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Dallas Seavey is the most dominant musher on
the Iditarod trail these days. He's won 4 races
in 5 years, and holds the record for the fastest
winning time. This year he'll be looking to make
history again as he goes for his fifth victory, a
feat that only one other musher, Rick Swenson,
has attained in the history of the race. Dallas'
dominance is undeniable, and as we prepare for
Iditarod 45, the question isn't so much, "Who will
win Iditarod?" but, "Can anyone stop Dallas?".
Columnist Jake Berkowitz proposes a few strategies to unseat Seavey on page 26.
Photo by Casey Thompson Photography

2017

2/20/17 2:01 AM

checkpoint

W

elcome to the Annual Iditarod Issue! Going into the 2017 Iditarod, the main question is: who can beat Dallas? Dallas
has won 4 out of the last 5 Iditarods, and last year he did it in record-smashing time (under 8 days and 12 hours).
Although the race start has moved to Fairbanks for only the third time in history, due to lack of snow in large
stretches of the trail, Dallas won it the last time it was here in Fairbanks in 2015, so he knows what a winning schedule looks like on
this trail. We are excited to have Jake Berkowitz talk strategy and who he thinks will challenge Dallas this year.
Behind the scenes here at Mushing, we have been incredibly busy pulling together two issues in one month to get back on track with
our publication schedule. Make sure to re-subscribe soon because we have put out quite a few issues recently and your subscription
may expire sooner than you think!
Our team has also had an aggressive race coverage schedule including the Fur Rondy, Open North American Championships,
Limited North American, Yukon Quest, and Iditarod. We will have coverage of those events as well as some from outside Alaska in the
upcoming issues. We have been following races online from around the world, and it sure makes us wish we could make it Outside for
more races!
Jacob Witkop, Editor and Fellow Musher
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We had a blast with some young dogs at the Alaska Dog Mushers Association Midnight Sun Gold Run.
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Contrasting the
First Iditarod
with Today’s
Race: there have
been a lot of
changes
by Helen Hegener, author of The First Iditarod

O

n a cold March day in 1973, thirty-six mushers stood on
their sled runners in Anchorage and somewhat nervously
wondered what lay ahead of them. Their big burly dogs
were hitched to sleds loaded with heavy sleeping bags, bulky winter
clothes, food and camping gear, dog food, pistols, rifles, skis and
snowshoes. Several of the sleds were big freighting numbers, built
for hauling cargo, not making time on a 1,000 mile wilderness
trail which hadn’t been traveled in many years.

Contrast that with the 85 mushers who danced through the streets
of Anchorage last March in the ceremonial run, in eager anticipation
of the race which would officially restart the next day, 60 miles
farther north. Almost 70 of those mushers already knew what was
ahead of them, being veterans of the trail, and seven of them were
former Iditarod champions. Their dogs were mostly small, slight, and
incredibly swift; their sleds engineering marvels, their gear light and
minimal, sponsor-supplied and top-of-the-line.
The inaugural run to Nome saw a winning time of twenty and a half
days, and the red lantern musher took over a month, while last year’s
winning time was eight and a half days, and the last finisher drove her
team under the burled arch only 13 days after leaving Willow.
There have been a lot of changes to the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race
in the 45 years since 1973, but not all of them have been man-made, nor
welcome. The first intrepid souls turned their sleds north and battled
through one of the fiercest blizzards to ever hit the race, including
deep snow which obliterated the trail in places. Last year’s mushers
cruised to Nome on a carefully groomed trail and saw snow conditions
4
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so sparse they made the national news. The trail conditions can still
be treacherous, of course, as witnessed near Safety in the 2014 race,
but by and large the trail is well-marked and easily navigable. Nothing
like the 1973 race when, as Ford Reeves of McKinley Park explained,
“They gave us this orange flag to put on top of our sleds so they would
always know - because there was supposed to be air support - and they
would always know where we were. But no one ever flew over us, and
right after we left Skwentna it snowed three feet one night. There we
were on the Skwentna River, three feet of snow, no trail, we had this
stupid orange flag - and we didn’t have any food. we didn’t have any
dog food, didn’t have any people food. We were planning on doing the
checkpoint food, you know, yadayada.... So there we were, no trail,
three feet of snow, no trail, three feet of snow...”
The first race had one veterinarian, an Air Force Captain named
Terry Adkins, while the 2016 racers were tended by a small army
of 42 vets who came from Alaska, the lower 48, Germany, South
Africa, and Australia. There was only sporadic and occasional air
assistance in the 1973 race, mostly on an as-needed basis, but the
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modern race is supported by the 30-aircraft
all-volunteer Iditarod Air Force, which has
in the air since 1978. An integral part of the
race team, the Iditarod Air Force transports
drop bags, bales of straw and other needed
supplies to every checkpoint; flies out dogs
who have been dropped during the race;
and flies the race volunteers, veterinarians,
judges, communications volunteers with
all their equipment, photographers, Insider
personnel, and dog handlers to and from the
remote checkpoints.
And the checkpoints! Nome resident
Howard Farley was among the organizers of
the 1973 race, and he ran the race with a long
freight sled, finishing in just over a month. He
explained, “We had to set up the checkpoints
backwards from Nome. That’s when I got
some of the pilots up here to donate a ride, and
we would go down to the villages and set up
the checkpoints. I knew people in Solomon, in
Golovin, and I’d call down to these places and
get somebody I knew... Sometimes it wasn’t
the right person, but they’d tell me who to talk

Nobody ran at night because everybody just
carried a pocket flashlight, that's all we
had for light.
to. So we just set up the checkpoints as far
as we could go, which was Unalakleet. Later
on, we were to take the checkpoints from
the Nome end as far as McGrath’s. Joe just
couldn’t do it from the other end. There was
that middle part where we just had an awful
time, him getting in his little plane and us
getting there from this way. So when the race
would start in Anchorage everybody would
just jump off the cliff, and they wouldn’t come
back up until Unalakleet!”
That explained, in part, how Ford Reeves
and his partner Mike Schreiber found
themselves facing no trail and three feet of
snow. Bill Arpino of Tok, who finished in 11th
place, commented, “I later heard stories. You’d
hear about what happened behind and ahead
of you after the race, the communications
weren’t all that good in the first race. But I

know guys who got hurt bad, a couple of guys
broke legs and fell through the ice and this
all came out afterwards. But at the time you
didn’t hear much about it.”
Today there are twenty-six established
checkpoints along the northern route, and
twenty-seven on the southern route. Mushers
have drop bags flown to each checkpoint
with replenishing gear, food, and other trail
necessities, but things were quite different in
1973, as Mike Schreiber explained: “....we had
a lot of stuff on the trail! We took camping
gear, a little wood stove, we had a little tent,
and you know, I don’t quite remember what
the story was, but they were shipping food out,
but the whole thing was not very organized,
it was just the beginning, and either we
missed part of it or missed most of it, it

First Iditarod cont'd on next page
mushing magazine
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First Iditarod cont'd from previous page
seems like we were carrying a heckuva lot
of dogfood, and I remember we had ground
beef for weeks, I think we had 20 days worth
of food and stuff for us, so we really had a big
sled, and it was piled up.”
Dave Olson of Knik, another organizer who
ran the first race, noted, “As far as what we
took, survival gear was the main thing, and
food for the dogs. Just cold weather gear,

things to keep you warm, hand-warming
stuff, and a good arctic sleeping bag was the
main thing. I took a little tent, I only used it
once. I’d use a tarp, or the sled bag was a lot
easier, you just slept on the sled or alongside
the sled. For food, we put together pizzas
and homemade cinnamon rolls and pieces of
chicken, and you could either eat it frozen or
thaw it out a little bit.”
Dave added, “Nobody knew how to feed the
dogs. The guys coming out of the Bush had a
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better idea of what the dogs needed than us
local guys around here. We pretty much sent
commercial dog food and beef tallow. Nobody
ran at night because everybody just carried a
pocket flashlight, that’s all we had for light.
Nobody had headlights until a year or two
later when the headlights started coming
around and people started traveling at night.”
Today’s Iditarod mushers carry mandatory
items such as the vet book, cooking
equipment and food for the dogs, an ax, a
cable gangline or tie out cable to secure the
team, a cold weather sleeping bag, eight
booties per dog, one pair of snowshoes, and
promotional material from the Iditarod Trail
Committee. A musher might also carry extra
food, clothing, repair kits, extra sled parts,
dog foot ointments, dog treats, a music player,
and emergency items. They send additional
food, clothes, gear and equipment out to the
checkpoints in the drop bags, and usually at
least one extra sled to somewhere on the trail.
Dog care is vastly different today. Bill
Arpino explained about booties: “We didn’t
have booties like we have now, the Cordura
or the fleece ones with the Velcro fasteners.
The ones I had, the ladies here in Tok made
them up, and they were caribou hide on one
side and canvas on the other, and they sewed
them all together and they had a little tie
string around the top. That’s the way earlyday booties were made, and you tied them on
the dog. Of course the first water you went
through, or stream crossing they got wet,
and you had to take them all off and run the
dogs through new snow to dry their feet out,
so you had a lot of booties. And you couldn’t
leave them on, the strings got frozen and you
couldn’t untie them. A lot of guys just used
adhesive tape, but it didn’t stick very good
either when it got cold. So the dogs that had
foot problems, I tried not to use any of those.”
Ken Chase of Anvik, finishing 13th, noted,
“There was an Eskimo gal, her name was
Sadie Kougoruk, she made me a set of mooseskin booties for my dogs. I used them pretty
regularly, but they were kinda hard to keep
on, we didn’t have any Velcro or anything, so
we used black tape, electrical tape. The dogs
didn’t like them, they weren’t used to them, so
they just pulled them off, and we’d put them
back on. We’d dry them every night by the fire
and keep trying to protect their feet. We used
all sorts of different salves and stuff to try to
stop the bleeding, we used Desitin ointment,
and we used even that hemorrhoid ointment,
Preparation H. We used Vaseline, pine tar....
Just about everything imaginable, everybody
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had their different options.”
Communications have changed along with
• Sled Bags - custom made sled bags to your specs.
the technology over the years. In 1973 the
• Rex -Runners™
- used on sleds worldwide.
• Rex Runners™
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only way to contact a point on the trail was by
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best. from
• Fast Trax Runner
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1-piece runner
plastic is1-piece
still the best,
5 proven
to choose
telephone or radio, but with a change to the
• Sled Bags - custom made sled bags to your specs.
• Neos Overshoes
rules for the 2017 race, mushers can carry and
Components
Weyour
are your
one-stop
for sled
parts.
one-stop
shopshop
for sled
parts.
• Sled• Sled
Components
- We-are
use two-way communication devices such
as
The Nitro 60 Pro.
It’s the Nitro 60 beefed up.
cellphones and satellite phones for the
first
time, although they cannot use them to talk
to the media. A separate rule says mushers
cannot receive outside assistance during the
th
th
Prairie Bilt Sleds
ND 58056
www.prairiebiltsleds.com
prairiebilt@ictc.com
Prairie720
Bilt 119
Sleds Ave
720SE,
119Luverne,
Ave SE, Luverne,
ND 58056
www.prairiebiltsleds.com701-769-2620
701-769-2620 prairiebilt@ictc.com
race.
The mushers who entered the 1973 Iditarod
faced challenges that would never threaten
the teams of 2017, but as Bill Arpino explains,
they also enjoyed a measure of camaraderie
and hospitality which would fade with
the passing years. “There was a lot more
Braeön is Proud to Support
camaraderie in the first race. I understand
why, but now you can’t sit around talking to
people around a campfire or in the villages,
in the 2017
stuff like that. What happened in the first
Yukon Quest and
race, everybody was so strung out over a
Iditarod!
period of time, particularly the latter half of
the race, that you knew somebody was a day
ahead of you, and there was somebody a day
behind you or whatever, and everybody just
kind of strung out, so you could spend some
time visiting with people in the villages and
things like that. And everybody was really
hospitable and gracious! You got invited over
to different people’s’ houses for food and
things like that.
“I remember, at Golovin, Martin Olson was
the pilot, and his Native wife invited me in.
Golovin wasn’t a checkpoint or anything...
Ron Aldrich was traveling with me then. And
they invited us in there and she fed us, just
gobs of food, and we ate it and then she said,
In facing the harsh elements of the Yukon, Laura
‘Oh, you’re still hungry,’ so she brought more
and Braeön will each showcase their strength.
food out. And we just gobbled that right up.
And she said, ‘You guys are still hungry, aren’t
www.braeon.com
you?’
“And we said, ‘Yeahhh...’"

Prairie Bilt Sleds - 7 models to choose from
Prairie
Bilt Sleds - 7 models to choose from

Laura Neese

Helen Hegener is the author of over a dozen
books on Alaskan history, including Alaskan
Roadhouses, Alaska Sled Dog Tales, The
Yukon Quest Trail, and The First Iditarod.
Her website is northernlightmedia.com
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Up The
North
Shore:

strategies
for tackling
Minnesota’s
John Beargrease
Sled Dog Race

“All you can see are hills as far
as your eye can go down the
trail, and you’re thinking ‘my
God that was tough. How many
more of these are there?’”

by Shannon Miller

T

he Beargrease is known for its killer hills, especially in
the area between Finland and Devils Track. “There is a
35,000 foot elevation change on the race course, with hills
that are anywhere from 400 feet to 1,000 feet of vertical change,”
said race spokesperson, Jason Rice. “They’re not huge hills,” Rice
continued, “not like in Alaska in the Brooks Range or the Dalzell
Gorge. But it’s hill after hill after hill.” The relief felt after cresting
one of those hills quickly dissolves when, after white-knuckling
down the back of it, mushers find themselves climbing another.
“All you can see are hills as far as your eye can go down the trail,
and you’re thinking ‘my God that was tough. How many more of
these are there?’” said Rice. He continued “Probably a good 70
miles of the trail is just constant up and down and up and down
and you get no break from it. There really is no race in the lower
48 like it that would have the same type of character where it’s
just many miles of hills.”
So how do mushers prepare for a race like the Beargrease?
Looking back through the archive of champions, a pattern
quickly emerges. All of them lived and trained in equally rugged
areas. If they didn’t hail from the north shore itself, they often
came from even more rugged areas like Montana or Wyoming.
It becomes clear that access to terrain with similar elevation
changes becomes a crucial factor for competitive racing in the
Beargrease.
“I think the only way to appropriately prepare for the
Beargrease is to get out on the Beargrease trail,” said Rice. But
8
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three-time mid-distance champion, Martha Schouweiler, who
holds the record for the fastest time ever in the history of the middistance race, doesn't entirely agree. The hills the Schouweiler’s
use for training are hilly, but “nothing like the Beargrease hills.”
She calls them “roller coaster hills.” Consistent training is key.
Her son, Chad, says dogs are a big factor: “running a course like
that with eight dogs and moderately fast means [you need] good
dogs that aren’t injury-prone.”
Another strategy for doing well? Better hit the gym. Don’t come
to the Beargrease with a tail dragger and expect to sit through
the hills. “On the upbound way going up the shore, you could
probably ride out the hills with a full team of fourteen dogs,” says
Rice. “But on the downbound coming back toward the finish,
even if you have a full team, they’re not going to be as full of vigor
as they were on the upbound way and you’re going to have to help
on those hills. And that means not just pedaling, but running.”
Martha Schouweiler has a big competitive advantage in this
area. Not only was she an instructor in outdoor education for
Nicolet College in Rhinelander, Wisconsin, she has raced the
American Birkebeiner Cross Country Ski Race - the largest ski
race in North America - since her children were infants. Now
at age 61, the mother of four and grandmother of four can hold
her own running up the infamous Beargrease hills. She says the
25 kilometer Birkebeiner ski marathon has been a key factor in
training for the Beargrease.
I asked several top mushers in both the marathon and
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Aerial photo of the 2017 Beargrease provided by Jason Rice
mid-distance how they strategize for the
Beargrease. My questions to mushers were:
What do you do to get your dogs prepared to
tackle the constant gait changes of continuous
up-and-down hills? Are there certain
qualities you feel are advantageous for dogs
to have on this terrain or certain pedigrees?
What mistakes do rookies typically make on
the Beargrease and why?
Nathan Schroeder, four-time marathon
champion, says in regard to preparation: “If
you want a good taste of the Beargrease, run
the trail from Finland all the way to Devil’s
Track and then back. The Gunflint Mail Run
would be a good tune-up race [before the
Beargrease] too.”
Ryan Anderson, three-time marathon
champion agrees that the Beargrease trail
is challenging but not because it’s technical.
“The trail itself is a difficult trail because the
dogs can never get into a traveling speed.
They’re constantly climbing, descending,
climbing, descending.” He says strategically,
to be competitive, you want to pick dogs that
can switch gaits very efficiently. “When you’re
racing hard at the Beargrease, that’s key: to
have dogs that can fluently, efficiently switch
from trot to lope and not mentally wear down
from that. It’s not like the Kusko where they
can get into a nine or 10 mile-per-hour trot

and just stay there. That’s pretty easy for
sled dogs to do. But when you’re asking them
to switch gaits constantly - and it’s not even
just switching gaits but it’s switching from
freerunning to pulling, freerunning to pulling
- that’s more difficult.”

Once mushers push dogs past the redline,
Anderson says, there isn’t enough time for
the dogs to recover. He says it’s much better
to keep them at an even speed at a pace they
can comfortably maintain. “In the Kusko
they have 10 hours of rest for three hundred

Nathan Schroeder, four-time marathon champion, says
in regard to preparation: “If you want a good taste of the
Beargrease, run the trail from Finland all the way to Devil’s
Track and then back. The Gunflint Mail Run would be a good
tune-up race [before the Beargrease] too.”
Anderson believes the biggest rookie
mistake mushers make on the Beargrease
marathon is taking too much rest. This
sounds counterintuitive until he explains:
“One thing that I don’t agree with in
midwest mushing is we have a lot of rest in
races. Everybody thinks rest is good, but it’s
not. Too much speed for too long mentally
wears on a dog. But too much rest is bad too
because then [mushers] try to go too fast and
it wears the dogs out. Everybody thinks ‘Oh,
I can go fast to the next checkpoint because I
have five hours of rest.’ But if you go too fast
you wear them out and blow their threshold.”

miles. Here, we’re going for three hours and
resting for five. Realistically in my opinion
for the betterment of the dogs, we’re going too
fast because we have too much rest. People
think ‘I’ll go fast because I have more time
to rest,’ but then you get more injured dogs,
more mental fatigue, and it drains on a dog
a lot going fast for five hours, versus if they
just get into this nice methodical trot at
traveling speed because they can do that for
days and days. Not everybody believes that,
but until you actually do it a few times and

Beargrease strategies continued on next page
mushing magazine
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Beargrease strategies continued from prev page
see it, you will believe it. Keeping the speed
maintainable is better for our dogs.”
To test these theories, I checked in with
Ryan Redington who, at the time of this
interview, was about to embark on his rookie
run of the Beargrease Marathon. Redington
said he has wanted to run the marathon
since his grandfather, Joe Redington Sr.
and founder of the Iditarod, ran it in the
late 80’s. Redington disagrees, saying the
plentiful amount of rest time is one thing that
attracted him to the Beargrease Marathon. “I
think it’s great that there’s a lot of rest on the
Beargrease compared to the races in Alaska.
There’s a lot more mandatory rest in this race
than races up in Alaska,” says Redington.
Erin Altemus and her husband Matt
Schmidt, who placed fourth in this year’s
marathon, say use of the drag mat is crucial
to running any mid-distance race and doing
well.
“Anyone running any race, much less
the mid-distance or full Beargrease, needs
to learn how to use their drag brake,” said
Altemus. “Start slow, finish fast.” She says
when she first ran the mid-distance, she
used the drag mat for the entire first leg. “It’s
counterintuitive,” she says, “but when you
slow the team into a speed they can maintain,
you are conserving their energy. If you burn
them up early - and they will absolutely burn
themselves out early if you let them - you are
asking for trouble later on.” She said nothing
is quite as gratifying as “having the fastest
leg time and passing teams in the last leg of a
race rather than trying to get out in front and
maintain that lead.”
She said she and her husband Matt think
about hill training a lot. In the fall, they
utilize a strategy Joe Runyan made famous
in his book Winning Strategies for Distance
Mushers. In the fall while training on the
ATV, they give gas as they approach a hill,

“Anyone running any
race, much less the
mid-distance or full
Beargrease, needs to learn
how to use their drag
brake,” said Altemus.
“Start slow, finish fast.”
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speeding up and continuing the
throttle all the way up the hill. “We
want the dogs to train to lope up the
hills. I know some mushers don’t they have them pull the weight of
the ATV or give them very little
help on the hills - but I think this
just trains the dogs to slow down on
the hills and they learn to expect to
feel the weight going up,” she says.
Once the dogs are conditioned to
lope up the hills, she says, they just
think hills are something to lope up
when transitioning to the sled.
Altemus, who has run both the
mid-distance and the marathon
races twice, admits the hills are
shocking for a rookie. And you
don’t get a break, even toward the
end. “If you think the last leg from
Two Harbors to Duluth is just the
‘last leg,’ watch out because it is
super hilly,” warns Altemus. “That
surprised me the first time I ran
the marathon. At that point, you
are 350 miles into the race, and
you still have to brake going down
every hill lest the sled overtake the
team. It’s exhausting, the hills. You
are trying to maintain speed going
up, but then having to brake going
down.”
A second training strategy
Altemus and Schmidt incorporate
is never stopping on hills for any
reason during training season.
Nathan Schroeder's team, 2017 Beargrease. Photo by Annie
“We don’t stop on uphills, ever.
Brandt-Fontaine
It’s probably safer to plant your
snowhook on an uphill - the dogs
rhythm.” He agrees with his wife (and what
have less chance of taking off on an uphill - smart man doesn’t) in that the last leg was
but this only lends to them expecting to stop brutal. “That was the steepest and hardest
on an uphill. We never stop until the top or [leg] with a tired team. It was definitely
the flat spots. Then, in the last hundred miles a challenging race more mentally than
when the team might lose focus and there are physically for me with the non-stop hills.”
dogs trying to quit, you don’t stop on an uphill
But what about the dogs? Are there certain
either, otherwise you risk the whole team qualities that are advantageous in dogs to
quitting. I’ve heard of it happening. They have on this terrain? Altemus says yes. “You
all just lie down at once and quit. Last year can bet I will put out leaders that lope uphill
between Finland and Two Harbors, I had two in the hilly stretches. We have been lucky
dogs in my sled bag and I pushed that sled up with getting some amazing dogs out of our
multiple hills. But if I stopped to snack, it was first breeding of a Jason Barron dog, Clumber
always right before a downhill so we had that with Judy Blume.” Martha Schouweiler says
momentum starting up again.”
the dogs should be “tough-headed - ones that
Schmidt contacted me during the writing can feel some discomfort but not let you know
of this story after a fourth place finish in his it.” Schroeder says the dogs have to have a
rookie run of the marathon, and he said “The mental toughness to take on those relentless
course is just as crazy hilly as people say it is, hills, but so do the people. “I’ve seen so many
and it’s hard to get the dogs into any kind of teams scratch at Sawbill upbound, and I
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think it’s because mentally, it fries a person.
You have to be mentally prepared. Their mind
plays games on them. You have to forget about
everything else going on and say ‘hey I’m
gonna race this and enjoy it.’ I think a lot of
mushers get wrapped up in the competition
and feel discouraged if they’re already
two hours behind another team.” He can
certainly speak with authority about mental
toughness. He recounted running in the 2016
Iditarod coughing up blood from pneumonia.
He went on to finish 45th in the race without
one antibiotic to help him along, admitting
“I’m stubborn. I won’t take anything.”
When asked about his training strategies,
Redington said he didn’t focus too much on
the hills, admitting “it might bite me later.”
He said he ran the Gunflint Mail Run in
preparation for the Beargrease and his dogs
did well despite having trained mostly on flat
land. For tackling hills, he said he relies on a
pedigree that goes back to his dad’s breeding.
“They’re good heavy dogs and good trotters.”
When asked what he thinks rookie mistakes
are on the Beargrease marathon, Redington
laughs and says “My mistake is that I’m going
to try to win the race.”
So how does training for the shorter middistance race differ from training for the
marathon? It turns out, there isn’t a heck of
a lot of difference. Dusty Klaven, who has run
the mid-distance race six times, says “I train

201 Minnie St.
Fairbanks, Alaska 99701
907-451-7555

When asked what he
thinks rookie mistakes
are on the Beargrease
marathon, Redington
laughs and says “My
mistake is that I’m going
to try to win the race.”
my dogs in short bursts of speed on the four
wheeler to teach them to lope and trot while
still pulling together as a team.” She says she
believes a true pulling team is key to the hills.
Of the dogs, she says “a quality I look for in a
dog is honesty. If a dog is truly ‘honest,’ they
will give you everything and not quit.”
In the end, the general consensus about
training strategies if you want to tackle the
Beargrease are:
Be consistent in your training. “Don't show
up with just a couple hundred miles on your
team,” says Martha Schouweiler. Anderson
says he had roughly 1,800 miles on his team
going into the Beargrease Marathon.
Train on terrain that most closely resembles
the Sawtooth Mountains of the Beargrease.
Don’t go too fast too early in the race. Take
it easy. Klaven says “I believe rookies go
too fast too early with the hills and tire out
fast.” Schroeder agrees, saying people often
get caught up in what the competition is

Check out our new website!

WWW.AKGEAR.COM

doing and run dogs too hard. And Anderson
concurs as well: “Don’t run them too fast
downhills, and try to keep the speed as steady
as possible.”
Run within the dogs’ abilities.
Both Anderson and Schroeder say rest early
for both the mid-distance and the marathon.
Ironically, Anderson admits “this was
the first year in my history of running the
Beargrease that I was not training to win any
race.” Having signed up for his rookie attempt
in the 2017 Iditarod, that has been his focus.
But he must be doing something right,
because despite not training to win, he once
again won the 2017 Beargrease Marathon. •
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The benefits of loose dropping
Thoughts from life on the road

Updated from an article originally printed in the Cascade Sled Dog Club - August 2013 Newsletter

by Dave Turner

A

s mushers we are always looking for competitive advantages.
We want our dogs to be able to race every weekend of the season
and have long racing careers. Whether we race competitively
or recreationally, we are constantly seeking the best way to train,
condition, feed, hydrate, transport, house and race our dogs. We buy
the best equipment, wax our runners, and feed our dogs supplements.
We learn how to identify and treat injuries. We often talk about what
is the most important element to make a team competitive. You know,
that one thing that if you don’t do it or have it you won’t succeed. Is
it having the best dogs or the best sled? Is it feeding the best food or
doing speed training on the quad?
Really it’s not just one thing, but many, that you must do and have in
order to succeed consistently race-to-race and season-to-season. One
of those key elements, loose (or free) dropping your dogs, is part of
most successful racing programs. Loose dropping in this context is
letting your dogs loose while travelling and in the kennel. Letting the
dogs off their chains or out of their pens without a leash, usually in
groups, so they can loosen up, stretch out, and relieve themselves. This
is not the same as free running as we are not doing it for conditioning
or speed training. We might go on a walk when loose dropping, but the
goal isn’t to have the dogs run at a high speed for any length of time.
While loose dropping your dogs is not a silver bullet - just because
you start loose dropping your dogs doesn’t necessarily mean you will
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win every race you enter - you might be missing out on an opportunity
to improve your team. This isn’t anything new; top sprint mushers
have been doing it for decades, including Charlie Champaine, Ross
Saunderson, the Streepers, the Becks, and many others. Most of the
top mushers who race in Fur Rondy, Open North American, The Pas
World Championship, Yellowknife, and Wyoming Stage Stop loose
drop their dogs several times a day throughout the race week. Many
top Iditarod mushers post videos on Facebook of their dogs running
around loose together.

Advantages
Loose dropping dogs has many advantages. It helps keep the dogs
relaxed while travelling, can make it easier to identify soreness
and injuries, and is usually more efficient than dropping on chains.
Because you are letting the dogs out loose, you don’t have to pull out
chains or walk the dogs to their spot. This reduces the effort and time
spent dropping the dogs. It calms them down and burns off anxiety
and stress.
The dogs stay limber while travelling and recover faster. A dog on
a drop chain can stretch a bit, but they don’t have much freedom of
movement. Imagine taking a long road trip to run two marathons
back-to-back. On all of your stops you step out your car door, stand
there for five minutes, pee on the tire, and climb back into your seat.
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If it’s a very long road trip it won’t take long before you start getting
uncomfortable, with cramping and a sore back. Now get out of the
car, run a marathon as fast as you can, and get back into that seat five
or ten minutes after you finish. The next time you get out to relieve
yourself your muscles will be tight. You will likely be sore. The next
day when you get out to run the marathon again just imagine how you
might feel. Now do this 6 or 8 weekends in a span of the 2½ -3 month
racing season. You would never realistically treat yourself this way.
You would take breaks on your road trip to stretch your legs and warm
up your muscles. When you get to your destination you would probably
go on light walks or easy jogs before and between the marathons.
Many human athletes do what’s called active recovery, low intensity
exercise after and between intense racing and workouts. Active
recovery has been shown to reduce muscle lactate levels faster than
complete rest, improve relaxation, and help increase blood circulation
in people. Loose dropping provides your dogs the opportunity to
actively recover from their efforts in similar ways.
Your dogs will relieve themselves more quickly and fully. A dog
that’s loose will run around and pee on everything whether they have
to go right then or not. The running around also encourages them to
poop if necessary by loosening things up. Dogs on a drop chain will
usually only go if they have to at that time. This is a big advantage if
you are racing fast, in races where every second counts. This can also
reduce occurrences of dogs peeing in their boxes on the truck.
Think of the importance of recess in elementary school. Recess
allows the kids to burn off their excess mental energy and improves
their focus while in class. Just imagine the impact on education if they
didn’t take that 10 or 15 minutes a couple times a day. Dogs are very
similar. They are calmer, easier to manage and have more focus when
they have regular opportunities every day to exercise their “recess”.
It’s easier to identify injuries when dogs are running around loose.
When dogs are running around they will often show signs of
soreness that you wouldn’t otherwise notice. Dogs run around freely
and fluidly while loose. If you regularly lose drop your dogs and watch
them all and how they run, you will quickly pick up on a slight limp
that you would never see when your dogs are standing at the side
of the truck on a drop chain, walking them by their collars, or even
walking on a leash. Often these are issues that are hard to detect by
physically examining each dog. Many dogs are very difficult to assess
and find minor issues. Some will cry just by touching them. Many of us
are not very good at identifying issues through physical exams. These
issues will often expose themselves when the dogs are trotting around
playing with each other.
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Training
Key tools for training dogs to loose drop include fenced in areas, the
retractable leash, a 15’ section of rope attached to a snap, a drop chain,
and a pocket full of kibble (or other treat).
Ideally you would first let your dogs loose in a fenced area. This will
give you the opportunity to test your dogs and make sure they will
reliably come when they’re called. Starting with a small fenced area
will help reduce frustrations with those few dogs that will play keep
away.
With really shy dogs consider starting with a large kennel run to

Loose dropping continued on page 14
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Loose dropping continued from page 13
see if they will readily come to you while loose
before letting them free in a larger fenced
area. Many dogs will not come when they are
called, will wander too far away, or will play
keep away when you try to fetch them. For
these dogs use the long lead. It’s cheap and
easy to make a long lead with thin rope and a
snap. Tie the snap on one end and make a loop
on the other. Start with the dog one on one
and when you call them pick up the rope, reel
them in and praise them. As soon as the dog
relaxes and is comfortable on the long lead
you can use it while loose dropping the rest
of your dogs. Just treat the dog like it is loose
like the rest of your dogs. When you call them
all to you, reel that dog in and praise it when
it gets to you. Soon that dog will come to you
on it's own and you can start letting it loose in
the fenced area.
Dogs that stays too far out of reach to pick
up the long lead will require the retractable
leash until they get comfortable and learn
to stay close. The retractable leash is also a
great tool for use in areas too risky or not
appropriate to let the dogs loose.
Another technique is to drop chain the dog
you are training to a super reliable dog. When
you call both dogs, the reliable dog will drag
the dog in training over to you where you
can shower them with praise. Try this with
another reasonably reliable dog to make sure
that the trainer dog will handle it ok before
giving them the responsibility of dragging a
shy or extremely animated dog. Never chain
two dogs together for free running as this
can be very dangerous. Some mushers might
even warn against this technique for loose
dropping.
Every time you load your dogs back into the
truck, give them your “load up” command.
Repeating this consistently will reinforce
the dogs’ desire to all congregate around
your truck or run into
your trailer to get in their
boxes. This comes in
handy when a dog starts
to wander and doesn’t
come when they’re called.
When you start loose
dropping
your
dogs
outside of fenced areas,
do it in areas away from
traffic and other dangers
and distractions. It helps
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to have another person with you to help watch
the dogs and retrieve them when necessary.
When loose, dogs will eat poop and garbage,
and occasionally fight. Watch them close so
you can prevent these issues and stop them
before they become a problem. The more
familiar the area, the more bold your dogs
will be and the more likely they will wander.
Loose drop your dogs in unfamiliar areas and
they are more likely to stay close.
Most top mushers don’t loose drop their
dogs at the race parking area before the
race starts and many will not let their dogs
loose at the finish. Options typically used by
mushers include loose dropping their dogs at
the hotel before they head to the starting line
and finding a parking spot in town where they
can drop their dogs regularly throughout race
week. Another option is to go to the back of
the parking lot to drop the dogs away from the
rest of the teams before driving your truck up
to the starting area.

Etiquette
•

•

You will often be the last person to hear
about the tension you cause others and
will quickly gain a reputation for being
inconsiderate with your dogs.
Loose dropping a well-behaved group
of sled dogs is positive publicity for our

•
•
•

•

•

•

sport. Make sure while loose dropping
your dogs in public you are being a good
representative.
Pick up after your dogs.
Be considerate of other people and dog
owners and keep your dogs in control.
Before letting your dogs loose close to
other mushers it’s a good idea to check
to see if they have any females in heat.
If so, coordinate letting your dogs
loose around when the other musher is
dropping their female.
Avoid loose dropping your dogs on trails
where other mushers are running their
teams, skijoring, or walking them on
leashes.
Don’t loose drop at race site; the
most successful mushers and biggest
advocates of loose dropping dogs don’t
loose drop their dogs at the starting line
before the race.
Watch your dogs and don’t let
them pee on other mushers’ stuff.

Reduce Risks
Loose dropping your dogs is not risk free.
There are many dangers that you will face
on the road when loose dropping your dogs.
These include wildlife, traffic, garbage,
fireworks, stress and tension at the starting
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line, females in heat, and many others. You
should be conscious of these risks and work
to reduce them. There are many ways you
can reduce the risk of injuring or losing dogs
while loose dropping.
• Before dropping your dogs, scan the area
to identify and eliminate the dangers.
• Be prepared to pick up garbage and
dog or human waste (diapers). There’s
nothing more disgusting than catching
your dog eating human waste.
• Drop your dogs far enough away from
traffic to reduce the risk of your dogs
running in front of a moving vehicle.
• Don’t loose drop your dogs in the
starting area before the race – dogs have
been known to get excited and take off
across the starting line, even running
the complete race track before the race
starts. You don’t want to be that guy or
that girl.
• In areas with high risk or if you don’t
have help, loose drop your dogs in
small groups. This enables you to watch
the dogs more closely and catch issues
before they become problems.
• If you have females in heat, drop
everybody else first. If you drop intact
males after you drop the in heat females,
there will be tension over their pee
spots.
• If one or more dogs start to wander or
take off, don’t chase them. Most or all
of the rest of your loose dogs will follow
you and can create a disaster. Secure the
rest of your loose dogs on drop chains
or in their boxes before taking off to
fetch the wanderers. One dog running
into traffic or across a parking lot is a
lot less bad than 6 or 10 or 16. When you
are loading up the rest of your
dogs and calling out your load
up command, you stand a much
better chance of the wanderers
returning before you have to
give chase.
Dave Turner has been racing
competitively for over 12 years.
He has traveled all around
North America racing virtually
every race format (and doing
well) from 2 miles to 200
miles. You can follow his kennel
Racing Chaos on Facebook
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Q & A with a champion:

Buddy Streeper

Open class sprint teams of the old days used to train up to 16 to 18 miles maximum
for the Fur Rondy (3 x 25 mile heats) and North American (2 x 20 miles, 1 x 27 miles).
In recent years, there seems to be more “over-distance” training. Buddy discusses
this ...

BS:

We used to race Alaskans until the turning point of the new
millennium, with the introduction of pointer crosses in the
year 2000.
Alaskans have a little harder head, after 100s of years of breeding
for a dog that has a natural ability to run long distances. They are also
smart enough to run with reserve – they didn’t over exert themselves
so they always had something extra in the tank. This is due to the
earlier days of mushing, when the dogs needed to look after themselves
and sleep outside. Pointers, on the other hand, run hard, but weren’t
bred to run in the northern climate.
With Alaskans, you didn’t want to show them farther than you
needed to because they would reserve themselves even more by
naturally pacing themselves. So if you over-train them to the distances
they were racing, they will run slower to have reserves.
Once we bred in pointer, with Egil Ellis coming over, it was a gamechanger. They will over-exert themselves and they would do it as early
as 10 miles. So when we wanted them to go 25 miles for Rondy, you
slowly have to build up their endurance and show them the distance.
So if you wanted to race 25 miles, you would have to train them to 25
miles. The typical alaskan husky didn’t have to do that.
In the old days, you would race Exxon, which is 2x17 mile heats, and
put 3x20 mile runs on them before Rondy, then run the Rondy at 3x25
mile heats.
If we fast-forward to present day, this is my opinion: I race farther
distances than Rondy as my major race is Wyoming. I think some
other teams look at us, and say “that’s how the Streeper’s do it”, so we
have to train farther. This is something that both me and my dad have
discussed, and we aren’t sure why people are doing this.

JW:

So if you weren’t running Stage Stop, and you were
runner the traditional open races like North American,
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La Pas, and Rondy, you wouldn’t run that far?
No I wouldn’t. I didn’t do that when I set the track record
in Anchorage in 2007, with a dog-team bred, raised, and
trained to run that speed at that distance, because Rondy was our
main goal.
I don’t think that those times will be beat ever again. This is because
of the evolution of the sport, times have changed, people have changed
their breed. As far as my team, my dogs are bigger now. I was actually
noticing that the other day when I was reading old Mushing Magazines
and looking at our dogs. I need bigger dogs because I am doing limited
class races, like Wyoming where I am usually only running a 10-dog
team.
Another thing is, competition breeds competition. Without Egil,
Arleigh, Kornmuller fully committed to Anchorage, there isn’t as
much competition. Until another group of young mushers comes up, it
is going to take some time and some big purses because it is expensive
to play in this game. If you focus on Anchorage and Fairbanks, you
can’t have a 100-dog kennel because Anchorage hasn’t happened the
last three years, and Fairbanks had a $15,000 purse until the last two
years.

BS:

JW:
BS:

Can you talk about changes when you switched from
shorter training to longer training after your focused
switch from Open to Stage Stop?
We focused on paces and winning speeds for the distances
of the races we were going to run. Essentially from 1st hookup until race day, I am running 15 mph runs up to 47-48 mile runs.
This sets a basic pace in these dogs that is easy for them. These are
sprint dogs so they are capable of running over 24-26 mph in harness
or 35 mph loose. So the dogs that weren’t capable of a 22-23 mph pace
(2.5 minute mile), they are now getting a solid base and they train until
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January with us until we decide which dogs will make the team.
So when we switch over to faster races, after Stage Stop. The dogs
are fit. So we speed them up at ½ mph increments, slowly. 15 mph, 15.5
mph, 16 mph, 16.5 mph, 17 mph up to 20 mph and its takes one run per
½ mph. So these dogs are fit and basically bulletproof. So they can
finish strong and we finish with big teams.
So training longer keeps more dogs in the game, but you can over
do it.

JW:
BS:

When would you want to stop “over-distancing”?
10-days would be my last long run and it would be
comparable to the distance I will be running. It is not at race
speed, either because we don’t want to race in training. This allows
the dogs to rest and recover, with shorter attitude runs. Usually in
the 30 minute range on the trail. We do lots of loose-dropping and
playing with the dogs in that time period to keep them happy.

JW:

When you were talking about speeding up by .5 mph,
say 16 mph to 16.5 mph, are you leaving at the previous
day’s pace and letting them warm up for a few miles and then come
home at the new pace?
I always start slow at the base pace of 15 mph. With the
exception of the North American, where you can’t afford to
slow them down. Basically, anything above 15-16 miles, you can use a
strategy where you build in a pace into the team that you want to run.
15 mph is the speed for the first few hundred yards, until everyone is
leaning into the harness and is loosened up. Then I decrease weight
on the mat and watch tuglines to make sure everyone is tight. So you
can go up to the speed you want, but you have to make sure the dogs’
tuglines are tight and then you can keep increasing the speed. There
is no need to go from 0 to 22 mph in training. Most dogs get injured
out of the starting gate, because they aren’t warmed up. They could
have a bit of muscle soreness from a previous run, or slept wrong, or
just need time to warm up.

BS:
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A Guide

for the Serious Musher
by popular columnists MIKI AND JULIE COLLINS
Develop a winning team, train effectively, understand sled dog psychology. Advice from top
mushers, veterinarians, experts. All types of
teams—recreational, long distance or sprint
racing, or working team—this book has everything the musher needs. You’ll learn wilderness
survival, how to improvise repairs on the trail,
and lots more. Softcover, $18.95 plus postage.

800-777-7257

• www.AlpinePub.com

Risdon Euro
Sprint Sled
Standard colors Red & Blue

Now completely collapsible! Runners are removable and the sled
folds flat in under 1 minute. Save on shipping!
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Open North American
Championship Dog Sled Race
March 17 - March 19, 2017
Daily Start Time 1pm
Jeff Studdert Racegrounds
Mushers Hall, Farmers Loop Rd
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The Nome-Council 200
Sled Dog Race
By Sue Steinacher

T

he Nome Kennel Club is bringing
new attention to an old race – the
Nome-Council 200. The NKC
is the oldest mushing club in Alaska,
and originated mid-distance racing
in Alaska back in 1908 with the 400mile All Alaska Sweepstakes. The club
successfully re-staged the All Alaska
Sweepstakes on its 75th anniversary in
1983, and again on its 100th anniversary
in 2008.

and a minimum start of eight dogs. Standard
Iditarod rules are applied, and a race vet will
conduct a pre-race check, and be present in
Council, and on the trail if necessary. It’s also
a race where Nome’s spirit of volunteerism
shines!
While the name and the route of the NomeCouncil 200 has varied over the years, its
origins and trail are part of Alaska’s earlier
history. Even the small community of
Council was established prior to Nome’s Gold
Rush of 1900. So partake in some mushing
history, and consider running a race and a
trail traveled by mushing’s earliest greats,
Leonhard Seppala and Scotty Allan, and later
by All Alaska Sweepstakes winners, Rick
Swenson and Mitch Seavey.

photo by Stephanie Johnson

The NKC decided in the mid 1980’s to
try a different mid-distance race, and
sponsored the Nome Sweepstakes, a 300mile race through the middle of the Seward
Peninsula, with a checkpoint in the historic
community of Council, and back to Nome.
Many top mushers of the day, including Jerry
Austin, Sonny Lindner, and Dee Jonrowe
participated, but the cost of putting in and
staking a trail across the untraveled center of
the Seward Peninsula proved too expensive
for the club and was only run once.
Then in 1988 the NKC and the Kotzebue
Dog Mushers Association sponsored a race
from Nome to Kotzebue, with Council again
as a checkpoint. This race was also a success,
and was won by Joe Runyan. However, as

before, the cost of staking a trail across the
extreme wilderness of the Seward Peninsula
proved too expensive.
The NKC’s next effort at a mid-distance
race was the Nome-Council 200, which
started in 1990 and proved to be a popular,
sustainable and cost-effective race. The
race ran for 15 years, but when the number
of dog teams in Nome declined, momentum
faded - until three years ago when the club
revitalized it.
The 2017 Nome-Council 200 will be run
the weekend following the Iditarod Banquet
in Nome, and is an Iditarod qualifier,
making it a great opportunity for an Iditarod
musher’s handler to run a 200-mile (closer to
180) qualifier. Local teams will be at the start
line, as well.
The race follows the last 70 miles of the
Iditarod trail along the coast and over the
Topkok Hills, and then turns west on the Fish
River and runs another 25 miles to Council.
Here the teams lay over, and follow the same
trail back to Nome. An Iditarod rookie can
become familiar with the last 70 miles of the
Iditarod, and gain experience in the oftenwindy coastal weather.
The race has always had a 12-dog limit,
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IbyDitthe
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XLV
numbers

(in case Roman numerals aren't your
strong suit, that's 45)

Seventy-four mushers
979 miles Fairbanks to Nome,
Monday, March 6, 2017.
1,184 dogs
Unalakleet,
758 residents, there
will often be more dogs than humans
are signed up to travel

from

starting on

That's a potential

hitting the trail!

Considering the largest community along the trail (excepting Fairbanks and Nome) is
with a population of

in any given community as the race passes through. [Call us crazy, but that doesn't sound half bad.]

out of
this
17 rookies
year's 57 veterans
field
of
mushers,
there are:
22 january/february
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57
males

17

females
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Fairbanks
to
Nome
the trail less taken
(but with more snow!)

22 miles

shortest distance between
two checkpoints (a tie!)

119 miles

longest distance between
two checkpoints

route mileage
Checkpoints

Distance between
checkpoints*

Cumulative

Distance to Nome

Anchorage to Campbell Airstrip

11

11

968

Fairbanks to Nenana

60

71

908

Nenana to Manley Hot Springs

90

161

818

Manley Hot Springs to Tanana

66

227

752

Tanana to Ruby

119

346

633

Ruby to Galena

50

396

583

Galena to Huslia

82

478

501

Huslia to Koyukuk

86

564

415

Koyukuk to Nulato

22

586

393

Nulato to Kaltag

47

633

346

Kaltag to Unalakleet

85

718

261

Unalakleet to Shaktoolik

40

758

221

Shaktoolik to Koyuk

50

808

171

Koyuk to Elim

48

856

123

Elim to Golovin

28

884

95

Golovin to White Mountain

18

902

77

White Mountain to Safety

55

957

22

Safety to Nome

22

979

0

*Distances are estimated. Source: Iditarod.com

360 miles

between the ceremonial start
in Anchorage on March 4 and
the re-start in Fairbanks on
March 6. Mushers are given
Sunday, March 5 to travel.

19 miles

shorter than the Southern
Route, which is normally run
on odd-numbered years
mushing magazine
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T

he Iditarod has seen many eras of dominance, but it seems unlikely that when the history
books are written, there will be any doubt that Dallas Seavey’s reign of dominance is one of
the greatest. In 2016 Seavey joined the ranks of the elite: Susan Butcher, Martin Buser, Doug
Swingley, Jeff King, and Lance Mackey – all 4 time champions.
Mackey is the only champion (so far) to win 4 Iditarods in a row. Swingley’s 4 wins came over 7
years, however he finished 2nd place twice in those 7 years as well. King’s 4 wins came in a 14 year
span, Buser’s championship reign took 11 years, and Butcher’s impressive streak of 4 wins took 5 years
with a 2nd place thrown in that respective time span. Seavey has met his 4 win quota in 5 years… all
before the age of 30.
In true Seavey fashion his goal has never been “just” 4 wins. He has always been vocal about not
only being the youngest Iditarod champion, but also the winningest. Although Iditarod 2017 will not
be the year that Seavey accomplishes his second goal, it will give Seavey the chance to chase down the
only 5 time winner (something that has left the greatest mushers in the world unable to accomplish,
except for one), Rick Swenson, who got his 5th victory 15 years after his first.
But what makes the Era of Seavey perhaps the most impressive? Could it be that the Iditarod Top
3 has been flooded with the Father– Son Seavey duo (the last 3 Iditarod’s have seen both Seavey’s in
the top 3)? Or could it be that Seavey has now broken the Iditarod speed record twice, winning the
race last year in 8 days 11 hours, a time that many people thought was impossible? Or could it be that
Seavey is just flat out the best there has ever been?
This year’s Iditarod is destined to be one of the greatest, with all of the 2016 Top 10 returning and
the target on Seavey’s back growing. No competitor is willing to resign themselves to the fact that
Seavey will inevitably win again and the million dollar question going into the 2017 race is, “How to
beat Dallas Seavey?”

continued on next page

photo by Casey Thompson Photography
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Is there any way to stop Seavey? continued from previous page

1. The Rabbit Manouver
We have seen it all too many times, a team takes a big
lead early and crashes hard at the end. That being said,
to beat Seavey you have to beat him to the Unalakleet,
the first checkpoint on the Bering Sea Coast, roughly
200 miles to the finish line in Nome.
In 7 straight top 10 finishes no musher has ever
passed Seavey on the Coast. Seavey’s Coastal surge can
be seen clearly in his race stats.

year

position arriving
in Unalakleet

finish
position

2009

11

6

2010

14

8

2011

9

4

2012

2

1

2013

11

4

2014

12

1

2015

3

1

2016

2

1

Seavey has never won the “First to the Coast” award
and yet has won the race an impressive 4 times in 5
years and 8 top 10 finishes in a row. The Coast is where
the race is won and lost every year, but if the lead is big
enough you might just be able to hold off the Seavey
Surge.
So the question is how to build such a lead?
BIG RUNS EARLY: Buser was the first to employ
this strategy in 2013 when he ran all the way from the
starting line in Willow, up and over the Alaska Range to
Rohn. That run lasted nearly 20 hours and gave Buser
roughly a 10 hour lead over eventual 2013 Iditarod
winner, Mitch Seavey, only 20 hours into the race. The
following year Buser recalibrated his game plan (most
likely due to him losing that 10 hour lead and finishing
in 17th place) and ran all the way to Nikolai roughly 30
hours of running with a 4 hour break in the middle,
giving Buser a 10 hour lead over that year’s champion,
Dallas Seavey. Buser went on to finish 12 hours behind
Seavey in Nome.
If someone can perhaps build this type of lead early
and then give some of it back while banking some extra
rest on their way to Unalakleet arriving with a 4 hour
lead, that might just give a big enough cushion to hold
Seavey off (Seavey made up 4 hours on Aliy Zirkle in
2014, beating her to the Burled Arch by just 2 minutes).
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2. Manipulate “The Monster"
Seavey’s biggest strength is his ability to build “ The
Monster”, as he calls it. Up until 2015, Seavey was content
implanting himself in the middle of the pack for the first
couple hundred miles and then slowly climbing the ranks
until his massive push at the end. That all changed in
2015 with Seavey mastering the use of his sled trailer and
how to carry and rotate dogs. For most of last year we saw
Seavey running 12 dogs and consistently rotating 4 dogs in
and out of his trailer throughout the run, allowing Seavey
to build “ The Monster”, not while resting longer like he
did previously, but while he was running, building it four
dogs at a time. Look for Seavey to come to the starting line
with a design this year, allowing him to haul 4 dogs in his
main sled (Iditarod rules were just recently changed, not
allowing dogs to be carried in the trailer) and continue his
“Monster” building on the run.
Like everything Seavey does while racing, the minimal
amount of dogs Seavey finishes with in Nome every year,
seems planned. Seavey has averaged 8 dogs at the finish
throughout his 4 wins, with last year’s race having him
cross the finish line with only 6 dogs. Seavey has always
seemed comfortable with small teams and has been vocal
about bringing dogs that he knew would be dropped at
certain mileages, allowing Seavey to get down to his core
group for his big push on the coast.
Although Seavey seems to always be racing his own race,
if someone could push him early and perhaps get him to
misstep in the building of his “Monster” and get Seavey’s
tea, down in dog numbers earlier than he wants, it could
cause Seavey to take a more conservative approach in the
middle of the race allowing another musher to build a lead
going into the Coast.

3. Hope for snow & slow trail
Seavey has separated himself from the competition and
is the only musher to ever run the race in under 8.5 days.
However if the Iditarod is a long slog, like we have seen in the
past, there are nearly a dozen mushers in the field that could
win a 9 day race. The last time the race was won in 9+ days
was 2013, where none other than Mitch Seavey won the race,
besting his son by nearly 3 hours.
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4. Change your name to “Seavey"
The only person to beat out Seavey for the Championship
in the last 5 years is a Seavey, Mitch Seavey. Mitch, who
won his second Iditarod in 2013, has also been runner
up to his son the last 2 years, finishing only 45 minutes
behind Dallas’s record breaking run last year and being
6.5 hours ahead of Zirkle who finished in distant 3rd.
Mitch Seavey is the number one threat to his son’s legacy
going into the 2017 Iditarod.

5. Go big or go home
You are not going to beat Seavey by playing it safe and
conservative, you need to be ok with going for it and
potentially failing. Only a musher who believes 100% that
they will win Iditarod will have a chance at dethroning
Seavey. Last year we saw a perfect example of this strategy
play out. Brent Sass swung for the fences in an effort
to claim his first Iditarod win. Sass knew that he was
significantly slower than Seavey going into the final 200
miles on the Bering Sea Coast and Sass`s only play left was
run long, rest short. Sass took the risk and ran 27 hours
from Unalakleet to White Mountain on only 3 hours of
rest. The move ended up backfiring on Sass when his dogs
led a mutiny in White Mountain forcing Sass to wait it out
for an additional 17 hours, dropping him from 3rd to 20th.
Sass did however, go for it.

Jake Berkowitz has run both the Yukon Quest and Iditarod
Trail sled dog races. He won the Iditarod's Leonhard Seppala
Humanitarian award in 2013 finishing in eighth place and
after finishing fourth in the 2012 Yukon Quest he was named
Yukon Quest Rookie of the Year.

So...who can beat him to the burled arch?
All of these potential ways to beat Seavey are just theoretical since Seavey
has yet to let anyone beat him in 3 years. Seavey also is one of only 2 mushers to
ever win the Iditarod when it has started from Fairbanks. In 2015 (the last time
Iditarod started in Fairbanks) Seavey finished over 9 hours ahead of his father
who finished in 2nd place. That being said I believe there are only 2 mushers in
the race that could pull off a few of these strategies and give Seavey a run for his
money. Anything can happen in a dog race, but look out for these mushers:
Mitch Seavey – 2 Time Iditarod Champion and back to back 2nd place finisher
to his son. The only musher to be anywhere close to Dallas at the finish of the
2016 race.
Nicolas Petit – Multiple time Top 10 Iditarod finisher. Petit is coming off
an impressive 7th place finish in 2016 where he brought 14 dogs to Nome and
collected the “Fastest From Safety to Nome” award, preceded by his 2015 race
where he also finished with 14 dogs in 10th place, picking up the Leonhard Seppala
Humanitarian award. Petit has had a strong year up to this point winning the
Aurora 50/50, Knik 200, and Willow 300, all at blistering pace. Don’t let Petit’s
misstep in the Copper Basin 300, where he scratched 35 miles from the finish,
fool you. Petit and his team will be making a run for 1st in Iditarod.
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beginner basics

Coat Quality: A Hairy Conundrum
story and photos by Miki and Julie Collins

A

sled dog might overheat while running, but then struggle to
stay warm in cold weather. While a thin coat reduces the first
problem, a dense coat solves the second. Too bad you can’t
have both! The best you can do is to acquire dogs with fur adapted to
your chosen mushing sport.
Coat quality includes the length, density and softness of the hairs,
with variations of both the long, stiff guard hairs and the soft, downy
undercoat. (The guard hairs and undercoat together comprise the
“double coat” of northern dogs). Guard hairs break the wind, deflect
water and protect the woollier undercoat that traps air to provide
warmth.
Malamutes, Greenland and Inuit huskies, Samoyeds and other arctic
types have luxurious coats resistant to the foulest winter weather.
Under the long guard hairs, these dogs have a densely-packed, long
woolly undercoat ideal for protection not just from cold but from
severe wind as well. They can maintain their weight in extreme cold,
but often suffer when working above zero.
Siberians, older types of Alaskan huskies, and other lines adapted to
a sub-arctic life have a mid-weight double coat which varies between
different breeds and individual lines. Many lines of racing Alaskan
huskies, even Iditarod dogs, have evolved thinner coat qualities
adapted to the warmer weather of climate change. Only a few lines
maintain the long, thick coats of old-style freighting and trapline
teams. While the old lines excel at winter camping, they often can’t
tolerate long runs in warm weather.
28 january/february
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An Alaska Malamute, Yukon, grew plenty of wool in the winter. Double-coated
dogs often “blow their coats” quickly in the summer. While brushing usually isn’t
required, it does make the dog more comfortable and reduces the risk of skin
problems.
At the other extreme, hounds and hound crosses, with their short
fur and little or no undercoat, offer superior heat resistance but poor
cold tolerance. Most hound breeds, which originally served as hunting
dogs in warmer climates, were bred with a single coat of short, noninsulating hair that won’t retain body heat. This ability to dump heat
combined with their high speeds has made hounds and hound/husky
crosses popular for dryland sports and the high-speed sprint races
because the short fur easily allows heat to dissipate both during warm
summer runs and the intense workouts of high-speed winter racing.
However, thin-coated dogs do get cold more easily, and even
huskies with thin coats can suffer frostbite, especially in bitter wind.
Remember that sprint dogs by their sheer speed endure a bracing 15 to
20 mph wind of their own making, which doesn’t help on those nippy
days. Pay attention to what temperatures your dogs run best at, when
they start getting too warm or chilly, and at what point you are doing
more harm than good. Some hounds do poorly below zero degrees F.,
while heavier-coated dogs might do poorly above zero. Running dogs
in wretched conditions (too hot or too cold) can sour them. Beginning
mushers who don’t know their dogs’ limits should consult with the
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designed for work

Modern racing huskies have been bred with much
thinner coats so heat easily dissipates during highspeed runs, but they can still overheat if not managed correctly.

short fur

Pointers, especially German short-haired pointers,
have short fur that lacks the husky’s wooly undercoat.
Their coat quality allows them to maintain fast speeds
without overheating.

"melters"

Cleo is a “melter,” a dog who radiates enough heat
to thaw the snow and sink down. Her coat is short but
not especially thin for a distance-race dog, yet she really
needs her spruce-bough mattress. Heavy-coated dogs
can sleep on snow without melting in.

breeders and long-time users of their line of
dogs for temperature limitations.
Long-distance dogs, especially those
racing in the north, require better coats
to help them endure camping and severe
weather such as windstorms and deep
cold, and to keep them warm after water
crossings. On the other hand, you can add
insulation and warmth to a cold dog (coats,
straw, even chemical hand warmers) but
removing heat remains problematic, so
Iditarod and Yukon Quest dogs now have
thinner coats than in earlier decades.
Extra work by the musher to keep the dogs
comfortable can mean traveling faster in
warmer weather.
Whether you run thinner-coated dogs to
reduce heat stress or heavy-coated dogs that
excel in frigid conditions, the unpredictable
weather you actually do encounter always
makes your choice a gamble.
Thick fur is only one factor involved with
overheating. This problem may also be
linked to a dog’s genetics, medical history,
stress levels, body weight, hydration and
management. Since a black color absorbs
heat it’s logical that black dogs overheat
worse, but we’ve seen some black dogs and
dense-coated dogs that ran cool, and other
thin-coated light-colored dogs that ran too
hot. You can’t always judge a dog by his coat!
If you mix any of the divergent lines or
breeds or toss in a distant relative -- collie
or Newfoundland, maybe a Weimaraner
or that lab running loose next door -- the
offspring can run the gamut from nearly
naked to hairy heffalumps.
Mushers who camp with their dogs don’t
like “melters.” These dogs thaw the snow as
they sleep, melting down into deep holes
that indicate a rapid loss of body heat and
energy. They really need straw, a pad, a coat,
or (in remote wilderness settings) spruce
boughs to insulate them. While woolly dogs
rarely melt and thin-coated dogs generally
do melt, other factors contribute to melting,
including body fat, skin thickness, and
perhaps other physiological attributes as
well.
Other Coat Qualities
Hairy dogs, with their long musk-ox
like guard hairs, are cute but unpopular as
working dogs. In the 1990s we ran a hairy
dog who overheated. Wiggles required
routine maintenance to remove matted

tangles of hair. During hot summers we
sometimes gave him a body clip to keep him
cool, while in the winter snow clumped to
his long soft fur. Wiggles was a kind dog,
eager to please and a decent worker, but it
took a lifelong commitment to keep him
comfortable.
Hairy dogs including poodles might
freeze down when sleeping in snow as the
longer hairs settle into melting snow that
then turns to ice.
Some dogs with long hairs between the
toes collect snow and ice balls, although
we’ve had dogs with exceptionally long toe
feathers who rarely iced up. The quality of
the hair (fine or coarse, dry or oily) also
contributes to a resistance to snowballs. If
feet ice up, they require booties, especially
on longer runs. Soft-coated feathery
dogs like Irish setters and huskies with
similar coat qualities collect snow clumps,
sometimes huge ones, on the belly and
up the backs of the legs. Again, we’ve had
some soft-coated huskies that didn’t ice
up, yet our short-haired lab/husky mix pet
Ellie loses hair along her legs because she
constantly rips the ice off. Dogs like this
don’t make good trail-breakers or campers
but may do fine on hard-packed trails.
Cooking spray applied to problem areas
may help on shorter runs, while leggings
(annoying for both dog and musher) offer
longer-term protection.
Our seven-month-old pup, Hundo, has
a thick woolly coat reminiscent of a winter
black bear pelt. Puppy coats don’t always
reflect the quality of the mature dog’s fur
so Hundo’s adult coat may change, but this
dog should be ideal for winter camping.
Whether he overheats remains to be seen
but so far he’s been comfortable running
behind the team.
Solutions
Of course you can find wonderful dogs
with inappropriate coats, and luckily there
are solutions to offset most problems.
Unless you’re specifically training for an
event known for severe weather, try to stay
within the dogs’ comfort zone when running
them, whether they suffer from heat or cold.
Sometimes a very short run in severe (hot,
cold, windy) weather is still enjoyable for
all, especially if they’ve been laid off during
an extended spell of bad weather.

Beginner Basics continued on next page
mushing magazine
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ice balls

Beginner Basics continued from previous page

With her long, soft fur, Ellie collects ice anytime she’s
in deep snow. When hurrying to clean herself up, she
rips hair out along with the ice.

foot "feathers"

Old dogs are more likely to grow extra long “feathers” between the toes. Although feathers don’t
always collect ice, if it’s a problem the hair can be
trimmed, or the feet booted.

hormonal changes

Although a double-coated dog like Moxie should shed
in the spring or summer, hormonal changes, perhaps
associated with birthing puppies, may cause shedding
at inconvenient times.
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Our relatively heavy-coated trapline
dogs do fine in severe cold, but we do
like to bring the older dogs inside on
bitter nights (-40°F. and colder, or -30°F
when working hard) to keep them warm.
Feeding extra fat is another way to help
chilly dogs stay warm.
Watch closely for physical and mental
symptoms of cold or heat stress. A happy
dog with ice-coated whiskers is fine; a
dog standing hunched and tail-tucked, or
with cold-damaged belly or ears, is not.
Momentary shivering does not mean the
dog is in distress, but he should not be
shivering continuously. Even if the dog
is not unhappy, this burns an incredible
amount of energy. Straw is cheaper than
dog food!
A variety of commercial dog coats
are available for various situations.
Distance-race mushers commonly use
coats, especially in severe wind and cold.
Hounds with short hair and those long
floppy ears may frostbite their ear-tips if
not protected. Straw helps insulate resting
dogs; parking them in the lee of tall timber
or a large building helps protect them from
wind. (Some protected wilderness areas
may not allow imported straw. Closed
cell foam pads work unless the dogs chew
them up or the wind carries them off to
parts unknown.)
Dogs that shiver frequently even in
warm dog houses with deep bedding may
need some extra help to stay warm. In
the north, houndy types usually require
insulated dog houses; double-walled
houses that sandwich blueboard insulation
are one option, as are door flaps if the dogs
learn to use them. In more extreme cases,
heated floor mats can be used (be sure
the dog can’t chew any electrical cords or
parts.) A more expensive option is the dog
barn, a wonderful asset to any kennel.
In hot weather, a dog gulping snow as
he rolls happily is probably fine but he
may be in trouble if he focuses solely on
cooling off: eating snow in great gulps,
slumping with his head buried in snow, or
panting rapidly with the mouth wide open
and tongue stretched out wide and long.
Overheating can be a serious and even
life threatening situation so if your dogs
are prone to it, get educated on prevention
and treatment.
Frequent stops in deep snow (or in
shallow water, if available) allow the dogs

to wallow, gulp snow and press their
bellies into the cool powder. Chopped
frozen whitefish or baited water frozen
into popsicles make great cooling snacks
for hot dogs but avoid high-energy foods
such as beaver meat that can contribute
to overheating. Run at night or early
morning, and rest dogs in shady spots.
Before one late spring expedition we went
so far as to clip Wiggles to help him stay
cool. In uncertain winter weather this
would be a gamble, but it is an option in
the summer if biting insects aren’t too
aggressive. Avoid clipping past midsummer because the winter coat will be
growing in.
Other Coat Issues
Pay attention to your dogs’ fur because
health problems are often expressed in
the coats. Talk to your veterinarian if you
see unusual thinning or patchy hair, fur
that sheds slowly or not at all, excessively
dry or oily fur, sores or frantic scratching.
Hormone conditions, parasites, skin
infections, dietary and digestive troubles
and numerous other medical problems
can be caught early if you notice the subtle
changes they cause in the coat.
Heavy-coated dogs are more prone
to hot spots, especially in wet weather.
Watch for these bald, inflamed areas and
treat them promptly. Often clipping the
surrounding fur an inch back to allow
air exposure is the single most important
treatment. Long fur also hides injuries
and you may have to dig deeply to expose
wounds.
Harness rubs may develop, especially
when equipment doesn’t fit perfectly.
Watch for areas where the fur is abraded
away because they can progress to open
sores, especially under the arm area.
Changing harness styles may relieve these
pressure points.
Pay attention if you see a spot that
looks rubbed, but is actually snipped by
the dog’s teeth. We see this most often
near the tail or on the knees. Some dogs
outgrow the problem, but it might indicate
a point of pain or numbness, perhaps
associated with pinched spinal nerves.
One problematic young dog we raised
snipped his entire body from the neck
down. He probably had spinal issues.
One final attribute of the heavy-coated
Inuit dog, Alaskan malamute, “musk ox
dog” and other long-haired double-coated
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Advertising in
Mushing Magazine is cost
effective and works.

Reach dog owners and outdoor recreation
enthusiasts across the world.

jake@mushing.com

TOP QUALITY CUSTOM FENCING
Custom Made Dog Kennels
All Galvanized Steel Construction
◆ Post & Rail
◆ Tools & Hardware
◆ Farmwire
◆ Portable Corrals
◆ Chainlink
◆ Electric Fence
◆ Kennels
◆ Hog Panels
◆ T-Posts
◆ Custom Gates

Statewide Service

745-4049

1-800-478-4049 ◆ Fax 907-745-1668

Palmer

Free Estimates

www.fenceemporium.com
◆

We Ship Statewide
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Complete Sled Dog Outfitters

e
y

Harnesses • Ganglines • Sleds • Snowhooks
Dogpacks • Skijoring Equipment • Books
Collars • Leashes • Dog Jackets • Sled Bags
FREE CATALOGUE • BEGINNERS WELCOME
3620 Yancy Ave. • New Germany • MN 55367
www.blackicedogsledding.com • (320) 485-4825
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race
wrap-up

Copper Basin '17

RYne Olson
Cruises to
First win;

1st place
Ryne Olson
Ryno Kennel
2 days 8 hrs 56 min

Women Sweep
podium in
Alaska's
toughest
300-miler
photos by Julien Schroeder

T

he Copper Basin is known as the toughest 300-mile race
in the world due to its harsh conditions: overflow and
open stream crossings, the cold and dark of January in the
Copper Valley, steep elevation changes, and fierce winds. Although
low snow conditions changed the 2017 race route, the snow gods
dumped several inches of snow during the race and caused the trail
to slow and get punchy.
While tough, slow conditions proved challenging for many, 2016
runner-up Ryne Olson cruised to the finish seemingly unphased by
the slog. Just over an hour later, Paige Drobny arrived in Glenallen to
claim second place. Michelle Phillips, of Carcross, Yukon Territory,
rounded out the top 3. While Libby Riddles, Susan Butcher, and
Roxy Wright have paved the way for female champions in our sport
since the 1980s, this is the first major distance race where the
podium was dominated by women.
For Olson, the win rounds out her record nicely–she placed 3rd
in 2015 and 2nd in 2016–and she says she will be back to defend the
title again in 2018. She also took home the Sportsmanship Award,
and she and Drobny both won Vet Care Awards.
Also of note was that Drobny's husband, Cody Strathe, and
Phillip's husband, Ed Hopkins, both placed in the top 10, as did the
SP Kennel duo of Allen Moore and Aliy Zirkle.

Without enough snow to run the regular route, race organizers got creative and
put together an altered course. Map courtesy of Copper Basin 300
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2nd place
Paige Drobny
Squid Acres Kennel
2 days 10 hrs 1 min

3rd place
Michelle Phillips
Tagish Lake Kennel
2 days 10 hrs 37 min
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race
wrap-up

Pontiac INternational
T
photos by Cindy Lottes Photography

imberland Tours hosted the 1st Annual Pontiac
International Sled Dog & Skijoring Race on
January 14-15th, 2017. This race is one of the few
races in Canada that is held on a sled-dog-only race trail
as it was entirely run on private race grounds. There
were 64 entries and judging on the success of the Bristol
Dryland race, which hosted the 2015 IFSS world dryland
championships, we look for this race to grow next year
and well into the future.
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Dog Driver

A Guide

for the Serious Musher
by popular columnists MIKI AND JULIE COLLINS
Develop a winning team, train effectively, understand sled dog psychology. Advice from top
mushers, veterinarians, experts. All types of
teams—recreational, long distance or sprint
racing, or working team—this book has everything the musher needs. You’ll learn wilderness
survival, how to improvise repairs on the trail,
and lots more. Softcover, $18.95 plus postage.

800-777-7257

• www.AlpinePub.com

Risdon Euro
Sprint Sled
Standard colors Red & Blue

Now completely collapsible! Runners are removable and the sled
folds flat in under 1 minute. Save on shipping!

YOU SPEND A LOT OF TIME & EFFORT TRAINING YOUR TEAM. WHY LEAVE THEIR NUTRITION TO CHANCE?

OPTIMIZE THEIR POTENTIAL!
ANNAMAET HAS BEEN STUDYING WORKING DOGS FOR OVER 30 YEARS!

Made with human grade chicken, salmon,
or buffalo, our products are GMO free.
Chelated minerals & optimum levels of
Omega 3 fatty acids support the immune
system.
L-carnitine helps maintain lean muscle
mass & increases fat metabolism.

Reward your team with Annamaet’s
Canine Companion Treats!

You don’t have to be out-fed
with our supplement line!

Visit annamaet.com to see our complete product line
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Probiotics 101: a primer on

the latest sensation in supplements
by Joe Taylor

B

y now you are probably familiar with probiotics. In
health circles, they can be loosely talked about as a
universal remedy for everything from gut problems,
to mental health, to weight loss. In dogs, they are most often
advertised as immune builders and gut health protectors.
They are in enough demand that many dog food companies
are including probiotic mixtures in their kibble formula. You
may also have seen the terms “prebiotics” or “synbiotics” in
the pet store, we’ll get to that too.

So what are probiotics, what’s their
purpose, and is the hype justified?
First things first, all animals have distinct
communities of bacteria, viruses, and fungi
(microbes) on and in their bodies. There
are complex ecosystems of these microbes
rooted on the skin, in the mouths, and in
the guts of dogs. These communities are
commonly referred to as microbiomes.
Different communities are made up of
different species, the skin microbiome of
a dog differs from its gut microbiome like a
desert ecosystem differs from a rainforest.
Much like a rainforest ecosystem, there is
competition, predation, and decomposition
happening within the microbiome.
For this article, we’ll focus mainly on the
gut microbiome, and mainly on bacteria. In
healthy dogs, bacteria perform beneficial
functions, like digesting food and fending
off pathogens, and in return produce
health-promoting molecules. These include
neurotransmitters such as serotonin and
dopamine, chemicals that communicate
information throughout our brain and body;
vitamins, including vitamin K and multiple
B vitamins; and short-chain fatty acids,
which have documented anti-cancer and
anti-inflammatory properties. Factors like
genetics, diet, lifestyle, and environment can
all shape the composition of the bacterial
communities. Just like latitude, climate, and
soil can shape the composition of a forest.
Research over the last two decades has begun
to link disruptions in the gut microbiome
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with many conditions in
humans and mice, and this
has been observed in some
canine diseases as well.
Unfortunately, the extent
of the relationship between
dogs and their gut microbes
is still poorly understood,
and most of what we know is
extrapolated from research in
humans and mice. Generally
speaking, it appears that a more diverse gut
microbiome is a healthier, or more resilient
one. Disturbances that reduce diversity, like
antibiotics, poor diet, infections, and disease
make the community more fragile and
susceptible to hostile takeover by unwanted
microbes - much like a clear-cut forest is a
prime environment for weeds.
From a performance standpoint, a ‘healthy’
microbiome may be vital for performance. In
2014, researchers conducted an exercise test
with mice. They showed that germ-free mice
(raised sterile, free of bacteria) last less than
half as long as healthy, normally colonized,
mice in an endurance swimming test - 39
minutes to 81.6 minutes, respectively. When
the researchers inoculated the gut of germfree mice with just one bacterial species,
their times improved up to 67.2 minutes.
The teams also demonstrated that the mice’s
gut bacteria are involved with increasing
antioxidant enzyme production, which is

associated with endurance capacity. Now this
doesn’t tell us anything about probiotics, or
canine performance, but it does suggest we
start paying attention to bacteria.
Probiotic, Prebiotic, and Synbiotic
Supplementation in Dogs:
Probiotic pills and powders can contain
single-strains or mixtures of bacterial
species thought to be beneficial to health.
Viable mixtures aim to introduce live bacteria
into the existing community to perform the
health-promoting functions we discussed
earlier, and non-viable mixtures aim to use
dead bacteria to have an immune system
priming effect to defend against infections.
The pill bottles that you keep in the fridge
are mainly viable (or should be), and kibblebased probiotics are largely non-viable,
despite what the label may say. Unfortunately,
probiotics are categorized as nutritional
supplements, which means quality control
is not legally required. Therefore, probiotic
formulas do not have to prove their efficacy –
or that they contain what the label says they
do. This doesn’t mean there aren’t quality
products out there, but it is something to be
aware of.
A couple other terms you may see are
prebiotics and synbiotics. Prebiotics are
typically non-digestible fibers aimed to
selectively feed beneficial bacteria. Put
simply, prebiotics are food for bacteria that

Generally speaking, it appears that a more diverse
gut microbiome is a healthier, or more resilient one.
Disturbances that reduce diversity, like antibiotics, poor
diet, infections, and disease make the community more
fragile and susceptible to hostile takeover by unwanted
microbes – much like a clear-cut forest is a prime
environment for weeds.
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dogs cannot digest themselves. Individual
prebiotics are associated with different
health effects, increased short-chain fatty
acid (SCFA) production being one of the
most studied outcomes. Synbiotics are a
mix of pre-and-probiotics, which ideally act
synergistically to promote health in the gut.
Low doses of prebiotics can positively affect
factors associated with gut health while
maintaining stool quality, while higher doses
show increased stool frequency with looser
stools. Diarrhea is an often-encountered
problem in endurance athletes, including
sled dogs, so maintaining a healthy gut and
preventing diarrhea may be a promising role
for pre-and-probiotics if dosed properly.
As previously stated, probiotics for dogs
are heavily under-researched. Yet, there has
been work done with sled dogs. In the winter
of 2010, Gagnè and colleagues performed a
6 week synbiotic trial at a racing kennel in
Northern New York state. They randomly
assigned 20 healthy sled dogs to one of two
groups, a synbiotic treatment and placebo.
The researchers looked at fecal score,
SCFA concentration, and the composition
of fecal bacteria - one way to assess the gut
microbiome. 17 dogs completed the study,
three dogs were dropped because of acute
injuries, leaving 9 dogs in the synbiotic and 8
dogs in the placebo group.
While overall fecal consistency didn’t differ
over the entire study, when an outbreak of
diarrhea affected the kennel 5 weeks into the
study, the synbiotic group had fewer affected
dogs, 3/9 synbiotic vs. 4/8 placebo, which
is not statistically significant. However, the
synbiotic group also experienced fewer days
of diarrhea than placebo-fed dogs which
was significant (average duration 2 days to 4
days). Interestingly, unlike other studies on
prebiotics, the team did not see an increase in
SCFA production in the synbiotic group.
Additionally, It appeared none of the
bacterial species of the probiotic colonized

the guts of the dogs in a meaningful way,
and much like probiotic studies in humans
and mice, they were just transient passersby. While the team did witness significant
changes in gut bacterial species between the
two groups, the clinical relevance of this is
unclear.
Claims about probiotics often make
leaps in logic. Many measured outcomes
do not necessarily correlate to a ‘healthier’
intestine. Outcomes like enhanced specific
immune function, altered blood parameters,
or changes in the composition of bacterial
species can be of questionable practical
importance. Much of the research has found
that most, if not all, of the bacterial strains
in the probiotic treatment never end up
effectively colonizing the gut. Documented
effects, if any, typically only last while taking
the probiotic, and generally do not remain
after having stopped the treatment. As you
can imagine, it is difficult to plant a few seeds
in a mature forest and expect them to grow.
While it would be wise to remain skeptical
for now, probiotics have shown some promise
in treating intestinal diseases in dogs. For
example, a trial in dogs with inflammatory
bowel disease showed that dogs treated with
a well-studied human probiotic formula
(VSL#3) showed a significant decrease in
clinical scores of the disease. Yet, treating
forms of acute diarrhea in dogs with probiotics
has had mixed results. Many of these studies
have also been small and lacked controls so
the results can be difficult to interpret.
Like with probiotics, prebiotics have the
potential to manipulate the gut microbiome
of dogs and improve their intestinal health.
Yet again, conclusive evidence is still lacking.
Of the canine prebiotics studies performed,
there is evidence some can be effective
in feeding gut bacteria and improving
absorption of minerals while others can have
a (likely) positive influence on the immune
system. However, most studies have been

performed in healthy dogs, which can make
it difficult to assume the same would be true
in sick dogs. Also, a wide range of prebiotics
and amounts have been used in the existing
studies, making it again difficult to interpret.
Altogether, we can’t convincingly link
prebiotics to significant health outcomes in
dogs.
Despite the lack of breakthroughs, the
concept of probiotics is solid. Without a doubt,
the bacteria in the gut microbiome are vital
for health. In theory, we can manipulate these
bacterial communities to a dog’s benefit. Yet,
it will take time to figure out how to effectively
seed and nourish these complex bacterial
forests to achieve our desired outcomes.
In summary, more research needs to be
done to understand the complexities of the
canine microbiome and their interaction
with prebiotic and probiotic treatments.
Our knowledge of the bacterial communities
within dogs is insufficient and most
assumptions have been made from human and
rodent studies. The future of the therapeutic
use of probiotics may be promising, but we
are far from demonstrating the need for their
use currently. If your dogs are healthy, there
may be no reason to add the cost of probiotics
onto your monthly bill.
Joe Taylor is originally from central
California. He earned a Bachelor’s from
Quest University Canada and will be
pursuing a Masters in Biochemistry at
the University of Alaska, Fairbanks. He is
interested in the relationship between the
microbiome and athletic performance.
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interview

exclusive

talking with Martin

photo by Peter Freeman

Massicotte

With a small kennel of 25 dogs, Martin Massicotte
has managed to dominate many of the distance races
in the east coast and he plans on competing in the
Iditarod in 2019. Here are a few of his race highlights:

2016
•
•
•
•

1st Can Am Crown 250 (3rd consecutive win)
2nd UP 200
1st Mahoosuc 100
1st Defi Taiga 200 km

2015

• 1st Hudson Bay Quest (Churchill,
Manitoba) - 210 miles
• 1st Can Am Crown 250
• 1st Wilderness 100

Other notable races:
• 1st Can Am Crown 250 – 2008
• 6th & Rookie of the Year Yukon Quest - 2003
• Won Can Am Crown 250 7 times (1998,
2002, 2005, 2008, 2014, 2015, 2016)
• Hudson Bay Quest 2015 - broke
the record by 5 hours
We had a little bit of a language barrier with
Martin (he speaks French, I speak English), but
we couldn’t miss the opportunity to ask him a few
questions, so we sent Martin questions and here are
his responses:

JW:
MM:

How did you get started in dogs?
At 8 years old, I would harness my big St. Bernard. A few years
later, I saw an actual team of huskies and that’s when I knew
I wanted to get into the sport. I first started in sprint racing when I was a
teenager. In 1995, my first race was 60 miles and then I ended the season
running the Labrador, which is 400 miles. In 1996, I raced several longer
races from 150, 250 miles to 400 miles.

JW:
MM:
JW:
MM:
JW:
MM:
JW:
MM:
JW:

You have some Harris Dunlap lines, where those the lines you
started with when you were sprint racing?
No, I had a female who was half Siberian and half Dunlap in
1996, and I bred her with a Redington, Sr. dog.

What other lines do you have?
I have Saunderson, Seavey, Swingley, Jeff King and Mackey.

Do you breed your own? Or do you purchase most of your dogs?
I bought a few dogs to diversify the bloodlines but most of my
dogs I breed myself.

How many race leaders do you have?
I have at least 6 to 8 lead dogs in my kennel, but only 6 are
perfect leaders.

Having a smaller kennel, you noted one of the benefits is extra
care for each dog; can you explain what additional care you can
give? Frequent massage? Bootie every training run? Jackets? If so, what
temperature?
For care, it is individually based. For example, I use a different
model of harness for each dog, depending on how well it fits
and works. The boots are the same for each dog but I do not put boots on when
they are not needed.

MM:
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photo by Peter Freeman

I know every dog by heart by watching
them run and observing them for hundreds
of miles, so I can hone in on what each dog
needs and make decisions based on them
and the distance I am running and the trail
conditions.

JW:
MM:

How fast do you usually train?
I train very slow at the
beginning (6-7 miles/hour),
then I gradually increase thereafter. On a
sled, I train between 9-10 miles/hour.

JW:
MM:

JW:
MM:

JW:
MM:

JW:
MM:

How are your training trails?
90% of training is done on
my private trails. The trail is
specially design with several junctions to
train leaders. The trail is not mountainous
and is wooded. For the other 10% of the time,
I truck dogs so I can run longer distances.
How many miles do you put on
in a year?
Every year, my team has 2,000
total miles of training, not
including race mileage.

JW:
MM:

When do you start training?
I usually get started training at
the end of September.

What is your average training
run in distance?
As soon as there is a blanket
of snow on the ground, I want
to be able to regularly train between 30 to 45
miles. My first race is 70 miles and I use it for
training.
How big of teams do you run in
training?
I have 20 to 22 dogs in training
and I will run the whole team
on a quad but never on a sled. When my son
Etienne can train with me and we are on
sleds, I separate the team. Actually, he will
make his racing debut this season.

JW:
MM:

In the Quest, your finger was
frostbitten, can you tell that
story of when it happened and how?
In the Yukon Quest, 100
miles after Dawson, on the
Yukon River, I was taking care of feet at a
temperature of -50°F and my fingers instantly
froze. I did everything to preserve my fingers
from that moment on, but with about 400
miles to go and temperatures that stayed very
cold, I did not manage to preserve them all.
When you are in a race like the Yukon
Quest, and you’ve been dreaming about it for
a long time, and planning on running it for a
number of years, and you’ve traveled across
the whole country to participate, there was no
way I was going to stop.

JW:
MM:

What do you do to make your
team stronger running in hills?
I always train with a 200 lb
iron sled, but I drag a tire
behind when there are 14 or more dogs in the
team. •

Start of the 2016 Can Am Crown 250. Photo by Ada Subocz
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directory

go for a ride!
Never been on the runners? Have family or guests you'd
like to share the sport with? Here is a list of pre-selected
Tour Operators who share our sport with thousands of
people from around the world. Many offer both summer
and winter options for all experience levels. Some offer
employment too!

ALASKA
Husky Homestead

PO Box 48
Denali Park, AK
99755
907-683-2904
reservations@huskyhomestead.com OR
info@huskyhomestead.com
www.huskyhomestead.com

Enjoy a warm welcome and experience a true Alaskan lifestyle at Husky Homestead, home of Iditarod Champion Jeff King. This tour is widely heralded as an authentic look into rural lifestyles based on 40 years of Alaskan adventures. Cuddle
puppies and share an intimate view of the Alaskan Husky as they explode onto
the trail for a training run. Get a behind-the-scenes look at what goes into creating
a championship team and carving a life in Alaska's Interior.
Employment: offers compensation for help (stipend or salary, no room and board)

Tours offered: Summer

Sled Dog Adventures
1291 Ivory Rd.
Fairbanks, Alaska
99709
907-479-5090
dogmushing@mosquitonet.com
sleddogadventures.com

Exciting and informative rides of varying lengths, mushing school, overnights and
multi-day trips. In business since 1985.
We are all long-time, highly experienced Alaskan guides.
Employment: We hire guides with dogs.

Tours offered: Winter

Cotter's Kennel
4 Mile Road
Nenana, Alaska
99760
907-957-0935
bckennel@mtaonline.net
billcotterkennel.com

We give rides and tours in our surrounding wilderness from one hour up to 5
hours with a stop for lunch. We also offer Mushing School by the day and by the
week. We offer multiple-day expeditions. All our dogs are super friendly as are our
guides. We enjoy our time with guests and are never in a rush. After your tour you
come inside our house for hot drinks an snacks.
Winter season is from Oct. 15 until April 15.

Tours offered: Winter

Employment: offers compensation for help (stipend or salary, no room and board)
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ALASKA cont'd
Alaska X (Alaska Excursions)
Juneau & Skagway, Alaska
907-983-4444
service@alaskax.com
www.alaskax.com

"Alaska X (also known as Alaska Excursions) operates dog sledding/musher's
camp tours in both Skagway and Juneau, Alaska during the months of May
through September. We operate at remote camps with well-maintained trails for
operating wheeled sled rides. Guests visiting the camp spend time learning about
sled dogs, a one mile ride on the wheeled sled and some time with the puppies.
Skagway tour time: 3 hours 20 minutes | Juneau tour time: 2 hours 20 minutes

Tours offered: Summer
Employment: offers compensation for help (stipend or salary, no room and board).
We are often looking for mushers and handlers to assist us through the summer.
We offer housing at a reduced cost for our employees as well as a monthly lease
for mushers who bring their dogs. Various jobs will be listed on our website www.
alaskax.com

Blue Kennels and Dog Sled Trips
Box 33423
Juneau, AK
99803
907-841-5618
sebastian.schnuelle@gmail.com

From May to September we offer helicopter-supported dog sled tours in Juneau.
Enjoy spectacular scenery during a 15-minute helicopter flight followed by an exciting dog sled ride on the Herbert Glacier.
Employment: offers compensation for help (stipend or salary, no room and board)

Tours offered: Summer

Paws for Adventure Sled Dog Kennel
Herning Rd.
Fairbanks, Alaska
99712
907-378-3630
pawsforadventure@gmail.com
www.pawsforadventure.com

Offering the best in authentic Alaskan dog sledding adventure since 1998. Longtime guides share their knowledge of the sport and great stories on our short and
1 hour rides, Mushing School, Overnight and Multi-day Adventures to Tolovana
Roadhouse. * New for 2016-17: Special longer day and evening tours in the works!
New tours for 2016-17
Employment: all positions filled for 2016-17

Tours offered: Summer and Winter

ALBERTA
Snowy Owl Sled Dog Tours
109 829 10th Street
Canmore, Alberta
T1W 0C3
403-678-4369
carlin.kimble@snowyowltours.com
www.snowyowltours.com
Tours offered: Summer and Winter

Snowy Owl Sled Dog Tours, a family owned and operated company are the famous forerunners in sled dog touring in the Bow Valley. With unsurpassed experience and expertise in guiding, racing and conservation since 1983, Snowy Owl
is proud of their Canadian and Albertan roots. Our exceptional services include
2, 4 and 8 hour tours, romantic moonlight and overnight trips. All include interaction with our lovable huskies, interpretive presentation on dog sledding, delicious
fireside cuisine and drive-your-own sled dog team option. During summer, Interpretive kennel tours are offered. We are active in the preservation of the Seppala
Siberian Sled Dog.
Employment: offers compensation for help (stipend or salary; no room and board)

continued on next page
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continued from previous page

ALBERTA cont'd
Kingmik Dog Sled Tours
Great Divide Trail
Lake Louise, Alberta
T0L 1E0
403-763-7789
info@kingmikdogsledtours.com
www.kingmikdogsledtours.com

Tours from 2 hours to 1/2 hour in the incomparable Banff National Park. Let us take
you on a 10 mile journey to the Continental Divide in the heart of the Canadian
Rockies. Or sit back and enjoy our short Narnia trail that takes in the highlights of
the scenery in Lake Louise. Our dogs are Alaskan Huskies, who will amaze you
with their enthusiasm and athleticism. Our guides are all experienced and professional dog mushers who will amaze you with their knowledge.

Tours offered: Winter

Employment: offers compensation for help (stipend or salary; no room and board)

MAINE
Mahoosuc Guide Service
1513 Bear River Road
Newry, ME
4261
207.824.2073
info@mahoosuc.com
www.mahoosuc.com

Fully outfitted dog sledding day and overnight trips since 1990. All trips owned
guided with Yukon huskies born and bred at Mahoosuc Guide Service. Traditional
style winter camping, some trips with Native Penobscot, Cree and Inuit guides in
Maine, New Hampshire, Quebec. Wholesome, home grown food served. Master
Maine Guides. Kennel size of 35 Yukon huskies featured in the movies Never Cry
Wolf and Death Hunt.

Tours offered: Winter

Employment: Our operation offers apprenticeships with room, partial board, cost
of living stipend.

QUEBEC
Timberland Tours
36 Ragged Chute Road
Bristol, Quebec
J0X 1G0
819-647-3185
info@timberlandtours.ca
www.timberlandtours.ca
Tours offered: Summer and Winter

Since 2008 Timberland Tours has been offering year round sledding adventures
for the whole family. Located just 45 min. from downtown Ottawa, in Bristol, Quebec. Our experienced guides will teach you how to harness, hook-up and drive
your very own team of race dogs on our private, world class trails through a beautiful red pine forest. No experience necessary. We have over 40 dogs waiting to
take you on a thrilling ride. These dogs aren’t your typical Siberian Huskies. They
are a special mix of German Pointer, Greyhound and Alaskan Husky. This creates
some of the fastest sled dogs on the planet! Meet renowned owner-operator,
Denis Rozon, who has been racing sled dogs for the past 40 years. Mushing is his
life’s passion and now you can share a part of it. Timberland Tours hosts the Bristol
Dryland Canadian Championship Dog Race and Pontiac International Sled Dog &
Skijor Race.
Employment: offers compensation for help (stipend or salary; no room and board)
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VERMONT
Montgomery Adventures
262 Deep Gibou Rd.
Montgomery Center, Vermont
802-370-2103
mthavensledogs@yahoo.com
www.montgomeryadventures.com
Tours offered: Both Summer and Winter

Our tours are set for personal satisfaction, we do groups and birthday parties with
a BBQ if you like, we do night time rides, overnight camping with the dogs in our
Alaskan wall tent, and Keith does all the cooking, and tends to the wood stove. We
have two dog teams and Our musher training sleds let you get the feel of driving
the team yourself. Our sleds are all handmade right here on site.
We are a four-season operation, that does personal care, so you are not lost in
a crowd, or waiting your turn, We do canoeing and kayaking in the summer with
camping, BBQ tours on the river, photography tours, and much more, just check us
out!
Employment: Mushers get room and board and a stipend for taking out customers.

YUKON TERRITORY
Alayuk Adventures
123, Triple Cross Road
Whitehorse, Yukon Territory
Y1A 7A1
867-668-2922
info@alayuk.com
www.alayuk.com

Winter: You drive your own team. Half day to several days. Beautiful scenery.
Summer: Share our training ride, the dogs pulling our safe vehicle. Kennel visit.
Iditarod and Yukon Quest finisher kennel.
Employment: offers unpaid handler positions

Tours offered: Summer and Winter

If your company would like to join our 2018 Tour Directory, please contact us @ jake@mushing.com
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superdogs
martin

massicotte

photos and descriptions by Martin Massicotte

2014-2016 Can Am Crown Champion

Magic ♀
{47 lbs}
6 yrs
leader

SCOOBIE (LEADER) (D. SWINGLEY) 2004 X SHAKIRA
(LEADER) (M. SEAVEY) 2005
A born leader, always willing to work hard day after day in
training and the races. She has led all the races for the last
3 years. She can gather speed to win any race. Magic is my
best female.

Mousse ♂
{45 lbs}
8 yrs
leader

Amick ♂
{50 lbs}
4 yrs

SPIKE (leader) x TAC (leader) (M. Massicotte) 2004
Mousse has been bred several times and sires excellent
litters. He is the most well-rounded dog in my kennel
because of his high level of work, his good appetite,
the quality of his feet, his attitude and his endurance.
Mousse has finished all his races since he was 1 1/2
years old. He is one of my favorite dogs in the kennel.

POUF (L. MACKEY) 2004 X KIKI (D. TREMBLAY) 2010
Born leader with an indomitable attitude. Amick is a high level
dog that all mushers dream one day to have on their team. He’s
very expressive and can energize the whole team. A real leader
who posts win times. He is one of my favorites.

leader
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Junior ♂
{50 lbs}
3 yrs
leader

MOUSSE (leader) (M. Massicotte) 2008 x
SHAKIRA (leader) (M. Seavey) 2005
A fast dog, who is reserved in training, but in
racing, he is a safe bet. He expresses his good
humor by barking at starts and while exiting
checkpoints. I am still learning he is better in
lead than as a team dog.

Grizzly ♂
{54 lbs}
3 yrs

MOUSSE (leader) (M. Massicotte) 2008 x
SHAKIRA (leader) (M. Seavey) 2005
An excellent trotting dog. He is a hard working
and has good feet. He likes to be petted like a
cat and is always ready for a second or a third try.

team

Spot ♂
{53 lbs}
3 yrs

MOUSSE (leader) (M. Massicotte) 2008 x SHAKIRA
(leader) (M. Seavey) 2005
Spot is an excellent trotter and works hard. He is the one
who looks most like his father Mousse, for his qualities.
He is always happy to go… and to be petted.

leader

Tarzan ♂
{55 lbs}
3 yrs
leader

MOUSSE (leader) (M. Massicotte) 2008 x SHAKIRA (leader) (M.
Seavey) 2005
As tough as nail on all points. This dog has phenomenal strength,
he never seems to run out of energy, even after a 250 miles race.
He is always ready to disturb his resting team at checkpoints, even
after running for 14 hours. He has finished all his races since he was
1 1/2 years old.
mushing magazine
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Paul ♂
{55 lbs}
3 yrs

ZIPPER (leader) (M. Massicotte) 2009 x BELLE
(M. Massicotte) 2010
Paul is probably the strongest dog in my team.
He works tirelessly and we need to feed him
accordingly; he has the appetite of an ogre!

wheel

Fox ♂
{51 lbs}
3 yrs
team

ZIPPER (leader)(M. Massicotte) 2009
x BELLE (M. Massicotte) 2010
Fox is a working dog who is a bit nervous and who
must be approached gently. However once contact
is established, it is easy to see that he is a quality
athlete.

Rose ♀
{42 lbs}
3 yrs
leader
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ZIPPER (LEADER) (M. MASSICOTTE) 2009 X BELLE (M.
MASSICOTTE) 2010
Rose has led the team since she was 1 year old. She runs
effortlessly and everything seems easy to her. She has an
excellent appetite. She earned her name from the pink skin
she had when she was born.
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Machine ♂
{55 lbs}
2 yrs
team

AMICK (M. Massicotte) 2012 x ROSE (leader)
(M. Massicotte) 2013
Machine lives up to his name. Hard working,
he is the most eager dog I have trained in my
career. He barks while running to demonstrate
enthusiasm and to encourage the rest of the
team.

Martin leaves the start of the 2016 Can Am Crown 250.
Photo by Peter Freeman

mm174.indd 47

Ruger ♂
{50 lbs}
3 yrs

SAM (D. Tremblay) 2006 x JENNY (D. Tremblay) 2010
The easiest dog in the whole kennel, he has always behaved
like a 10 year old dog. Although he is very quiet, he
constantly is putting forth good effort.

team
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