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Carter’s Remembrance 

[With Carter’s unexpected and tragic death, I felt I needed to write this remembrance of him as a way for 

me to bring closure to the manner of his death, since I feel responsible.  Recovering his body has helped, 

but more was needed, so this story.  I have probably rambled on a little too much in order to tell Carter’s 

story for other bird hunters and those who do not hunt their English Setters on upland birds.] 

CARTER- What can I say: Carter was Carter.  He had a unique 

personality and spirit – one that was different than any of our 

other English Setters, and one that is deeply missed by Louise and I 

and our other dogs.  It is much quieter around the house now, 

although, our new puppy (Tabitha) is taking up some of the slack.  

Carter had a zest for life and bird hunting.  He had a spirited and 

strong personality, but also a 

goofy nature at times1.  As a 

puppy, he was the venturous 

one and always seemed to 

lead his other litter mates 

into trouble.  He was also 

the first of our puppies to 

go to RJ’s for bird dog boot 

camp.  While RJ did a great job getting Carter started on 

his bird hunting career, I was challenged with teaching him “whoa,” particularly on running 

chukar or for that matter, any running gamebird.  If the gamebird held and didn’t flush, Carter 

would lock into a beautiful point.  Thanks to advice from RJ and some extra one-on-one lessons, 

I was making progress with whoa’ing him on running birds and chasing a flushing gamebird; but 

I had to get on him right away.  I should have sent him back for more intense training at RJ’s, 

but by then he was being actively shown at AKC dog shows.   I also should have been more 

forceful with that part of his training, but he was such a good retriever, that I forgave some of 

his bad habits because of his great retrieves to hand.  He would be on a downed bird so fast, 

that he obviously had to leave his point on the flush or shot and not the command to retrieve.  

In the end, my failure at forcing him to not break on a flushing or running gamebirds, 

unfortunately contributed to him getting into trouble.  As result of state regulations calling for 

use of steel shot in many locations, including all pheasant release sites, many pheasants end up 

being just wounded (steel shot doesn’t have the knock down/killing power as lead) and take off 

                                                           
1 For Example; If Carter was in the house when I was watching one of the various outdoor channels that was 
playing a pheasant hunting program, Carter would run all over the house, looking out the windows, down the 
hallway, and listening to the TV speakers as the pheasant flushed and cackled, was shot and the dog handlers 
whistling to their dogs to fetch.  It was funny to watch.  None of our other dogs seemed phased by the pheasant 
hunting TV program. 
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running when they hit the ground, so having a quick retrieve has been helpful.  However, I am 

starting to have second thoughts on that habit. 

I usually hunted Carter with his littermate, Owen, because they complemented each other’s 

abilities.  Owen is also a graduate of RJ’s bird dog boot camp and is a great bird finder and   

doesn’t have the bad habits demonstrated by Carter.   Owen really gets out and hunts, hitting 

all of the objectives; has beautiful rock-solid points; is steady to the flush and usually to the 

shot. 

Although, Owen doesn’t always retrieve a downed bird. He will go to the downed bird, be sure 

it was dead, and then sit or stand by it until either Carter or I could retrieve the bird.   Carter 

was sort of a lazy hunter.  If there was not a lot of bird scent, he would not get out and hunt the 

way Owen does.  Although, when, we got into good bird scent, he would really work the bird 

scent like a trooper.  

While I want to continue to say more about Carter’s bird 

hunting story, I must mention that he was a solid and 

striking dog in the show ring (and in the field); the first of 

Rory and Topaz’s puppies to earn his conformation 

championship.  Because of his graceful and strong gate, I 

did most of his handling in the show ring.  He moved too 

fast for Louise to keep up with him in the ring.  Carter won 

not because of my handling abilities, but because of his 

solid conformation, flashy and beautiful gate, spirit and 

obvious joy of moving around the ring.   

As a young dog and even an adult, if I took any of our other setters out hunting, Carter would 

whine and bark, and mope around the house until I came home. 

As any upland bird hunter knows, upland bird hunting in eastern Washington has many 

inherent risks for birddogs, depending on the time of year, and I have encountered all of these 

hazards at one time or another with one or more of my English Setters.  These hazards/risks 

include: cheatgrass (and other such invasive grasses/weeds) that can cause infection issues by 

penetrating the body and migrating to internal organs2; barbed wire fences or tangles of barbed 

wire on the ground that can cause cuts and even poke out an eye3; rattlesnakes in the early 

                                                           
2 About 2 ½ years ago, Owen almost died after a foreign body of some kind (probably cheatgrass) migrated to his 
lungs and became infected.  After, extensive surgery at the WSU vet school, Owen was saved, but not after losing a 
lope of his lung.  Owen still hunts with the passion and endurance he had before his surgery, but you can hear his 
raspy breathing. 
3 Rory and Owen have both been cut by barbwire.  Owen almost loss one of his eyes last hunting season to barb 
wire. 
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season4;  many areas where the ground is strewn with rocks and boulders (that can cause 

broken bones in both dog and handler) and dangerous basalt cliffs (such as seen along the 

Columbia River Breaks5); the presence of lakes, ponds, and creeks (usually surrounded by water 

plants, such as cattails6 and various kinds of reed).  Frozen or partially frozen water bodies offer 

a special risk to birddogs7.  There are few good upland bird habitats that do not have some, if 

not all of these hazards in one hunting location.  They provide good cover for wild gamebirds.     

This year’s upland bird season had its own peculiarities.  We had a new puppy (Tabitha) to get 

started on gamebirds in the field, another young dog (Spirit) to continue with her hunting 

experience and the old hands, Owen and Carter.  In addition to the problem of trying to get 

                                                           
4 During a junior hunt in mid-September about 10 years ago, Rory was pointing a pheasant when a rattlesnake 
struck at one of the junior hunters in the group, just 20 feet from Rory.  Of course, the kid shot the snake and the 

pheasant flushed and escaped without a shot being fired at it by anyone. 
5 Birddogs have been known to chase running or flushed gamebirds over steep cliffs to their death or serious 
injury. 
6 Pheasants like to run into patches of cattails around water bodies when getting pressure from a birddog or 
predator.  Two of my best hunting dogs (Rory and Owen) will run into the cattails following the alluding pheasants.    
It was enjoyable to watch them follow the pheasant scent through the cattails.  You can see the cattails shaking as 
they moved around.  I always had their GPS collar and bell on, so I knew where they were.  After a while they 
would give up and come back out to move on to the next objective.  Rory was a master at moving in the cattails.  
Rory has been gone now for two hunting seasons, but Owen is following in his steps.  Occasionally, they would get 
a pheasant to flush.  Conditions in the cattails seem to have changed this year.  Some of the cattail patches seem 
to be thicker than in past years.  There are a lot of new cattails coming up within the older cattail patches.  
Perhaps, this is weather related, as the past two winters have been mild with little snow.  Anyway, my first outing 
to the Quincy Lakes pheasant release site this season ended up presenting a risky situation with Owen getting 
tangled up in a patch of thick cattails.  Near the end of our hunt, after we had already had two roosters flush wild 
at the edge of the cattails, Owen was working bird scent from the sagebrush into the cattails.  Suddenly Owen 
came to a stop and his GPS collar said he was on point about 70 feet into the cattails.  I was hoping the pheasant 
would eventually flush my way, so I could get a shot.  After some time of Owen staying on point, I started calling 
him to come.  Then he started whining and the GPS showed he hadn’t moved. I did everything I could think of to 
get him to come, including using the training function of his GPS collar and firing a shot into the air. Nothing 
worked, so I leaned my shotgun against a tree and went into the cattails to rescue Owen.  I couldn’t believe how 
thick the cattails were.  I struggled to get through the cattails.  A machete would have been very helpful.  I followed 
my GPS and finally found him.  I hooked his lead on and slowly pulled him along as I fought my way back out of the 
cattails.  Luckily, the water was only about a foot deep and not too cold.  But I had stumbled a couple times and 
was wet to my knees.  Even though, Owen wanted to keep hunting, I headed directly back to the truck to warm up 
with Owen in tow.  I never had anything like this happen in all my previous hunting trips with any of my dogs.  Even 
when I hunted Carter around cattails, he never went into them very far.    
7 I always worry a little when hunting around frozen or partially frozen ponds, lakes and streams.  In addition to the 
current incident with Carter, I had a scare about 6 six years ago while hunting Rory and Owen with a friend of 
mine.  Rory was hunting in front of my friend and Owen was in front of me when we encountered a depression 
with a small frozen pond surrounded by brush and trees.  Owen followed some bird scent out onto the frozen 
pond when he broke through the ice and was half in and half out of the water.  His front legs were still on the ice 
around the edge of the pond and his rear legs were in the water just barely touching the bottom of the pond.  He 
couldn’t get up on the ice to come back to shore.  He was whining and carrying on so much that I was afraid his 
whining was going to call in a coyote.  My friend was out of sight, so I couldn’t get him to help.  I had no rope to tie 
myself to a tree in case I got stuck trying to get Owen out.  But I found a long dead tree branch and started hitting 
the ice near the edge of the pond finally breaking it enough for Owen to get to shore.  A close call! 
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each of our hunting dogs out, we were having the downstairs flooring in our home replaced just 

as the upland bird season got started.  I spent a lot of time during the early season removing 

the old carpeting and kitchen linoleum, helping paint the downstairs, prepping for the flooring 

installation, and then supervising the installation of our new hardwood floors.  Therefore, I had 

not been out hunting pheasants with Owen and Carter for over two weeks.  Before the tragic 

hunt, I had made two previous trips to the area in question (State lands managed by F&W lands 

in the Desert Unit along the Dodson Rd) hunting wild pheasants with Spirit (along with Brian 

and his pointing lab, Rossi) and Tabitha (by herself) without an incident.  At this time of year, 

and without any snow, the wild pheasants really like to run and will run from the nearby 

sagebrush into the cattails surrounding most of the ponds and lakes in the area.   During a hunt 

last year with Carter and this year’s trips with Spirit and Tabitha, none of the three dogs got 

more than a foot or two into the cattails.  Therefore, I didn’t feel too concerned about hunting 

at this location again this year with Owen and Carter.  The area provided excellent habitat, wild 

pheasants, and few of the annoying burrs and other sticky things that get caught in our dogs’ 

long coats, which are present in so many other hunting locations. 

The fateful hunt (Friday, December 14th) began like many had this year, including the day 

before with Tabitha; a couple of very enthusiastic dogs and mild weather.   When we began, it 

was in the upper 30’s, overcast with a light breeze, no snow on the ground, but most of the 

ponds and lakes were completely or partially frozen.  Anyway, the hunt with Owen and Carter 

got off to a great start and within about 20 minutes we encountered our first pheasant.  

Unfortunately, the pheasant took off running and then flushed out over one of the lakes.  

Neither dog followed the flushing bird and I couldn’t get a shot.  After a couple more hours 

without seeing any more pheasants (Although the dogs got real birdy several times), we were in 

the process of hunting around the edge of a pond only a quarter mile from the truck.  Owen 

first started working a running pheasant that flushed wild out over the cattails and pond.  As 

the pheasant flushed, Carter took off after it.  At that moment, I was more concerned about 

whoa’ing Owen, which I did.  As Carter went into the cattails after the flying pheasant, I heard 

another pheasant flush, probably going out over the pond.  That lead to a situation for Carter 

that he could not resist to chase.  I then put my attention on getting Carter to come back to me.  

Unfortunately, I couldn’t get him to come.  As I progressed around the pond, I heard him 

barking as I called him, but he never came to me.  I believe by that time, he had gone through 

the cattails and into a very thick patch of tangled reeds that surrounded the pond outboard of 

the cattails, he was so tangled up in the reeds that he couldn’t get out; I imagined a situation 

like what happened to Owen earlier in the season.   I ran all around the pond calling Carter and 

watching my GPS.  It showed his location as basically unmoving.  At that point, I figured I was 

going to have to go in and rescue him like I did for Owen earlier in the year.  I used my GPS to 

find the shortest routes into his location.  As I started calling him and moving to his location, I 

quickly encountered an unbelievably thick tangled mass of reeds (see photo below).  There just 
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wasn’t any way for me to get through the reeds.  I 

needed a machete.  The depth of water in the reeds 

was deeper than in the cattails and was much colder 

and partially frozen.  I tried going into the cattails and 

reeds in two different locations and could only get 

within 90 feet of Carter’s location.  After about an hour 

of trying to get to Cater at two different locations (who 

at time was still barking and whining), I finally decided I 

needed help.  Plus, my wet legs were very cold.  I called 

Louise and asked her to ask Brian to come out and help, as well as bringing a machete and hip 

boots.  While I was waiting for Brian to arrive, Carter stopped whining and I lost connection 

with his GPS collar.  All my yelling at Carter got no further response.  I assumed the freezing 

cold water had gotten the best of him, he was suffering from hypothermia and slipped further 

into the water, drowning.  I then took Owen back to the truck to wait for Brian to arrive and to 

warm up. Brian must have broken a few speed limits to get out to my location so fast.  At that 

point, I knew this had turned into a recovery effort.  Brian did not have any hip boots but did 

bring a machete.  I took the machete and tried to cut my way through the reeds to Carter’s 

location.  The machete helped very little.  As dusk was approaching and not having any feeling 

in my feet because of the cold water, we decided to give up for the day and return the next day 

with hip boots and chest waders.  Carter’s last location was saved in my handheld GPS unit.  I 

have enclosed several pictures showing his approximate location and the condition of the 
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cattails and reeds.   

We returned the next day with 

chest waders, hip boots, machete 

and wooden fence boards to help 

move through and over the reeds 

by laying on the boards.  After 

working another 2 to 3 hours, we 

were not able to get any closer to 

Carter’s last know location based on 

my GPS unit.  The ice within the 

reeds was starting to thaw and I 

continually broke through up to 

over my knees in water.  We felt 

that we didn’t want someone to 

have to recover one of us, so we returned home discussing possible ways to recover Carter.  We 

felt the only two ways of eventually recovering Carter was to wait until we had some 

significantly cold weather allowing us to walk 

out through the reeds on ice.  The other 

method was to wait until spring when the 

pond thawed allowing us to take a canoe out 

to the edge of the reeds and looking for him. 

After I got back home Saturday, Richard (one 

of our sons) called and offered to help bring 

closure to Carter’s death by helping to 

recover his body.  Richard is on the 

Multnomah County Sheriffs’ Department 

Dive and Rescue Team. He offered to bring 

his dive equipment (oxygen tank, breathing mask, insulated floatation suit, ropes, rubber 

gloves, etc.) and a kayak in case we needed to approach Carter’s location from the water.  

Richard has dived in some nasty and dangerous places looking for all kinds of objects (including 

human bodies).  He was confident that he could find Carter.  Richard arrived in Wenatchee late 

Monday afternoon.  Tuesday morning, we headed to the site with Chuck St. John from the 

Wenatchee Kennel Club.  Chuck offered to come along and serve as an observer and safety 

officer in case Richard or I got into trouble.  Before starting this recovery effort, I spoke with the 

Fish & Wildlife’s area manager for the Desert Unit about what we were planning to do.  He was 

agreeable to our plans and allowed us to open a gate into an area closed to vehicle traffic, so 
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that we could get our gear to within a couple hundred yards of the pond where Carter was 

located. 

 

Enclosed is a photo of Richard in his flotation suit and me in my chest waders as we were about 

to begin our entry into the cattails and reeds.  We began by following one of the paths I had cut 

through the reeds with the machete on Saturday until we got to a spot where I broke through 

the ice up to a few inches of the top of my chest waders.  Richard then took the lead by 

crawling over the reeds while lying on a piece of plywood that we brought along.  I also tied 

Richard to a rope in case I needed to pull him out.  I still had by GPS handheld unit with me and 

I kept navigating Richard toward where my GPS showed Carter to be located.  I was about ready 

to give up when Richard spotted a small portion of Carter’s head in the water.  The rest of 

Carter’s body was submerged.  His GPS collar and antenna were under his head submerged in 

water.  Due to the thick tangled mass of reeds, 

and such a small part of Carter’s body being 

visible, Richard felt he was lucky to see him.  

Richard also believed that we would never had 

seen him if we had attempted to come in from 

the water in the kayak.  At the spot where 

Carter was found, the water was up to Richard’s 

neck.  Richard could never had gotten to 

Carter’s body without his insulated floatation 

suit and my GPS unit.  Once we found Carter, 

the work was not over.  It took a lot of work to 

get Carter out of the reeds and cattails.  I used the machete to cut a wider path through the 

reeds.  All three of us helped carry gear and Carter back to the truck.   

Carter was cremated the next day.  I now have his and Rory’s ashes for eventual spreading in a 

favorite hunting location to be selected.  

Reflecting on the day Carter got trapped in the reeds, and a previous incident, years ago, when 

Owen broke through a frozen pond, I believe I can reconstruct what happened to Carter.  When 

he flushed the second pheasant in the cattails he went after it through the cattails and into the 

reeds where he partially broke through the ice, got tangled and trapped in the thick growths of 

reeds and couldn’t get up on the ice or move in any direction.  Eventually, the frigid water led 

to hypothermia and his drowning.  

Owen, Spirit, and Tabitha are telling me that it is time to get back out bird hunting.  They are 

correct, but where is the snow? 
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Lessons learned:  I will not be back to some of my favorite hunting spots where there are 

scattered ponds with cattails and reeds.  Interestingly, when the Fish & Wildlife worker came 

out to unlock the gate for us, he told me that his dad always carried a rope with him when 

hunting birds in the Desert Unit and other locations in eastern Washington where there is so 

much water and, therefore, an opportunity for his dog to break through the ice.  I now have a 

rope and machete in the truck just in case I encounter any unexpected situations on future 

hunts.  The Fish & Wildlife worker also told me that the mass of reeds that contributed to 

Carter’s death are an invasive species that are eradicated from most water bodies in eastern 

Washington, but the fisheries folks will not permit the eradication of the reeds for fisheries 

reasoning in the Desert Unit.  A real shame!  I also need to work on enforcing the “whoa” 

command with all of my birddogs and to rethink the need to have my dogs earn their Senior 

and Master Hunter titles. 

I want to thank everyone that helped with Carter’s recovery (Brian, Richard, and Chuck) and 

everyone who have offered their condolences to Louise and me.  Our English Setter and Kennel 

Club friends have been terrific.   

Thank you, all! 

 

-Norm- 

 

p.s.  By the way, I was able to recover the GPS tracking collar that Carter was wearing.  It had 

been submerged in water for 3 ½ days before recovering it. I allowed it to dry out for a couple 

days, then charged the collar.  Amazingly, it still works.  I use the Garmin Alpha 100 handheld 

GPS unit with the TT 15/TT mini training collars. 


