
 Susan Butcher
 By CRAIG MEDRED

Far from her 
Alaska home and 
the dogs she loved 
so much, four-time 
Iditarod champion 
Susan Butcher died 
Saturday in a Seattle 
hospital.

She was 51 
years old and the 
mother of two young 
daughters. She had 
been waging a battle 
against leukemia 
for a year and a half, 
but sometimes not 
even the toughest 
warriors can win. A 
child of the American 
upper middle class, 
she turned her back 
on the civilized world 
of Cambridge, Mass., 
to carve out a niche 
for herself and her 
beloved dogs in a cold, difficult corner of Bush Alaska.

 Through her 20s and into her 30s, she lived an almost cloistered 
existence in the Interior with her life dedicated to one seemingly 
impossible goal, winning the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race. She spent 
days on end on the runners of a dog sled following huskies through 
the frozen taiga and barren wilderness north of Fairbanks.

 “I like spending a lot of time alone,’’ she told a writer for the Daily 
News’ old Sunday magazine, We Alaskans,’ in 1981.

She was then 27 years old and already an Iditarod contender, 
though it would still be five long and difficult years before the 
breakthrough Iditarod victory of 1986. By then, she had joined forces 
with Dave Monson, a one-time lawyer, a fellow dog musher and a soul 
mate. Together, they would team to dominate the Iditarod. Butcher 
was the driving force behind their Trailbreaker Kennels and the face 
of the business.  Monson was the organizer and administrator, the 
behind-the-scenes player who held everything together.

 They were married in 1985. Butcher won the first of her four 
Iditarods the next year. She would go on to win three more in the 
next four years -- the most impressive string of victories in Iditarod 
history.

T-shirts soon proclaimed “Alaska: Where men are men and 
women win the Iditarod.’’

By the time Butcher decided to retire from mushing to start a 
family almost a decade later, her athletic achievements were so well 
known they had almost become synonymous with the 49th state.

Alaskans who engaged in conversations with strangers while 
traveling outside the state would often be met with the refrain, “Oh 
Alaska, isn’t that where that woman always wins the dog sled race?” 
“That woman” was Butcher, and though she eventually bowed out of 
the Iditarod competition, she never went far away from the race.

She continued to breed, raise, train and sell sled dogs to other 
mushers, and she regularly assisted various news organizations as a 
color-commentator and analyst covering the race. Even this March, 
though weak from chemotherapy treatments, she gritted out a trip 
to the Bush village of  Ruby to work as an Iditarod checker signing 
dog teams in and out.

It was classic behavior from a woman who did not know the 
meaning of the word quit.

She was possessed of an indomitable spirit, and it was that which 
has made it so hard for so many to comprehend that the cancer 
claimed her.

 “I think everyone felt like Susan was such a fighter in the 
Iditarod that, well, of course Susan Butcher is going to beat this,’’ said 
Mark Nordman, the Iditarod race marshal and a friend. “That’s how 
everyone felt.’’

 There was even a brief period when it looked obvious Butcher 
would beat the leukemia the way she used to beat one-time archrival 
Rick Swenson and all the other men of the Iditarod Trail.

 “At the time she had the (bone-marrow) transplant, her leukemia 
was in remission,’’ her Seattle physician, Dr Jan Abkowitz, said 
Saturday. “She was feeling absolutely fine.’’

 The transplant took place May 16.  About a month later, Butcher 
developed graft-versus-host disease in which the immune system 
from the bone marrow transplant begins attacking her organs. 
She was rushed from her Fairbanks home back to the University of 
Washington medical center.

Monson and the couple’s two daughters, Tekla, 10, and Chisana, 5, 
returned to Seattle with her.

Doctors began aggressive treatments to try to stop transplanted 
bone-marrow cells from destroying Butcher’s digestive tract. Monson 
reported that she was often in excruciating pain from the disease and 
the treatments but battled on.

Doctors eventually managed to turn back the GVHD with a 
combination of steroids and experimental drugs. 

“Then to our dismay and surprise, about a week ago, when we 
did a routine bone marrow test, we found that her leukemia had 
come back,” Abkowitz said.

Butcher was given a tough choice: go home and die or begin 
another round of painful and potentially deadly chemotherapy to 
drive the leukemia into remission in preparation for another bone-
marrow transplant. Those who know Butcher say that choice was 
really no choice for a woman who’d spent her life going against the 
odds and beating them.

She resumed chemotherapy, but on Friday her condition 
worsened. She was moved into an intensive care unit. Monson was at 
her side, as he has always been for the past 21 years. 

He was there when she died Saturday.
News of her death hit hard in Alaska, though it was not totally 

unexpected. Friend, fellow musher and cancer survivor DeeDee 
Jonrowe had gone to Seattle to see Butcher just weeks ago fearing 
it would be their last chance to talk. Others were well aware her 

condition was perilous.
Throughout her illness, Monson maintained a moving and 

forthright online journal to keep everyone up-to-date. It was often 
painfully honest about Butcher’s condition as the cancer ravaged the 
body she once fought so hard to toughen.

In her competitive days, Butcher pushed herself harder than she 
ever pushed her dogs. There was never a musher more deserving 
of the honor of being considered “the toughest dog in the team.’’ 
Everyone in and around the sport of long-distance mushing knew 
that.

 “There are few still around that had the benefit of what we call 
‘The Butcher Years,’ ‘’ said musher Martin Buser of Big Lake, himself 
a four-time champ. “She was certainly an inspiration to all of us. She 
was certainly one of the forerunners of having dedicated her life to 
the sled dog, and because of that she was victorious so many times.’’ 
Like others, Buser was having trouble grasping the reality of Butcher’s 
passing.

“It’s hard to believe,’’ he said. “We don’t feel any older than 10 or 
15 Iditarods ago, but we are obviously all mortal.”

News of Butcher’s death was spreading rapidly through the 
tight-knit world of people involved in sled-dog sports on Saturday 
night thanks to modern telecommunications.

 “Today is a very sad day for the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race, for 
all Alaskans, and for every person who has been touched by Susan 
Butcher,’’  the Iditarod said in a message posted on the race Web site, 
www.iditarod.com.  “She will be greatly missed.”

Nordman was at Iditarod headquarters in Wasilla on Saturday 
evening making calls around the world to notify others of Butcher’s 
death. It was not an easy thing to do, nor headquarters an easy place 
to be.

 “Of course, the first thing you see is Susan and Joe (Redington 
Sr) climbing Denali and the champion pictures and everything,’’ 
Nordman said. “It’s just sad. It’s a part of history that has left us.

 “It will take a little while for it all to soak in.”
 The late Joe Redington, the father of the Iditarod, climbed Mount 

McKinley with Butcher, legendary guide Ray Genet and photographer 
Rob Stapleton in 1979. Genet later froze to death near the summit of 
Mount Everest. Cancer got Redington in 1997, and now Butcher.

Nordman said she will be seriously missed as one of the greatest 
ambassadors of sled dog sports. Even long after retiring, he said, she 
remained the one about whom visitors to Iditarod headquarters 
always asked.

 “She’s left a mark on the sport for sure,’’ he said. “On dog care, 
there was no one finer.

 “We knew she was on the biggest battle imaginable, but I think it 
came as a surprise to everyone that it came especially when it did.”

Daily News Outdoor editor Craig Medred can be reached at 
cmedred@adn.com. Megan Holland, Beth Bragg and The Associated 
Press contributed to this story.

Iditarod legacy Susan Butcher was a four-time Iditarod champion 
who finished in the top 10 in all but two of her 17 races. Her fastest 
time was 10 days, 22 hours, 3 minutes in 1993.

1978 19th, 1979 9th, 1980 5th, 1981 5th, 1982 2nd, 1983 9th, 1984 
2nd, 1985 Scratch, 1986 1st, 1987 1st, 1988 1st, 1989 2nd, 1990 1st, 
1991 3rd, 1992 2nd, 1993 4th, 1994 10th

Fat and Friendless?
So, you never see your friends, can’t lose weight and the dog is bored - then 

why not train for the annual Endurance Test?
The ET is a test of (wo)man and beast run at 10kmh over a 20km course which 

has at least 3 different surfaces such as grass, dirt and tar, on which you may either 
run or ride a pushbike with your dog. You may do both and/or swap handlers at 
any stage - as long as the dog keeps moving. If the dog needs a toilet break then 
you must stop and then catch up to your original position in the pack as it keeps 
moving away. 

This year there were 30 entrants and all qualified on the day. It is not a race 
against anyone else, it is a competition against yourself and how physically 
prepared your “team” is on the day.

The breeds this year ranged ranged from several tiny Jack Russell Terriers to 
a Great Dane with many different breeds in between. Any dog can compete as 
long as they are sound and fit enough and their age is between 2 and 8 years on 
the day.

It is an annual event held in the coldest part of the year in various States 
throughout Oz. If the temp on the day gets to 24 degrees then the Test is cancelled 
- no matter what stage you are at, hence the 7am start time. 

 There are 2 “packs” out on the course at the one time and they are led by a 
“pacemaker” who also liases with a ground marshall to keep the pack on time at 
10km/h for the duration of the test. The packs are staggered so that they do not 
meet or clash when called in for vetting.

There are 4 vet tests done on the dog, 1 at the start and then at the intervals of 
8, 6 and 6 kms where the dog is checked for temperature, heart rate, pad condition 
and general physical fitness. If at any stage the dog is not sound then they are 
vetted out - it is all about the safety of the dog at all times and the handler just 
has to survive it!

There is also a short obedience test at the beginning and end to see if the 
dog is also still mentally alert. It is not a strict obedience test as such but a short 
heeling pattern and recall.

Training usually commences a few months before the ET and a Vet Certficate 
is required up to 2 weeks prior to the start date stating all the above health 
requirements and also that a bitch is not in whelp or season. The entry fee this 
year was $50 per dog.

Most people try and train with a friend and so get the dogs used to running 

single file and also to having their temperature taken etc. It’s also more fun to train 
with a partner and it makes you turn up.

This year I competed with my 2 year and 1 week old Great Dane Bert and my 
5 year old PWD Holly - they both qualified and can now be known as Ch Rulett 
Dusted With Gold ET and Gr Ch Bluegrace Coco Chanel CDX, ET. Holly is the first 
PWD to attain this title and I also had the first GD to qualify for it in 1997, Ch Riesig 
Scarlett O Hara ET.

You can only run 1 dog at a time so I must thank Kendall McMaster from 
Cowra who volunteered to help me run my 2 dogs. Kendall is a marathon runner 
so it was quite easy for him and we swapped dogs during the test so that I could 
do a little of the course with them both. We had a few training sessions together 
prior to the day so that Bert and Holly were used to him.

It is a great event to participate in for several reasons - it gets you and your 
dog really fit - a real bonus for conformation people, it improves your bond with 
your dog as once you commit to it you have to keep going and the dogs love it, you 
meet new people that all want to help you through on the day and it’s something 
that not everyone can do without some personal sacrifice - it makes you a better 
person for having done it and how many things in life offer that nowadays?

Next year I’ll be there again - so come on down.
MARGO TURNBULL
Rulett Kennels
Great Danes and Portuguese Water Dogs 
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