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Dogs flash across track
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Thetrill of awhistle occasionally slices
through the cacophony of yips, yowlsand
ruffs. That's the first thing noticed when you
step into a building hosting dog flyball, the
newest canine sport sensation.

Asyou move closer to the action, the visuals
take over: boards, balls and blurs. The blurs
commence at the sound of the whistle.

Flyball, you cometo learn, isamost
egalitarian sport. All it requires is modest
leaping ability -- the hurdle boards are about
8 inchestall -- and canines with a passion
for the chase.

There was no shortage of either inside the
Livestock Pavilion at The Ranch on Sunday.
Twenty teams from Colorado and New
Mexico competed in the two-day event, a
prelude to the inaugural national flyball
meet in Arizona next weekend.

Most of the 100-some dogs competing at the
Ranch were border collies, which when
released at the start of the course took off
like springloaded shots. That was the case
for Puzzle, a 3-year-old border collie owned
by DanaNichols, 37, of Greeley.

Similar to atrack meet for humans, two
teams of four dogs run head-to-head relays.
The pooches cover 100 feet of track and
leap over eight hurdles in about four
seconds, including arapid-fire pivot -- they
grab atennis ball from a platform -- at the
halfway mark.
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Dana Nichols, 37, of Greeley
shouts before letting go of her
dog, Puzzle, during a dog
relay race in Loveland. The
flyball Sunday included a
variety of dogs from four
states and 20 teams
competing in the relay races.
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As Puzzle's race leg approaches, Nichols puts the dog's back legs on her feet as she crouches behind tt
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starting line. When it's her turn, Puzzle is off in aflash. She and her race mates posted a team-best 17.:
seconds on the course today (the national record is 15.22).

"Sheruns a 3.9 (second split) consistently, which is pretty darn fast,” Nichols said. "Most dogs will ru
closeto afour.”

While Puzzle comes from rarefied running stock, any dog can compete.

"Dogs don't have to be registered (as a breed) to do it," Nichols said. "Any dog from pounds or rescue
can compete."

Nichols got into flyball after doing L abrador-oriented sports such as retriever hunting tests and obedie
competitions. She said flydog's fast pace makes it exciting.

"It's the only dog competition that's a team sport, and | think that's areally fun part of it. You're obviol
pulling for your own dog, but also for every dog on your team to do well," she said.

Not that the dogs need encouragement. Nichols said her dogs eye the competition in the next lane and
more excited the tighter the race.

"They really kick it in if they're going against afast dog," she said. "They like it when they have a
challenge.”

If you live here, you get it!

For the most up to date news and information in
Northern Colorado, subscribe to The Tribune.
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