for
eraiming field trial dngs. He's singled these pups ot from the
gl cr s litters Be breeds every vear at his Erin Keanels
~ “Home of Champioms,” proclyims the sign st the entrimee
gite. As they ramble the fields, hedéerows, and creck bot-
topms, he’s watehing their every move, sermitinizing them w
seg If they measure up, evaluating their galt and stvle and
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othar |.|l.|:i|.|T|L'H that, considered as a whaole, will tell him
if tliey have wliat it takes to becoate the latest of the
Misnme chumplons he's oswmed and handled stnee his
farst oo, Caggio's Gold, wens the Notiomal Anateunr Praicc
Chichen Shooting Dog Chwmpionship in 1991,

That's not a misprint: In a litthe more than 16
vienrs, Seni Dermg hias put Geld oial champion- f
ships — Cpen and Amatenr, Derby, Bhooting ,
Dog, and All-Ags — on approxisately 20 dif-
fgrent dogs, (He dogsn't know the exact
muwintlber. but as he tallics them up and
tHeks ofl their pames = “Clhissie’y
Giold, Findlay's Miss Sadie.
Penehers Fiddling fcee, Erin's
Speed Uureen.., — he Houres
that's pretty Close |1
doubtiul thit
NIy OnE,
amateur or projess
slonal, has “made” as
mpiny champions on the
hersebacl fleld trial
circuit dhariing this sane
period of time; for tht
meatier, it's doubiful that anvone, with the possible excep-
tion of the professional George Trocy, has championed
M0 doga Inoamy 1oe-year perbod. These 30 champions have
earned more than T gitles all godd, along wich o rowghly
equal number of runners-up, degens of other significan
placemments, and multiple Dog of the Year awards
TI'l'i' crowming “‘f‘l'll'i""'h':lTli"ll.t. I'l'-"'l"'h""l' I #Ame I-'!’"i ENMImer

That's when Dereig's greatest dog, Erin's Southern Justioe —
n :|:l|1|.'||-e:l|1||:|1.:|| |1|.-rl'-:-1'1'r|4_"r h'||-'.-.~:|.- Career Wos ciel Hl‘lllrl ||3.' a
devastating shoulder tnjury — was elected tw the Field Trial
Hall of Famia

11k

Did | mention that Derrig's just 44 vears old®

Calling this an i pressive record is like calling Scarlett
Jehansson an attroetive womon — o waorld-elnss understate-
micdt, i other words: Sean [keseid and the poifiledd af Erin
Kennals are the sguivalents of Aoortmch’s Calties, Lombardis
Paclers, or the Yankeos of Buth and Gehrig: not just @ team,
bt an impecenhly prepared, supremely confident machine.

You knew what they sav- It ain't braggin® if vou cin
beacli &t wip.

Derrig returns 0 the kenmels minos one of the original
dvee pops, “That's net bad,™ he savs, climbing dowin from the
fonr-wheeler, “Somaetimes | only gome bock with twa”
He knows the pup will straggle in eventually (1t doesj,
and with the entire propeerey gurriniled h-:.' [ d-:g-;mln.:-'l'
fence, he doesn 't worry that ie1] run of or get clobberad
b a wvichicla.

He strides briskly to the enormoss horse bBarn
— vl learay that Deseid does aothing on a
small seale — where ho bridbes and
s les a stout palominn, koot
wrd prepees s tabl, and ties it
the dlesming black walk-in

trailer that. pulled by a
Elenming black Chewvs 43000,
doives a8 hoite Tor his dogs
and horses whon thev're
“golng down the
rondl” = thie
Lerm
trilers wuse for
traveling the eirou
Tir the gy driving
o benter pickup
F o oand towing n rusi-
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traller, the =ight i
Dierrig wheeling in o the
trinl grovmds mighs ba oo lietle intimidating

Thess he brings cut two dogs frome the Kennels. The lithe,
bucl-tickod ong is four-time Chumplen Erin’s Tin Soldier; the
miscilar, oramge-headed one I8 two-time Champion Erlns
tndd Tiver. Perng straps a combination e<collarfracking collar
on aich of them (oae smrp, two regelveral, turns tharm loose,
wnd nimbly mounts his parked-out gelding

The mace = on

Both dogs ame |:'rl.'-1.'|'q_'|:'|'|-:.l|:|:l|_':1. Tiin Soldier (Pere) is xi]k}'-
smesath, with @ long, effortless, ground-devooring stride,

FHE POINTING DOO O kNaL

Bad River Clog) is eoually fase but punchier, the kind that
throws dirt when his hindguearters uncoil, They set a torrld
puee, Mheing down the bang, Bindy edges until there is no more
adae to ke, then bonding to hold the front, far-flung cor-
sirg gauided by the beneon of Dereid's song,

“Hondle" tn All-Age dogs 1= a fluld concept; think of
tuifaiing ait difceaft careier and !r'lu.l"'.'q_' ot the general idea
[errig, however, insists thot his pointers comply when he
calls on them. He's had some over the vears that would
give him the vouknow-what = “Blackhenrted so-and-so's”
lie calls them, reveallng his Irish roois —a tew of which he
evien made chmpions of;, bual these dovs he doesno’t have
i put v with such nonsense. He's weeded his gene pool,
antd his brecding program built seound iz Hlall-of-Faoer
Southern Justice now conststently produces dogs that sai-
iafv the clagske deflnition of a great fleld trial competitor as
ane thit “rug off. .. but e fnibe &

At the rizgk of belshoring the spores analogies, what tlicy
say alwont foothall ot Soathem Cal and bashetball ar Duke
nmd North Carnling is true nbout Erin Rennels: They don't
rebraild, they reload.

errig stresses bird-lfindmg abilivy and character

on game, too, and its soon obviows that both

digs have ecvervihing you could ask for b dleese
respects, And more: When Derrig flushes o pheasant and
figes his E‘rih-l-:.l| in froaet of Tiie Seldier, the dog reinaing &
stutua, his style wnd intensity unwavering His tail, held ag
12 o'clock as vou'd expect, doesn't so much as flicker, even
when Derrig genbs lim by the collar 6 tihe kim on,

“I've never had a dog with the composure at flush and
shot that Tin Soldier las,” Deerlg savs as he literally drags
the still-rigid peinter away from his stand . “That’s the kind
of thing that sticks in g judie’'s mind. Field trials are alsour
showmunship, What you're trving to do imoa field trinl is
make memorles, and wlen a dog stava jucked up like thare,
the _il:l-'j],l.l.' i% going L remermber (1.7

Another quality that both dogs olearly have in spades is
stwimita [Cs & warm, homid morsing — unseasoaably so for
parly October — but this pair hardly seems to draw a deap

o e, This Bas been umu’!rﬁiﬂgu[{-fp]gmyl L g
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surprise for Derrig; after switching his emphasis from Shooe-
ing g trinls to All-Age trials @ couple yvears ages, ha min his
first "endurance” stakes, the Southem Champicnship in
Miszissippl and the Free-for-All Championship in Aabama,
this post winter. Had River mnde the twoeloar finnls of the
Somthern, Tin Soldier made the three-hour finals of the
Froe-toe-All; while ateithar lei |.'lti|L'|.'I.|. bl Finaakied strongd,
with plenty of gas left in the tank

“That was o real confidesce booster,” savs Derrig, "Now
| Rvosw whiat it tabies tre win a twio- or three-hour heat, and
I know | have dogs that are capable of doing ic"

He knows, tosn, that what e calks his “oltimate goaf™
to guilify and run o the Natlonal Champlonship at Geand
Junction. a stake in which all the heats are of three hours
durntion — s within his grasp, And when Sean Derrig sees
the goal, e gets there. He lets |:|l|ﬂl||:|j',; — nerthing le has the
pEEEr O resonroes 1 Comibrod, |-u||.x| fet in liis Way

ver sinee | was o little kid,” says Derrig, “I've
had a passion for dogs " Althoagh he was boen
in the Samtes, when Sean was o tedodler bis parents
resrned o thedr native Ireband. He was ralsed on a small famm
i Clonanty Moy, in the west of the Ememld 1she, and b remems
brars iF a8 an ldylic place vogrow up. ™Yoo could walk oue the
oo b any divection and go bunting” e recalls.
dack Russell terriers and border collles were n part of hisg
life frony the begiiining, and when he got a little older he
fell in with n couple older gentlemen from his village who
were renowned for their "way” with herding dogs. “They
were reml pood dog men,” savs Daemp, 0 admired them and |
lzamed From them,”
Ascotlicr neighbor owned a pointer, aid when Derrg got
a ligtle older he'd borrow it inoorder to “ghilly™ for visiting
wingshooters, sportsanen who'd conse from England, France,
wrne [ealy to gun woodeock and snipe on the local moors
“They pald me.” he savs, "kt 1'd have done it for nothing.
I Joeed 1.7
Chne thing e didn't kove was schiool. By the age of 16 he'd
quidt adiel gone to work in a factoey. 1t was abundantly olear
« o b, however, that Trefnnd was oot the land of opportuni-
“ ¥ Ar it beasd at vmu'ta_: the kate-I970%; toduy its ecunomy
il . 1
|



T Solddier drices toweard thee el ofgectioe

is cdte of the most robust i Earope | Seowlees e hied a
chanee to tour the 1.8, with his foothall club - Gaelic foot-
ball, that is, which comblnes elements of soccer and ruchy
and is wildly populor in Ireland = Te jumped ot i The way
b saw it, it was his ticker to o fresh stan

He had o aunt in Chicogas who'd pot lim op wodil e gog
his feet umder him; and with 8400 in his pocket and enough
determinatioa to miove & niceintain Ca guality feflected o his
pointers), he set ong to make his fortune: He hired an with
Aooonstrection orew, bought his firse hodase when he wag 15,
and when he wos in his earky 205 struch oot on his own as a
concrete contractor, Working like the proverbial dog, Derrig
buili the bosimess into o profitnble enterprise

“I was absolutely driven to succend,” he sovs. “There were
iy, many davye whes [ beft the bouse at four in the moro-
ing and didn't get buck until ton at night ”

Nowe a real estate developer, Derrlg owns a number of
Sonmirme il propertics in thi 'l':hiq_'.u'::'- arein. Whe VR thie
American dream can T come o any morg®

Alemg the way, Derrig amassed the fnencil wherewithnl
to get into the feld trial gome. A nataral extension of his
“pmssion for dogd” it led him to acgquire the propermy in
Tislcibwen (ubont o fwo-nnd-a-hali-hour drive from his home
i Bannochkbarn in the worth Chicago subsiarbsb, set up his
kemmelsuble operation there (he breaks and sells several
tield trial horses every vear), and oo down the road” oo
HETTIHLE WA,

“If 1 ¢an’t by the best,” snvs Derrig, “I don't want to do
it ve mever picked ug g golf olub in my life, | woaldn't be
happy tapping a litthe white ball aroand, That's not fun to
e, Wiatever | do, Ewant o be the besroat 1

I thiis gy sounds a bit infense, iUs because he is ve niel
onby one other person in the dog world whoss Intensity and
focns are on the some level as Sean Derrigs Milie Lardy, o
Fiedd Trinl Holl of Famer who's won a record seven National
Opent Berriever Cha pionships and 18 by scchuatioa the
greagest tralner and handler of field trial resievers in hisiory
He's also a popular columnkst tn PIVS sister publioation,

=k, Erins flad River peils o pheasane,

The Rermever Joeprnad. | don't think the faet that both men are
ey successiul n thedr respective arenas 12 any eolnekdence

Make o miastake, thimgh Derrid poid his does and then
aome. When vou're completely seli-taughe, the learning
curve is awlully steep, He bonght bis first podnter when he
was 18, nnd the first time he furned her loosg it rook him
half a day to got her back, He did some reading, boaght a
At-font checkeord, nnd eventunlly made “a hell of 0 hunting
disg” out of her

A few vears loder, Derigs string had inereased o four dogs,
Trosubde was, (o Sholiie, where he lived at the time, an ordi-
rwmee lirmited Uity residents 1o no more Hhan B |:I-urri|‘:_
sobvad — ar dedged - this problem by rotating his dogs
Batweet an enclosed shed and an vutdoos ron a0 that only
twor were visthle at any fiven time

Birds and grounds were a prohlem as well — wnti] Derrig
fonmd an ethaic butcher from whiom e could buy live
pgeons, and a fve-aore forest presarve that alimost no one
vistbed, Derrig brobe his firsd goed fiekd tral digg, Exin’s Dash,
there, Talls nhout neeessity being the mother of invention
"1 did v about the hardest way vow can,” he savs, shoaking
hi= head at the memory

A visit tooa tleld mmial ot the old Green River grounds In
porthern ingis had hooked hirm = o sport Chat combimiaed
trd dogs and horses was as rresistible to Dorrlg as a plnt
ol Gioimmess after o foothal] match = bat despite his interest
and enthusiasm, no one serionshy offored o tke the young
Irashomen wnder their wing, That's the divey Httle secret of
fleld triats: For avery person who extonds o helping hand,
there are 10 who'll happily watch vou drown,

U lenrned by observation and by doing,” Derrig savs,
“There was no one o teach me; had to do i all by mvsoli
| remember iLHII.i||E:_ i |1r~|'-[1::¢ai-':u|.||.| whl [ should dis alwnat a
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specific problem [ was having, and
b gatd, *1'd tell v, but vou'd be
beatimg me mext week if | Jdid”
“I'm Just the opposite: 1 want to
help people. There are goys down
here truining with me all the time,
dagecl Ul put may own agenda aside
tn give them o hond. 1 got o loe of
stlsfavtion out of that.”

fler Tin Scldier

and Bad Biver hnve

finiahed their work-
ont — and shown Derrig, that
thev're right where he want=s them
i b for thae tro of major pheas-
amt championships coming up in
the nest few weeks = he henmels
them and gots 0 conple younger
diogs thiat be wants to put on brds
[ div a domble-tnke; Ome of the two
has lomg halr Can this be the same
gy who told me that good field ersl sedters are like lepre-
chauns — evervbody wants one but nobody's over seon one?

He expluing that while he's tried from tme-to=time 1o
develop a competitive settor, he's never hnd one that was
able tor gt i€ all todether. “But this ltch s as strong a bind-
finder and as good on her game asany dogin my kennel,”
he azserta. “Hor ground pattern’s not where it needs to be
VEL, It 72y petring there”

Diriving the latest addition to s fleet — a Japanese micro-
triock oo which he's micarited i |J.-::-|.: Tkt Dlerrig lyeicks ey thje
park-lile grove of onks whaere he hias his pheasant pon. The
hlack-ticked settier is exactly as advertised: spane-tinglingly
stylish with perfect manners to wing and shot. Noxt comes
a liver-and-white polater, and whils he takes an sadger step
ar two ab shot, (s clearly just a matter of time. Um sor-
prized. then, when Derrg aays he plans tosell kim.

“He's anice dog, and he's capabde of winning o champion-
ship,” Derrig snvs, “But he dogsn't have gquite snowsh lop
o suidt e

Thore was a time when he didn't hove the lusury of mak-
ing such fAne distinctionz. But with the calibser of dogs his
breeding progrom is producing these davs, he can be as
aritical. and a8 demanding. as e cares to be. [n his words,
Vi cnly fnterested in the best of the best ™

Fack at the kenneks, Dermig selects sevarnl 10-week-nld
prippies, more-or-less at randomi, aod poes them throadh
i litele routine be's devised for instilling poise and stvie
Setring the pup up on what looks like a seale model of a
fu'rul:-||ru.'l||.i.|||.‘; III."I1L'|1. = L'||H.:r sttnehed |:l:.' 1 ghaort |_'h.'|Ir| in
an overhosd wire, Derrid taps the pup under the chin with a
Kind of miniiture shepherd's erook and, in stmanindly sher
ordar, has it posing like a enlendar model And he's done it
without saving a word, Derrigs a fervent beliover in Beeping
verhal eommuands to an absclute minimuom, one of his max-
im= —which he crediss oo his Uncle Hugh —is, "The less sald,
the easier mended.™

While he can't prove it, Derrlgs convineed that this exer-
cise pays laesting dividends in terms of enbancing o dogls
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Dherpigs conoinced theat worling with puppies on the benck caliamces their stvle
aned eornpnsire.

charscter and composure around gamie — and in terms of
making thosa indelible memories, the ones o field trinl
iticlghe can't forgat

MNew hie grabs his pole-and-wing and turns loose o Htter of
sevin pups. Theyre also about 190 weeks of age, and thiir
dlam b ome ol the fnest dogs Demrig’s ever owned, 100Eme
Champion Erin's Heva Suzie, 8o far, though, he's unlmpressed

"] havent seen anyiliing bn this litter that excites me” he
says, flicking the wing to attract the pups’ attention and gei
i peading on how mach " point” ey have "The owe Black
ones are the best of the bunch, bot T don't ke them as well
as somg of the other pups | have U keop them around a
litthes lomger, just to be sure, ot Ul peobsably end up giving
away the whole litter

That's a.op. for Dereig: Hoving decided bong ago that sell-
ing pupges ls vastly more hasste thon it's worth, he simply
gves away the cowed that o't male the grade. He has con-
nvctions with troinars, honting goides, ete, ond with one
phone call he can wswally find someone who'll gladly ke
whatever he's -::-I"I-n.'ri1|._|'_l| When the bar i set s ]I-i.iﬂl a% I:'.'-_'rnh"'x
I8, there's no rooen for sentimentalicy, Bot then, according to
thee finons definition, seotinentality is the “ilure of ges-
sion” — and Sean Derrig b nothing if nod passionots

At anoean, hids shiet soihed with sweat, Deerig
finatly calls a halt to the festivities By his
aramdards, its been a light moming

Be, | eonld wse o Guinness

Postsenpt: Shortly following my vzt in early Octobes, Sean
Dgrrig weoh the American Field Phoasant Futurity with Erin’
Traveling Soldier, the International Pheasant Championshig
wath Erin's Bad River and the Natlona! Amateur fheazant
Champienship with Erin’s Tin Soldier {who also took runner-
up in the National! Open Preazant Champlorship). Sadiy
these wera probat:ly the last major friafs that will ever be
held at the historic Killdeer Flains Wildlife Area, whick the
stabe of Ohhio, woder pressure from the LS Fizh & Wildlife
Service, i5 closing a5 a feld trial venue.

Tl PearN TN Qo JrENAL



