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We’ve been studying the history of the Irish setters for some time now and we’re just
about ready to settle for the date given in a recent find of ours as the earliest we’re
going to see. The date we’ve been able to document is 1801, and that pushes the
written history of the Irish setter back further than any other record we’ve seen. A
little known work, The Field Book, by William Hamilton Maxwell, published by
Effingham Wilson of London in 1833, is our source. Maxwell credits Brown and
Thornhill for most of his information, but it is his one, final note that interests us
most. This is what was written: "There is not a country in Europe that can boast of
finer setters than Ireland; they are there called English spaniels, and differ widely
from the setters of England and Scotland. They are not esteemed in Ireland unless
their color be either a deep chestnut and white, or all red; a black and white setter,
or any color but red, or red and white, would not be looked upon or reputed well
bred, allowing them to be ever so good. It matters not whether they are all red, or
red and white; but those most esteemed have a black nose and a black roof to their
mouth, as most sportsmen conceive the black nose to be finer and superior to any
other. Sir William Barker, Mr. Oliver of Castle Oliver, Mr. McCarthy of Spring House,
and many other gentlemen of Ireland, have the most beautiful and steady of this kind.
A circumstance occurred, with respect to the steadiness and discipline of this breed,
which the compiler was and eye witness to: Col. MacDonald being on a visit to Mr.
Oliver’s during the grousing season, and going out one day, took with him five braces
of setters; on getting to the mountains, one of the dogs found some birds, all of the
rest backed in at once, upon which day after she'd won the National Red Setter
Championship at the same trial. I covered both of those performances, and wrote in
the glowingest terms about the jobs she did in both instances.
The last time I saw Sue (Celtic’s Sua Sponte) was when I reported the Region 2 Red
Setter Amateur Championship recently held at Roger Boser's farm in Pennsylvania. I
also wrote in glowing terms of her performance there. Throughout her hour I was
constantly reminded of the job she'd done at Assunpink four years earlier. She had
won a lot of trials in between, many of which I hadn't seen, but it would be hard to
imagine a performance that would put her Region 2 Red Setter Amateur Championship
performance in the shade. None of us had any idea at the time that we were
witnessing her last complete performance.
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had not just seen a great Red Setter, but a great field trial bird dog capable of
winning at any level of competition."
Sue's greatest performance, according to her fond owner, was when she topped a
field of 35, including the great pointer competitor Bases Loaded, in the Keystone
Open Shooting Dog Championship in April 1989. Her five stylish finds were not tops in
the stake, but judges Delmar Smith and David Fletcher were greatly impressed with
the way she attacked the course and handled her birds. The winning of this trial,
along with the winning of the New England Open All Age Championship in the Fall of
1987, must rank as the two most significant wins of her career. Sue is the first modern
Irish setter to have won an open all breed championship. Beating the best dogs within
the breed (which she did twice) is all right, but really doesn't prove a lot. Beating
some of the best of all breeds is something else again, especially when it's done in the
tough competition we have here in the East.

