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Still in the Arena

President’s Message

By Jake Bartells
Perkaskie, Pennsylvania

Two years ago, my daughter and I walked away from 
the NAVHDA Invitational with two Versatile Champi-
ons. Yesterday, we walked away from our Utility tests 
with two No Prizes.
Same handlers. Same sport. Two very different days.
And yes, yesterday was a little harder to swallow.
When you put the time into training a dog, you want 

to see it pay off. You want the birds to cooperate, the 
dog to perform, and when the judge calls out the re-
sult, you want to be proud of what you accomplished. 
There is nothing wrong with that. We should celebrate 
those moments.
But there is something equally important about the 

days that don’t go our way.
NAVHDA tests exist for a reason. They give us an 

honest, standardized way to evaluate our dogs. A test 
doesn’t tell the whole story; it tells us a piece of it. 
Sometimes that information confirms what we hoped. 
Sometimes it tells us we have more work to do.
And that is only possible because we have a stan-

dard worth measuring against.
A high standard can make earning a prize difficult. 

But that’s exactly what makes the prize mean some-
thing when you earn it. If we lowered the bar every time 

a dog or handler fell short, we might have more hap-
py people walking out of the field, but we’d have less 
meaningful information about our dogs and do less to 
advance the versatile breeds we are here to improve.
Theodore Roosevelt wrote about “the man who is 

actually in the arena,” the one willing to risk failure 
rather than sit safely on the sidelines.
That’s us.
We train. We enter. We test. Sometimes we cele-

brate. Other times we shake our heads, learn what we 
can, and start working again.
Yesterday wasn’t the chapter my daughter and I 

hoped to write. But it was still a chapter, and proba-
bly an important one, not just for the advancement of 
dogs, but for our own growth.
Because the goal isn’t to have every chapter end 

with a prize. The goal is to keep writing a story worth 
being proud of.
Yesterday, we didn’t get the result we wanted. But 

we’re still in the arena. And so are all of you. Whether 
you’re celebrating a great test, wondering what went 
wrong, or just beginning the journey, keep going. Train 
the next dog. Chase the next bird. Learn from the next 
mistake. And keep showing up.
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A Mighty Montana Girl!
About The Cover

By Dian Josephson
Billings, Montana

COVER PHOTO BY MACKENZIE FULLETON

ENTER TO WIN a chance at a guided hunting 
trip and an upland gear giveaway! 
Scan QR Code or visit: 
pheasantsforever.org/mentorpledge

*Product images are for 
illustrative purposes only and 
may differ from the actual 
product being given away.

Take the Hunter Mentor Pledge today and you’ll be 
automatically entered to win great prizes. We need your 

commitment to preserving our outdoor heritage... 
If you don’t, who will?

SAVING THE LIFESTYLE
TAKE THE HUNTER MENTOR PLEDGE

One Mentor and their Mentee will be selected for  
a guided hunting experience of a lifetime  

provided by South Dakota Tourism.

Meet Blue Creek Sheeta Bullita. Sheeta was the 4th pup born in our litter of nine 
Wirehaired Pointing Griffons on May 26, 2025. Sheeta liked to play “catch me if you 
can” with her litter mates! She seemed to have a need for speed and could outrun 
them all. Sheeta is a petite but mighty Montana girl! I love watching the lights come 
on and seeing all of her natural ability develop. Our training consisted of fun in the 
fields and ponds! Sheeta and I completed her NAVHDA NA test with the Montana 
Sharptail Chapter in Whitehall, Montana with a Prize I, 112. She really turned it on for 

the test - even delivering birds to hand! Love this girl! I’m one proud mama!

MACKENZIE FULLETON © 2026MACKENZIE FULLETON © 2026
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“Compassion can become the master motive.”
— Kurt Hahn

There is a stage in a puppy’s life where its eyes have 
just begun to open, though not fully. The world is still 
blurry. Movement comes in awkward bursts. A puppy 
toddles forward only to fall sideways over a littermate, 
a wrinkle in the whelping mat, or a toy too large to un-
derstand but large enough to lean against for comfort.

It does not know what a breed standard is. It does not 
know what a registry is. It does not know what OFA or 
PennHIP scores mean, what coat furnishings are con-
sidered ideal, or why humans debate height disqualifi-
cations, bylaws, or titles.

It only knows warmth, scent, touch, and the first fragile 
threads of trust.

And yet, long before that puppy opens its eyes, human 
beings have already begun making decisions that will 
shape the life it is about to inherit.

That is the burden of stewardship.

We often speak of stewardship as though it belongs 
solely to breeders. The longer we spend around 
working dogs, the more we believe stewardship is 

something much larger and more fragile. Breeders 
carry it. Buyers carry it. Volunteers carry it. Judges, 
trainers, conservationists, chapter officers, youth men-
tors, and board members all carry part of it. 

Within organizations like NAVHDA, individuals and 
families have established memorial scholarships 
and youth programs so future generations might 
continue the work long after they themselves are 
gone. Stewardship survives only if it is intentionally 
passed forward.

“You are needed. That appeal hardly ever fails.”
— Kurt Hahn

Much of modern stewardship has become virtual, 
electronic, and emotionally charged. Breeders, buyers, 
and organizations increasingly encounter one another 
through screens—through emails, texts, social media 

posts, assumptions, and interpretations detached from 
tone, humility, or grace. And yet the dogs themselves 
remain grounded in something far simpler and more 
honest: the direction of the wind, the age of a scent, 
the movement of their handler through cover, the con-
sistency of trust.

Healthy game populations, preserved habitat, ethi-
cal hunting culture, youth mentorship, volunteer-run 
testing organizations, breed clubs, and chapter train-
ing days all influence whether versatile hunting dogs 
remain truly versatile for future generations. Behind 
nearly all of this stand volunteers, often exhausted 
ones, quietly carrying responsibility because they be-
lieve the work matters.

But stewardship becomes dangerous when respon-
sibility shifts toward control rather than mentorship. 
When authority replaces humility. When interpretation 
of rules becomes more important than preservation of 
trust. In those moments, stewardship risks breaking 
the very people needed to sustain it.

Conscientious breeding is emotionally dangerous 
work. There is excitement in it, certainly—but also un-
certainty, disappointment, grief, judgment, and fear.

Sometimes stewardship means loss. Dogs develop 
illness despite everyone’s best intentions. A prom-
ising female contracts pyometra. An owner spends 

The Burden of Stewardship
Dogs, People, and the 

Stewardship They Inspire

By Jeff & Brenda Mizenko
Summerset, South Dakota

A NEW LITTER BEGINS — BEFORE 
THEY KNOW ANYTHING EXCEPT 

WARMTH AND TRUST. (A PUP WITH 
BLURRED VISION.)

A BUYER PREPARES TO RUN HIS SMALL 
MUNSTERLANDER AT A NAVHDA NATURAL 
ABILITY TEST. (STEWARDSHIP EXTENDING 

WELL BEYOND THE BREEDER.)

STEWARDSHIP IS NOT INHERITED.  IT IS TAUGHT. 
(A MOST POWERFUL ALIGNMENT.)
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swings, fires, and misses cleanly. Their dog turns back 
in disbelief—as if to say: “You missed that one too?” And 
then, almost unbelievably, it goes right back to work.

Dogs do not know bylaws or constitutions. They know 
loyalty. They know honesty. And they understand for-
giveness better than most of us do.

Form and function matter. Temperament matters. 
Health matters. Preservation matters. A breed cannot 
survive on sentiment alone. If working ability disap-
pears, if temperament deteriorates, if health collapses, 
or if loyalty itself is lost beneath ego, convenience, 
or rigid interpretation of words on paper, then stew-
ardship has failed—regardless of how impressive the 
pedigree or how carefully worded the constitution 
governing the breed.

Older companions no longer work as hard. They work 
smarter. After years of cattails, frozen marshes, and 
long tracks, their eyes begin to haze. Hearing fades. 
Speed softens. These dogs rely less on commands 
and more on trust, instinct, and memory. If we are 
fortunate enough to share enough seasons together, 
there comes a day when they no longer enter the field 

out ahead of us—except perhaps in old videos, quiet 
stories, or through their progeny.

Dogs leave us. But long before they do, they spend 
their lives teaching us something most humans still 
struggle to embody: loyalty. Not blind obedience. 
Not hierarchy. Not control. Loyalty despite imperfect 
breeding, imperfect handling, and human failure.

Stewardship cannot belong solely to breeders, boards, 
judges, or buyers. No single person owns the future of 
a breed. It works only when responsibility is aligned 
across everyone connected to a dog’s life.

Aligned breeders share more than puppies. Aligned 
buyers offer more than payment. Aligned organiza-
tions think beyond the immediate. Aligned volunteers 
give their hearts and make things happen.

thousands trying to save a companion that cannot be 
saved. A dog gets hit by a car. Others are lost in acci-
dents no one anticipated. Breeders carry those stories 
for years, often without anyone knowing.

Stewardship also demands humility because none of 
us move through it perfectly. We have corrected inac-
curacies, obsessed over structure, overanalyzed out-
comes, frustrated ourselves and others, and struggled 
to let things go. Some of this intensity comes from 
care. Some from ego. Some from fear of losing some-
thing irreplaceable. If we are not careful, stewardship 
can slowly blur good intentions into control.

Dogs have a way of humbling all of us eventually.

Every hunter knows this look. Their dog locks onto an 
earned point. The bird explodes skyward. The handler 

NATCH BB’S ASTER WITH A MIXED BAG ON THE 
SOUTH DAKOTA PLAINS. (PERFORMANCE THAT 

HOLDS UP IN THE FIELD.)

INTCH GOSCH’S CIR CONN “CEDAR” WITH 
A HUNGARIAN PARTRIDGE. (A STUD DOG 
PROVEN WHERE IT COUNTS AT AGE 11.)

CEDAR IN THE TALL GRASS — STILL WORK-
ING, STILL WATCHING. (THE OLD CODGER.)

All of us, in our own way, share in this promise—not 
perfection, not purity, not control, but loyalty worthy of 
the dogs that depend on us. 

Because the future of versatile hunting dogs will not 
be preserved through paperwork alone, nor titles, 
nor constitutions, nor social media arguments. It will 
survive only if breeders, buyers, handlers, volunteers, 
and organizations remain willing to work together with 
enough humility to recognize that stewardship is not 
ownership of a breed.

It is service to something larger.

And if we are fortunate, the dogs we follow through life 
leave us wiser, humbler, and more loyal than we were 
when they first opened their eyes.

JEFF AND BRENDA MIZENKO BREED SMALL MUNSTERLANDERS AT 
CEDARS POINT KENNEL IN SUMMERSET, SOUTH DAKOTA.  JEFF HAS 
SPENT MORE THAN A DECADE HUNTING, TESTING, AND VOLUN-
TEERING IN THE VERSATILE HUNTING DOG COMMUNITY ALONG-
SIDE BRENDA, WHO IS THE HEART OF DAILY KENNEL LIFE.
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JEFF AND BRENDA MIZENKO BREED SMALL MUNSTERLANDERS AT 
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From UT to VC: 
The Story Behind 

NAVHDA’s Invitational Test
From the first Pudelpointer Club trial in 1977 to the 

Utility Invitational of 1982 to the Advance Invitational Utility 
Test of 1985 to the 1988 Invitational, how NAVHDA built, 

broke, and rebuilt the Invitational. 

By 1988, NAVHDA had been testing versatile hunting 
dogs for nearly two decades. The Natural Ability Test 
had evaluated thousands of young pups across North 
America. The Utility Test had become the gold stan-
dard for the finished versatile dog, a rigorous all-day 
evaluation of pointing, retrieving, field search, water 
search, steadiness, cooperation and obedience con-
ducted against demanding standards.

The idea of a test beyond the Utility Test, one that 
highlighted exemplary work by top tier dogs, did not 
originate in 1988. The groundwork for what would 
become the Invitational was being laid on multiple 
fronts simultaneously. The concept had been alive 
inside NAVHDA since at least 1977, when John Kegel, 
one of NAVHDA’s founding members and one of its 
most tireless architects, developed an Invitational Test 
for the Pudelpointer Club of North America. The test 
was run on May 21–22, 1977 in Dowagiac, Michigan. 
It was structured as a pass/fail event with a prefix of 
Versatile Champion. Kegel later described it as well 
received. Encouraged by the response, Kegel modified 
the test slightly and presented it to the NAVHDA Ex-
ecutive Council. The Council accepted the framework. 
A capstone test with the Versatile Champion title now 

had organizational backing, at least in concept. What 
it still needed was a format that could work at scale, 
across breeds, and without bankrupting the chapters 
that hosted it.

Also, at NAVHDA’s annual meeting held March 11–13, 
1977, it was noted that the Northeast Chapter was 
studying the possibility of a Master Utility Dog title for 
dogs that had qualified three times in the NAVHDA 
Utility Test. 

Several elements of that early Northeast test fore-
shadow the Invitational format we know today. Dogs 
were required to run together for ten minutes without 
interference. A “Judas” dog, not under evaluation, was 
used to test backing and field honor. And this is the 
earliest reference found that outlines a 100-yard blind 
retrieve as a formal test requirement. Only three dogs 
ran in that initial test.

The name, however, didn’t survive intact. The test was 
originally called the Master Versatile Dog test, but Bodo 
Winterhelt objected to the word “Master” and the name 
was changed to Advanced Utility Dog. The first nation-
ally sanctioned Advanced Utility Dog test was hosted 
by the Northeast Chapter at Millay Farm in Bowdoin-
ham, Maine in September 1980, with just two entries.

The requirements and outline for a formal Advanced Util-
ity Invitational were published in the March–April 1980 
issue of Versatile Hunting Dog publication. Two years 
later, in 1982, NAVHDA’s first Utility Invitational was held, 
officially called the Advanced Utility Invitational which 
was sponsored by the Pymatuning Chapter in Ohio. Per 
Kurt Sunquist, it was by invitation, and ten of the top ver-
satile hunting dogs from different breeds were asked to 
participate: two Pudelpointers, two German Shorthaired 
Pointers, two German Wirehaired Pointers, a Griffon, a 
Vizsla, a Weimaraner, and a Brittany.

A number of writers from various gundog magazines 
were invited to watch, a deliberate effort, by NAVH-
DA, to generate awareness among the broader gun-
dog community. Despite some rough edges, the test 
was considered a success. Articles followed, and for 
many hunters encountering NAVHDA for the first time 
through those pages, the Utility Invitational was the 
introduction. Gun Dog Magazine captured the spirit 
of what they saw: “With docked tails and lacking the 
freewheeling gait of good pointers and setters, versatile 
dogs can’t be called really stylish. But they are dogs 
for on-foot hunters, diligent in their search and, for the 
most part, intense on point. They get the job done, 
search for birds at a comfortable pace, find them, point 

them, remain steady to wing and shot, mark the falls, 
and retrieve, all with a minimum of vocalizing, hacking 
and whistling by their owner-handlers.”

Among those who ran at the 1982 test was Kurt Sund-
quist, invited to participate with his dog Brokk. Terry 
Petro and Blaine Carter were also present. Both re-
called it as an interesting test, imperfect in execution, 
but meaningful in what it demonstrated. The event put 
NAVHDA in front of a national audience it had never 
quite reached before and made a compelling case 
that these dogs, tested the right way, were something 
worth paying attention to.

The next Advanced Utility Invitational came in 1985, 
and it was a turning point. The 1985 Invitational showed 
improvement over the previous one held in 1982.  Per 
Kegel, “The method of dog selection, by qualification 
rather than selection by breed resulted in a much-im-
proved overall quality of dog.” Kegel served as a judge. 
The test ran and was successful for the most part.

The site of the 1985 Invitational was Glendale Fish and 
Wildlife area near Washington, Indiana on September 
26, 27, and 28 of 1985 hosted by the Southern Indiana 
Chapter. Three different species of game birds were 
used, pheasant, quail and chukar. Per Frank Spaeth, it 
was at this Advance Utility Invitational that the shack-
led duck used for duck search was thrown. In the past 
the duck was released from shore, and the dogs would 
track on water to the bird. The issue with the shackled 
duck search was often the duck would not go far and 
would return to shore and hide in the grass. This was a 
positive change. Overall, 12 dogs were tested:
•	Rocky Clint Vom Fasanental GWP - Herman Heydlauf
•	Woodland’s Lord Hanschen GSP - Dan Carter
•	Ridge Hunter’s Apollo GWP - Troy Martinez
•	Lorbas V.D. Wissower Klinken GWP - Tim Foist
•	Wingmaster’s Lena PP - Reinhard Lutke
•	Happy Ridge Heidi of Marion GSP - John O’Brien
•	Prairie Weatherby Sage ES - Frank Spaeth
•	Ridge Hunter’s Warrior GWP - Allan Janny
•	Tuttle Lane’s Gretchen GSP - James Cavanaugh
•	Lenner’s Baron Gunn GWP - Andrew Lehner
•	Coco V Napsinekee GSP - Bob West
•	Essergrief’s Shooting Comet GSP - James Rieser, DVM

Kegel later wrote candidly: “I felt the expense of over 
$6,000.00 could not be justified for a test that not only 
lacked prestige (at the time) but also was not all that 

SUNNY BRANCHES BEAU BROKK OWNED 
AND HANDLED BY KURT SUNDQUIST AT 

THE 1982 UTILITY INVITATIONAL

By Darryl Pernat
Snohomish, Washington
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popular with the general membership.” He wrote a let-
ter to the Executive Council making the case that what 
NAVHDA needed was not a refinement of the existing 
format but something entirely different. 

The Executive Council responded to Kegel’s letter by 
accepting the Toronto Ontario Chapter’s offer to host 
the next Invitational in 1988 under a completely new 
format; one similar to what we know today. The Chap-
ter would underwrite all expenses except judges’ trav-
el. A committee of four was appointed to define and 
implement the new test: Bruno Bortolin, Bob West, 
Dan Carter, and John Kegel. All of the test rules were 
reviewed and approved with only minor changes. 

The new Invitational was designed around a core in-
sight that separated it from every other NAVHDA test: 
the hour-long braced field run. Every other NAVHDA 
test evaluates dogs individually: one dog, three judges, 
a defined series of tasks scored against a standard. 
Dogs would be run in braces in the field, so that each 
dog could demonstrate its willingness to back another 
dog’s point and work effectively alongside an equally 

capable animal. That one element transformed the 
test from an evaluation of individual excellence into 
something closer to a portrait of the complete hunting 
companion. Bob West shared, “there was a lot of con-
versation around the one-hour brace. But NAVHDA 
knew that other events with the ‘Champion’ title like 
American Field had hour long braces, and NAVHDA 
did not want to be less, they wanted to be equal if not 
asking more of a dog’s performance.”

The water series included another versatile test: a 
blind retrieve of approximately 100 yards across water, 
a retrieve of a shackled duck, and backing in the field 
with an honor, an honor at the water requiring the dog 
to remain steady while another dog completed its re-
trieve. Cooperation, obedience, desire, and nose were 
evaluated as continuous threads running through the 
entire test, not isolated categories to be checked off in 
sequence.

The test was pass/fail. Dogs that earned a qualifying 
score would receive the title of Versatile Champion, 
with the prefix VC permanently attached to their reg-
istered name in all NAVHDA pedigree records. There 
would be no Prize I, II, or III  only the question that had 
always stood at the heart of NAVHDA testing: did this 
dog meet the standard?

The first NAVHDA Invitational under the new format 
was held September 16, 17, and 18, 1988, at the Non-
quon Wildlife Area in Ontario, Canada. The Toronto 
Ontario Chapter served as host and ran the three-day 
testing without a hitch. It drew more spectators than 
any NAVHDA event had ever attracted. Twenty-three 
dogs were entered. This format remained the same 
until 2010 when the shackled duck was replaced by 
double mark retrieve. 

Among those watching was Bodo Winterhelt, NAVH-
DA’s President. He was there not just as an observer 
but as a senior judge presiding over the water work.
The water work at the Ontario test was, by Kegel’s 
own account, considerably more difficult than at any 
subsequent Invitational. The blind retrieve was run at 
a 45-degree angle through narrow water, a configura-
tion changed to a straight-line retrieve in wider water 
beginning with the 1990 Invitational. 

Bob West and Terry Petro, who were present at the 
early Invitationals, recalled that in the beginning a 
shackled duck was used for the water retrieve. The 

problem quickly became apparent: the results were 
wildly inconsistent. “Some ducks would just sit 
there,” Petro said, “while other ducks would swim 
to cover.” The unruly birds earned a nickname that 
stuck - “Ducks from Hell.” It took a few years and 
a better solution before the water series found the 
consistency the test demanded. That solution came 
from Bob West, who developed the double marked 
retrieve as a way to create a more standardized and 
repeatable assessment at the water. Bob West told a 
funny story, that there was a bad idea to use biode-
gradable tape for the shackled duck. The tape was 
horrible, and the ducks escaped the shackles and 
swam away. 

Both judges and handlers were unanimously sup-
portive of the test and wanted to see it continued. But 
Petro was candid about how the event registered to 
participants at the time: “At that time, the Invitational 

test felt insurmountable. Just passing the UT as either 
a Prize I, Prize II, or Prize III was a big deal.” Chapter 
training support was at a low level across the organi-
zation. Not many dogs were being run at high levels, 
and the pool of handlers prepared to compete at the 
Invitational’s standard was genuinely small.

When the scores were read, five of the twenty-three 
dogs had earned passing marks. They became the first 
Versatile Champions in NAVHDA history. At this time, 
Bodo read the scores and made comments about both 
the dogs and handlers.

Four of the five passing dogs were German Wire-
haired Pointers. The lone exception was Bob Hauser’s 
German Shorthaired Pointer, Broker von Christenson. 
The GWP’s dominance was a reflection of the era: 
the breed had the deepest roots in the German testing 
tradition that NAVHDA was built to transplant, and its 

FRANK SPAETH AND PRAIRIE WEATHERBY SAGE AT 
THE ADVANCED UTILITY INVITATIONAL IN 1985

The First Versatile Champions
VC Broker von Christenson, GSP, 

owned and handled by Bob Hauser, Tolono, IL

VC Harold vom Dunnhoff, GWP
owned and handled by Don Klinkhammer, Clinton, IA

VC Jaegermeister Nicholas, GWP
owned and handled by Greg Wentz, Fargo, ND

VC Riko v d Wissower Klinken, GWP
owned and handled by David Wollin, Claremont, ON

VC Windy Ridge Nika, GWP
owned and handled by Jim Morrison, Bloomington, MN
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