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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Although this is essentially a work of nonfiction, certain fictional devices and techniques have been used. In some instances the names of characters, places, towns, regions, and states have been changed, and situations and events altered or otherwise disguised. In the same manner, some of the characters in this book are composites of two or more real people, while others are entirely the creation of the author’s imagination. Even the narrator—the hunter—of this book may occasionally slip into the guise of a fictional persona. Sometimes this fictionalization and intentional obfuscation is undertaken simply to protect the privacy of the individuals involved. At other times, it serves to obscure this hunter’s trail, to brush his tracks, as it is not the author’s intention to serve as chamber of commerce, to promote the sport of bird hunting, or to advise the reader where, or with whom, to go bird hunting; there are plenty of organizations, publications, and individuals already in that business. It may seem somewhat anachronistic in this age of information to withhold such specifics, but there was a time, not so long ago, that a favorite fishing hole or hunting covert was a carefully guarded secret. The author adheres to such old-fashioned discretion.


A HUNTER’S ROAD


One of the principal advantages of hunting, my dear readers, consists in its forcing you to be constantly moving from place to place, which is highly agreeable for a man of leisure.

Ivan Turgenev, A HUNTER’S SKETCHES (1852)

Without his meaning it to, the hunter’s soul leaps out, spreads out over the hunting ground like a net, anchored here and there with the fingernails of his attention. Now everything is imminent and at any instant any figure of the countryside can become—as if by magic—the hunter’s prey.

José Ortega y Gasset, MEDITATIONS ON HUNTING (1942)


PROLOGUE

THE HUNTER

The hunter is the alert man.

Ortega y Gasset         

I can’t tell you what makes one man a hunter and another not. But I can tell you how this all happened for one hunter.

It began when I was a boy growing up in the midwestern suburbs. I was small for my age, asthmatic, quiet and somewhat timid, solitary and frequently afraid; at night I would make a tent of my covers and read sporting magazines by a pen flashlight, while my parents battled downstairs, saying things to each other that this boy simply could not bear to hear. My mother had dark troubles with drink; only a few years later she would die young, a hard death, alone on another continent.

Under the covers in my den with my flashlight I was safe; my dog, Sugar, a little Welsh terrier, nestled beside me. Under there, enormous fish leapt on mirrored lakes and huge coveys of game birds blackened the sky over field and forest, while jocular, self-reliant outdoorsmen such as I longed to be cooked hearty meals over an open fire and slept in bedrolls under the stars. These were my companions, all superb shots and incredibly proficient anglers. Of course, later I would learn that many of their tales of sporting triumphs were pure fabrication, but I didn’t need to know that yet.

I had a slingshot that I used to hunt squirrels with in the ravine near my house, although for a long time I never actually hit any. I did kill a few robins with my slingshot, and one time I made a campfire in the ravine and roasted a robin on a stick as a kind of sacrament. Even then I believed in eating what I killed and not killing what I wouldn’t eat. I plucked and drew the bird first, and it was quite delicious. But a neighbor saw the smoke from the campfire and called the fire department and that put an end to my robin roasts. I got in a good bit of trouble at home.

One day I finally hit a squirrel with my slingshot, but I only wounded it and then I had to kill it with a stick; it was a nasty, messy business and the squirrel suffered. This made me feel terrible. I still, all these years later, feel terrible thinking about it, and to this day I remain squeamish about killing things. I hate suffering of any kind, human or animal. Don’t think because I’m a hunter that this is not so.

I had a cheap spun glass fishing rod, too, and I often fished for perch in Lake Michigan. The lake was only a few blocks from my house, and I would walk down there with my rod and tackle box. Already I wanted a bamboo fly rod, and I had my eye on a Daisy BB gun at the hardware store, but I wasn’t old enough to have that yet.

Frequently my parents gave cocktail parties and I would be sent off early to my room. I would lie in bed and listen to the revelry downstairs—the chatty, animated voices of the grown-ups, the tinkling of glasses and ice cubes, and my mother’s peculiar shrieking laughter which became dangerously higher pitched and more hysterical as the evening wore on.

There was a woman friend of my parents’ who always used to come up to see me in my room during these parties. I believed she was a drunk, too, but she was very nice, and she would sit on the edge of my bed and smoke and sip her drink and talk to me—sometimes for hours—and eventually I would fall asleep while she talked on and on. In the morning I would find ashes from her cigarettes and sometimes burn marks on my blanket. Though I was only a boy, she would confide in me, tell me strange adult things that I wouldn’t understand until many years later. But I did understand some of what the woman told me, and I understood that she had a very unhappy marriage. I liked her and felt sorry for her in that instinctive way that children do.

One time while she was in my room talking to me, the woman’s husband came in looking for her. He told her to go back to the party and then he sat down on my bed. He was very drunk and he breathed heavily and gave off an unpleasant sour smell. He asked me if his wife had tried to have sex with me. I wasn’t altogether sure what the man was talking about; I knew what sex was but I didn’t see why his wife would want to have it with me. So I said by way of answer, “I’m only ten, sir.” Then the man asked me if I wanted to have a pillow fight. I said no thank you, that I was supposed to be asleep. But the man insisted, and he grabbed the pillow from under my head and started striking me with it. “C’mon, fight back,” he said, “fight back,” and he hit me harder and harder with the pillow. “Fight back, you little shit!” I covered my head with my arms and I did not fight back, because, you see, he had my pillow.

Sugar was under the bed and I could hear her growling. Finally she could take no more of this, and she sank her teeth into the man’s ankle. He hollered and jumped up, but terriers are notorious for not letting go, and the man dragged the dog out from under the bed at the end of his leg; he was dancing around the room and trying to shake her loose. It was quite comical. My trusty companion Sugie hung on tenaciously, growling all the while, until I told her to let go. How I loved that little dog.

After that the man left my room, promising darkly that he was going to talk to my father about this, but I think he just went back down to the party and had another drink because I never heard any more about it. The very next week, the man died in a car wreck on the expressway while driving home from work. He had “fallen asleep at the wheel,” which was the euphemism parents used in those days for drunken driving. I still held a fresh grudge against the man, and I was secretly glad that he had died. I knew that this was a terrible way to feel, but I was an angry boy, and even then I understood the need for a tonic to my anger. That is the point of this story, in case you’re wondering, the beginning of my plan, the seed of my life as a sportsman. When you’re an angry boy, sport can offer some real measure of peace and escape—not just escape from something bad, but escape to something wonderful: grace.

That night of the one-sided pillow fight, Sugar and I firmed up our plan, made our pact under the covers with my pen flashlight and sporting magazines. The plan was a simple one, universal perhaps to boys—to girls, too, for that matter—which may account for all the runaways in our society, the difference being that most of the runaways have no place to go and no resources once they get there. But this boy and his dog did: we were headed for the open country. There was a giant oak tree outside my bedroom window; its branches would scratch at the glass at night, beckoning us. This would be our escape route when things got really bad at home. I had already climbed down it many times in preparation, had even carried Sugar down to make sure I could do it; she was not crazy about this part but she trusted me.

We would travel across the country, Sugie and I, with my fishing rod and that Daisy BB gun which I now intended to steal—desperate measures, I knew, but I was a desperate boy. We would hunt and fish and live off the land, a vast storybook land of beauty, goodness, and bounty, a land studded by farms and ranches and villages, inhabited by fine upstanding, honest folks. In this fantasy, we would trade our abundant harvest of game to the locals for produce and pies, or whatever else we needed, or simply for a spot in the barn to spend the night, and sometimes along the way someone would invite us into their home to have dinner with the family, a family that bore no relationship whatsoever to my family. We would eat fried chicken with mashed potatoes, gravy and biscuits, prepared by a kindly mother in a white apron, a woman I am sad to recall now, who bore no relationship whatsoever to my own mother. Sugie and I would spend the night curled together in the hay in a corner of the barn, warm as toast, and the next morning after a hearty farm breakfast we would be on our way, off to a new unknown destination, another day of sport and adventure.

It would be nearly thirty years before I actually implemented this plan, and, of course, Sugar would be long gone by then, tragically struck by a car the year after my parents both died. This is a difficult thing to acknowledge, but her death was harder for me in an immediate way than theirs had been. That little dog had protected me from so much harm.

I would, over the ensuing years, lose interest in hunting in favor of organized sports; indeed, this dwindling interest had started with my inept dispatching of the wounded squirrel. I would maintain a keen lifelong interest in fishing, though even that would be superseded periodically by other interests and concerns. And I would travel widely and live in several different regions of the country and parts of the world. Eventually I would make my home in the countryside of the American West.

At age thirty-nine, I suddenly developed a strange, overpowering obsession with bird hunting, an obsession childlike in its single-minded intensity. I had started doing a bit of hunting again over the preceding few years, but this newly discovered passion was no longer casual or even particularly gradual. I started buying all the sporting magazines again, something I had not done since I was a kid, and I bought an old double-barreled shotgun, the possession of which seemed somehow to placate finally my boyhood desire for that Daisy BB gun—which I never did own. I bought books about bird hunting, both contemporary and classic, books about shooting technique, and bird-dog training books—even though I didn’t own a bird dog. Then one day I brought home a yellow Lab puppy, ostensibly as a gift to my wife, who had lost her beloved old dog the year before and pined for a replacement. Of course, I had designs of my own on that puppy.

I am well aware that such an obsession, standing as I was on the precipice of middle age, might easily be mistaken for a “midlife crisis,” although it hardly seemed like a crisis situation to me. Rather it seemed like a conscious attempt to complete some unfinished business from the past, to keep an old pact, to put into action a dusty plan that had been stored away all these years in an ancient trunk in one of those attic garrets of the mind, put away so long that I had nearly forgotten it was there. At the same time, it still seemed like a reasonable way of diffusing old childhood angers. Sometimes just knowing that we can always climb out that bedroom window and down the branches of that old oak tree and head for the big country actually keeps us alive.

Midlife crisis or not, my new obsession seemed pretty harmless, and except for the fact that I had appropriated her dog for my own nefarious purposes, my wife hardly even remarked upon it. She just watched patiently as packages arrived at the door—more books or gear, yet another shotgun. Pretty harmless even to the birds, in fact, given the size of my bag from the nearly daily hunting excursions that first season. “Did you get anything?” my wife, tolerant and vaguely amused, would inquire of us every day upon our return. She had named the new puppy Sweetzer after a summit in Idaho on which we had once been stranded in a blizzard. That’s right, Sweetzer. Over the next year, I would take a lot of abuse from hunting companions about this apparently sissified name, but secretly to me it seemed like a kind of magical coincidence that Sweetzer sounded like the name for a Sugar substitute.

By the time I had turned forty, Sweetz and I had our first hunting season together under our belts—not a complete success, but not a total bust, either. We had hunted hard in Idaho where my wife and I had moved recently, and in late January after the season there closed we took a trip to Nevada to hunt chukar partridges alone in the high, desolate rimrock around Battle Mountain. It was there, on a cold, clear winter day, having climbed for several hours up the steep face of a rocky, barren mountainside, having finally gained the top of a broad, snow-covered, wind-whorled plateau, all alone on what seemed to be the very top of the world, that Sweetzer flushed a covey of chukars—grayish birds, with intense black and white stripes on their flanks. I can still see that covey rise in my mind’s eye, as if it’s happening right now: the vast, empty, somehow prehistoric country stretching away below, the wild cries of the birds on the wind, and those black stripes stenciled against the snow. I shot and killed a chukar, my first of the species, and Sweetzer proudly retrieved it to me. Then I sat in the snow with my gun broken in my lap, and opened the bird’s crop to see what he had been eating before he died. The crop was packed tight with a fistful of bright green cheatgrass blades. I held the still warm bird in my hand, and put the grass up to my nose and inhaled deeply; it reminded me oddly and intensely of my childhood—exactly the smell of mowing the lawn on a warm summer day in the midwest. I opened my fist and let the grass blow away on the wind.

We had many preparations to make that spring and summer before heading out on the first day of September. I won’t deny that a large measure of the romance of the sporting life lies in a certain suspension of the “real world”—the world of commerce, industry, mortgages, bills, net worth—the endless money blather of the age. Nor will I deny that sportsmen as a whole are a childlike, if not precisely childish, bunch. But personally, I prefer the great Sioux seer Black Elk’s concept of the “real world behind this one,” and I like to imagine that I was not so much escaping reality as creating it out of whole cloth. I envisioned the trip as a kind of seasonal life migration, and I was going, among other reasons, out of simple curiosity, to find out what it was really like on the other side of that young boy’s dream.

Still, certain grown-up sacrifices were made. At least partly to fund this fancy, my wife and I put our house in Idaho on the market and moved back to our old spartan cabin in northern Colorado, where we had lived for nearly ten years and which we owned free and clear. I rigged up a deal with the bank and went out and bought an elaborate camper affair to live in on my travels, a compact but self-contained motor home built on a small truck chassis. The quizzical salesman told me that the average age of his customers was sixty-five. I explained that I was getting a jump on retirement. In the fall my wife went to stay with her mother in Florida, and I was off, my copilot Sweetzer sitting up in the passenger seat.

It would be almost exactly a year to the day of my epiphany on a mountaintop in Nevada that Sweetz and I would come full circle, pulling back into the drive of the cabin in Colorado on a snowy winter evening, the first day of February. We had been on the road for 5 months, driven over 17,000 miles, hunted in 24 states, and spent over $700 in hunting license fees. In her mouth, young Sweetzer, who turned 2 years old during the trip, had carried 21 species of game birds to me (including one Central Park pigeon).

But those are simply statistics, of interest perhaps only to diehard hunters, many of whom, I discovered on my travels, had always dreamed of a journey such as mine. And although the diligent reader may find a snippet or two of useful “how-to” information about the sport of bird hunting herein, this book is not intended to be instructional, nor is it, by a long shot, the work of an “expert” hunter. There have been many excellent books written by real experts on bird hunting, and by way of compensating the unsuspecting reader who may have shelled out his money in the mistaken notion that this was one such book, I have included at the end a partial list of what I consider to be some of the best on the subject.

If this is not a “how-to” bird hunting book, written by an expert, then what is it? Fair question. First of all, it’s a book about country and people—the former of which we seem to be in increasingly short supply, while ever long on the latter—as much as it is about hunting. I saw so much extraordinary country on my travels—the mountains, plains, prairies, forests, hollows, marshes, deltas, and deserts of America—and spent time afield with so many fine, wonderful, strange, and sometimes insufferable companions along the way, people of all occupations, ages, and classes. Then, too, it’s a book about dogs—of hundreds of miles walking alone with my own trusty Sweetzer, and behind dozens of other dogs of every conceivable sporting breed. Finally, this is a book about birds: the pointed covey, the stunning explosion of wings, the perfect arc of flight; birds—dead and alive, large and small, single and in flocks, in the field and on the table—haunt this hunter’s dreams.

J-F.                   
Ayn, Colorado   
September 1991


1

MY LIFE AS
A DOG TRAINER

Preserve wild game, use a trained dog.

Common ad slogan of

state fish and game agencies

I live in a small town in northern Colorado called Ayn (as in Ayn Rand; local boosters have tried to make a case: that the noted writer actually came here once and that our town is the model for a town in The Fountainhead, but I can find no evidence for either claim). It is a tiny community (population 13), not even on most maps. There aren’t too many shotgunners around and certainly no skeet range at which to practice, so last summer my rancher friend Billy Cantrell and I formed our own skeet club at his ranch dump. We called it the Ayn Gun Club and we were the only members. We had different stations set up in various parts of the dump. One of the most challenging stations from a shooting standpoint was the one we called the “hole” down at the bottom of the dump next to an old upended chest freezer; here the clay targets would whiz directly over your head. Billy shoots an old Ithaca Flues model 20-gauge double-barreled shotgun that he inherited from his beloved aunt, Effie, who died some years ago and is buried in the tiny cemetery on a windblown ridge overlooking town. He calls the gun “Old Effie,” which I find lovely. I was shooting my little Belgium side-by-side which I bought cheaply from a dealer in Texas. Manufactured in Liège by a small company that didn’t survive World War II, the gun has no collector value but is in excellent condition—a plain gun, but I think rather elegant. It has an initial plate on the stock and came with the original muttonchop leather case, both engraved with the initials DAB. It also has sling clips attached; before the war in Europe, bird hunters used to sling their shotguns over their backs and ride their bicycles outside town for a little shooting. I like to hold that shotgun in my hand and imagine young DAB pedaling away in the Belgian countryside on a fine fall morning. Anyway, by the end of the summer when it was time for me to leave on my trip, Billy and I were breaking targets pretty regularly, even from the hole. Maybe it wasn’t exactly the Orvis shooting school, but we had a lot of fun.

Though Cantrell never went to college and hasn’t been down to the city in nearly twenty years, he is possessed of that innate brand of rural wisdom and humor, hard earned through a lifetime of close attention to his surroundings and a familial understanding of the country. The first time he watched me working Sweetzer on hand signals when she was just a puppy, he smiled his generous tobacco-flecked smile, spat a stream of tobacco juice on the ground, and said, “Why Jim, she’s just like a fool a fuckin’, she don’t know where to begin!”

Billy used to hunt sage grouse around here as a boy. He tells a story about driving down a dirt road one day with his uncle. They came across a flock of sage grouse crossing the road. His uncle told him to grab the shotgun behind the seat and shoot one for supper. Billy reached around, got the gun, and aimed it out the window. Then he waited. “Well, what arc you waiting for?” his uncle finally asked. “I’m waiting for them to fly,” Billy said, thinking that was the sporting thing to do. He’d read the sporting magazines, too. “Billy, we can watch them fly after you shoot one,” his uncle explained. “Tonight I want to eat sage chicken for supper.”

There are actually two other fellows in town who shoot shotguns: my friend Don Reed, who runs the general store, and another rancher named Marvin Labatt, who owns a nice-looking English setter. Actually, Marvin found the dog in a campground in the national forest, either a runaway or abandoned by its owners, and though he advertised in the newspaper, no one ever claimed it. So I loaned him a couple of my dog training books and he set out to make the dog into a bird dog. For the most part, people up here still lead a kind of close-to-the-bone existence and there is no question of going out and buying a fancy thousand-dollar finished bird dog, or even a hundred-dollar unstarted bird dog for that matter.

Let me say right off that I believe in training your own dog, rather than buying a finished dog or sending it off to a professional trainer. It’s hard work but fun—for you and the dog (though there are people with temperaments clearly unsuited to dog training, in which case it’s no fun for anyone). So one day early that same summer I went down to the local general store to ask my friend Don if he was a competent wing shot. I had acquired a couple of pheasants from a game bird farm, and I wanted to shoot them over Sweetzer in order to teach her steadiness to wing and shot. I intended to eat the pheasants, too. Both Billy and Marvin were busy with irrigating and other spring ranch work and I needed a gunner while I handled the dog.

For those readers unfamiliar with the vocabulary, steadiness to wing and shot simply means that when the bird flushes and you shoot, the dog is to stop, sit, and wait until you send it for the retrieve rather than chase wildly after the bird. This is important partly as a matter of safety and also because the dog is better able to mark the location of fallen birds for the retrieve from a stationary position than when running. And the better able your dog is to mark and find dead and crippled birds, the fewer will be lost in the field.

Reed and his wife, Sandy, run the general store, which is the only business in town. Besides being one of those consummate jack-of-all-trades so important to the life of a small town, Don serves another invaluable function as the local skunk buster. The skunks get underneath the houses, many of which have no foundations. At night they tend to quarrel amongst themselves and squirt each other. Many times I’ve woken up in the middle of the night with my eyes watering from the skunk juice wafting up through the floorboards. That’s when I call Don, who, when he can’t shoot them, traps them.

“Don’s an excellent shot,” Sandy interjected proudly on the day I went over. “I bet he’s killed fifty skunks around town so far this year.”

“Yeah, but do you shoot them on the wing?” I asked skeptically.

“On the wing?” Don asked.

“Yeah, you know, are they flying or do you ground-sluice them?”

“Oh,” he said, nodding. “On the wing. Definitely. Wouldn’t be sporting to shoot them on the ground, would it?”

So that evening Don and I met up on the sage flat above town next to the cemetery for our controlled pheasant shoot. I rigged up my release cage with the pheasant inside, positioned Don, and put Sweetzer on the check cord. Reed wanted to shoot three-inch magnum shells in his 20-gauge Winchester automatic, his gun and load of choice to bring down flying skunks, but I insisted that he use light field-load shells which I provided. I wanted to eat that pheasant, not have it blown to bits. Don seemed a little nervous to me. I explained that the pheasant was likely to be a bit faster off the ground than your average skunk, and I tried to calm him by telling him that it was no big deal if he missed. Still, he knew that the pheasant had cost me five dollars, and that it would be a wasteful thing if he were to miss, like letting a package of perfectly good “pick of the chick” go bad in the refrigerator. This kind of conscientious thrift still exists in the heartland.

“Just take your time and say ‘Pull’ when you’re ready,” I told Don.

“Okay. . . .” He settled himself. “Pull!” I pulled the cord attached to the lid of the cage, the pheasant saw daylight and rocketed out the top. Just as I had hoped—a perfect release, offering Don a perfect crossing shot. He swung on the bird. I had been worried that he might be overanxious and fire too quickly, not letting the pheasant get out far enough and thus damaging the meat with too much shot, but Don kept his cool and let the bird get out a bit, and then he let it get out a bit farther, and I began to think that he’d better shoot now, that pheasant was really gaining airspeed, and soon it would be out of range all together. “Ah, Don . . . ,” I said.

“Oh, shit!” he hollered suddenly, “shit, my goddamn gun misfired!” Sweetzer seemed to have a certain puzzled look on her face as the pheasant sailed, unmolested, over the ridge, heading for the dense willows of the creek bottom below. “That’s never happened before,” Don moaned, flustered and embarrassed. “I’ve shot hundreds of skunks, and this gun has never misfired!”

I wondered if maybe in the heat of the moment, Don hadn’t had a small attack of what is known as “buck fever” and possibly forgotten to take his safety off. I’ve done it myself, pulling helplessly against an unyielding trigger as the birds dispersed in the air. But I would never suggest such a thing to Don. If he says his gun misfired, then it misfired.

Still, he was terribly upset about it, and apologetic, and later that evening he called me at home and asked if he could have a second chance, could we try again tomorrow with my other pheasant? It wouldn’t happen again, he assured me. He had taken his shotgun apart, cleaned and oiled all the moving parts, and it was now working perfectly. Having just watched one five-dollar bill fly over the ridge, I admit I was reluctant to risk the other one so soon, and I stalled Don, told him that I wanted to get ahold of some pigeons for us to practice on before we tried the second pheasant. “Okay,” he agreed reluctantly, “but I want another chance.”

The next day I took my pigeon trap and set it up in the warehouse of a feed store in the county seat, a town called Thoreau (no relation to Henry David), twenty-two miles up the road from Ayn. They had some pigeons hanging around eating their spilled grain and generally making a mess, as pigeons do, and they were delighted to have me trap them.

I had the trap down there for several days but for some reason I caught only one pigeon. It was hardly worth a forty-four-mile round-trip drive for just one pigeon, but the girl who called me from the feed store said I’d better get over there because it was the “weirdest-looking pigeon you ever saw.”

I went to pick it up and, yes, it was easily the weirdest-looking pigeon I’d ever seen. It appeared to be some sort of show pigeon, a foppish-looking thing with mottled reddish brown and white plumage and a lavish crown on its head. But the most extraordinary thing about it was that it had fully feathered feet, like little white booties. It looked kind of like Nancy Sinatra in the old days of go-go. When I brought the pigeon home, my wife took one look at it and said, “Jim Fergus, you are not going to shoot that pigeon, are you?” She had already expressed her disapproval of our abortive pheasant shoot and made no bones about the fact that she was delighted the bird escaped unharmed.

“It’s all for a good cause,” I explained. “ ‘Conserve wild game. Use a trained dog.’ ”

I called Don and that afternoon we met back up at the cemetery. He had a determined, no-nonsense look on his face. I had Sweetzer and the feather-footed pigeon with me.

“That’s the weirdest-looking pigeon, I’ve ever seen,” Reed marveled.

“I know, that’s what everyone says.”

We set up. Don called Pull. I flipped the lid but, unlike the pheasant, the pigeon didn’t fly out of the trap. It looked calmly at the open door and then hopped up and sat on the top.

“Don’t shoot!” I said. “I’ll take the dog in and flush it. Then it’ll have to fly.” I walked in with Sweetzer on the check cord—this would be good practice for her—but the pigeon just sort of hopped off the cage and flapped over to land on the hood of Don’s truck. “Don’t shoot!” I repeated, afraid that Don would be overanxious.

“Don’t worry, Jim,” Reed said, calmly, “I’m not going to shoot my truck.”

“I don’t think we’re going to be able to shoot this pigeon.” I went over to the truck and picked the pigeon off the hood. He was so tame he hardly resisted. “The dog’s not getting much training out of this at all,” I said.

“Throw the son of a bitch up in the air, then he’ll have to fly,” Don suggested. He really wanted to shoot that pigeon to redeem himself, and I really wanted to have a bird shot over Sweetz. She was beginning to wonder what the purpose of these trips to the cemetery was. Now I’m not proud about this part, but I’m going to tell it anyway. I held the pigeon in both hands, put him between my legs, and catapulted him in the air for all I was worth. Still the pigeon was not having any part of this and he kind of fluttered back down to about five feet off the ground and flew a clumsy circle around us. He wasn’t a very strong flyer. “Don’t shoot!” I hollered again, as Sweetzer and I hit the deck. My concern was unfounded, for Don is not careless with firearms. We watched the pigeon fly around us and then he landed back on the hood of Don’s truck.

“Must be a homing pigeon,” Reed remarked.

“This pigeon shoot is over,” I announced, gathering up my bird.

“Guess we’ll have to shoot that other pheasant,” Don said hopefully.

“I’ll call you.”

When I got home, my wife was on the couch reading a magazine. “If you shot that poor pigeon I’m not talking to you.”

“Then I guess I’m in luck.”

That evening I made a few phone calls trying to track down the owner of the strange pigeon, so I could give it back. I learned that there was only one old man in the entire county who kept pigeons and he lived in a town thirty-five miles away. He was known locally as—what else—“Pigeon Man” and evidently he had several hundred of them, each of whom he knew individually and by name. I phoned Pigeon Man and described the feather-footed pigeon. There was a long pause on the end of the line before the old man spoke in a soft, reverent voice. “No,” he said, “that ain’t one of my birds, but I sure would give about anything to have a pigeon like that. I never seen one with feathers on its feet.”

Imagine my wife’s amusement the next morning as I drove off to deliver the pigeon to Pigeon Man’s house. But before I left, I put a little harness on the pigeon, planted it in the bushes, and let Sweetzer find and retrieve it a couple of times. So far our training sessions with live birds had been a complete bust and I was desperate to show her some action. She has a very soft mouth and the pigeon didn’t seem to mind having her carry him around. In fact, he was so relaxed about it that I think maybe he enjoyed it. I’ll be honest, I was glad we hadn’t shot that pigeon. I named him Rocko, to compensate for his effeminate, feather-footed appearance. Sweetzer and her new friend, Rocko. Seemed like a nice balance. I almost didn’t want to give him up.

Pigeon Man lived in a broken-down old trailer house in the flats outside a town with the inelegant name of Cowpy. His place was easy to find, due to all the pigeons soaring above it or sitting on the roofs of a motley collection of outbuildings in various stages of collapse. He was a tall, cadaverous eighty-four-year-old, with a long chicken neck, rheumy eyes, and a vicious wet cough. His skin had the ashen gray, oxygen-deprivation pallor of the lifelong smoker. He led me inside the trailer which had a variety of wooden lean-to additions tacked on; they looked somewhat like a litter of mongrel puppies hanging on their mother’s teats.

Mrs. Pigeon Man was sitting at the kitchen table, smoking an extralong cigarette and watching a game show on TV. She was emaciated, too, wiry and just as tough looking as old shoe leather, her face wizened with a network of deeply etched lines. She was wearing a housedress and she sat with her legs sticking straight out. She had a pair of worn Indian moccasins on her feet, the kind with the laces stitched around the top, and the big toenail on each foot protruded through holes in the leather. They looked like small, dangerous stilettos, astonishingly long and pearly. Suddenly I was overcome with the bizarre notion that she was going to leap up from the table and perform a series of high-kick karate moves, slicing my face to ribbons with those toenails. “You come for pigeons?” she asked. And before I could answer, unable to take my eyes off her toenails, she said, “You can take every goddamn one of the filthy things. I hate ’em.” She took a long disgusted pull on her cigarette and went back to her game show.

We sat down at the table and Pigeon Man expertly rolled himself a smoke out of a pouch of Bugler tobacco. He held the cigarette up between long, skeletal, weirdly translucent fingers, and regarded it thoughtfully: “Waaall,” he said, slowly, “they ain’t killed me yet, but I’m gonna give ’em one more chance.” Then he popped the cigarette in his mouth and lit it. The air in the trailer was already dense with smoke. An ex-smoker myself, I figured that five minutes in here was equivalent to a pack-a-day habit, and I was anxious to get back outside to conduct our pigeon business. However, in the country there is an obligatory enforced “visiting” period, during which you are required to sit around the kitchen table like this, visiting. “This fella brought the pigeon with the feathers on his feet,” said Pigeon Man to his wife, but she ignored him, her attention riveted to the television set. “I ain’t seen it yet. I thought we’d visit for a bit first.”

I didn’t get the feeling that Mr. and Mrs. Pigeon Man received many visitors and, given his wife’s dour nature, I think that he was a lonely old man. He was a sociable fellow, as talkative as she was silent, and now that he had a captive audience he wasn’t about to give me up too quickly. Like many country eccentrics, Pigeon Man shared a deep hatred of the government and after he had vented his ire at local, state, and federal officials alike, he asked me what I did for a living. When I told him, he wanted to know how much money I earned at it. He clearly distrusted anyone who made a lot of money. I gave him a modest ballpark sum representing my average yearly income, and he seemed quite pleased. I had passed the test. Finally, I suggested that we go have a look at my pigeon. At no time during our visit did I take my eye off those toenails.

“What would you take for that pigeon?” Pigeon Man asked, trying to appear only casually interested, like a canny horse trader. In truth, he was clearly having difficulty containing his excitement. This was certainly the fanciest pigeon he’d ever laid eyes on.

“I need some pigeons to train my dog,” I explained. “Just regular old pigeons that don’t have feathers on their feet and that are strong flyers.”

“Oh, hell, I got plenty like that!” he said. “I’d trade you a dozen of my pigeons for that one there.”

“Done.”

Now I was in the pigeon business and I went home and built a coop for my new birds. My wife watched quizzically through the kitchen window as I worked on it. Later she accompanied me up to the store where I went to organize yet another pigeon shoot with Reed. She had stopped worrying about the pigeons. I guess they seemed safe enough in our hands. Indeed, before we were through, Don and I would populate Ayn with pigeons escaped from our shoots. By the end of the summer they were roosting on roofs all over town. People were beginning to complain. Somehow my wife seemed able to anticipate all this. “Who are you going to get to shoot the pigeons for you?” she asked me that day as we were walking to the store.

“Why, Don, of course, that’s why we’re going to the store. And I might shoot a few of them myself, once I get Sweetzer lined out,” I added.

“Yeah, right, but who are you going to get to actually shoot the pigeons?” Then she just laughed.
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OPENING DAY

Hunting with a dog and a gun is delightful in itself, but let us suppose you were not born a hunter, but are fond of nature and freedom all the same; you cannot then help envying us hunters. . . . Listen.

Ivan Turgenev

I hunted opening day of sage grouse season in Wyoming, blue grouse season in Colorado, and chukar season in Idaho. I shot the sage hen on the high windy plains near Saratoga, Wyoming, on the first day of September; its crop was full of this fall’s harvest of fresh alfalfa, studded with tender young sage buds. The aroma was indescribable and suggests a possible recipe. I killed the blue grouse on the eighth day of the month in an aspen grove atop a mountain from where I could see the speck of my cabin below in the valley of Ayn. The bird had a crop packed with tart, scarlet vaccinium berries, which grow low to the ground above timberline; its breast meat was stained red by the fruit. The chukar I shot on the steep rocky slope of a narrow canyon outside Picabo, Idaho, on the fifteenth, its crop full of pungent wild watercress leaves that grew in a small spring flowing at the base.

I ate each of these first three birds of the season, simply seasoned, roasted in a very hot oven, slightly pink at the bone (and in the case of the sage grouse, rare). Eating them brought back the country where they lived and the particular day afield, and the intense bittersweet feelings of the exact moment when each died at the end of my gun.

I see no reason to apologize for being a hunter, particularly in this age. What comparable sweetness, mystery, and wonder can be found in the Styrofoam-dished, Saran-wrapped, boneless, skinless chicken breasts at the meat counter of the supermarket? As modern consumers we tend to think of this bloodless product as something manufactured, not a flesh-and-blood creature once actually alive. The hunter cleans the birds he kills, tears them open gently at the anus and reaches in with his fingers to pull out still warm intestines, the liver, and the heart. Later, even after washing, he can still smell the pungent scent of entrails on his hands. This terrible intimacy of killing, drawing, and eating anchors him to a real earth, a place he can believe in.

September 1, Saratoga, Wyoming: On the opening day of this long season, it seems appropriate to be hunting with my old childhood pal Higgy. We grew up together in the Midwest and lost touch for many years until we accidentally ran into each other at the airport in Denver a few years ago. We repaired to the airport lounge and ordered martinis (the last time we had seen each other we drank cherry Cokes at the drugstore soda fountain), our friendship instantly renewing itself as if only a few days, and not more than a quarter century, had passed. We share the bonds of checkered childhoods, early deceased parents, and a fondness for gin. My wife refers to us collectively as “the boyz from Illinoiz.”

As kids, Higgy and I, ceremonial blood brothers, roamed the wild dark country of the local suburban ravines; armed with slingshots or bows and arrows, we pretended to be intrepid explorer/hunters in the Amazon jungle. Sometimes, as proof of our courage, we played an incredibly dangerous game of “chicken” in the backyard. We shot arrows straight up in the air and then ran under them to see how close we could be standing to where they landed. Once I judged one a hair too well and it clipped the beak of my baseball cap, pierced it, and pinned it to the ground right between my legs. We both looked down at my impaled cap, and then we looked at each other and it occurred to both of us at the same instant, and I think for the very first time in our young lives, that one day we were going to die. We never played that game again, though sometimes I think Higgy is still running under the arrow.

Higgy is a large, gregarious man, never married, who lives by his wits, an incredibly complicated and frequently mysterious existence. An entrepreneurial juggler of schemes, he lives the kind of teetering, house-of-cards life (personal and financial) that threatens to collapse at any moment, and, in fact, periodically does collapse of its own sheer density, at which point Higgy vanishes, sometimes for months at a time. Neither irate girlfriends, at whose houses he has been living for months or sometimes years, or creditors (and sometimes these are one and the same) can find him during these disappearances. I don’t mean to suggest that Higgy is some kind of sleazy con man, for there is never anything precisely illegal about his activities. His is simply a world in which misunderstanding and confusion bloom like fungus in the sunless, murky corners of his cluttered affairs. Often it isn’t even his fault, as if he’s merely the innocent host vehicle for the spore.

After these hiatuses, Higgy eventually returns to construct a brand-new life, more unworkable, more complicated, and more precarious than the last. Once a couple of years ago in the middle of one of these vanishing acts, I got a strange report that Higgy had been spotted in a nightclub in Costa Rica where he was helping the prostitutes organize a union. I never doubted the story for a minute. A few weeks later, I got a confirmed Higgy sighting from a woman newspaper reporter friend who had actually met him in Nicaragua; Higgy happened to turn up and introduce himself just in time for the reporter, several other Americans, and Higgy to be pinned down in the midst of a street gun battle between the Contras and the Sandanistas (Higgy is a magnet to such situations). They all thought they were going to die, but Higgy, the only one fluent in Spanish, distinguished himself, displaying great grace under pressure and rescuing them all. Rumors persist that Higgy works for the CIA, but these I discount.

Higgy is also an extraordinarily fine shot; he and his brother used to be skeet hustlers as kids, the way that some urban kids become pool hustlers. Their father would take them down to a local skeet range and challenge the rich guys to a round, and like pool hustlers they learned when to lay back and miss a few and when to come on and shoot twenty-five straight.

I know that you’re not supposed to mix alcohol and firearms, but the evening before, I had witnessed Higgy dust a dozen micro-skeet (about the size of a silver dollar) in a row off my deck after two martinis, shooting a .410 shotgun that he’d never picked up before. Ordinarily I wouldn’t allow such a thing, but Higgy had recently recovered from open-heart surgery (“They laid me open like a gutted deer,” he reported sadly), which took some wind out of his sails, and he was anxious to prove that he could still shoot.

Our other companions this opening day are the rancher on whose property we are hunting and one of his hired men. Both are former urbanites who recently threw in the towel against city living to move to Saratoga. The rancher, Dave, a tall, lanky man, was a successful contractor in Boulder, Colorado, where he built large stylish homes for young professional people. “Grew weary of the yuppy lifestyle,” he says simply of his decision one day to pack his family off to a working cattle ranch here. The hired man, with the unlikely spaghetti-western name of Giorgio, is the son of an Italian diplomat, just graduated from Yale, where he studied the classics. Giorgio had disdained the “get-ahead” ambitions of his college peers to come to Wyoming to work for a year, hard work from dawn to dusk for ranch hand wages, which on average are well below the starting pay scale at any fast-food chain in America. He lives alone in a tiny shack separate from the bunkhouse, abhors television, and carries around a dogeared copy of Rimbaud’s poetry in his back pocket to read when things get slow. He is a bright, friendly, open, cheerful, talkative young man whose dark Latin looks seem a bit out of place on the spare plains of southern Wyoming.

Although you might not guess it from his white-toothed, good-natured smile, Giorgio is a little down in the dumps this morning. Evidently his American girlfriend from New Haven has just broken up with him over the telephone; expressing disappointment with his current career choice, she thinks he isn’t “going anywhere.” Actually, Giorgio explains with wide-eyed enthusiasm, he is pursuing avid interests in photography and cooking and has a specific plan for this part of his life, which he calls “creative drifting.” “After my year here is over?” he tells us in the distinctive way he has of ending nearly every sentence with a question mark, “and I’ve saved up enough money? I plan to buy a round-the-country bus ticket and see the rest of the United States?” We all like Giorgio and suspect that his girlfriend is wrong about him.

As it happens, only Higgy and I out of the group have any actual bird hunting experience. Dave, our host, is still fresh from the city, and though he’s been telling me all summer about the huge flocks of sage grouse that he sees in his alfalfa fields every morning, he has never hunted them before. Our most immediate problem is a shortage of shotguns and Dave suggests that we stop by a neighboring rancher’s place to borrow one for Giorgio. The neighbor is an old reprobate with a local reputation as a hard drinker who has gradually run his place into the ground over the years. We can see it as we drive in—the broken-down fences and the last cutting of hay, which has been mowed but left to rot in the fields. The ranch house and outbuildings are in a similar state of decline, and the rancher, who comes to the door to meet us, doesn’t look so hot himself this Saturday morning.

Noticing a skinny yellow Lab bitch with a litter of young puppies underneath his front porch, I bend down to look at them. “She dropped a dozen pups,” says the rancher, “but I drowned four of’em when they was a day old. I figured she didn’t have enough tits to go around, so I threw the extras in the river.” He chuckles deeply. “Son of a bitch, if one of them pups don’t try to swim for shore! Oh, hell, that was a sight, I’ll tell you—his goddamn eyes weren’t even open yet!” It breaks my heart to think about that day-old puppy with such a strong instinct for survival, an instinct already as a water dog, trying to swim for his life while the current of the river swept him away. I’d like to have had that dog.

The rancher disappears into the house and returns a moment later with an ancient, single-shot 12-gauge hammer gun with a beat-up stock. Higgy checks it out and pronounces it sound, and we give Giorgio a short, abbreviated hunter’s safety course. Under most circumstances, I avoid going into the field with people I don’t know who have never handled a shotgun before, but I make an exception in Giorgio’s case. He seems a smart, sensible lad and pays close attention, listening carefully to our instruction and nodding politely, smiling all the while. We, too, will watch him carefully. Seasoned outfitters and bird hunting guides who deal regularly with inexperienced shooters will tell you that the best place to be is right at their elbow, where you can keep an eye on them.

And so we set out on this cool Wyoming morning, the sun just clearing the mountains in the distance. It promises to be a lovely day, the last bit of summer hanging on in the thin, clean air.

I have Sweetzer with me, quartering ahead, and we all fan out and walk at a leisurely pace across the sage plains, bordering the irrigated fields. The alfalfa, about to be cut for the final crop of the season, is heavy and bent with morning dew which intensifies its deep green color.

Someone must have tipped off the sage grouse that the season is open because the first flock we see—twenty-five birds or so—flushes wild on the edge of the alfalfa field far out of range. Perhaps a coyote, hunting for his breakfast, has put them up. Giorgio raises his eyebrows in astonishment. “I’ve been irrigating this field all summer,” he says, “and I’ve had to practically kick these birds out of my way? Sometimes I’ll be walking along in the alfalfa and all of a sudden they fly up at my feet? They scare the hell out of me!”

As the largest bird in the grouse family, sometimes running to five pounds or better, sage grouse are often disdained by sportsmen for being rather ponderous off the ground once they do decide to fly. In my opinion the species gets a bum rap, both as sporting game and table fare. Especially after they have been shot at, they can be a wary bird, hard to approach, and though they may be a tad slow on liftoff, they’re strong flyers once they gain airspeed and are capable of flying long distances. Because of their propensity to fly farther, and more often, than most other species of upland game bird, sage grouse also have larger heart muscles and denser, redder meat.

While he isn’t saying so, I have a suspicion that Higgy, who has never hunted them before, is expecting the ungainly sage grouse to present an easy target. Indeed, it stands to reason that if you can’t miss a micro-clay pigeon roughly the size of a child’s tea saucer, launched from a spring-loaded contraption that wings them out to forty yards in a matter of milliseconds, you surely won’t miss a bird the size of a plump roasting chicken that lumbers up directly in front of you like a troop transport helicopter.

Even I, middling shooter on my best days, am feeling a bit cocky about my gunning skills as matched up against Mr. Sage Grouse, as they used to say in the old sporting magazines of my youth. Haven’t I been practicing all summer, powdering skeet up at Cantrell’s dump, the winner of our final shoot of the summer, breaking five straight from the “hole” and edging Billy out by one target? Yes, the proud champion of the Ayn Gun Club!

Later in my trip, after I have shot abysmally at least once in every region of the country, humiliating myself in front of some of the great wing shots in America, it will be difficult for me to recall the sense of confidence I feel on opening day. Later, compared to the Hungarian Partridge of Montana, exploding from the ground like so many cherry bombs, or the solitary ghostly ruffed grouse flushing wild in the dense timber of the Minnesota northwoods, or the bobwhite quail in Georgia—like a dozen whirling eggbeaters—or the darting, shrieking tangents described by the snipe on the delta of Mobile Bay, or the incredible accelerating rising flight of the Mearns’ quail (which, in fact, put one in mind of micro-skeet) in the high desert mountains of Arizona—compared to these birds, the sage grouse will seem in memory as big as a condor.

We mark the covey down in a creek bottom against the bluff some distance away and have to cross several fences to get there. “Unload your gun, Giorgio,” Higgy instructs our neophyte shooter. “Oh?” says Giorgio in that open, inquisitive way of his. “For safety reasons,” explains Higgy. “Never cross a fence with a loaded gun, in case you were to trip or get hung up.”

“Ah!” Giorgio says, nodding and smiling pleasantly.

“And never shoot skeet after two martinis,” I caution.

“At least not for money,” adds Higgy.

We walk up on the birds. They’re not exactly where we expect them to be, but close enough. A thousand covey rises later, I think I will never be ready for this moment, even when—especially when—I know it’s coming. Later, I will remember it all as if it were in slow motion—a decidedly mixed blessing, this ability to recall the specific flight of each flushed bird in each covey rise, a catalogue of thousands. Every now and then, I hear the unsettling whir of wings as one flies through my mind at unexpected times. When I am too old to hunt, I will simply play these scenes back like a built-in video library. I have an elderly French grandmother in the final throes of senile dementia who has lost the ability to speak or to recognize anyone, but who is far from brain dead. She lives now in some inaccessible back room of her unconscious mind where at night in her sleep she chatters away fluently in two languages and laughs gaily like a young girl, evidently reliving the high points of her life. Faced with such a fate, the hunter might hope to watch the flight of game birds, thousands of them, millions. And hopefully even make a few good shots in the process.

A volley of gunfire in response to the first covey rise of the season: Higgy, fastest on the draw, shoots first as the birds get up out of the tall grass on the edge of the creek; both barrels in rapid succession, the same way he shoots a double on skeet—doom-boom. I’m a split second behind him, slower and more deliberate. Boom. Boom. No flight of any individual bird is interrupted; not so much as a feather floats in the air. The enormous, lumbering sage grouse have leveled off and begun to gain airspeed by the time Dave, the rancher, futilely fires his two barrels. Boom. . . . Boom. And even the stragglers are altogether out of range by the time Giorgio pulls the trigger of his borrowed antique single-shot; presumably he is politely waiting to see how we experts do it first. Giorgio has impeccable manners. Boom? his shot comes as an afterthought, timid and questioning. Better than fifty yards in the distance, a sage grouse plummets from the sky, stone dead. We all look in wonder at Giorgio. “I did a little shooting in Italy when I was a boy?” he admits with a sly smile.

“I have to go now,” announces Higgy suddenly. “Great shot, Giorgio!”

“What do you mean, Higgy?” I ask. “We just got started.” I wonder if maybe Higgy’s heart is bothering him, or perhaps he’s just embarrassed by his double whiff and has decided to quit, though I know he isn’t a bad sport.

“I have a bit of a tax problem,” he says.

“A tax problem? What the hell are you talking about, Higgy? It’s Saturday. It’s opening day. We’re hunting. What kind of a tax problem?” It is then that I notice the car bouncing slowly down the rutted dirt road against the foothills, a clumsy late-model sedan entirely inappropriate to the landscape, in the same way that a rancher’s pickup truck would seem out of place in Manhattan. There appear to be two men in the car.

“It’s kind of complicated,” Higgy says.

“What kind of a tax problem?”

“The tax boys want to ask me a few questions.”

“The tax boys? Jesus, Higgy. Why don’t you refer them to your accountant?”

“My accountant’s in jail.”

“Of course he is.”

“I’ll be in touch,” promises Higgy, hurrying off. He moves rather spryly for a large fellow with a recently rerouted heart. “I want you to meet the woman I’m dating,” he calls back over his shoulder. “You’ll really like her. She’s twenty-three years old! I’d like to bring her up to your place some night for dinner.”

“That’ll be fine, Higgy,” I say. We watch him disappear over the nearest hill, jogging briskly. By the time the car reaches us, Higgy is well out of sight.

The vehicle comes to a halt and the man in the passenger seat rolls down his tinted automatic window. Both men wear suits and sunglasses. “Which of you gentlemen is Jack Higginbotham?” he asks in an official tone, and not a very polite one.

“None of us,” says our host Dave, squinting laconically at the men. “And we have identification to prove it.” He smiles pleasantly and looks out across his fields. “Furthermore,” he adds, “we’re armed, you’re trespassing, and this is opening day in Wyoming.”

We haven’t seen or heard from Higgy since that opening day, but various rumors about his purported whereabouts have filtered back through mutual acquaintances. Someone said he was running an antipoaching squad for the Kenyan government, tracking down and executing elephant poachers, but we haven’t been able to confirm it. Someone else suggested that he was serving a short prison sentence on a tax rap, but no one really believes that. Then we heard he had had another heart attack. I’m not worried; I figure he’ll turn up one of these days.

As to the rest of that opening day, Giorgio made two more spectacular shots before limiting out well before lunch. I didn’t shoot anything until Dave and I were on the way home late in the afternoon, crossing the last alfalfa field of the day, as an enormous reddening sun dropped down into the North Platte River basin below; Sweetzer flushed two single birds, one after the other, and I killed them both, in what is sometimes called a delayed double. I don’t shoot that many doubles, delayed or otherwise, so I remember it quite well. Sweetz had a terrible time deciding which bird to retrieve first, and kept running back and forth between them, picking one up in her mouth and then changing her mind and dropping it to run over to the other. She was still pretty green.

But what I remember best about that day happened just a bit later. After shooting the two sage grouse, I didn’t reload my shotgun. Two birds were all I needed. Three’s the limit these days, as sage grouse populations are depressed in Wyoming and elsewhere in the West. But Sweetzer got on a strong scent, and though I had worked with her all summer on this, she started running out ahead of me across the alfalfa field and would not stop on the single blast of the whistle as she had been taught. I blew and I blew. The sage grouse must have been running on the ground in front of her, and at the edge of the field, she busted them. They got up all at once, a huge flock, close to a hundred birds silhouetted against the brilliant red sun. And Sweetzer, drunk with bird scent and disobedience and puppy exuberance, leapt straight up in the air after them, as if trying to fly herself.

That’s what I remember best about the first day of that long season. The birds and the sun and Sweetzer in the air.

Many hunters flatly declare sage grouse to be inferior table fare, some say nearly inedible—dark meated, dry, tough, and redolent of the flavor of old sagebrush. It is true that a big old rooster can be a bit gamy and stringy, and, as in the case of domestic chickens, younger birds are always more tender. I didn’t say I could do it, but a competent gunner can often pick the smaller, first-year birds out of the covey rise and avoid shooting the old bombers. At the same time, sage grouse living in an area where diet comprises both alfalfa and sage buds, rather than solely the latter, tend to have a softer, more delicate flavor. Some hunters claim that if the bird’s crop is removed immediately upon shooting, the meat will be less likely to be tainted by the sour taste of sagebrush; it can’t hurt. As with any game bird, the major cause of toughness is overcooking. Though some people simply don’t like red-meated birds, for my money, sage grouse, properly prepared (that is, rare to medium rare) is superb. The following recipe was devised by our crack Italian shooter, who cooked the birds for us that same night.

GRILLED SAGE GROUSE
À LA GIORGIO

Pluck and draw birds. Make a simple baste of olive oil, soy, lemon juice, a dash of Worcestershire, a splash of Tabasco, 6-8 cloves of minced garlic, ground black pepper, a sprinkle of red pepper flakes, a bunch of fresh cilantro. Prepare a bed of hot coals—charcoal or wood. Baste frequently while grilling (back side to the fire first) until browned all over—depending on the heat of the coals and the size of the birds, about 10-12 minutes to the side, maybe less. Flesh should be rare and will taste almost like beef, only considerably more interesting. Better to undercook than overcook; if the flesh comes out gray, you’ve ruined it.
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OPENING DAY
II AND III

That wildlife is merely something to shoot at or to look at is the grossest of fallacies. It often represents the difference between rich country and mere land.

Aldo Leopold

I hunted alone on opening day of blue grouse season in Colorado. Except for the fact that I have a poor sense of direction and am forever getting lost, I enjoy solitary hunting. I can move at my own pace, the dog works better without the distraction of other dogs, and I generally shoot better when there are no witnesses.

Ordinarily I avoid hunting public land on opening day, a day sometimes sneeringly referred to by serious bird hunters as “amateur hour” due to the fact that every once-a-season hunter in the state always chooses that particular day to go out. A couple of years ago, I hunted a state lease in eastern Colorado on the first day of quail season. There were so many hunters afield that I ran screaming from the field after only fifteen minutes; might as well go to the mall.

But not many people hunt blue grouse in Colorado, which is fine by me. An alpine species of which there are eight subspecies, blue grouse are considered by many bird hunters to be too “dumb” to provide sporting shooting. They got this reputation from their habit of roosting in pine trees out of which they are often reluctant to fly, even if the hunter is standing right beneath them, trying to holler them into the air. As all game birds have brains roughly the size of baby peas, I’ve always felt that such terms as “dumb” or “wily” are inapplicable, and that the hunter who spends too much time trying to “outwit” them is on thin ice intellectually. The fact is, blue grouse tend to be so tame simply because they are hunted less intensively than most other species. A wildlife biologist for the state of Colorado told me that if blue grouse were pursued as relentlessly as their cousin, the legendary ruffed grouse of the forest, mythologized in Eastern sporting literature as almost supernaturally wild and wily, they would be every bit as challenging to hunt. And ruffed grouse in northern Canada, where there is far less hunting pressure, are reportedly just as “dumb” as blue grouse in Colorado. All of this is by way of saying that when you chase wild animals around and shoot at them, they learn eventually to avoid you. So I prefer the word “naive” to describe the blue grouse. I probably shouldn’t admit to this, but when I was a boy I went to a ranch in Wyoming one summer and we killed them with rocks and roasted them over an open fire. That was my introduction to the species, and I’ve liked them ever since, and I don’t care how they would score on the SATs.

So Sweetz and I were wandering around at timberline in Colorado looking for blue grouse. It was a gorgeous September day, clear and mild under a cloudless sky. From the top of the pass, through my binoculars I could just make out the tiny speck of my cabin below on the valley floor. I tend toward acrophobia at timberline; it gives me a lonesome, arctic, top-of-the-world feeling that makes me long for sea level.

Because it seemed that we were so alone up here, I was surprised when we dropped over the backside of the pass and walked right into another hunter’s camp set in a stand of stunted, twisted lodgepole pines, eking out a marginal living in the transition zone. A fellow was sitting in an aluminum lawn chair, drinking a soda. He was dressed head to toe in camouflage, his face covered with camo greasepaint, which lent him a certain menacing quasi-military appearance. Sweetzer, who is a timid dog, terrified even of certain varieties of fruit (particularly cantaloupe, which she seems to think are small round aliens), was startled by the man and began howling at him, her hackles up, her front legs planted stiffly. All across the country, I would be apologizing for this goofy behavior of hers.

I was actually happy to run into someone up here because I was looking for a road I’d seen on the topographic map that would take me down into a creek bottom where I thought I might find some birds. I introduced myself to the man and he invited me into his camp for a soda. I had forgotten that bow hunting season for deer and elk had opened, which was what he was doing up here. I think he was glad for some company, because his partner had gone off for a couple of days to hunt another nearby mountain. They had been in the area for almost a week, and hadn’t yet seen an elk or deer. I was disappointed to learn that they hadn’t seen any blue grouse either—although if you’re not looking up in the trees it’s quite possible to walk by right under them.

I sat down and we exchanged introductions. His name was Newell and he was a hog farmer from Iowa. I don’t know any hog farmers and he didn’t know any writers, so we were pleased to meet each other. He wanted to know if I’d ever done any writing for the sporting magazine Outdoor Life, one of my favorite publications when I was a boy. Back then I used to dream of being an Outdoor Life writer, but now I had to admit that I had not done so. It was pretty obvious that this was Newell’s favorite magazine and he seemed disappointed, but he brightened somewhat when I told him that I knew some other guys who had written for them. I pulled my map out of my game bag and asked him about the road down to the creek bottom. He smiled. The irony of the fact that I needed to ask directions in my own backyard of a hog farmer from Iowa was not lost on either of us.

Just then Newell’s hunting partner, Bob, came back into camp. He, too, was dressed all in camo, his face painted a ghoulish army green. Bob’s arrival started Sweetzer on another hysterical barking jag. It’s embarrassing when your dog barks at people in their camp. In Wyoming, she had held a terrified elderly ranchwoman prisoner on her doorstep, which had given my friend Higgy the opportunity to remark, “That’s really a good watchdog you have there. Not only won’t she allow people to come in the house, but she won’t let people out of their houses.”

Bob hadn’t seen any elk during his two-day hunt on the far mountain and it was clear that the bow hunters were getting a little discouraged.

Bob was also a hog farmer, and he was one of the friendliest fellows I have ever met; he chuckled and nodded amiably at everything that was said, even if it wasn’t in the least bit amusing.

“Jim here’s a writer,” Newell told Bob.

Bob chuckled and nodded. “Have you ever written anything in Outdoor Lifer he asked.

“No, I’m afraid not,” I said. Bob just chuckled and nodded.

We all sat around the camp drinking cream sodas, strange discount midwestern brands I’d never heard of. Newell did most of the talking and Bob chuckled and nodded. Newell told me he earned about twenty thousand dollars a year as a hog farmer and that he had a daughter in college. He got financial aid through the Farm Bureau to help pay for her education. As a young man he had wanted to go to college to become a wildlife biologist but when he had asked his father, who was also a hog farmer, about it, his father said: “There’s the door, Newell. If you want to go to college you’re on your own and you’ll have to figure out for yourself how to pay for it. But if you stay here and help me out on the place you’ll always have a roof over your head.” It wasn’t much of a choice. You could tell Newell had never forgiven his father for preventing him from becoming a wildlife biologist, and he was pleased that his daughter was in college because he didn’t want her to have to become a hog farmer. It was a hard living, and hardly suitable work for a woman. Even though he earned only twenty thousand, which was less than some lawyers I hunted with later in my trip spent on dry cleaning in an average year, and though he had a daughter in college, he still managed to take this ten-day vacation every fall to bow-hunt in Colorado. He looked forward the entire year to getting out of the flatlands and up here into the mountains although he had yet to kill an elk or a deer with a bow and arrow. I got the feeling that he enjoyed sitting in camp sipping cream soda at timberline almost as much as he did hunting.

I thanked them for the soda and took my leave to go look for some blue grouse. Newell gave me his address and invited me pheasant hunting on his farm later in the fall if I came through Iowa. Bob chuckled and nodded. “We’ll look for your name in Outdoor Life! ” he said as Sweetz and I walked off.

With the help of Newell’s directions, I found the road down to the creek and we worked our way up the bottom. Unfortunately there were too many head of cattle grazing along the creek and they had clearly been there too long; the banks were caved in and the flora trampled down or eaten to the quick. Increasingly, both publicly and privately, state wildlife and forestry managers are decrying the effects of overgrazing on public lands, as well as on game bird populations and other wildlife. “There is no lack of evidence that we’ve abused the habitat,” Rick Hoffman, a wildlife researcher for the state of Colorado, told me. Hoffman had recently concluded a five-year study on blue grouse, a study that involved spending months at a time in the woods, in all seasons, observing and banding birds. “Some areas are worse than others,” he acknowledged, “but statewide, there’s no question that historically grazing has been poorly managed on public lands.”

Although a number of my rancher friends will heatedly deny this, it’s hard to argue with the biologists who are in the field day in and day out, even harder to argue with the evidence before one’s own eyes. Even for the layman, it’s not difficult to tell the difference between a vibrant, functioning habitat, with a diversity of flora capable of sustaining a variety of wildlife, and one that has been stressed, homogenized, and denuded by overgrazing. Native game birds are excellent indicator species, dependent on a diversified mix of cover and food—forbs, berry bushes, and insects—and a simple barometer in any region of the country for the general health of the ecosystem. Properly accomplished, grazing, like fire or selective logging, can serve an integral function in the processes of natural regeneration, but by admission of the state and federal agencies whose job it is to protect them, much of the public lands in the West have been seriously degraded by decades of abuse.

Sweetz and I left the main creek bottom and worked our way up one of the small feeder springs, lined with mixed aspen and pine. It was very pretty, rocky and narrower and harder going for the cows, and so less disturbed. A variety of berry bushes grew in profusion along the spring where the cattle couldn’t eat or trample them, and the last of the summer wildflowers were drying on their stalks; fall seeds of all kinds stuck to Sweetzer’s head—bird food and seed for next year’s crop. I stopped and picked some wild raspberries to take home to my wife; I had brought a little tin along in my game bag for that purpose. I sat down on a rock by the spring to have a drink of water and to eat a few of the raspberries, which were cool, sweet, and tart. Sweetzer wallowed in a pool in the spring, drinking and watching intently for fish. I lay down on my back, a bit of warm afternoon sun filtering through the trees onto my face. Just before I closed my eyes to doze off, I looked up into the branches of a lodgepole pine directly above me where a pair of curious blue grouse watched us.

Earlier that summer, besides my pigeons and the two pheasants, I had also acquired a dozen young chukar partridges from a game bird farm to use in training Sweetzer. I used them to train her to hunt “dead” and to track cripples. This I did by planting the birds in the sagebrush out behind my cabin, letting them run around and put scent down, and then sending her for the retrieve. Because she has a soft mouth, I could use the birds over and over again this way, and though I kept meaning to shoot a few over her once they were full grown, I started to get kind of attached to my chukars and never did. This presented a problem at the end of the summer when it was time to leave. My rancher friend, Billy Cantrell, took the pigeons off my hands. He had grown fond of them in the course of the summer, and refused finally to shoot them in our dog training sessions. He built quite an elaborate pigeon coop and even named the birds, and I’m not absolutely sure I didn’t catch him speaking a strange cooing baby talk to them once, though I may have only imagined that.

As neither pheasants nor chukars can survive in the wild in my region of Colorado, due to the high altitude and harsh winters, I decided to take my birds with me and release them in Idaho, where I was headed for the opening of chukar season. This was kind of silly and sentimental, I know, and must seem an odd contradiction—I was going to release my chukars and shoot others—and I probably should have just dispatched them and put them in the freezer. But I figured I’d be eating plenty of wild game birds over the course of the year.

The chukars rode in a cage in the shower of my camper, and in under two hours on the road, began to give off a distinct odor. I opened all the windows to ventilate the vehicle. A couple of hours later, at a rest stop off 1-80 in Wyoming, a well-meaning retired couple pulled up beside me in an enormous motor home and helpfully explained that they’d been driving behind me on the interstate and thought from the smell that my holding tank had probably backed up.

It was a difficult day all around. After I got back on the interstate, one of the chukars somehow escaped the cage, and was suddenly flying loose inside the camper. I tried to stay on the road, while Sweetzer lunged wildly around the vehicle after the bird. She seemed to think that this was yet another training exercise I had devised for her amusement. Hadn’t I been springing this sort of thing on her all summer? For one terrible moment I was certain that the lid of the cage had sprung open and that the birds were going to make a mass escape—a dozen chukars and one pheasant on the wing in the camper, with a crazed yellow Lab in hot pursuit. Buffeted by passing trucks and the infamous southern Wyoming wind, I finally managed to pull off on the shoulder about the same time that Sweetz cornered the bird on the cab-over bed and delivered it smartly to hand. Apparently our training sessions had paid off, after all.

By midafternoon, we had reached southern Idaho, where I stopped to let the pheasant out by a farm which I chose for its good cover and abundance of feed.

By evening we were in chukar country. Just at dusk I drove up into a canyon where I knew there was a resident population of wild birds. I pulled the camper alongside the tiny stream that ran down the canyon and carried the cage out. The birds scattered in all directions when I opened the lid, free at last, and then, because they are covey birds and like to be together, especially at nightfall, they began making their distinctive chuckling noise in order to locate one another. I was gratified to hear a covey of wild chukars answer their calls from higher up the canyon. I was hoping they might show these newcomers from out of state the ropes.

For the next few afternoons, Sweetzer and I went back up the canyon to check on our chukars, and also to chase them around a bit in order to make them wilder and more wary. With the season opening in a few days, I didn’t want them to be too tame, although I had never seen another hunter up here. On the first afternoon we found the birds across the creek, not far from where we released them. Sweetzer got on their scent right away and flushed the covey. They seemed to be getting wilder already.

The next day when we went to check on the birds, a prairie falcon startled me by flying up out of the sage at my feet, with an angry, piercing shriek. I found one of my chukars dead on the ground, its breast meat pecked out. Well, that seemed only fair. Many of those with an antihunting bias have the idea that were it not for the bloodthirsty human hunter, game would live to ripe old age in a kind of idyllic Garden of Eden, all the various species frolicking gaily together and singing show tunes as in a Disney cartoon. But in the real world, game birds are prey, “born to be eaten by something,” as one wildlife biologist I spoke to put it—whether by a falcon, a coyote, a fox, or an owl. Or a man. I’m quite willing to share with the other predators.

On opening day, Sweetz and I went out early to guard our chukars. We had no interest in shooting them, but I carried my gun anyway, thinking we might hunt the wild birds higher up the canyon. By “wild,” I do not mean “native,” as the chukar partridge was introduced to the western United States in the 1930s, imported from their native range of India and Pakistan. Easy to breed and raise in captivity, chukars have thrived and propagated in the wild in several western states, filling an interesting ecological niche. They favor steep, rocky, generally desolate mountainsides, and are one of the few game bird species actually able to benefit from the devastations of overgrazing: repeated suppression of the native grasses and forbs by cattle and sheep results in the spread of cheatgrass—poor feed for ungulates, but a favorite staple of the little chukar partridge. The birds in this canyon had been replanted in recent years, the original population having been decimated by a particularly severe winter; I had participated in the stocking program.

I was upset to see that there was already another vehicle parked in our spot, and after we had walked up a way we ran into another hunter working the creek bottom with his dog. It was just past dawn and the sun hadn’t yet crested the canyon wall. I stopped to talk to the man. He was a beefy, jovial fellow who, by way of introduction, pulled a business card from his shirt pocket and handed it to me. The card had the man’s name and the Budweiser logo on the front. Evidently, he was the local beer distributor. Indeed, he looked like he sampled a fair amount of his product. “Turn it over,” he said eagerly. The back of the card read, Hi! Today, I’m selling Budweiser. . . . Tear this card in half by the count of three, and I’d be happy to buy you a Bud on me! “Go on,” he coaxed, “tear it in half.”

Though it would be impossible to imagine how many times he had played this trick, the beer distributor hadn’t seemed to tire of it, and when I tried to tear the card, which was made out of some kind of untearable synthetic material, he exploded with bellicose laughter that echoed like thunder off the canyon walls. “Stop by the warehouse sometime,” he said, “and I’ll buy you a free Bud anyway!” This seemed to me an extremely odd encounter at dawn on the opening day of chukar season.

“Finding any birds?” I asked casually.

“Yeah,” he answered. “In fact, I just killed one right here.”

“Mind if I take a look at it?” I asked. He pulled the chukar out of his game bag; I could tell it was one of mine because they were younger and still a bit smaller than the resident birds. “I brought that bird here from Colorado,” I said. “I just released them a few days ago. I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t shoot any more of them.”

“Yeah, right,” he said, smiling. “Like you own these birds!”

“No, I’m serious.”

“Yeah? How can you tell this is one of your birds? I don’t see a band.”

I knew I was being unreasonable and though somehow I didn’t mind the falcon making a meal of one of my chukars, it annoyed the hell out of me that the beer distributor had discovered them. “Did that bird even fly, or did you ground-sluice him?” I asked.

“Hey, wait a minute, buddy,” he said, defensively, “the bird flew just fine. I don’t shoot birds on the ground.”

“I would really appreciate it if you wouldn’t shoot any more.”

“Well, now,” said the beer distributor, “maybe you can explain to me how I’m supposed to tell which are your birds and which are the ones I’m allowed to shoot.” He had a point.

I’m looking back now at the following entry I made in my journal that day:

My chukars: descended from the wild birds of the Himalayas, hatched on a game bird farm in eastern Colorado, raised in a pen in northern Colorado where, in return for room and board and all the feed they can eat, they submit to being carried around in the mouth of a yellow Lab. Driven to central Idaho and released finally back into the wild, only to turn up a few days later in a beer distributor’s game bag. . . . The abbreviated saga of a species and of one short, though not uneventful, life. . . .

Later that afternoon, Sweetz and I were resting from the exertion of climbing a steep mountain slope farther up the canyon, where I shot one resident chukar, now in my own game bag, its crop full of tangy wild watercress from the stream below. Ernest Hemingway used to bird hunt around here. He makes reference in one of his later letters to hunting “along small streams in the lava rock with watercress in them.” I was sitting on a flat rock, admiring the view from on high and reflecting on the fact that were it not for the act of hunting it might not occur to me to climb a mountainside like this. I was looking down on the tiny toy traffic making its way up the dirt road that wound up the canyon along the creek. An occasional car or truck followed the road up into the national forest, and even after they were out of sight, I could see the billow of dust up the canyon. A few people rode mountain bicycles down the road, and there were a number of afternoon joggers, as well.

I sat on the rock for a long time. I didn’t want to go back down because it was so peaceful up here above it all. Although I was far enough away that the people passing below appeared hardly larger than ants, the canyon walls played a strange acoustical trick and I could hear every word spoken as if I were standing right next to them.

I listened in on the conversation of two women joggers running with their dogs. They were talking about real estate, a popular conversational topic around resort towns. I got the distinct feeling that they were realtors themselves because they spoke a certain unmistakable insider jargon. They were discussing the fact that this canyon had recently been sold and was scheduled to be developed into five-acre, million-dollar “ranchettes.” The lots were going to be divided up evenly for sale among participating realty agencies in town, explained one of the women. I felt the weight of the plump chukar in my bag. The women had no idea that I was eavesdropping on them; they probably didn’t even know of the existence of game birds in this lovely little canyon. I had a hunch they might even express their disapproval if they ran into me walking down the road with my gun in hand. Yet I knew that the chukars here had far more to fear from them than they did from this hunter’s gun.
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