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    Versions of some of these essays have appeared in other publications: Sporting Classics magazine: “The Twenty-One” (2016), “Judy’s Cranberry Chocolate Chip Bread” (2018), and “The Bell” (2012). Pheasants Forever magazine: “Zen in the Art of Wingshooting” (2019), “Bet Your Boots” (2020), and “A Hard School” (2022). Wing & Shot magazine: “Pointing the Way” (2001) and “What’s Worth Saving” (1999). Arizona Wildlife Views magazine: “Discovering the Desert” (2016). Covey Rise: “The Rainbow” (2021). North American Grouse magazine: “A Few Points on Prairie Grouse” (2021) and “Fool’s Hens” (2021). Thanks to the editors and publishers of those periodicals for their ongoing support of the upland experience.

  

 
    For Kathleen, The Lady of the House, who has put up with so many canines as well as the person who keeps bringing them home.

    And in memory of the dogs:

    Meanface Kelly
Pat
Tar
Lee
 Kelly
Britt
Nutmeg
Flick 
Freya 
Huckleberry Finn

    and even Feather and Shane . . .

    Thanks for leading me astray.
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    Preface

    MORE THAN TWENTY YEARS AGO, I WAS vaguely aware of a heck of an outdoor writer and editor named Chris Madson in the way writers are aware of each other when they live in the same state and, in this case, dabble in the same genre. For me, I think it was a bit of what the writer Anne Lamott called out so perfectly in her book, Bird by Bird: professional jealousy. Chris was a real writer and editor in the game of nature and outdoor writing, and I was just toying with it, supplementing a thin income with the occasional freelance writing piece in the state’s premiere magazine: Wyoming Wildlife, edited by one Chris Madson. Chris was in Cheyenne and I was in Lander, and occasionally we talked on the phone and I sent in submissions—typed up on paper—and those articles helped me buy shotgun shells and fuel for my next adventure. I was essentially being paid as a professional camper, working at a famous outdoor leadership school, and dreaming of hunting and fishing pretty much all the time.

    After 9/11, I remember thinking I probably needed to hunker down and work a career where I could make a little more money and have some upward mobility. It was about this time that Chris advertised for an assistant editor to help him at the magazine, and I jumped at the chance. It meant a move to eastern Wyoming’s harsh high prairie from the legendary Wind River Range, but it put me one door down from Chris Madson, a conservationist and writer whose work I admired (and envied). I could learn from him and emulate him. Here was the chance of a lifetime for a would-be nature and outdoors writer to partner with the best in the business. Wyoming Wildlife, under Madson’s keen editorial eye, was nationally recognized as the top magazine of its kind in the country. Moreover, Chris came to his gifts honestly and genetically, for his father was the legendary nature writer, John Madson, whose stories I had read all my life and whose essay “Pheasants Beyond Autumn” is widely considered one of the best hunting stories of its kind ever written.

    Right away, I realized that Chris kept long hours and, immediately, I figured out why. An endless stream of characters would show up at his door day in and day out, plunk themselves down in a chair which Chris often had to clear of manuscripts under consideration for publication, and shoot the breeze about all things outdoors. Chris would somehow edit the magazine between conversations with various office “water cooler” types—some of whom worked in that very building—and others who happened to be traveling down Interstate 25 and stopped off for an impromptu visit with the widely respected editor. This went on day after day and from my next-door perch, I overheard tales of the outdoors ad nauseum. Many of those were tales of dogs, and I also quickly realized that few of those visitors could measure up to Chris’s knowledge and passion when it came to all things canine. Pretty soon, I was poking my head into his office and relaying a few of my own stories. Then, and still, I ran English setters on upland birds all over the country, while Chris was a Brittany spaniel man.

    I also began to realize that Chris, both inside the building and across the country, was seen as something of an oracle in conservation, bird dogs, hunting, and the outdoors. Indeed, it dawned on me that most came to listen to Chris rather than regale.

    But at the end of the day, we had work to do, for crying out loud. Steps were necessary.

    We enacted a regulation and dubbed it the Solstice Rule. If it were after the close of the bird seasons but before the summer solstice with the days trending longer and longer, we were strictly self-forbidden from talking about hunting, particularly bird hunting. After that late June day, then the gloves were off and we could talk of, and plan for, hunting.

    I would not say that we stuck to the rule without hiccup, but I will say that we tried. But more importantly, as much as we both loved to talk and write about hunting upland birds—pheasant, grouse, quail, partridge—behind our bird dogs of choice, we loved to do it more.

    Shortly into this friendship, Chris and I plotted a trip up into the great northern prairie country—Montana and the Dakotas—with my pickup camper, my two setters and Chris’s Brit, Meg. Two things stick out solidly in my memory of that hunt.

    Chris is a man of passion and fire. He loves to hunt, and kill, pheasants most of all. For the first day or two, this enthusiasm was relayed in a manner that began to grate on my nerves. I would be hunting beside Chris, following one or the other of my setters, and he would be perhaps fifty yards away with Meg. Up would go a rooster pheasant in front of me and I would swing the gun, level off and just as I was about to pull the trigger, Chris would scream: SHOOT! I would flinch, miss, and the rooster would fly off cackling. This happened time and again until finally, I turned on the esteemed editor and cried, “For God’s sake, would you quit yelling at me!?”

    To his credit, he did indeed keep his passion in check—or maybe we started hunting in different directions—and I started to put a few roosters on the ground.

    More importantly was the second thing I remember about that hunt. I had a little setter female named Sage, a puppy of perhaps ten weeks, that I was lugging along on the trip to get her some road time, human time, maybe even get her nose full of pheasant scent. She was indeed adorable. I can remember chilly nights in the camper and Chris clucking and cooing to little Sage as if she were the most special thing in the whole world. I think Chris may have even boosted poor Meg onto her dog bed on the floor, then cuddled up to my Sage to sleep in his own bunk. We talked into the dark hours of bird dogs, his and mine. His love of bird dogs was radiant.

    In the upland hunting game, there are people who run bird dogs as if they are tools to be kept in a box, taken out, used, cleaned up, and put back. These are the folks who sometimes run packs of bird dogs, kennels full of them. Then there are the Madsons of the world, who cluck and coo and coddle and measure their lives in individual dogs. The dog is a member of a family, and the years metronome by one dog, maybe two, at a time. Or perhaps one veteran and one rookie at a time. This is Chris. Companions is aptly named, for the dogs Madson puts on the ground are every bit of that and more. They are partners, kindreds, crucial members of the tribe. Dog is evidence that there is a god. Dog’s lack of longevity is evidence that this god is either a cruel one, or one who requires the human to sit up and pay attention to every single moment, for these snippets called canine life are painfully fleeting and gloriously spectacular. That’s what Companions is about. A life of dogs.

    Put another way, the human is lucky, for in a lifetime of hunting, he will bask in the glow of several dogs, a bounty. While for a dog, if fortune smiles upon her, she will only get one human. Hopefully he is a good one. Saint Francis, patron saint of the animals, certainly blessed a dozen dogs with a man named Chris Madson.

    The relationship between a hunter and his dog can be an enigma to those outside that oh-so-tight circle. A lot of outdoor writers have attempted to relay that bond in story. Some, like Gene Hill’s “Old Tom” and Corey Ford’s “The Road to Tinkhamtown” are stories that stand the test of time. Others read like so much puffery and as anyone who has sat around a post-hunt campfire will tell you, there is nothing as boorish as a braggart after a day afield with his dogs. Chris Madson’s Companions sticks the landing right into the Ford and Hill country. “The Rainbow” is right in the pack—to use a pun—with the best tribute to an old dog ever written. In Companions one reads not only of the dogs but of the land, the bird, the partnership, the hunter’s duty as a conservationist, the sky, and the wonder of it all. “The Twenty-One” is the best eulogy to a father I have ever read.

    I could go on about each story in this book, but I will close with another tale of my friendship with Chris.

    In the early 2000s, I had a good tri-color male setter named Ike, the kind of big rangy dog that John Madson called “side-meat and running gears.” Ike was a decent enough dog that I had written a story or two about him and those stories had caught the eye of a fan right there in Cheyenne with a fine setter bitch. The reader contacted me and asked if he could breed his girl to Ike. Of course I said yes, with the caveat that I could either take cash or my pick of the litter as Ike’s stud fee.

    I believe something like thirteen puppies were produced from the romance. One evening, after all the hangers-on had been shooed from the office and Chris and I were putting another issue of the magazine “to bed,” I enticed Chris out to look at those pups. Chris’s Meg was getting up in years and she needed an apprentice just as I had needed to learn from a mentor of Chris’s ilk. I told Chris I would give him Ike’s “fee” from the litter. No charge. Just reach into a pile of squirming, soft, licking setter pups and pull one out.

    So we went over to see them. We spent an hour or two on the floor being mauled and puppy-chewed by thirteen of the cutest setter pups the creator ever produced. I challenge any person in the world to do that—have a ticket for a free puppy in his pocket—and walk away empty-handed. After this went on for a while and Chris and I were basking in the warmth that is puppy love, Chris rose to his feet, brushed some dog hair off his jeans, smiled kindly at our host and said, “Okay, well, thanks for letting us play with your pups. They are beautiful.”

    Out we walked.

    Chris is, without fail, a Brittany man.

    Thomas Reed
Author of Blue Lines and other titles
www.mouthfuloffeathers.com
Pony, Montana
Autumn 2022
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     Introduction: Old companions

    HIS NAME WAS MEANFACE KELLY. DAD called him that; I’m not sure why—a sense of the ironic perhaps, since there wasn’t a mean bone in that dog’s body. Kelly for short. He was of Irish lineage, lean and lanky, a rich mahogany in color, but not to be confused with what Irish setters became in later years, not the high-strung brainless dogs that prance through Madison Square Garden for ribbons from the AKC. Unlike the show dogs of the breed that came after, he had significant breadth in addition to his length and height, a quick mind that learned fast and remembered well, and a setter’s calm, affectionate disposition.

    I couldn’t have been much older than four when he came to us. One of my earliest memories is the drive down a long, wooded dirt road in the cool of a spring evening to bring him home. We grew up and were trained together, and, when the adults let us out, we ran to the fields and creeks with common purpose to drink in the untamed days under a sky that is always blue in my memory and a summer that never ends.

    When I was sent to get a carton of milk or a dozen eggs, Kelly came along, his nose at my elbow, at heel across Delmar Street and right up to the door of the grocery store.

    “Lie down,” I’d say, with all the commanding authority of a ten-year-old boy. And he’d stretch out at one side of the entrance. “Now, stay.” And I’d leave him there, without leash or supervision, while I gathered up the items I’d been told to fetch, paid for them, and returned ten minutes later to find that he had not moved. Home we’d go, passing adults on the sidewalk who smiled at the two of us as we went, oblivious of the impression we left behind.

    It was the fall semester of my junior year in college, I think, when one of my dorm mates called me to the hall phone.

    “It’s your dad,” he said, as he passed me the receiver. 

    Meanface Kelly had died, Dad told me—gone in his sleep in the fullness of his years. I mourned him like a brother. Which he was.

    After Kelly’s passing, after I’d left home, there was Lee, the Brittany, who came into my hands as a three-year-old and Kelly, the sweet-tempered yellow Lab Kathy and I adopted as a favor for a friend. Then, there were the puppies—Britt, the Kansas Brittany; Feather, the sappy golden retriever; Meg and Flick and Freya and, now, Finn, a succession of Brittanies who have led me through so many memorable landscapes, from the windswept blue grouse haunts at treeline in the Rockies, through the foothills and breaks out onto the tawny prairies of the Great Plains, along the brushy fencelines of corn and wheat country, and south into the cholla and catclaw of the vast Sonoran desert.

    If those dogs never quite replaced the setter who raised me, they were far more than just pets, more than hunting companions. What we’ve meant to each other doesn’t yield easily to words. So different, the human and the dog, and yet driven by many of the same passions, the same codes of kinship and behavior. Fellow travelers in this life, partners in the great game.

    The word “love” has been given many meanings in human affairs, some deep and abiding, others as trivial and ephemeral as a dusting of April snow, the applications so diverse and unrelated that the word is at risk of losing all meaning, except as the context defines it. This context, the bond between canine and human, seems particularly difficult to describe. The affection is undeniable, but there are elements of the relationship that seem to me to be not quite like love—something deeper, bred into the bone, ancestral.

    Most of the animals we think of as “domesticated” came into the fold during the Neolithic as humans settled down to the business of farming. The archaeological record suggests that sheep and goats were probably the earliest herd animals to submit to human control, about 11,000 years ago. We’ve had domestic cattle and pigs for about 10,000 years; horses for about 7,000 years; and chickens for around 4,000 years. Cats? The felines joined us recently, only about 6,000 years ago, which may be part of the reason they have such an independent streak.

    By comparison, the origin of our dogs is lost in the mists of the distant past. Canine fossils have been found in several archaeological sites, and, until recently, the scientists who studied those remains struggled to define the difference between the wolves of those far-off times and the ancestors of modern dogs. Since the skulls of modern dogs are generally smaller than wolf skulls, relatively shorter in the snout, and with more crowded teeth, researchers have taken careful measurements of the fossils and, in those measurements, found evidence of ancient dogs.

    According to one analyst, a skull found in a Paleolithic campsite in southern Belgium is perceptibly different from wolf skulls of the time. The skull is nearly 32,000 years old. Another dog-like skull, this one from an excavation in the Altai Mountains of Siberia, is carbon-dated at 33,000 years old. As genetic study has become more sophisticated, several researchers have used mitochondrial DNA analysis to estimate how long it has been since the ancestors of dogs and wolves parted ways. The estimates vary widely—one study says the divergence occurred about 15,000 years ago; another estimates a split 32,000 years back, and a third suggests the two may have parted ways as much as 135,000 years ago.

    What none of these studies can possibly estimate is the amount of time that may have passed from the first connection between humans and canines and the point at which the canines were recognizably different from wolves. Was there an extended period of
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    Born in Ames, Iowa, Chris Madson received a bachelor’s degree in biology at Grinnell College and a master of science degree in wildlife ecology at the University of Wisconsin-Madison before accepting the editorship of Kansas Wildlife magazine in 1978 with what was then the Kansas Fish and Game Commission.

    In 1983, he moved to Cheyenne to take the editorship of Wyoming Wildlife magazine for the Wyoming Game and Fish Department, a position he held until he retired in 2014. In that period, Wyoming Wildlife won more than 200 national awards for excellence in writing, photography, and design.

    Madson has written for many other publications, including Audubon, Outdoor Life, National Wildlife, Ducks Unlimited, Sporting Classics, and Pheasants Forever. In 2005, Ducks Unlimited recognized him as its national Conservation Communicator of the Year, and in 2010, the National Wildlife Federation honored him with its National Conservation Achievement Award. In 2014, the University of Wyoming’s Berry Biodiversity Institute recognized Madson’s work with its first annual Contributions to Wyoming Biodiversity Conservation Award.

    There isn’t much in the outdoors he doesn’t like to do—fishing, birding, landscape photography, canoeing, backpacking, and hiking. For the last forty years, his family’s primary sources of meat have been wild—elk, deer, antelope, ducks and geese . . . and, of course, upland birds.
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