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Tracks to Remember

by Tom Hennessey


There must have been something in the air up there in Bangor, Maine. Or maybe it was the water. I don’t know, but the fact is that two really fine writers lived only a few blocks from each other and year after year keep turning out the kind of prose people want to read. One writer is the mega-bestseller novelist Stephen King, still internationally famous. The other was the late Tom Hennessey, outdoor columnist for the Bangor Daily News , whose fame will never match Stephen King, of course, but who wrote memorable pieces appreciated by Maine readers for many years. “Tracks to Remember” is a little gem of a whitetail-hunting story and is one of the pieces collected in Tom’s book Feathers ’n Fins , published by Amwell Press in 1989. Tom’s talent does not end with his writing. He was an artist whose paintings, prints, and drawings were eagerly sought by collectors.



STEEPLE-LIKE SPRUCES WERE SILHOUETTED AGAINST A SKY OF GUN-metal gray as Hank Lyons slipped five 170-grain cartridges into the magazine of his .30–30 carbine. Fully loaded, the magazine held six of the flat-nosed .30s. Somewhere long ago—probably because he liked the lines, angles, and curve of its configuration—Hank had decided that five was his lucky number. With a flip of the lever action he chambered a round, then eased the cocked hammer onto the safety position. At a brisk pace, he began hiking the grown-up tote road that would cross a brook about a mile into the woods.

You’d have thought it was springtime. Two days earlier, Ol’ Man Winter had thrown one of his white-with-rage tantrums. Shortly thereafter, he began running a temperature and now the woods were shrouded with ground fog. Every bough and branch wore beads of moisture.

Arriving at the brook, Hank wasn’t surprised to see that the log bridge had partially collapsed under the constant weight of time. The makeshift span had been old when, years before, he first crossed it while bird hunting. A short distance beyond the brook, several sets of deer tracks crisscrossed the road.

“Does,” Hank allowed. “At least a couple. Maybe a fawn with ’em—got to be a buck around somewhere.” The tracks indicated that deer were using the mixed growth to the left of the road, and a fir thicket to the right.

The mixed growth climbed a knoll whose top was crowned with apple trees glowing with “golden nuggets.” Quietly, Hank worked his way up the slope until he had a commanding view of the area. “As good as any and better than most,” he said as he brushed the snow from a wind-toppled spruce.

Sitting among the boughs, he checked the hammer of the carbine. Hank Lyons could sit all day in a duck blind, but he found it difficult to stay anchored for more than an hour on a deer stand. For that reason he had waited until afternoon to enter the woods. Within an hour and a half at the most, dusk would demand his departure. Along the ice-rimmed brook, the ground fog was more concentrated. Thickening and thinning, it swirled like ghosts rising from snow-covered crypts. Directly across from where Hank was sitting—about sixty yards away—a leaning birch opened a white gash in the gray-green timber. Slightly to the right of the birch squatted the stub of what was once an immense pine.

Now and then, the ground fog became so cottony that those objects were momentarily obscured from Hank’s view. The wind must have been weary—it never so much as sighed in the tops of the spruces.

“There ain’t no sense in sittin’ out a deer,” Hank had been told early on, “if you can’t sit still.” That much he had learned. Any movement he made was slower than a Southern drawl. The carbine was cradled across his lap. Slush slid off a bough and stabbed coldly down his neck. Hurry up and wait.

A drizzle that came close to rain began falling and watercolored the woods a shade darker. It seemed that Hank watched the second-hand of his watch sweep the next half hour away. He had about convinced himself that he was wasting his time when he saw a flicker of movement. Near the tote road, the tip of a fir bough nodded. An instant later a dark-furred animal made a swift crossing and disappeared into the fir thicket. “Fisher,” Hank observed.

“Probably squirrel hunting. He’ll do a hell of a lot better than I will.” Again he glanced at his watch. Again he slowly scanned the steamy surroundings.

When his eyeballs locked up, he felt it all the way down to his toes. Squarely in front of the pine stub stood a deer—wearing horns. Just like that. No sight. No sound. Just there. When it comes to quiet, they’d put a shadow to shame. In a situation like that, it takes a second or so to sort things out. From its coiled-tight posture, Hank knew this was no young buck blinded by doe scent, and there was no mistaking that the eight-pointer sensed his presence. Statue-still, and with a tautness almost tangible, hunter and hunted stared.

“If I make a wrong move,” Hank thought, “his mainspring will unwind all at once.” Directly the buck eased his nose forward, slowly lowered his head and turned it to one side—like a bird dog sifting scent. Hank’s thumb cocked the hammer of the carbine. To him, the muffled click sounded like a rock being dropped through shell ice. Taking a step backward, the buck blew. “Please, God.”

So slowly it was painful, Hank began lifting the carbine from his lap. To his left—thicker than smoke from a smudge—a bank of fog was following the brook. Like a curtain of white being drawn across a dimly lit stage, it drifted between them, obliterating the buck from Hank’s view. Seizing the opportunity, he snapped the carbine to his shoulder, snugged his cheek onto the stock, and squinted through the drizzle-fuzzed sights. Long moments later, the birch leaned. “Right … about …” The pine stub squatted. Shocked, Hank lifted his head and stared into the dripping, dusky woods. No antlers. No ears. No rut-swollen neck. Not to be outdone, the woods-wise buck also had taken advantage of the well-timed “smoke screen.”

Springing to his feet, Hank searched for movement. Not a sign. Hoping for a last-chance shot, he hurried down the slope and crossed the brook. Locating the buck’s tracks, he followed them. The wary whitetail had exited through the same door he used for his entrance. In the woods, dusk means darkness. Disappointed as he was, Hank, with a steamy expulsion of breath, conceded, “Just as well. If I wounded him I wouldn’t have had time to trail him, and it’s a pretty good bet the coyotes would catch up with him during the night—just as well.”

If you’ve never been in the woods on a wet November night, then you don’t know the meaning of darkness. Hank’s spirits were brightened, however, and his strides lengthened as he recalled the words of a now-departed deer hunter: “You’ll soon forget the ones you drag out,” his grandfather had said, “but the ones that outfox you will leave tracks on your mind.”
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“All-In” for Doves

by Lamar Underwood


The editor is back at his typewriter, this time revealing one of the most important aspects of his Georgia upbringing, one that has lasted long after he left Georgia.



MY RIGHT HAND—A FROZEN, HAM-FISTED THING—WAS JAMMED INTO the pocket of my bird-shooting vest. Vaguely, I felt the shapes of 20-gauge shells, but my fingers refused to close on a single load. With my thoughts screaming Hurry! Here they come, my eyes stayed locked on a cluster of birds just crossing the tree line that edged the field. Sharp and clear against a background of lowering clouds, the cluster was changing into the distinct hurtling shapes of mourning doves, riding a stiff northeast breeze that was tossing the tops of the pines.

I glanced down at the open barrels of my over-under. They were waiting to be fed. My hand closed around a wad of shell-shapes. My eyes were back on the birds as I let the wad of shells fall to the ground. The doves were headed my way—ten or more … many, many—a chance for a double. I forced myself to focus on picking up a single shell. I dropped it into the bottom barrel. A warning stabbed into my thoughts: Go ahead, a single shot. But the sight of so many birds forced my hand back down for another shell. I felt my palm grasp a shell and brought it toward my gun. It didn’t feel right. I glanced down and saw I was trying to load a tube of Vicks ChapStick.

Wings whistling as they flared in easy range, the doves had a swept-wing, falcon-like look of speed and strength that instantly ruined my fantasy of getting a single bird, much less a double. I would have missed. No doubt about it. ChapStick in hand, one unused shell in the gun, I watched the gray speedsters vanish into the gloom.

That December afternoon I was crouched in a clump of weeds alongside a stubble field of cut soybeans. Shivering, with frozen hands, because I was dressed for the mild weather I had set out into at noon. Now, a surprise nor’easter was flexing its muscles over the normally benign southeast Georgia skies. My late-season dove hunt had become a mixture of exhilaration and frustration.

I say “hunt” with great deliberation. As experienced followers of the lure of shooting action and table fare created by split dove seasons will attest: There is a great deal of difference between dove “hunts” and dove “shoots.”

The only hunting in big dove shoots comes in finding your stand.

To hunt doves, you, and perhaps a buddy, must scout out as many locations as you can gain access to. Feeding sites, watering holes, flight lanes—all the spots likely to hold doves during their daily jaunts between food, water, and sheltered nooks to loaf and dust. Migration habits come into your game plan. Sometimes it’s not even a case of “here today, gone tomorrow.” It’s more like here this morning, gone this afternoon. Free-lance hunting for doves, working your available spots, picking up a bird here or a couple there, may lack the glamour and bags of deluxe shoots, but it forms a comfort zone in my hunting season I can’t resist. This dove addict is in the game for keeps. Early season, late season … I check no bets. I keep pushing in all the chips I have.

Dove shoot fun begins in the shirt-sleeve weather of the September season opener. You meet a group of kindred spirits early in the afternoon—perhaps over barbecue—and take stands alongside fields legally planted to attract doves. The action begins with the occasional shout, “Over your head!”, followed by the steady pop, pop, pop sounds of scatter-guns at work. On the best shoots, the pop, pop, pop grows into a war-like din, with guns going off everywhere around you amid the stirring sights of doves flying just about everywhere. This is how Nash Buckingham and other scribes of wingshooting’s halcyon days shot doves. Such shoots still form the core of today’s dove action. To get in on one, you have to know somebody. Or have a good buddy who knows somebody. Without that, your only option for the real-deal dove shoot, one like Mister Nash enjoyed, is a pay-for-play shoot costing somewhere around $250 for an afternoon. OK, you can’t handle that either, and you still want to get in on an old-time shoot that begins with friends gathering over barbecue, then enjoying shooting so good your gun barrels get hot …

Sorry, but without connections or money, the only way you’re going to be popping caps in shoots like the old-timers enjoyed is to be born again.

I’m in the same fix, but I don’t let it break my dove-hunting stride. I’ll grab an invitation to a big shoot whenever such luck comes my way. Meantime, I’m a freelance dove hunter, and I love every minute of it.

Seconds before my misadventure with numb fingers, I was swinging the long tubes of my 20-gauge into the high, sweeping arch of a single bird. This wasn’t a true incomer, set to land, but a traveler with an express ticket. The high straight-overhead shot is my nemesis. I seldom get it right, even though I’ve been coached repeatedly : Pull through and past the bird, blotting it out as you swing. So shaky am I with this shot, that one September afternoon, swinging the gun directly overhead at a high and fast target toppled me backward off my Cool-Stool. This time, I didn’t sprawl over backward, but my wood-like fingers slapped the trigger twice without the dove changing its wingbeat. The familiar rolls, dips, and jinks of escaping birds weren’t necessary for this bird.

As I unbreeched the double, the image of that dove burned through my thoughts. This was one of those big, fully-fledged, powerful birds that make second-season dove hunting such an important part of the upland gunner’s year. With winter wind gusts behind them, late-season doves will bring out the best, or worse, of any smoothbore shooter.

I had discovered this spot the day before while quail hunting on the far side of the sprawling bean field. With my pointer working close, hunting singles of a scattered covey, I caught sight of a half-dozen doves pitching into the far corner of the field.

Investigating, scattering the doves while pointer Mack cruised over the scent pools the birds had left, I was puzzled at first. Why had this little beanfield corner become a dove convention center? The combine had cut the beans so clean and close that (in the words of one of my Georgia uncles) “A chicken following along behind it would starve to death.” Even sparrows could not be attracted to such billiard-table-clean fields. This one had pulled doves. There had to be a reason.

And there it was: A small area with curving white bands amid the chaff and bits of husk in the bean stalks. The combine had made sharp turns here, leaving streaks of spilled beans, a mother lode of feed to pull hungry December doves from the cold skies.

At noon today, I had felt like a kid at Christmas as I left my truck and headed across the field. When I was still 200 yards or so from the little corner, birds began leaping into flight, scattering over the trees.

By the time I hunkered in the weeds at the edge of the field, a low wedge of clouds loomed on the horizon and grew closer by the minute. Suddenly, the flannel shirt and shooting vest that were my Indiansummer outfit made me feel uncomfortable and stupid. I wished I could head back to the truck, pull on a jacket.

I was shivering and thinking about how good the truck’s heater would feel when the birds started returning. I banged away at incomers that seemed panicked by the weather, desperate to get to food. The shots came so frequently that I barely noticed the temperature plunging, the wind rising. Deliriously happy that my dove hunt was successful, I experienced the kind of shooting that earns the dove the distinction of having more shots fired in its direction than any other game bird. My lack of dove-shooting prowess was relentlessly exposed.

Even before the cold numbed my hands, I had a quick succession of crossing shots. As the birds flared, seeing me, jinking and rolling as they bored over the cut beans, the tubes of my 20-gauge brought no feathery bursts from the sky, no slanting falls like I expected. My confidence dwindled, had me wondering: What the hell was I doing wrong?

A lone single came winging by, like it was trying to catch up with the pack. I doubled my lead, the tubes swinging in front of the hurtling shape. Double whams. The bird didn’t even vary its wingbeats.

I never claimed to be a great shot, but something was way out of whack here. This wasn’t just a shooting slump; it was a crisis. I pictured the barrel, the way it had been swinging, solidly ahead of the birds … and it came to me then, a moment of truth. It was the damned sustained lead. Swing ahead of the target and keep swinging. Sounds great, but the system breaks down when you don’t keep swinging! My sustained lead wasn’t being sustained. It was going limp as a noodle.

When the next chance came, seconds later, I was ready. Four birds were whistling past, just like the others, streamlined missiles built for speed. This time I got the barrel tracking behind one bird, then pulled it through and past the speedster, mentally reciting as I did, Butt … belly … beak … bang!

And there it was, painted against the gray turbulence of sky: a tight circle of feathers, yards above a folded bird plummeting into the stubble. My newfound prowess inspired a jolt of confidence. As I scored on more incomers, I was congratulating myself.

The miracle of my self-coaching stayed with me. When the cold deepened and the wind kept knifing into the pocket, the birds kept coming. Not in spectacular numbers, but in dribs and drabs sufficient to keep my eyes on the sky. There were crossing shots, overhead testers, and every obtuse angle you can imagine. By the time I was about to slide the ChapStick tube into my barrel, eight doves made my shooting vest puffy. Barely halfway to my limit, but a good day for me and my frozen fingers. I headed for my truck a happy man. My thoughts were alive with the English shooting tip that had somehow crossed the ocean to Georgia. The sustained lead couldn’t be sustained. Pull to and through the bird, and when you pull the trigger the barrel will be moving with the speed it needs.

On that cold, wooden-fingered afternoon, the system wasn’t foolproof. Neither were the birds’ crossing angles best for butt … belly … beak … bang. I missed plenty, and the pocketful of empties I carried from the field was a stern reminder that I wasn’t a crack dove shot. Never had been. Never would be. The difference between now and when I was younger is that now I didn’t give a damn. Dove hunting/shooting is too important to me to be marred by some unnecessary label identifying my skill level. I had definitely outgrown an old mantra that had its roots back when I was a teenager.

In my avid reading of outdoor magazines, I came across this: “Good dove shooters bag a limit of birds with a box of shells.”

That sounded like a reasonable challenge, and when I first read the expression, it hit me like a gauntlet flung into my face. Was I really a good dove shot?

Until then, I had opened boxes of shells and dumped them into my pockets without counting. Suddenly, I felt compelled to count every hull I ejected. Was I a good dove shot, batting twelve for twenty-five, or better? Or did I belong among the mediocre mob? Or worse, among the embarrassing head-shakers and excuse-makers who burned a lot of ammo to take home their limits?

Certainly, there was nothing shameful about being a rank-andfile dove shooter. But there I was, in that awkward, pimply-faced, voice-breaking clutch of teen years, eager to make my mark. A limit of birds—twelve or fifteen, depending upon your state—with twenty-five shots. My shooting coaches had called the play. I had to run it.

That’s when a new mental shooting block reared its ugly head. When shooting was good, and lots of birds flying, I became a cherry-picker. Without even realizing it, I started passing up the toughest shots—the high overhead screamers, the birds slanting past at extreme range. And I avoided taking a chance on the birds shooters all over the field seemed to have a crack at. The typical “survivor” bird set off a war-like eruption of pop, pop, pop as it turned on the after-burners, creating as much amusement as it did frustration as it got out of Dodge.

My cherry-picking, however, was short-lived. Dove shoots, with changes aplenty, were few and far between. In my freelance dove hunting, I had to take every chance I could get.

As a card-carrying dove hunter, I worked as hard to get shots as any upland hunter out for quail, pheasant, rabbits, or other favorites. In the countryside I had permission to roam; I was on the hunt for dove activity in the first sweaty days of September, then back for more in December’s frozen fields. Finding the places doves were using in shootable numbers took me to watering holes with clean open banks (doves will not walk through brush to get to water); shady nooks with dead branches overhead where doves passed mid-day lulls; terrain breaks, the woodline passes between fields, slicing like freeway exits through timbered bottomlands; fields where anything from the dove’s menu might be found, including favorites like soybeans, corn, wheat, sunflower seeds, and sorghum, to name some favorites; and, perhaps the greatest mother lode of them all, places where doves like to sit on telephone lines, with cover and fields nearby. These were the places that formed my treasure map that guided me throughout the seasons.

Even in its finest hours, freelance dove hunting cannot match the gun-blazing, action-packed excitement of dove shoots. Compared to the big shoots, my freelance dove hunting is a gentle, slow-paced affair, occasionally yielding a limit, sometimes five or six, sometimes none. Still, it’s what I have, and I treasure its bounty even though I’ve been lucky enough to get in one big-shoot affair from time to time.

If you’ve never had a crack at a big shoot, you may not realize that a lot of what happens that afternoon will be out of your control. First, your host might designate a certain stand he wants you to take. Or perhaps other shooters, veterans on that ground, will suggest a spot. As you cast your dove-hunter’s gaze over the terrain, certain spots may gleam like diamonds, but you’ll probably end up where you’re told to go, or someplace you manage to set up after the experienced shooters have raced off to grab their favorite spots.

If you haven’t heard it before, you soon will: Dove-shoot stands are not created equal. At any shoot there are places doves cross repeatedly, as if drawn by magnets. I’m convinced that doves use certain landmarks like beacons, crossing and recrossing them in their daily travels between food, water, and rest. Sometimes these hotspots are created by a single tree, rising above the surrounding fields. Fence row junctions form another spot, where cropland boundaries meet. Doves, like gold, are where you find them. And, as Havilah Babcock pointed out about quail, “They can be in a lot of other places too.”

If you end up swapping stands with a lucky shooter who has limited out, you won’t be the first. Being a social gathering, at a dove shoot your smoothbore prowess, or lack of it, will be on full display. When the day ends with a picnic in the field, with doves simmering and cold beer flowing, you’ll have plenty of company in describing hits and misses, and everything else that happened.

The Southern, barbecue, good-buddy afternoon shootfest is a tradition that holds us hard. When an interviewer told Nobel Prize winner William Faulkner, icon of Mississippi and Southern literature, that New Jersey had classified mourning doves as songbirds and closed down hunting, Faulkner, in a very disturbed voice, said, “My God, son! What do they do in September?”

The barbecue-and-doves frolics of September may have their roots in the South, but I have also enjoyed them in such diverse locations as Maryland, Pennsylvania, and Arizona. You don’t have to have a Southern accent to pull together a group for a memorable afternoon of September action. You need the land and the doves.

While it’s unlikely I’ll ever turn down an invitation to a dove shoot, I remain a lifetime freelance dove hunter. The occasions when I can find doves on my own, hitting the spots I’ve scouted, form the core of my dove-hunting season.

I am pulled through the off-season months with thoughts as vivid as paintings:


A blurry-looking wad of birds headed my way … I hunker, watching … Yes, they’re still coming … The wad becomes a clear, tight group … Six birds are streaking broadside over the stubble, the lateevening sun rosy on their breasts … A chance for a double … But no, the swing isn’t fast enough … The first shot is a wild poke, causing jinks and twists with nothing falling … Then the second shot is like a parting salute.



I shake my head as I stuff the empty hulls into the growing pile. Even if I bag a limit today, it won’t be with twenty-five shells.

All right, I’m not a very good dove shot. I take what I can get. I eat what I take. And the thing I want most is the chance to do it all over again.
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That Twenty-Five-Pound Gobbler

by Archibald Rutledge


This editor has always looked upon the works of Archibald Rutledge (1883–1973) with great awe. His prose and poetry set in the South Carolina Lowcountry call out the life I spent as a youth in southeast Georgia. My days afield could not match the great Archibald Rutledge adventures from Hampton and the Santee River area, but I found much reading that bonded me with Mr. Rutledge. Poet laureate of South Carolina and author of so many stories and books too lengthy to mention in the limited space here, Rutledge was a man who led two lives. In one life he grew up on Hampton Plantation and returned there for lengthy Christmas vacations every year. His other life was as an English professor at Mercersburg Academy in Pennsylvania.



I SUPPOSE THAT THERE ARE OTHER THINGS WHICH MAKE A HUNTER uneasy, but of one thing I am very sure: that is to locate and to begin to stalk a deer or a turkey, only to find that another hunter is doing precisely the same thing at the same time. The feeling I had was worse than uneasy. It is, in fact, as inaccurate as if a man should say, after listening to a comrade swearing roundly, “Bill is expressing himself uneasily.”

To be frank, I was jealous; and all the more so because I knew that Dade Saunders was just as good a turkey-hunter as I am—and maybe a good deal better. At any rate, both of us got after the same whopping gobbler. We knew this turkey and we knew each other; and I am positive that the wise old bird knew both of us far better than we knew him.

But we hunters have ways of improving our acquaintance with creatures that are over-wild and shy. Both Dade and I saw him, I suppose, a dozen times; and twice Dade shot at him. I had never fired at him, for I did not want to cripple, but to kill; and he never came within a hundred yards of me. Yet I felt that the gobbler ought to be mine; and for the simple reason that Dade Saunders was a shameless poacher and a hunter-out-of-season.

I have in mind the day when I came upon him in the pine-lands in mid-July, when he had in his wagon five bucks in the velvet, all killed that morning. Now, this isn’t a fiction story; this is fact. And after I have told you of those bucks, I think you’ll want me to beat Dade to the great American bird.

This wild turkey had the oddest range that you could imagine. You hear of turkeys ranging “original forests,” “timbered wilds,” and the like. Make up your mind that if wild turkeys have a chance they are going to come near civilization. The closer they are to man, the farther they are away from their other enemies. Near civilization they at least have (but for the likes of Dade Saunders) the protection of the law. But in the wilds what protection do they have from wildcats, from eagles, from weasels (I am thinking of young turkeys as well as old), and from all their other predatory persecutors?

Well, as I say, time and again I have known wild turkeys to come, and to seem to enjoy coming, close to houses. I have stood on the porch of my plantation home and have watched a wild flock feeding under the great live-oaks there. I have repeatedly flushed wild turkeys in an autumn cornfield. I have shot them in rice stubble.

Of course they do not come for sentiment. They are after grain. And if there is any better wild game than a rice-field wild turkey, stuffed with peanuts, circled with browned sweet potatoes, and fragrant with a rich gravy that plantation cooks know how to make, I’ll follow you to it.

The gobbler I was after was a haunter of the edges of civilization. He didn’t seem to like the wild woods. I think he got hungry there. But on the margins of fields that had been planted he could get all he wanted to eat of the things he most enjoyed. He particularly liked the edges of cultivated fields that bordered either on the pinewoods or else on the marshy rice-lands.

One day I spent three hours in the gaunt chimney of a burned rice-mill, watching this gobbler feeding on such edges. Although I was sure that sooner or later he would pass the mouth of the chimney, giving me a chance for a shot, he kept just that distance between us that makes a gun a vain thing in a man’s hands. But though he did not give me my chance, he let me watch him all I pleased. This I did through certain dusty crevices between the bricks of the old chimney.

If I had been taking a post-graduate course in caution, this wise old bird would have been my teacher. Whatever he happened to be doing, his eyes and his ears were wide with vigilance. I saw him first standing beside a fallen pine log on the brow of a little hill where peanuts had been planted. I made the shelter of the chimney before he recognized me. But he must have seen the move I made.

I have hunted turkeys long enough to be thoroughly rid of the idea that a human being can make a motion that a wild turkey cannot see. One of my woodsman friends said to me, “Why, a gobbler can see anything. He can see a jaybird turn a somersault on the verge of the horizon.” He was right.

Watching from my cover I saw this gobbler scratching for peanuts. He was very deliberate about this. Often he would draw back one huge handful (or footful) of viney soil, only to leave it there while he looked and listened. I have seen a turkey do the same thing while scratching in leaves. Now, a buck while feeding will alternately keep his head up and down; but a turkey gobbler keeps his down very little. That bright black eye of his, set in that sharp bluish head, is keeping its vision on every object on the landscape.

My gobbler (I called him mine from the first time I saw him) found many peanuts, and he relished them. From that feast he walked over into a patch of autumn-dried crabgrass. The long pendulous heads of this grass, full of seeds, he stripped skillfully. When satisfied with this food, he dusted himself beside an old stump. It was interesting to watch this; and while he was doing it I wondered if it was not my chance to leave the chimney, make a detour, and come up behind the stump. But of course just as I decided to do this, he got up, shook a small cloud of dust from his feathers, stepped off into the open, and there began to preen himself.

A short while thereafter he went down to a marshy edge, there finding a warm sandy hole on the sunny side of a briar patch, where he continued his dusting and loafing. I believe that he knew the stump, which shut off his view of what was behind it, was no place to choose for a midday rest.

All this time I waited patiently; interested, to be sure, but I would have been vastly more so if the lordly old fellow had turned my way. This I expected him to do when he got tired of loafing. Instead, he deliberately walked into the tall ranks of the marsh, which extended riverward for half a mile. At that I hurried forward, hoping to flush him on the margin; but he had vanished for that day. But though he had escaped me, the sight of him had made me keen to follow him until he expressed a willingness to accompany me home.

Just as I was turning away from the marsh I heard a turkey call from the shelter of a big live-oak beside the old chimney. I knew that it was Dade Saunders, and that he was after my gobbler. I walked over to where he was making his box-call plead. He expressed no surprise on seeing me. We greeted each other as two hunters, who are not over-friendly, greet when they find themselves after the same game.

“I seen his tracks,” said Dade. “I believe he limps in the one foot since I shot him last Sunday will be a week.”

“He must be a big bird,” I said; “you were lucky to have a shot.”

Dade’s eyes grew hungrily bright.

“He’s the biggest in these woods, and I’ll git him yet. You jest watch me.”

“I suppose you will, Dade. You are the best turkey-hunter of these parts.”

I hoped to make him overconfident; and praise is a great corrupter of mankind. It is not unlikely to make a hunter miss a shot. I remember that a friend of mine once said laughingly: “If a man tells me I am a good shot, I will miss my next chance, as sure as guns; but if he cusses me and tells me I’m not worth a darn, then watch me shoot!”

Dade and I parted for the time. I went off toward the marsh, whistling an old song. I wanted to have the gobbler put a little more distance between himself and the poacher. Besides, I felt that it was right of me to do this: for while I was on my own land, my visitor was trespassing. I hung around in the scrub–oak thickets for awhile; but no gun spoke out, I knew that the old gobbler’s intelligence plus my whistling game had “foiled the relentless” Dade. It was a week later that the three of us met again.

Not far from the peanut field there is a plantation corner. Now, most plantation corners are graveyards; that is, cemeteries of the old days.

Such a place is a wilderness for sure. Here grow towering pines, mournful and moss-draped. Here are hollies, canopied with jasminevines; here are thickets of myrtle, sweet gum, and young pines. If a covey of quail goes into such a place, you might as well whistle your dog off and go after another lot of birds.

Here deer love to come in the summer, where they can hide from the heat and the gauze-winged flies. Here in the winter is a haunt for woodcock, a good range (for great live-oaks drop their sweet acorns) for wild turkeys, and a harbor for foxes. In those great pines and oaks turkeys love to roost. It was on the borders of just such a corner that I roosted the splendid gobbler.

It was a glowing December sunset. I had left the house an hour before to stroll the plantation roads, counting (as I always do) the number of deer and turkey tracks that had recently been made in the soft damp sand. Coming near the dense corner, I sat against the bole of a monster pine. I love to be a mere watcher in woodlands as well as a hunter.

About two hundred yards away there was a little sunny hill, grown to scrub-oaks. They stood sparsely; that enabled me to see well what I now saw. Into my vision, with the rays of the sinking sun gleaming softly on the bronze of his neck and shoulders, the great gobbler stepped with superb beauty. Though he deigned to scratch once or twice in the leaves, and peck indifferently at what he thus uncovered, I knew he was bent on roosting; for not only was it nearly his bedtime, but he seemed to be examining with critical judgment every tall tree in his neighborhood.

He remained in my sight ten minutes; then he stepped into a patch of gallberries. I sat where I was. I tried my best to be as silent and as motionless as the bodies lying in the ancient graves behind me. The big fellow kept me on the anxious bench for five minutes. Then he shot his great bulk into the air, beating his ponderous way into the huge pine that seemed to sentry that whole wild tract of woodland.

I marked him when he came to his limb. He sailed up to it and alighted with much scraping of bark with his No. 10 shoes. There was my gobbler poised against the warm red sky of that winter twilight. It was hard to take my sight from him; but I did so in order to get my bearings in relation to his position. His flight had brought him nearer to me than he had been on the ground. But he was still far out of gun-range.

There was no use for me to look into the graveyard, for a man cannot see a foot into such a place. I glanced down the dim pinewood road. A moving object along its edge attracted my attention. It skulked. It seemed to flit like a ghostly thing from pine to pine. But, though I was near a cemetery, I knew I was looking at no “haunt.” It was Dade Saunders.

He had roosted the gobbler, and he was trying to get up to him. Moreover, he was at least fifty yards closer to him than I was. I felt like shouting to him to get off my land; but then a better thought came. I pulled out my turkey call.

The first note was good, as was intended. But after that there came some heart-stilling squeaks and shrills. In the dusk I noted two things; I saw Dade make a furious gesture, and at almost the same instant the old gobbler launched out from the pine, winging a lordly way far across the graveyard thicket. I walked down slowly and peeringly to meet Dade.

“Your call’s broke,” he announced.

“What makes you think so?” I asked.

“Sounds awful funny to me,” he said; “more than likely it might scare a turkey. Seen him lately?” he asked.

“You are better at seeing that old bird than I am, Dade.”

Thus, I put him off; and shortly thereafter we parted. He was sure that I had not seen the gobbler; and that suited me all right.

Then came the day of days. I was up at dawn, and when certain red lights between the stems of the pines announced daybreak, I was at the far southern end of the plantation, on a road on either side of which were good turkey woods. I just had a notion that my gobbler might be found there, as he had of late taken to roosting in a tupelo swamp near the river, and adjacent to these woodlands.

Where some lumbermen had cut away the big timber, sawing the huge short-leaf pines close to the ground, I took my stand (or my seat) on one of these big stumps. Before me was a tangle of undergrowth; but it was not very thick or high. It gave me the screen I wanted; but if my turkey came out through it, I could see to shoot.

It was just before sunrise that I began to call. It was a little early in the year (then the end of February) to lure a solitary gobbler by a call; but otherwise the chance looked good. And I am vain enough to say that my willow box was not broken that morning. Yet it was not I but two Cooper’s hawks that got the old wily rascal excited.

They were circling high and crying shrilly over a certain stretch of deep woodland; and the gobbler, undoubtedly irritated by the sounds, or at least not to be outdone by two mere marauders on a domain which he felt to be his own, would gobble fiercely every time one of the hawks would cry. The hawks had their eye on a building site; wherefore their excited maneuvering and shrilling continued; and as long as they kept up their screaming, so long did the wild gobbler answer in rivalry or provoked superiority, until his wattles must have been fiery red and near to bursting.

I had an idea that the hawks were directing some of their crying at the turkey, in which case the performance was a genuine scolding match of the wilderness. And before it was over, several gray squirrels had added to the already raucous debate their impatient coughing barks. This business lasted nearly an hour, until the sun had begun to make the thickets “smoke off” their shining burden of morning dew.

I had let up on my calling for awhile; but when the hawks had at last been silenced by the distance, I began once more to plead. Had I had a gobbler-call, the now enraged turkey would have come to me as straight as a surveyor runs a line. But I did my best with the one I had. I had answered by one short gobble, then by silence.

I laid down my call on the stump and took up my gun. It was in such a position that I could shoot quickly without much further motion. It is a genuine feat to shoot a turkey on the ground after he has made you out. I felt that a great moment was coming.

But you know how hunter’s luck sometimes turns. Just as I thought it was about time for him to be in the pine thicket ahead of me, when, indeed, I thought I had heard his heavy but cautious step, from across the road, where lay the companion tract of turkey-woods to the one I was in, came a delicately pleading call from a hen turkey. The thing was irresistible to the gobbler; but I knew it to be Dade Saunders. What should I do?

At such a time a man has to use all the headwork he has. And in hunting I had long since learned that that often means not to do a darn thing but to sit tight. All I did was to put my gun to my face. If the gobbler was going to Dade, he might pass me. I had started him coming; if Dade kept him going, he might run within hailing distance. Dade was farther back in the woods than I was. I waited.

No step was heard. No twig was snapped. But suddenly, fifty yards ahead of me, the great bird emerged from the thicket of pines. For an instant the sun gleamed on his royal plumage. My gun was on him, but the glint of the sun along the barrel dazzled me. I stayed my finger on the trigger. At that instant he made me out. What he did was smart. He made himself so small that I believed it to be a second turkey. Then he ran crouching through the vines and huckleberry bushes.

Four times I thought I had my gun on him, but his dodging was that of an expert. He was getting away; moreover, he was making straight for Dade. There was a small gap in the bushes sixty yards from me, off to my left. He had not yet crossed that. I threw my gun in the opening. In a moment he flashed into it, running like a racehorse. I let him have it. And I saw him go down.

Five minutes later, when I had hung him on a scrub-oak, and was admiring the entire beauty of him, a knowing, cat-like step sounded behind me.

“Well, sir,” said Dade, a generous admiration for the beauty of the great bird overcoming other less kindly emotions, “so you beat me to him.”

There was nothing for me to do but to agree. I then asked Dade to walk home with me so that we might weigh him. He carried the scales well down at the 25-pound mark. An extraordinary feature of his manly equipment was the presence of three separate beards, one beneath the other, no two connected. And his spurs were respectable rapiers.

“Dade,” I said, “what am I going to do with this gobbler? I am alone here on the plantation.”

The pineland poacher did not solve my problem for me.

“I tell you,” said I, trying to forget the matter of the five velveted bucks, “some of the boys from down the river are going to come up on Sunday to see how he tastes. Will you join us?”

You know Dade Saunders’ answer; for when a hunter refuses an invitation to help eat a wild turkey, he can be sold to a circus.
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On Seeing Whitetails

by Stewart Edward White


In this excerpt from his book The Mountains , Stewart Edward White (1873–1946) shows us the prose skills that produced thirty-nine books, fiction and nonfiction, on outdoor adventures and travel. He was both prolific and popular during his time, turning many of his real episodes of outdoor life into nonfiction accounts of what actually happened.



ONCE I HAPPENED TO BE SITTING OUT A DANCE WITH A TACTFUL YOUNG girl of tender disposition who thought she should adapt her conversation to the one with whom she happened to be talking. Therefore she asked questions concerning out-of-doors. She knew nothing whatever about it, but she gave a very good imitation of one interested. For some occult reason people never seem to expect me to own evening clothes, or to know how to dance, or to be able to talk about anything civilized; in fact, most of them appear disappointed that I do not pull off a war-jig in the middle of the drawing-room.

This young girl selected deer as her topic. She mentioned liquid eyes, beautiful form, slender ears; she said “cute,” and “darlings,” and “perfect dears.” Then she shuddered prettily.

“And I don’t see how you can ever BEAR to shoot them, Mr. White,” she concluded.

“You quarter the onions and slice them very thin,” said I dreamily. “Then you take a little bacon fat you had left over from the flap-jacks and put it in the frying-pan. The frying-pan should be very hot. While the onions are frying, you must keep turning them over with a fork. It’s rather difficult to get them all browned without burning some. I should broil the meat. A broiler is handy, but two willows, peeled and charred a little so the willow taste won’t penetrate the meat, will do. Have the steak fairly thick. Pepper and salt it thoroughly. Sear it well at first in order to keep the juices in; then cook rather slowly. When it is done, put it on a hot plate and pour the browned onions, bacon fat and all, over it.”

“What ARE you talking about?” she interrupted.

“I’m telling you why I can bear to shoot deer,” said I.

“But I don’t see—” said she.

“Don’t you?” said I. “Well; suppose you’ve been climbing a mountain late in the afternoon when the sun is on the other side of it. It is a mountain of big boulders, loose little stones, thorny bushes. The slightest misstep would send pebbles rattling, brush rustling; but you have gone all the way without making that misstep. This is quite a feat. It means that you’ve known all about every footstep you’ve taken. That would be business enough for most people, wouldn’t it? But in addition you’ve managed to see EVERYTHING on that side of the mountain—especially patches of brown. You’ve seen lots of patches of brown, and you’ve examined each one of them. Besides that, you’ve heard lots of little rustlings, and you’ve identified each one of them. To do all these things well keys your nerves to a high tension, doesn’t it? And then near the top you look up from your last noiseless step to see in the brush a very dim patch of brown. If you hadn’t been looking so hard, you surely wouldn’t have made it out. Perhaps, if you’re not humble-minded, you may reflect that most people wouldn’t have seen it at all. You whistle once sharply. The patch of brown defines itself. Your heart gives one big jump. You know that you have but the briefest moment, the tiniest fraction of time, to hold the white bead of your rifle motionless and to press the trigger. It has to be done VERY steadily, at that distance,—and you out of breath, with your nerves keyed high in the tension of such caution.”

“NOW what are you talking about?” she broke in helplessly.

“Oh, didn’t I mention it?” I asked, surprised. “I was telling you why I could bear to shoot deer.”

“Yes, but—” she began.

“Of course not,” I reassured her. “After all, it’s very simple. The reason I can bear to kill deer is because, to kill deer, you must accomplish a skillful elimination of the obvious.”

My young lady was evidently afraid of being considered stupid; and also convinced of her inability to understand what I was driving at. So she temporized in the manner of society.

“I see,” she said, with an air of complete enlightenment.

Now of course she did not see. Nobody could see the force of that last remark without the grace of further explanation, and yet in the elimination of the obvious rests the whole secret of seeing deer in the woods.

In traveling the trail you will notice two things: that a tenderfoot will habitually contemplate the horn of his saddle or the trail a few yards ahead of his horse’s nose, with occasionally a look about at the landscape; and the old-timer will be constantly searching the prospect with keen understanding eyes. Now in the occasional glances the tenderfoot takes, his perceptions have room for just so many impressions. When the number is filled out he sees nothing more. Naturally the obvious features of the landscape supply the basis for these impressions. He sees the configuration of the mountains, the nature of their covering, the course of their ravines, first of all. Then if he looks more closely, there catches his eye an odd-shaped rock, a burned black stub, a flowering bush, or some such matter. Anything less striking in its appeal to the attention actually has not room for its recognition. In other words, supposing that a man has the natural ability to receive x visual impressions, the tenderfoot fills out his full capacity with the striking features of his surroundings. To be able to see anything more obscure in form or color, he must naturally put aside from his attention some one or another of these obvious features. He can, for example, look for a particular kind of flower on a side hill only by refusing to see other kinds.

If this is plain, then, go one step further in the logic of that reasoning. Put yourself in the mental attitude of a man looking for deer. His eye sweeps rapidly over a side hill; so rapidly that you cannot understand how he can have gathered the main features of that hill, let alone concentrate and refine his attention to the seeing of an animal under a bush. As a matter of fact he pays no attention to the main features. He has trained his eye, not so much to see things, as to leave things out. The odd-shaped rock, the charred stub, the bright flowering bush do not exist for him. His eye passes over them as unseeing as yours over the patch of brown or gray that represents his quarry. His attention stops on the unusual, just as does yours; only in his case the unusual is not the obvious. He has succeeded by long training in eliminating that. Therefore he sees deer where you do not. As soon as you can forget the naturally obvious and construct an artificially obvious, then you too will see deer.

These animals are strangely invisible to the untrained eye even when they are standing “in plain sight.” You can look straight at them, and not see them at all. Then some old woodsman lets you sight over his finger exactly to the spot. At once the figure of the deer fairly leaps into vision. I know of no more perfect example of the instantaneous than this. You are filled with astonishment that you could for a moment have avoided seeing it. And yet next time you will in all probability repeat just this “puzzle picture” experience.

The Tenderfoot tried for six weeks before he caught sight of one. He wanted to very much. Time and again one or the other of us would hiss back, “See the deer! over there by the yellow bush!” but before he could bring the deliberation of his scrutiny to the point of identification, the deer would be gone. Once a fawn jumped fairly within ten feet of the pack-horses and went bounding away through the bushes, and that fawn he could not help seeing. We tried conscientiously enough to get him a shot; but the Tenderfoot was unable to move through the brush less majestically than a Pullman car, so we had ended by becoming apathetic on the subject.

Finally, while descending a very abrupt mountain-side I made out a buck lying down perhaps three hundred feet directly below us. The buck was not looking our way, so I had time to call the Tenderfoot. He came. With difficulty and by using my rifle-barrel as a pointer I managed to show him the animal. Immediately he began to pant as though at the finish of a mile race, and his rifle, when he leveled it, covered a good half acre of ground. This would never do.

“Hold on!” I interrupted sharply.

He lowered his weapon to stare at me wild-eyed.

“What is it?” he gasped.

“Stop a minute!” I commanded. “Now take three deep breaths.”

He did so.

“Now shoot,” I advised, “and aim at his knees.”

The deer was now on his feet and facing us, so the Tenderfoot had the entire length of the animal to allow for lineal variation. He fired. The deer dropped. The Tenderfoot thrust his hat over one eye, rested hand on hip in a manner cocky to behold.

“Simply slaughter!” he proffered with lofty scorn.

We descended. The bullet had broken the deer’s back—about six inches from the tail. The Tenderfoot had overshot by at least three feet.

You will see many deer thus from the trail—in fact, we kept up our meat supply from the saddle, as one might say—but to enjoy the finer savor of seeing deer, you should start out definitely with that object in view. Thus you have opportunity for the display of a certain finer wood-craft. You must know where the objects of your search are likely to be found, and that depends on the time of year, the time of days their age, their sex, a hundred little things. When the bucks carry antlers in the velvet, they frequent the inaccessibilities of the highest rocky peaks, so their tender horns may not be torn in the brush, but nevertheless so that the advantage of a lofty viewpoint may compensate for the loss of cover. Later you will find them in the open slopes of a lower altitude, fully exposed to the sun, that there the heat may harden the antlers. Later still, the heads in fine condition and tough to withstand scratches, they plunge into the dense thickets. But in the mean time the fertile does have sought a lower country with patches of small brush interspersed with open passages. There they can feed with their fawns, completely concealed, but able, by merely raising the head, to survey the entire landscape for the threatening of danger. The barren does, on the other hand, you will find through the timber and brush, for they are careless of all responsibilities either to offspring or headgear. These are but a few of the considerations you will take into account, a very few of the many which lend the deer countries strange thrills of delight over new knowledge gained, over crafty expedients invented or well utilized, over the satisfactory matching of your reason, your instinct, your subtlety and skill against the reason, instinct, subtlety, and skill of one of the wariest of large wild animals.

Perversely enough the times when you did NOT see deer are more apt to remain vivid in your memory than the times when you did. I can still see distinctly sundry wide jump-marks where the animal I was tracking had evidently caught sight of me and lit out before I came up to him. Equally, sundry little thin disappearing clouds of dust; cracklings of brush, growing ever more distant; the tops of bushes waving to the steady passage of something remaining persistently concealed,—these are the chief ingredients often repeated which make up deer-stalking memory. When I think of seeing deer, these things automatically rise.

A few of the deer actually seen do, however, stand out clearly from the many. When I was a very small boy possessed of a 32–20 rifle and large ambitions, I followed the advantage my father’s footsteps made me in the deep snow of an unused logging-road. His attention was focused on some very interesting fresh tracks. I, being a small boy, cared not at all for tracks, and so saw a big doe emerge from the bushes not ten yards away, lope leisurely across the road, and disappear, wagging earnestly her tail. When I had recovered my breath I vehemently demanded the sense of fooling with tracks when there were real live deer to be had. My father examined me.

“Well, why didn’t you shoot her?” he inquired dryly.

I hadn’t thought of that.

In the spring of 1900 I was at the head of the Piant River waiting for the log-drive to start. One morning, happening to walk over a slashing of many years before in which had grown a strong thicket of white popples, I jumped a band of nine deer. I shall never forget the bewildering impression made by the glancing, dodging, bouncing white of those nine snowy tails and rumps.

But most wonderful of all was a great buck, of I should be afraid to say how many points, that stood silhouetted on the extreme end of a ridge high above our camp. The time was just after twilight, and as we watched, the sky lightened behind him in prophecy of the moon.
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“Yonder They Are!”

by Lamar Underwood


The first article I ever sold to a magazine was about quail hunting in my native Georgia. Hugh Grey, editor of Field & Stream , liked it so much he assigned a photographer to meet me in Georgia and improve my rather weak selection of photographs to accompany the story. Dade Thornton took the photos, and the article appeared in Field & Stream in the September 1959 edition. Today, I still find myself with an urge to write about quail hunting. “‘Yonder They Are!’” is my latest.



THERE ARE WORDS THAT STRIKE A QUAIL HUNTER’S EARS LIKE CLAPS OF thunder, promising the end of a parching drought.

“Duke’s acting birdy … Lots of scent … They’ve been here … Careful now.”

The heartbeat leaps, pulling nerve ends taunt. Legs that were feeling tired become sprightly with new bursts of energy. The hands on the double gun caress the familiar shapes of walnut and steel with anticipation.

Then comes the cry: “Point!”

When that single word rings out in bobwhite quail country, in pine-lands or tawny sedge patches or brush-tangled field edges, the stage is set for the bird hunter’s ultimate reward. The pointer or setter is locked in a trance-like staunch pose. As he steps ahead of the dog, the hunter walks like he’s afraid he’s about to step on a land mine. He trembles when one boot snags on a briar, then breaks free. The other boot crunches on dry weeds, a sound too loud. His grip on the gun tightens. There’s a wobbly feeling in his knees.

This is it!

This is the reason why he owns a bird dog; or why he dreamed of this hunt over countless hours of planning and research and bleary-eyed surfing on the internet; or even why he bought an airline ticket.

“Live in the moment.” Where had he first heard that? he wonders as he creeps ahead. Anyway, it was true. He knew that. And the moment is now!

The explosion that follows is a feathery eruption of brownish hurtling bodies, startling fast as they vault toward the stubby black-jack oaks at the edge of the field. As the gun comes to his shoulder, the hunter sees the birds are already among the oaks, twisting into narrow corridors. He pokes the barrel toward one image. No time to aim, swing the gun. Just stab at it. Wham! He sees bark and twigs scattering. The oaks are swallowing the birds. There’s a final fleeting image. Another stab. Wham! Suddenly the oaks are empty; the double gun is empty; the dog is scouring the grass for dead birds in vain.

Not every scenario that begins with the shout “Point!” turns out as described here. For openers, the birds might run ahead of the dog’s initial point. (That’s exactly the reason savvy hunters do not take off their safety until birds are in the air. They might trip or stumble as they move ahead of the dog for running birds.) The “Point!” may not be for a covey at all, but a single bird, hunted after a covey has been scattered. The covey rise itself may vary in intensity, depending on the size of the covey and whether or not these are wild birds or pen-raised for preserve hunting. Once you have put up a covey of wild birds, you’ll never again wonder if there’s a difference between wild and pen-raised.

For this aging tramper of stubble and tangles, the issue—wild or pen-raised—isn’t worth worrying about. My boots are laced; my briarguarded trousers are cut a little short at the ankles to clear the weeds. My 20-guage side-by-side is an old friend, and the game pocket of my shooting vest still has feathers from the day of my last hunt. I’m going quail hunting. I’ll hunt where I can, when I can, with the vision of staunch and gallant dogs and whirring wings leading me on like a kid at Christmas. The boy who first hunted bobwhite quail in Georgia pinelands in the late 1940s is still very much alive inside me, calling for me to find another covey, to experience yet again the classic upland scene that is bobwhite quail hunting.

I use the word “Point!” with a touch of hesitation. For while “Point!” resounded from the magazine and book pages of my youth—and still does today—the elders who took this lad quail hunting used a simpler and more colorful expression to announce that Mack, or Lily, or Queen had locked up on birds. The exalted cry that rang through the crisp air was, “Yonder they are!” For me, there is pure magic in that phrase. So much so that I still use it today. Even though the years have carried me far from my Southern accent, the heritage is still there. And when we’re in the field together, on a preserve or one of those elusive and almost-rare wild-bird hunts, you’ll be happier than a pig in slop when you hear my voice ring out, “Yonder they are!”

If our dog can remain a statue, as expected and trained, and if the birds hold tight as quail-hunting literature and legend suggest, our “Yonder” is about to turn into a rush of excitement few bird-hunting episodes can equal. The good covey rise is indeed quail hunting’s moment of truth, an event conjured in dreams, relived in the paintings of talented artists, and sought by folks like us who appreciate dog work and a game bird with the qualities of bobwhite quail. When things are right, they come in coveys; they offer single-bird shots that are like flushing small ruffed grouse in tight cover; and they ‘re so good on the table that they inspire culinary artistry in enough ways to fill a cookbook.

The two equally challenging acts of traditional bobwhite hunting—covey rises then prying loose single birds—have lost some of their distinct differences in today’s released-bird shooting. In preserve opportunities at their lovingly managed best, covey rises come in spurts of six or eight birds at best. Of course, there are exceptions. In a superb moment you might see a dozen birds bouncing from the sedge grass.

The sudden vision of multiple targets over your gun barrels is so unusual that it’s startling. The confidence and cool reflexes of a crack shot are lost in a heartbeat . Pick a bird! Stay with it! The commands whip through your thoughts, but the sight of so many birds in the air at once is overwhelming, your dream come alive. Breaking that vision down to one bird, staying with it, is hard to do. Without you even realizing it, your head is lifting slightly as you peer down the gun barrel in elation. Your timing is shattered. Your gun is slow—glacier-slow it seems—obeying the commands your reflexes dictate.

Three seconds! That’s all you have. Mississippi One … Mississippi Two … By Mississippi Three your smooth swing has degenerated into a panicked throw shot—a stab, a poke, a desperate jab at a disappearing brownish blur.

For sure, covey rises take some getting used to. For openers, take the fact that most of the great quail paintings you’ve admired over the years show the covey leaping from almost right under the dogs’ noses. Sometimes they do. But often they can be fifteen or even twenty yards in front of the point. Wild birds particularly. You’re behind from the git-go with the need of speed.

Perhaps the “covey” you’re expecting turns out to be four or five birds. A paltry bunch if you were expecting an honest-to-God covey. Good dog work and shooting action, yes. But not the covey rise of twelve or fifteen birds of quail hunting’s halcyon days. Back then, coveys of five or six birds were left for seed; the singles were not pursued. Now the average shooting preserve party tries to hunt down every escaping single, like they’re dollar bills getting away. Which, of course, they are.

Thinking about what used to be isn’t good for the quail hunter’s morale. Better instead to loosen up and do yourself the favor of enjoying whatever turns you on in the great outdoors. If the fish aren’t hitting top-water—a passion for all anglers—you’ll go deep. Lures, baits, rigs—whatever the hell will make fish strike. If a K-Mart is standing where your grand-dad once kept his hunting coat puffy with Bobs, you’ll press on to find new grounds to rekindle the flame.

Of course quail hunting was better when Nash Buckingham was tramping behind his setters and pointers. Truth is, not many people who lived back then were able to get in on the fun. Except for a few lucky farmers, tending the fields, quail hunting has never come easy. The inspirations that drive us to the sport—the dog work
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