Making a Splash
A brief overview of the world of dock jumping 

and the White Shepherd and German Shepherd Dog’s involvement in the sport

For Ultimate Air Dogs (UAD), one of the premier dock jumping organizations in the country, dock jumping is nothing new.  The organization, owned and operated by former Detroit Tiger’s pitcher Milt Wilcox and his son, Brian Wilcox, has been hosting events since 2004.  And, while it may not be entirely new, the sport still holds just as much, if not more, of the fun and excitement experienced by both participants and spectators as it did upon its creation.  Events regularly draw crowds in the hundreds to thousands… filling stands with cheering fans and competitor lines with exuberantly barking dogs and equally animated handlers.  The easy going, family atmosphere UAD strives to promote and maintain, along with the fast paced dynamics of the sport itself, definitely make it one of the most positive and enjoyable around.  

While UAD started out as a grassroots club in Michigan, it has grown drastically over the years and now holds competitions and demonstrations all over the United States.  Even with all this expansion, UAD still works hard to make every team involved feel important and acknowledged… from the highest flying to the smallest puddle jumpers.  In order to stress this mood even further, UAD has established several divisions, so that every jumper (regardless of their overall scores or ability) has a chance to shine.  

UAD has three different competitions within the sport: Ultimate Air, Ultimate Vertical, and Catch It.  Just recently, UAD partnered with the United Kennel Club (UKC) in order to bring the sport to an even larger crowd.  While continuing to host events and title dogs within their own system, many of the jumps will now also be UKC sanctioned, allowing UKC registered teams to earn titles through their organization as well.  UKC will be offering competitions and titles in both Ultimate Air and Ultimate Vertical.  

Ultimate Air (UA) is the chief and first developed form of dock jumping.  UA competitions are divided into “Splashes.”  Each Splash is a round of jumping used to qualify teams for the divisional Finals.  Depending on the event size and length, the number of Splashes offered will vary.  During Splashes, dogs run down a 40’ dock and launch themselves, as close to the dock’s end and as far out as they can, into a pool.  The distance jumped is determined by where the base of the tail enters the water.  UAD employs this measurement system because it allows for a bit more fairness when jumping, say, a Jack Russell Terrier against a Great Dane.  If judged to the nose, for example, the Dane would have an obvious body length advantage.  Each team is allowed two jumps per Splash, with the longer of the two serving as their score.  At the completion of an event’s Splashes, all the scores are tallied and compared to determine the top five jumps per division.  Those top five will then go on to compete in the Finals, within their respective divisions.  The divisions are defined as follows: Novice (0’1”-9’11”), Junior (10’0”-14’11”), Senior (15’0”-19’11”), Master (20’0”-22’5”), and Ultimate (22’6” and up).  The qualifying teams are then allowed two more jumps in Finals, with the farther of the two again counting as their score.  And, of course, the longest jump wins!  

It is interesting to note that, originally, although the Novice division was always present in the Splash placements, it did not have its own Finals round.  However, after two GSDs by the names of Ice and Aro (both owned by the author) began their dock jumping careers at UAD’s first event in Milford, MI, they became regulars with the group.  At the time, both were consistent Novice jumpers and the UAD staff, again trying to find ways to encourage and acknowledge everyone involved, decided to add the Novice Finals and make it a permanent fixture in their UA setup.  Ironically, at the event of its addition, Aro earned a new personal best of 10’4” for his second jump in the last Splash.  Thus, it created a somewhat comical moment when they were told by UAD staff, “we made Novice Finals for you!”  Yet they still did not get to participate, due to that last Junior jump!  Still, it certainly made five other Novice teams at the event happy and proud to finally be included in Finals.  

Ultimate Vertical (UV) is another thrilling sport which, unlike the others, is not based on distance, but rather the height jumped.  UV competitions employ a device which suspends a bumper eight feet out from the end of the dock, allowing its height to be adjusted.  The lowest height allowed for a successful jump to count towards UKC titles is 4’8”.  Dogs must run down the dock, jump, and bring the bumper down, taking it with them into the water below.  While most handlers prefer a clean catch, it is not required and teams may advance if the bumper is simply knocked down by the dog, rather than grabbed and pulled off.  Each team is allowed two tries at each height.  If a dog misses both times, that team is out.  The bumper is moved up in 2” increments and the competition continues until only one dog remains.  However, if more than one dog tops out at the same height, the winner is determined by which team had the fewest misses throughout all their attempts.  There are two divisions in UV.  The Supreme division includes heights of 5’11” and under, while the Radical division includes heights of 6’0” and up.  

Although this is definitely a sport highly populated by retrieving breeds, it is open to any and all dogs, regardless of breed or mix thereof.  Additionally, the most commonly seen breeds are not always the biggest jumpers! While the White Shepherd is not yet heavily represented, there are a few who have and do participate.  The first WS to ever compete in dock jumping, Lazar, owned by Michelle Koons, is also the first and only WS to earn a UAD title and the breed’s UA record holder.  Lazar has competed at a few events, with a top finish of 2nd place in Novice Finals.  He holds a Novice UA title, although his best jump is just into the Junior division.  Tight on his heels for the record is Indy, owned by Beth Crawford.  Indy competed with UAD at UKC Premier 2007, with a top jump of 8’6” earning a place in the Novice Finals, where the team placed 5th.  Since then, Beth and her husband have stayed active in the sport and Indy has achieved a new personal best of 11’8”.  Beth has also started jumping Trooper, who has a great deal of enthusiasm for the sport, flying to the distance of 6’.  Kole, owned by Judy Huston, is another WS of note.  While Kole has not yet officially competed, he has attended a couple events for practice and regularly works at perfecting his jumping skills both at home and at a dock training facility in Romulus, MI.  Kole will definitely be one to watch once he does start his competitive career, as some of his practice jumps in Romulus were measured at around 20’!  

Hopefully, we will start seeing more WSs soon.  Still, some of their German Shepherd Dog relatives are quite active in the sport.  The first GSD to ever compete and be titled was Ice, with jumps in Novice and Junior.  Ice was owned by the author and, as mentioned above, is one of the two dogs who inspired the addition of Novice Finals.  Aro, the second of those two, is a consistent Junior/Senior jumper, the second GSD to earn a UA title, and also the first GSD to compete and title in UV.  Aro holds the breed UV record with a two-time best of 6’2” and also held the UA record for several years (still holding it with UAD’s West coast based friend, Splash Dogs).  In June 2007, however, Moxie, owned by Sandy Glassford, broke and still holds the UA record with a jump of 19’8”.  Moxie also continues to jump with UAD, usually in the Junior and Senior division.  
While it may not seem the case at first, the sport often requires significant time and effort, but also has many valuable benefits.  For one, it is a great confidence builder.  Some of the most often given and emphasized advice is, “Do not be discouraged if your dog does not jump very far, or at all, their first few events.”  Progress comes with time and patience.  Plus, the noise, crowds, and hectic pace are sometimes more than dogs are used to.  Expect there to be many driven, energetic dogs present, many of whom will express their enthusiasm through an assortment of barks, yips, and howls.  Another factor to consider is that, while many dogs are used to jumping off a dock (often no more than a foot above the water) or shoreline at home (a familiar environment) into a lake or pond (more open and easily recognized as water) with an easy and clear exit route (swim to the shore), the competitive dock jumping setup is quite different.  Dogs are jumping off a much larger dock that also stands two feet above the water.  They are jumping into a pool which, sometimes, can actually appear unfilled to the dog, due to the clearer, differently reflecting water.  Because of this, it is often recommended that dogs be introduced to the pool via the exit ramp, so they can see what exactly is in there and the height off the water is lessened.  Using the ramp first also helps prevent a dog from becoming frightened or frustrated after jumping in and not knowing how to get out.  Thus, back-chaining is often used to curb the issue.  By already knowing the ramp’s presence and position, there is less chance for confusion.  With time and patience, as your dog builds confidence in the sport and themselves, you’re sure to see a bigger, more consistent jumper.  The self-assurance they gain is also a wonderful bonding tool, helping create and solidify trust between teammates.  

Since it is so fast-paced and energetic, the sport is also a great conditioner, as dogs burn lots of calories and work muscles they normally wouldn’t in other sports.  It is also particularly good for older dogs or those with joint issues, as it is low impact and the swimming is a great resistance exercise.  Many comment on how their dogs have gained better overall health, endurance, even a more even, predictable stride and adjusting ability, which is also beneficial in other sports, such as agility and flyball.  Plus, it is one of the few sports open to blind and deaf dogs, along with canine amputees, provided they are individually able to safely participate.  There are currently two amputees (Black Lab Pogo and Chessie Teddy) a visually impaired dog (Yellow Lab Parker) and a completely blind dog (Yellow Lab Casey) competing.  
While there are certainly more perks that come along with the sport, one of the most cherished among competitors is the aforementioned family atmosphere.  Seeing teams cheer their direct competition on while they wait in line for their own turn is a common sight.  Equally frequent are the offers of help and support for the organization from its membership.  The UAD forum is always abuzz with new ideas, congratulations messages, and more.  The same open, accepting attitude is shown with newcomers to the sport as well.  There is always someone willing and happy to help get you started or answer questions.  So, with all that in mind, if you are interested in getting started in this crazy sport, there’s certainly no reason to wait!  Please feel free to visit our website, forum, and also view the list of upcoming events to find one in your area.  

Best of luck and we look forward to seeing you on the dock!  
If you have any questions or comments regarding this article or dock jumping training in general, feel free to contact the author, Kelly Scudder, at scudderk@msu.edu
For anything regarding UAD specifically, please visit the UAD website at: http://ultimateairdogs.net/
There you will find links to the UAD forum, general sport information, past event results and an upcoming events schedule, the official rules and policies governing the sport, title requirements, a contact info section for UAD staff, and more!  
For three additional dock jumping articles, written by Sara Chisnell-Voigt, UAD’s UKC rep, please see: http://www.ukcdogs.com/ and follow the dock jumping link located in the “Feature” section in the upper right corner of the site.  
