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Pups show prowess at flyball contest

Dog teams competed over the weekend at the York Expo Center.
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Silkie, a dog on the Clean Break team from Wellsville,

 owned by Kathy O’Handly, 

hits the flyball box (Paul Kuehnel - YDR)


Oct 1, 2007 — It was no ordinary game of fetch that was being played Sunday at the York Expo Center. The name of the game was flyball, and dogs of just about every age and size were in the competition. 

Two of the dogs, a Jack Russell terrier and border collie, belonged to Wendy Wilson of Dover. 

"I'm a nut for this sport," she said. "It's superfast, challenging fun." 

Like a drag racer, the first of four dogs lines up to run a 51-foot, hurdled course. At the end of the track is a spring-loaded box that the dogs push to release a tennis ball. 

The dog catches the ball and sprints back over the hurdles to the starting line, where another of its four teammates waits its turn. 

The timed event happens in a flash. It's one of the reasons Wilson's team name is Don't Blink. 

"There are soccer moms and then there are flyball moms," Wilson said. "Either way, the competition is just as intense." 

As loud as the dogs were, the owners at the Clean Break Howlin' Homecoming Flyball Fest were nearly as loud when their teams were racing. There are a lot of potential distractions that could cause one of the dogs to veer off course, including the dog running next to them or a teammate running at them. 

"We yell to keep them focused on the finish line," said Connie Lentz of Red Lion. 

Her team, Clean Break, is based in Wellsville. Like many others at the competition, Lentz said she enjoys seeing the dogs happy as they chase their targets. 

About the only thing that has the potential to frustrate players is other players. 

"Sometimes, teammates don't see eye to eye on strategies," Lentz said. 

And because the ages and sizes of the dogs on any given team can vary, Lentz said, there is a lot of strategy to consider. But for her, many of the other teammates and players are near and dear to her heart as both her daughter and son-in-law are involved in the sport. 

Though flyball has been around for nearly 40 years, it is only about a decade old in the York area. 
Wilson has been in the game for a dog's year, or seven years to a human. She said some breeds can be ready to compete in four to six months. 

But even Linda Smith, Clean Break's captain, said some dogs take more than a year to prepare. 

Compared to other dog sports that require pure breeding, expensive grooming and more specialized training, she said, flyball is more of an every-person sport. 

"Time and patience are the biggest costs," Smith said. 

Travel expenses, too, can add up, said Joni Fry and Kris Patzer of the Flyball Dogs Anonymous team from Wrightsville. They said they try to attend as many competitions as they can, but the events are held across the country throughout the year, so making them all is nearly impossible. And because no money is involved, travel expenses can add up. 

Dogs races are typically for points and ribbons. 

Patzer is particularly proud of her rat terrier, which was a rescue dog. After less than a year of training, the dog has already won enough points to be awarded the title of Flyball Master. 

"This is a poor-man's sport," Patzer said with a laugh. "But the camaraderie and friendship are great prizes." 

WHAT IS FLYBALL?

Flyball is a timed, team dog sport that consists of a drag-style relay race run by two teams of four dogs. 

The dogs run a 51-foot course over four hurdles and hit a spring-loaded box to release a ball. The dogs then are expected to catch the ball and carry it back across the hurdles to the finish line, where the next dog begins. 

Each team is composed of up to six dogs of any breed. Teams are divided into divisions and race against other teams that secure similar times. 

Timing is calculated to thousandths of a second. 

For more information about the sport, visit http://www.flyball.org. 







