
S ince opening ScatterGun Lodge in 2000, Chuck Ross can count 
more than 100 Tom Dokken-trained Labrador retrievers he’s 

worked on his South Dakota hunting operation, all of them direct 
descendants of Maxx, the yellow Lab he had when he opened and is 
now buried near a large stone marker at the edge of the yard over-
looking a broad valley of prime pheasant habitat.
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And he can trace the lineage further 

than that.
“The current ScatterGun retrievers 

are 19 generations from the first dog I 
bought in 1962,” Ross said. “His name 
was Duke, a black Lab I bought for 25 
dollars.”

After 10 years as host of an outdoor 
show for WCCO, a Minneapolis televi-
sion station, and a stint operating his 
own outdoor travel agency, Ross opened 
the first high-end hunting lodge in South 
Dakota, near Chamberlain. It was 1988. 
He sold his interest in that to his partners 

and in 2000 he and his wife, Sheila, 
opened ScatterGun Lodge about 25 
minutes west of Pierre.

As a pioneer in the South Dakota 
hunting lodge business, Ross asked 
himself what aspects of hunting most 
impressed him throughout his years of 
bird hunting. The answer was: dogs. 
“Great dogs are as good as it gets and 
Labrador retrievers are as good as it 
gets, if only because they have an on/
off button,” he said. “You can shut it off 
and they lie on the floor, or you go 
outside and flip it on and away they go.”

Wanting every aspect of his operation 
to be five-star, including chef-prepared 
meals, a roomy, well-appointed lodge 
and generous after-hunting lounge, Ross 
fully intended the quality experience 
to extend to his dogs. “In order to do 
that, I had to control the quality of the 
animals,” he said. “To me, to be in busi-
ness and hire guides who bring their 
own dogs would be like owning an airline 
and hiring pilots and letting them bring 
their own planes. It might work, but it 
probably won’t be consistent.”

Setting out years ago to build his 

kennel, he went to a young dog trainer 
named Tom Dokken, whom he had met 
training field-trial dogs. Ross said he 
encouraged Dokken to train dogs for 
hunting rather than field trials. “I asked 
him, ‘Why do you want to bust your 
rear end then your dog puts a foot down 
wrong and you’re screwed. You should 
train hunting dogs and if he goes out 
and gets one duck, you’re the greatest 
trainer in the whole world.” Dokken 
has since trained every ScatterGun 
retriever.

Each year, ScatterGun runs from 24 

54 GUN DOG MAGAZINE | September 2018 gundogmag.com September 2018 | GUN DOG MAGAZINE 55gundogmag.com
54 GUN DOG MAGAZINE | September 2018 gundogmag.com September 2018 | GUN DOG MAGAZINE 55gundogmag.com



the trailer to wait. Dogs left in the trailer 
yip and bark, anxious for their turn.

The dogs work close. Our Day 1 
guides, Chuck’s son, Tim, in from Min-
neapolis for the season, and Deb Ander-
son of Big Stone Lake, S.D., spaced 
themselves between hunters and we 
worked slowly through the milo strips, 
the dogs rustling ahead through the dry 
stalks and leaves. The dogs worked 

quickly and thoroughly, noses to the 
ground, flushing birds well within range; 
at times freezing with eyes and nose on 
a hidden crouched rooster, waiting for 
a hunter to step up. Occasionally, one 
would rabbit-hop above the three-foot-
high stalks, looking back to assure we 
weren’t far behind.

Retrieves were reliable, some remark-
able, with no downed bird lost, includ-

to 32 dogs, but they don’t live at the 
lodge year around. Instead, they spend 
the off-season with foster families. “Lab-
radors are extremely social. They need 
people,” Ross said. “We have three that 
we keep here but all the rest go to some-
one’s house, play with their kids, lie on 
the couch and do whatever pets do. 
Then, for 10 weeks of the year they 
come out here to work.

“It’s absolutely amazing. They don’t 
hear a whistle, they don’t hear a 
command all year but my phone starts 
ringing about the first week in Septem-
ber and (the foster families) are asking, 
‘When are you going to come and get 
this dog? He’s driving us nuts.’

“They know where they are going 
and they know what they are going to 
be doing. They will leave here and come 
back in the fall and get out of the trailer 
and go to the same kennel they were in 
last year. They love what they do.”

Hunters are transported to the field 
in shuttle buses pulling dog trailers to 
fields on the nearly 3,000 acres of the 
ScatterGun operation. Many of the hunts 
are conducted in milo fields, with strips 
harvested at intervals to create lanes 
hunters push across the field, then shuttle 
back and repeat on the next strip.

Dogs are alternated, watered during 
the hunt and before being kenneled in 

Guide Will Varn, holding retrieved pheasants, 
anchors the middle of a line of hunters.

Guides Tim Ross and Deb Anderson water dogs after 
a hunt through a dry, dusty milo field.
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Tim Ross prepares to launch a sporting clays target.

ing one that glided to a cedar shelterbelt 
at the end of the field. It was a dry and 
dusty three days, so the dogs lapped 
eagerly at tipped water bottles after most 
retrieves. At the end of the day, we gave 
up trying to estimate how many pheas-
ants we would have walked past or 
downed birds we wouldn’t have found 
without well-trained dogs.

When I posed the question to Ross, 
he gave me an incredulous look of a life-
long dog owner, and said, “Without dogs? 
That wouldn’t even be a sport. That 
would be like bowling without a ball. I 
just don’t know why you’d do it.”

Walking the right edge of a milo strip, 
I shot a pheasant that dropped far ahead 
on the edge of the adjacent strip we had 
just walked. When we got across from 
the spot I had marked, Tim brought 
Champ and I went along in case a finish-
ing shot was required. Champ worked 
through the first rows and as Tim and I 
stood on the edge a pheasant rocketed 
straight out of the milo. I spun left and 
back and brought the pheasant down. It 
was a different bird. Champ came trot-

ting back with the first pheasant in his 
mouth, stopped and picked up the second 
and brought both to Tim’s hand.

ScatterGun retrievers work from 10 
to 12 years, Ross said. Most, he said, 
can go 12 or longer. “The deal is we work 

them as long as they are healthy enough 
to do it, then they go back to their foster 
homes,” he said.

Asked if he preferred a particular color 
for his Labs, Ross said, “We have invented 
within our society all these words that 

We were hunting at ScatterGun Lodge to test two Mossberg 
shotguns, the 12-gauge 930 Pro-Series Sporting Shotgun 
and the 20-gauge International SA-20 All-Purpose Field 
Shotgun.

The 930 Pro-Series Sporting shotgun, built in col-
laboration with professional shooting instructor Gil Ash, 
performed reliably throughout three days of extensive 
shooting. On Day 1, we warmed up on ScatterGun’s trap 
range, testing fit, feel, balance and alignment. Clays were 
broken with regularity, so we took them to the field where 
pheasants started dropping.

Though Mossberg says the 930 Sporting Shotgun is 
designed for competitive clay shooters, there is no reason 
for it not to perform just as well outside clay ranges and 
courses, especially among upland game hunters who can 
also cash in on the easy-handling characteristics and, thanks 
to the classic look and feel of wood, look good doing it.

And it comes with a free 60-day trial subscription to 
Ash’s OSP (Optimum Shotgun Performance) School’s 
Knowledge Vault, a collection of instructional articles and 
videos by Ash and his wife, Vicki, on shooting clays and 
wingshooting. Be smart. Take advantage of this bonus.

Here’s what I liked. 
The walnut stock and forend are comfortable, and 

provided decent fit and alignment. If I had more time 
with it, I’d tinker with the drop-at-comb shims to see if 
fine-tuning would improve my score on clays. And the 
stippling on the stock and forend provided an interestingly 
comfortable grip.

Cerakoted receiver, so it doesn’t require babying. 

You don’t see it but the gas piston, piston ring, magazine 
tube, hammer, sear, return spring plunger and return 
spring tube are coated with boron nitride to prevent 
corrosion and make cleaning easier. 

Recoil. I don’t recall much recoil, come to think of it. 
And that’s after three days of hunting, a round of sporting 
clays and a couple trips through the trap range.

Other features: dual vent-gas system; beveled loading 
gate for quick reloading; HiViz TriComp fiber-optic sight, 
with interchangeable LitePipes; and extended Briley 
choke tubes in skeet, modified and improved cylinder.

Mossberg’s SA-20 All Purpose Field Shotgun, of its 
lightweight, easy-shooting SA-20 series, comes across 
as classically styled autoloader. I’m still playing/working 
with one of these. It’s easy to find excuses to continue 
field-testing this beauty.

The SA-20 is sweet shooting, with light recoil I had 
to think about to even notice, thanks to the gas-venting 
system that reduces recoil and unnecessary hammering 
on operational components. The stock and forearm are 
walnut with a nice glossy finish.

It’s easy to carry and balances well, the 26-inch vent-rib 
barrel pointing quickly and surely on target. Unlike 
Mossbergs with the safety on the top of the receiver, the 
SA-20 features a cross-bolt safety. It comes with a set 
of choke tubes with full, improved modified, modified, 
improved cylinder and cylinder.

It came up smoothly, pointed naturally and brought 
down the first rooster I encountered. And that was just 
the beginning.

MOSSBERG 12- AND 20-GAUGES:  
PERFECT FIT FOR CLAYS AND GAME BIRDS
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describe Labrador retrievers but they 
don’t describe them, they define them. 
We have 20-some Labs here of all colors 
and they are all Labrador retrievers. It’s 
same as a preference of blondes over 
brunettes. It’s just a matter of taste. 
Black is the primary color, yellow is 
first recessive, then chocolate. Outside 
of that it doesn’t make a damn bit of 
difference.”

But, he said, “It’s different if you breed 
for color. As soon as you breed just for 
color, you are ignoring those traits that 
made you like the dogs in the first place. 
So breed for ability, not for color.”

Pointing Labs?
“The dog by instinct wants the bird,” 

Ross said. “The dog by instinct figures 
out the closer you are when the bird 
goes in the air the better chance he has 
of getting it. When that dog gets birdy 
as a young dog, you’re saying, ‘wait, wait 
a minute, hang on’ as you approach and 
then say ‘get ‘im’; they pounce and the 
bird goes up and what happens? You 
shoot and they get the bird.

“now is that a pointing Lab? It’s really 
a dog just waiting for you to get there 
so he can get the bird. Labs aren’t bred 

to be pointers but you can encourage 
that behavior and all the sudden you 
have a pointing Labrador. no foot in 
the air, nothing but they will find it, 
they will point it, they will flush it and 
then retrieve it. You just got it all in one 
dog. That’s a pretty good deal.”

After two days hunting milo strips, 
Tim had something different in mind 
for Day 3. Along were guides Ronnie 
Clark of Wolf Point, Mont., and Will 
Varn of St. Simons Island, Ga. We 
shuttled to an area with cedar shelter-
belts, long prairie grass and unharvested 
milo fields.

Action started fast; dogs were eager 
and efficient; the birds wild, challeng-
ing. And plentiful. We were done well 
before noon.

I asked Ross about the pheasants and 
their wild-bird tendencies. He said their 
annual take is from 20 to 30 percent 
wild pheasants, the rest released birds 
raised in an environment conducive to 
wild-bird behavior. The pheasants are 
raised on more than 400 acres of corn-
field under net, he said, and fed by 
automatic feeders. As they grow to 
maturity, “those birds never see a human 
being,” he said.

“They fly and they are challenging 
and the best part is you don’t know if 
you are shooting a wild bird or a released 
bird,” he said. “And a lot of that is the 
quality of the dogs putting them up.”  

The final resting place of Maxx, the original ScatterGun Lodge 
Labrador retriever, and other favorite Labs from through the 
years, overlooks a valley of pheasant-rich milo fields.
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