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PHOTO: "Shep on his vigil, meeting the train." Overholser Historical Research Center

WHEN MYSTERY SHROUDS LEGEND:
Who Was Shep's Master?

By Ken Robison, Historian
Overholser Historical
Research Center

The legend of Fort Benton's fa-
mous dog Shep was immortalized
by Ripley's Believe It or Not! in
1939 with the words: "'A Great
Friend - Etc.' Fort Benton, Montana.
Shep - a sheep dog whose master
died - followed the body to the rail-
road station and since then for 2
1/2 years he has met every day and
night train through that town."
Sparked by Ripley's broad

reach, the fame of Shep and his
devotion grew into international
prominence. The obituary report-
ing Shep's death in January 1942
beamed over the wire services of
the Associated Press and United
Press International. Hundreds at-
tended his funeral.

Sixty-two years later, Shep is
still a world renown dog. Authors
in Europe, Australia, and through-
out the United States continue to
write his amazing story.

Within the past year at least a
dozen authors have contacted the
Overholser Historical Research
Center for information and photo-
graphs to use in books or magazine
articles on Shep. A recent book
declares Shep "Montana's State
Dog."
Shep has recently been featured

in a novel, Cold Train Corning, and
the letter "S for Shep" in a new,
popular children's ABC book. He
will soon be the subject of a
children's book, an anthology of
collie stories, and many other fea-
tures.

liet, the identity of Shep's mas-
ter remains a mystery. Stories ot
Shep's origins abound, though
none are well documented. 1 egend
has it that the dog that became
"Shep" followed his master to Fort
Benton, but here the story diverges.
Either the master was sick and
taken to St. Clare hospital, where
he soon died. Or, the master died
on a ranch, and his body came to
Fort Benton. In either instance, the
dog followed his master to Fort
Benton, and the master's body was
shipped east from the Great North-
ern railroad station. Regrettably.
the identity of the master was
never recorded.

So, who was Shep's master and
when did he die? A close analysis of

"ShepS master going
East for burial"
Sketch by

David Parc hen

the records kept by Fort Benton's
only funeral home, Paul K.
Louther's records from 1933-1939,
offers some intriguing clues. The
only two known sheepherders who
died in mid 1930s, Casey Kello and
Ed. Kelley Shall, are both buried in
the county section of Riverside cem-
etery. No shipment of either body
by train occurred. During the period
1934-38, three rancher/ranch hands
died, and their bodies were shipped
eastward by train. These three men
were Henry Fink, William J. Elrod
and Gunder Lien. Only one other
body was shipped east during this
period - Albert Hegge, a 40-year-old
salesman who was killed in an auto-
mobile accident in June 19%. He
does not fit into the Shep legend.

So what do we know of the three
ranch men? Could one of them have
been Shep's master? Henry Fink, a
rancher age 58, died on the Fink
Ranch near Big Sag April 30, 1935.
His wife Emma and her brother ac-
companied the body east to Ripon
in eastern Wisconsin. William J.
Elrod, a stockman age 58, died at
Geraldine October 10, 1935. His
body was shipped to Savannah in
northwestern Missouri. Gunder
Lien, a retired farmer/rancher age
77, died on his son Emil's general
farm west-southwest of Big Sandy.
His body was shipped to Kent, Min-
nesota for burial just across the bor-
der in Abecrombie, North Dakota.

Several factors appear to make
Gunder Lien an unlike'', master of
Shep. Gunder was born in Norway,
emigrated to America in 1878, lived
many years in North Dakota, and
came to Montana with a son and
niece about 1911. Since Gunder was
living with his unrmrried son, Emil,
it does not appear leasonable that
Emil would have left Shep in Fort

Benton, Additionally, Knud Grosen
of Great Falls bought the Lien ranch
in 1958 from Emil. They became
friends, and Knud believes that Emil
would have mentioned the dog - and
he never did.

Rancher Henry Fink was born in
Wisconsin in 1877. He married
Emma Burger in 1902 and came to
Chouteau County in 1917. Henry
died April 30, 1935 at a ranch near
the Big Sag. His wife and her
brother accompanied the body back
to Wisconsin. With family in the
area, it does not seem likely that a
dog would have been left in Fort
Benton.

William). Elrod was born in 1877
at Andrews County, Missouri, and
came to Montana about 1400, ranch-
ing in the Geraldine area. Upon his
death October 10, 1935, his body was
shipped to his only known surviv-
ing relative, his mother, in Savan-
nah, Missouri. Without family in the
area, it is reasonable to believe that
a dog might have followed William
Elrod's body to Fort Benton, and
remained there with no one else to
care for him or take him back to the
ranch.

So, who was Shep's master? Per-
haps we will never know with cer-
tainty, although William Elrod ap-
pears the most likely candidate. Per-
haps the names of Elrod, Fink, and
Lien will jog the memory of a reader,
and we will learn more. If anyone
knows, we ask that they contact the
Overholser Historical Research Cen-
ter with a note or a visit. Meanwhile,
our Shep and his legend belong to
the world. Wouldn't it be icing on
the cake to add the name of his mas-
ter to this enduring legend!
A special thanks to Pant

Schoonover for her research assis-
tance.
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Senator Jon Tester
Legislative Preview

It seems like just yesterday I
wrote my first legislative upd,ite as
a freshmn Senator in 1999 az the ;rith
session. Today I is nte to pre s leis the
upcoming session. Montana's 59th,
and my final session serving the
people of Montana in the State Sen-
ate. It is truly with mixed emotions
that I write this preview. In many
cases this session will be just like ones
before: too many needs and too little
money. But reflecting on ending Ms
tenure as your state Senator brings
about a deeper understanding of
service -an experience I will cherish
for the rest of my life.

The new session brings a new set
of challenges to us as Montanans.
Due to redistricting! was assigned
to represent much of Central !Mon-
tana in addition to part of my old
district in southern Chouteau
County. This assignment broadens
my area of representation. I will
draw on the relationships I have
made over the last sic years as your
Senator and my lifetime in the dis-
trict to take your concerns to Hel-
ena regardless of politics or geogra-
phy.

During Senate caucuses I was
elected President of the Senate. This
position requires dedication and
hours of attention each week to the
administrative duties of the Senate.
As President lam charged with pre-
siding daily in the Senate, assigning
rooms, upholding decorum, ap-
proving the calendar, referring bills
to committees, and general super-
vision of Senate employees. I look
forward to the challenges of the
position and the new persepectis e it
will bring once the cession begins on
January 3, 2005.

Court decisions that tound the
state's past funding of education in-
adequate will make school funding
the premier issue confronting this
legislative session. I have set aside
the first two to three weeks in the
Senate Education Committee to de-
fine a "quality education." Develop-
ing a definition of "quality educa-
tion" is a critical step in determining
which programs require additional
funding. All of these educational
concerns will be high priorities this
session and will he reported on ex-
tensively throughout the session.

Health care costs continue to be a
majorcontributor to increased gov-
ernment spending. An additional
S334 million will be necessary just to
maintain current service levels in
Medicaid services, payments to state
employee health benefits, the
Children's Health Insurance Pro-
gram. and medical services paid for
by state institutions. Health care is
an important concern for all Mon-
tana tamilies and this issue vs ill de-
mand our attention at the upcom-
ing session.

The Department of Corrections
is projecting a .1",, increase in prison
population over the next two years,
is hich could result in the need for an
additional 524 million to pay for ad-
ditional parole and probation offic-
ers and an increase in pris ate bed
contracts.

State employees pay and benefits
are likely to be a hot topic as %sell at
the upcoming session. State em-
ployees received no pas increase in
2004 and a 25 cent increase that will
take effect come lanuarv 1st. [he
state has had trouble retaining qual-
ity employees in many agencies doe
to competition from the pris ate sec-
tor. 1 he state trams them and then
the private sector hires them ass ay.
This competition combined us ith
minimal salary increases given last
biennium will like's result in the need
for additional dollars for state em-

ployee salanes.
1 here are several other lawsuits

and unfunded liabilities that will
probably require additional dollars
to settle. Lower interest rates and
market losses have left the public
employee retirement funds out of
balance. And other lawsuits allege
that public defender services and
service to the developmentally dis-
abled are not provided equitably or
adequately. Significant attention,
budgetary changes, and statutory.
reform are required of the state to
rectify these problems.

However, these challenges open
the door to new opportunity for all
Montanans. Increased funding for
K-12 schools and higher education
will help grow our economy and cre-
ate quality jobs and business oppor-
tunities for our children right here
in Montana. Attention to important
health care and human service needs
will build abetter quality of life for
everyone.

I will take steps to protect Mon-
tana producers and Montana prod-
ucts by requiring county of origin
labeling and creating an economic

development trust fund. Small busi-
nesses and agricultural producers
depend on these steps to continue
to grow and prosper. lailoring these
programs to the needs of rural Mon-
tana requires y our suggestions and
input

At the session, I can be reached
by email at jontestenteyahoo.com, by
phone at 444-4880, or by snail mail
at Box 200500, Helena, 'sit 5%20.
You can send a message to any
House or Senate member by calling
444-4800. Be well and have a Happy
New Year!

• When he was invited by the
guys at the otfice to stop into the
cocktail lounge at the end of the day-,
the henpecked husband said,

"I have to get right home and
explain to my wife."

"Fvplain what!" one of them
asked.
"How should I know?" replied the

hubbs "I'm not home yet."

DISPLAYING OUR GRATITUDE
Before the festivities begin wed like to tha -, y •

our year with your visits Happy New Year and best wishes to ea .-
and every one of you from each and every one of us

Power Motors Ford-Mercury
George Fultz, Lome Hardy, Jack Marshn iint Wright,

Gary Neely, Jeff Gillespie, Jim Lindsey. Deb Fnesz. Barb Evans
Jody Foster, Jared Vielleux, Tiffany Wilson

January 5 & 6, 200c
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Make every second count in
the year to come, and may it
be bursting with good fortune
VVe really enjoyed every minute
of serving you this past year'
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