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    A restless sportsman learns, again and again, that the wild has a sharper sense of humor than any hunter. Oh, Shoot! Confessions of an Agitated Sportsman by Rex Beach gathers a spirited sequence of outdoor misadventures into a candid portrait of pursuit, pride, and perpetual surprise. Known for vigorous storytelling, Beach turns his eye to nonfiction, recounting expeditions where the quarry is matched only by the narrator’s stubbornness. The result is not a manual so much as a confession: a seasoned enthusiast admitting that skill bows to circumstance, and that the line between triumph and fiasco is as thin as a trigger pull or taut leader.

Situated in the tradition of American sporting literature, this book reads as a hybrid of memoir, essay, and humor, presenting the culture of field and stream through an early twentieth-century lens. Published in the early 1920s, it reflects an era when outdoor writing flourished and readers followed the exploits of travelers, hunters, and anglers with avid curiosity. Beach, a popular American novelist, channels that appetite while shifting from high-stakes adventure to the undramatic truths of the chase. The settings range across varied terrains, but the emphasis is less on mapping geography than on charting the comic topography of human ambition.

The premise is disarmingly simple: a self-aware narrator returns from the woods and waters with stories that begin in confidence and end in humility. Across short, tightly framed episodes, the book offers a lively showcase of close calls, missed shots, tangled lines, and unexpected turns of weather or luck. The voice is brisk and companionable, inviting the reader into campfire distance without demanding technical expertise. Beach’s tone oscillates between wry exasperation and affectionate respect for the outdoors, creating a mood that is light-footed yet observant. Rather than build toward a single climax, the collection accrues meaning through contrast and repetition.

Themes emerge from pattern rather than proclamation. Competence is repeatedly tested, ego is pared down to size, and patience proves a more reliable ally than bravado. The rituals of sportsmanship—preparation, caution, restraint—take on narrative weight, suggesting that the real quarry is mastery of oneself. The book also probes the social side of the field: the chatter of companions, the quiet calculations of guides, and the subtle etiquette that governs shared risk. Above all, it studies the gap between intention and outcome, asking why people persist in pursuits that routinely confound them and what sort of satisfaction survives a day that does not go to plan.

Stylistically, the collection favors clarity over ornament and momentum over digression, with humor arising from precise observation rather than elaborate setup. Beach structures his pieces as vignettes, each delivering a compact arc—a confident start, a complication, a rueful turn—before yielding the floor to the next scene. The prose is animated by quick sketches of motion and mood, attentive to the sensory textures that make a moment legible: a sudden whirr, a misjudged distance, a silence that speaks volumes. While the episodes stand alone, their cumulative effect is to render a full-bodied portrait of a temperament challenged and chastened by the elements.

For contemporary readers, the book offers both entertainment and a historical snapshot of popular outdoor writing. Its humor has a durable core—mishap, timing, and perspective—while its period flavor provides context for how earlier generations framed risk, reward, and recreation. Some attitudes and expressions reflect their time, encouraging a mindful, critical reading that separates enduring insights from dated conventions. Yet the central appeal remains fresh: the drama of trying, failing, recalibrating, and trying again. In an age that prizes optimization, these confessions honor process over perfection, revealing how resilience often grows in the uncomfortable spaces where expectations meet reality.

Approached as an invitation rather than a how-to, Oh, Shoot! promises the pleasures of company as much as the thrill of pursuit. Beach’s agitated sportsman is no infallible hero; he is a persistent observer whose candor turns frustration into story and error into perspective. Readers who savor outdoor narratives, comic essays, or character-driven nonfiction will find a companionable guide through terrain that is as psychological as it is physical. The book rewards unhurried attention, a willingness to laugh, and an ear for the rhythms of encounter. It endures as a testament to how the wild refines those who enter it with open eyes.
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    Oh, Shoot! Confessions of an Agitated Sportsman is a nonfiction collection in which Rex Beach recounts a lifetime of field and stream experiences with a tone that blends candor, humor, and practical observation. Organized as essays and vignettes, the book moves from lively anecdotes to reflective commentary, presenting both the exhilarations and embarrassments of an enthusiastic outdoorsman. Beach describes the tools, techniques, and temperaments that shape sporting life while situating his stories in the larger context of changing American landscapes. The result is a portrait of a restless participant-observer who records what he has seen, what he has learned, and what he believes the future of sport should require.

The opening chapters introduce the persona of the agitated sportsman, a figure defined by eagerness, impatience, and a willingness to admit mistakes. Beach recalls early misjudgments, missed shots, and tangled lines that taught him humility and respect for the quarry. He emphasizes how competence arrives slowly, through observation, repetition, and the ability to laugh at one’s own blunders. These formative scenes establish the book’s rhythm: a direct account of action followed by a measured appraisal of what went wrong or right. In setting this tone, Beach frames sportsmanship as a discipline shaped as much by character as by skill.

From there, Beach turns to freshwater fishing, presenting a range of episodes that illustrate the interplay between water conditions, fish behavior, and angler decision-making. He explores tactics for reading rivers and lakes, adjusting to weather and clarity, and selecting tackle that matched temper and technique. The narrative highlights how success or failure often hinges on patience and timing rather than bravado. He recounts instructive mishaps that reveal the limits of guesswork and the importance of quiet observation. Throughout, companions and guides appear as foils and teachers, reinforcing that fishing is a social craft built on shared knowledge and tested habits.

Saltwater scenes expand the scale and stakes. Beach describes the power of large game fish, the demands they place on equipment, and the necessity of coordination between angler and boat. He notes the evolution of tackle and lines, the role of tides and currents, and the physical strain of sustained fights. Weather and chance intervene often, turning planned outings into improvisations. These chapters chart the transition from casual sport to a more rigorous pursuit, where preparation, safety, and teamwork determine outcomes. The emphasis remains on practical lessons—how to prevent failure before it starts—and on the respect earned when an adversary from the sea is finally brought to hand.

Hunting essays focus on upland birds and waterfowl, examining dog work, cover, and the judgment required to take responsible shots. Beach pays attention to terrain, wind, and the unpredictable ways birds flush and fly. He contrasts the romance of a crisp morning with the realities of keeping equipment clean, shells dry, and expectations tempered. The social dimension of the hunt—partners’ timing, the etiquette of shooting, and the quiet cooperation required—receives sustained attention. Across these accounts, he underscores restraint, accuracy, and the acceptance of limits, arguing that the finest days often end with modest game bags and an unspoiled marsh or field.

When the narrative turns to big game, the tempo slows to match the demands of tracking, glassing, and patient stalking. Beach describes camp routines, the value of dependable guides, and the practical challenges of weather, wounds, and recovery. He distinguishes between deliberate hunting and mere shooting, emphasizing shot placement, follow-up, and responsibility after the trigger is pulled. The chapters detail how terrain and fatigue shape decisions, and how haste can ruin hard-won opportunities. Rather than dramatic trophies, the focus falls on process: reading sign, choosing a route, and maintaining composure. The lessons echo earlier sections, scaled to larger risks and consequences.

Beyond field narrative, Beach surveys the broader sporting culture. He questions the chase for records, the perils of exaggerated claims, and the influence of advertising on expectations and gear choices. Competition and camaraderie receive balanced treatment: events can refine standards, but they can also encourage excess. He notes how new technologies—rapid-fire arms, improved lines, and specialized lures—change outcomes and tempt shortcuts. The recurring theme is fair chase: skill and judgment should govern, not mechanical advantage or vanity. Through examples drawn from docks, clubhouses, and camps, he illustrates how bragging rights often obscure the quieter satisfactions of competence and care.

Conservation enters as both a personal conviction and a practical necessity. Beach recounts declines in wildlife and fish stocks and connects them to lax enforcement, market pressures, and thoughtless overharvest. He supports closed seasons, bag limits, refuges, and scientific oversight, while warning that rules must be realistic and uniformly applied to gain respect. Cooperation among sportsmen, guides, landowners, and authorities is presented as the only reliable path to renewal. He argues that protecting habitat and breeding cycles safeguards the very experiences anglers and hunters seek. The chapters frame stewardship as the ultimate measure of sportsmanship, linking restraint to the future of the field.

The book closes by reaffirming the value of honest effort, proportionate challenge, and gratitude for wild places. Beach’s confessions are less about triumph than about appetite and control—how enthusiasm, if guided, becomes durable enjoyment rather than waste. He leaves readers with a practical ethic: prepare well, accept uncertainty, take only what you can justify, and learn from every outing. The composite message is clear and durable: sport is a training in attention and responsibility. By blending anecdote with instruction and ending on a call for balance, the narrative asserts that the best days afield are inseparable from the duty to defend them.
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    Rex Beach’s Oh, Shoot! Confessions of an Agitated Sportsman emerges from the United States in the late Progressive Era and early 1920s, when frontier spaces were being transformed by law, transport, and a booming leisure economy. The book’s episodes move across wide geographies—the Alaskan and Yukon frontier, the American West, and especially Florida’s coasts and swamps—mirroring a nation shifting from extractive rushes to regulated recreation. Published in the early 1920s, it sits amid a maturing conservation framework, expanding national parks, and a new mass culture of outdoor sports. Railroads, mail-order catalogs, and magazines democratized hunting and fishing, while evolving game laws constrained older frontier habits and created new frictions the author satirizes.

The Klondike (1896–1899) and Nome (1899–1909) gold rushes defined the northern frontier that shaped Beach’s early career. The 1896 Bonanza Creek discovery by George Carmack, Skookum Jim Mason, and Dawson Charlie triggered the 1897–1898 stampede to Dawson City via the Chilkoot and White Pass trails. Nome exploded after the 1898 “Three Lucky Swedes” (Jafet Lindeberg, Erik Lindblom, John Brynteson) and the 1899 beach gold discoveries, bringing lawlessness exemplified by Alexander McKenzie’s 1900 political ring and Judge Arthur Noyes’s court scandals. Beach’s persona and stories draw on this milieu of improvisation, harsh weather, and survival skills, which he recasts as sporting ethos in an increasingly regulated world.

The Progressive Era conservation movement profoundly framed the book’s setting, institutions, and humor. Congress passed the Lacey Act (1900) to curb interstate trade in illegally taken wildlife, while Theodore Roosevelt, cofounder of the Boone and Crockett Club (1887), accelerated federal protection: Pelican Island became the first National Wildlife Refuge in 1903; the U.S. Forest Service was created in 1905 under Gifford Pinchot; and the Antiquities Act (1906) empowered presidents to proclaim national monuments. The Audubon movement, organized nationally in 1905, fought the plume trade that devastated wading birds; the 1905 murder of Florida warden Guy Bradley symbolized the risks of enforcement. The Migratory Bird Treaty (U.S.–U.K. for Canada, 1916) and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (1918) protected migratory species, standardizing seasons and prohibitions across borders. State-level bag limits, licensing regimes, and the rise of professional wardens followed, while debates raged over predator control, game farms, and market hunting. In this framework, Beach’s confessions of bungled hunts and exasperation with permits dramatize the practical friction between an older, improvisational frontier code and a modern, science-based conservation state. His caricatures of poachers, overzealous amateurs, and officious regulators echo real battles over plume birds, waterfowl, and big game. By invoking named refuges, wardens, and enforcement episodes, the book mirrors how sporting identities were being redefined: the ethical “sportsman” aligned with conservation, disavowing waste and trade, yet still craving adventure. That paradox—celebrating pursuit while accepting restraint—is the historical tension that animates the work’s setting and tone.

Florida’s coastal fisheries and wetlands became a national playground between the 1890s and 1920s. Henry Flagler’s Florida East Coast Railway reached Key West in 1912, opening Long Key, Islamorada, and the Keys to tarpon anglers and winter tourism. Clubs and guides professionalized big-game fishing, while Miami and Palm Beach grew with the 1920–1926 land boom. Simultaneously, Everglades drainage, championed by Governor Napoleon Bonaparte Broward (1905–1909), the Everglades Drainage District (1907), and the Tamiami Trail (1915–1928), altered habitats and bird rookeries. Beach’s saltwater exploits and comic mishaps sit within this tourism-conservation collision, puncturing the bravado of elite anglers while noting crowding, commercial pressures, and the lingering legacy of plume hunting in nearby rookeries.

Theodore Roosevelt’s “strenuous life” ideal (articulated in 1899) molded a national sporting ethos that prized endurance, fieldcraft, and self-discipline. The Boone and Crockett Club helped codify fair chase and trophy standards, while Roosevelt’s Smithsonian-Roosevelt African Expedition (1909–1910) popularized big-game narratives and a museum-driven rationale for collecting. This culture elevated the sportsman as citizen-conservationist, legitimizing regulated taking while condemning market slaughter. Beach’s persona riffs on that ideal: he adopts the language of grit and ethical restraint yet lampoons the vanity and theatricality that the trend sometimes encouraged, revealing how the performative aspects of manly outdoor culture intersected with real policy debates on limits and protection.

Mass-circulation periodicals and mail-order commerce transformed outdoor life into a national pastime. Field and Stream (1895), Outdoor Life (1898), and the Saturday Evening Post spread techniques, destinations, and conservation messages, while Sears and Montgomery Ward catalogs and brand advertising (Winchester, Remington) standardized gear access across regions. Clubs, derbies, and expos fostered networks of guides, outfitters, and readers who debated bag limits and seasons as public issues. Many of Beach’s pieces first reached audiences through such magazines, and the book reflects that ecosystem: episodic, anecdotal, and public-spirited. It mirrors how mass media converted private hunts and local lore into shared civic conversations about wildlife and regulation.

In Alaska, evolving law and infrastructure reshaped access and ethics. The Alaska Game Act (1902), amended in 1908, imposed closed seasons and restrictions; the Alaska Railroad, completed in 1923 with President Warren G. Harding driving the golden spike at Nenana, opened interior game country; and Mount McKinley National Park (Denali) was created in 1917, championed by hunter-naturalist Charles Sheldon to protect Dall sheep. The Alaska Game Law of 1925 established the Alaska Game Commission, professionalizing enforcement. Beach’s northern episodes, whether farce or cautionary tale, register these shifts: easier transport, tighter rules, and a fading improvisational frontier where moose, caribou, and sheep hunts increasingly required permits, guides, and compliance.

As social and political critique, the book exposes contradictions in early twentieth-century American outdoor life. Beach satirizes class privilege in high-cost safaris and club fisheries, while highlighting how reckless display and market incentives degraded birds and game before reform. His portraits of wardens, poachers, and bumbling amateurs question both romantic myths of wilderness mastery and bureaucratic overreach, revealing uneven enforcement, conflict with local livelihoods, and the complexities facing Indigenous subsistence in newly regulated territories. By elevating the ethical sportsman yet mocking pretension, the work endorses conservation’s aims while challenging its inequities, arguing for restraint, fair chase, and public stewardship against vanity, profiteering, and shortsighted development.
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Most men enjoy hunting, or would if they had a chance, but there is a small, abnormal minority who are hopeless addicts to the chase. To them the fiscal year begins with the opening of the deer season or the start of the duck flight, and ends when “birds and quadrupeds may no longer be legally possessed.” They are the fellows who wrap their own fish rods, join outing associations, and wear buckskin shirts when they disappear into the trackless wastes of Westchester County for the club’s annual potlatch[2] and big-game lying contests.

To this class I belong. I offer what follows not as an excuse, but as a plea in extenuation. It is a feeble effort to paint the optimistic soul of a sportsman, to show how impossible it is to prevent him from having a good time, no matter how his luck breaks, and, in a general way, to answer the question, “Why is a hunter?”

There is no satisfactory answer to that query; hunters are merely born that way[1q]. Something in their blood manifests itself in regular accord with the signs of the zodiac. In my case, for instance, when autumn brings the open season, I suffer a complete and baffling change of disposition. I am no longer the splendid, upright citizen whose Christian virtues are a joy to his neighbors and an inspiration to the youth of his community. No. I grow furtive and restless; honest toil irks me. I begin to chase sparrows and point meadow larks and bark at rabbit tracks. I fall ill and manifest alarming symptoms which demand change of climate and surcease from the grinding routine. I sigh and complain. I moan in my sleep and my appetite flags. I allow myself to be discovered dejectedly fondling a favorite fowling piece or staring, with the drooping eyes of a Saint Bernard, at some moth-eaten example of taxidermic atrocity. The only book that stirs my languid soul is that thrilling work, Syllabus of the Fish and Game Regulations[3].

So adept have I become at simulating the signs of overwork that seldom am I denied a hunting trip to save my tottering health. Mind you, I do not advocate deceit. I abhor hypocrisy in the home, and I merely recount my own method of procedure for the benefit of such fellow huntsmen as are married and may be in need of first aid.

I was suffering the ravages of suppressed desires, common to my kind, when, several autumns ago, a friend told me about a form of wild-goose shooting in vogue on the outer shoals of Pamlico Sound, North Carolina, and utterly stampeded my processes of orderly thought.

“They use rolling blinds on the sand bars,” he told me. “They put down live decoys, a couple hundred yards away, then, when the geese come in, they roll the blind up to them.”

I assured him that his story was interesting but absurd. Having hunted Canada honkers, I knew them to be suspicious birds, skeptical of the plainest circumstantial evidence and possessed of all the distrust of an income-tax examiner.

“You don’t move while they’re looking,” my informant told me. “When they rubber, you hold your breath and, if religiously inclined, you pray. When they lower their heads, you push the blind forward. A goose is a poor judge of distance, and you can roll right up to him if you know how.”

I didn’t believe him; but the next day I was en route to North Carolina, and I have been back there every year since. I have shot from rolling blinds, stake blinds, and batteries. Sometimes I have good luck, again I do not. But nothing destroys my enjoyment, and every trip is a succes[2q]s. Once I am away with a gun on my arm, I become a nomad, a Siwash; I return home only when my sense of guilt becomes unbearable and when the warmth of my wife’s letters approaches zero.

And I have done well down there. At first, I went alone, traveled light, and spent little money. Now I take friends with me; I keep a well-equipped hunting boat there the year round; I stay a long time, and I spend sums vastly larger than I can afford. A brace of ducks used to cost me perhaps ten dollars, in the raw; now they stand me several times that, exclusive of general overhead. It shows what any persistent sportsman may accomplish even with a poor start. Perhaps no habitual hunter pays more for his entertainment than I do, and, figuring losses in business, time wasted, etc., etc., I truthfully can say that I enjoy the sport of kings.

This year there were five of us in the party—Maximilian Foster and Grantland Rice[1], fellow scribes, and Duke and Duchess, two English setters of breeding that we took along to investigate the quail resources of the country.

Max had made the trip once before; so he needed no urging to go again—only an excuse. We hit upon a good one. He is an abandoned trout fisherman and he ties his own flies. Feathers are expensive and hard to get. Why not lay in a good supply? It was the best we could think of at short notice; so he went home to try it out.

There was every reason why Grant should remain at his desk, but we argued that there might well be problems of trajectory involved in goose shooting which would revolutionize the golf industry if thoughtfully studied. Who could better investigate this promising field than a recognized golf paranoiac like him? We had only to suggest this line of thought; Grant rose hungrily to the bait and darted with it into the uptown Subway. He argued where it would do the most good, and to such effect that he promised to follow us a week later.

Now, a word about Duke and Duchess. In my time I have owned many dogs, for a dog is something I lack the force of character to refuse[3q]. Anybody can give me any kind of dog at any time, and I am grateful—to the point of tears. That is how these two came to our house—as gift dogs—and they made me very happy for a while, because I had always wanted a pair of setters. Frankly, however, they abused their welcome, for there has seldom been merely a pair of them. I have presented setter puppies to my relatives and to my friends. I am now preparing a gift list of my business acquaintances and fellow club members, but I am slowly losing ground, and my place grows more and more to resemble a Bide-a-Wee Home.

I had never been able to hunt over this pair, for whenever I was ready for a trip, household duties prevented Duchess from going along, or else I foresaw the necessity of taking with me a large crate in which to ship back her excess profits. This time, however, conditions appeared to be propitious, so Max and I decided to do upland shooting while waiting for Grant to join us, and then wind up our hunt with a gigantic offensive against the ducks and geese. After watching Duke and Duchess point some of my pigeons and retrieve corncobs, Max and I decided they were natural game sleuths and could detect a bird in almost any disguise. If a quail hoped to escape them, it would have to wear hip boots and a beard.

Time was, not long ago, when travel was no great hardship. But all that is changed. Government operation of the railroads worked wonders, even during the brief time we had it. For instance, it restored all the thrill and suspense, all the old exciting uncertainty of travel during the Civil War wood-burning days. No longer does one encounter on the part of employees that un-American servility which made travel so popular with the parasitic rich. Real democracy prevails; train crews are rough, gruff, and unmannerly, and even the lowly porter has learned the sovereign dignity of labor—and maintains it. Nor is there now any difference in the accommodations on the jerkwater feeders and the main lines, all that having yielded to the glorious leveling process. Train schedules are ingeniously arranged for the benefit of innkeepers at junction points, and the last named are maintained for the purpose of allowing one train to escape before another can interfere with it.

Having missed connections wherever practical, and taken the dogs out for a walk in several towns of which we had never heard, Max and I arrived, in due course, at Beaufort, only twelve hours late. We were a bit weak from hunger and considerably bruised from futile attempts to battle our way into the dining car, but otherwise we were little the worse for the journey.

The guides were waiting with the boat, but they bore bad news.

“There’s plenty of geese on the banks,” Ri told us, “but we’ve had summer weather and the tides are so low there’s no shooting.”

Seldom does a hunter make a long trip and encounter weather or game conditions that are anything except unparalleled. I have learned long since to anticipate the announcement that all would have been well had I arrived three weeks earlier or had I postponed my coming for a similar length of time; therefore we ignored Ri’s evil tidings, pointed to Duke and Duchess, and forecast a bad week for any quail that were unwise enough to remain in the county.

Both Ri and Nathan are banks men, born and raised close to the Hatteras surf; they know nothing of quail hunting, so we blueprinted it for them on the way to the dock.

“High-schooled dogs like these are almost human,” we explained. “They are trained to pay no attention to anything except game birds, but, with respect to them, their intelligence is uncanny, their instinct unerring. They will quarter a field on the run, pick up the scent of a covey, wheel and work up wind to a point. When they come to a stand, you know you’ve got quail. You walk up, give them the word to flush; then they retrieve the dead birds and lay them at your feet without marring a feather. It’s beautiful work.”

While we were in the midst of this tribute, Duke, whose leash I had removed, squeezed out through the picket fence of a backyard with the palpitating remains of a white pullet in his mouth. He was proud; he was atremble with the ardor of the chase; the irate owner of the deceased fowl was at his heels, brandishing a hoe.

I settled with the outraged citizen; then I engaged Duke in a tug of war for the corpus delicti. It was a strictly fresh pullet; there was nothing cold storage about it, for it stretched. Meanwhile, Max explained how to break a dog of chicken-stealing.

“Tie the dead bird round his neck where he can’t get at it. That will cure him.”

“But why cure him?” Ri inquired, earnestly. “Seems like you’d ought to encourage a habit of that kind. Them dogs is worth money!”

Duke and Duchess were much interested in the boat. While we unpacked, they explored it from end to end; then Duchess went out on deck, tried to point a school of mullet, and fell overboard. Nathan retrieved her with a boat hook; she came streaming into the cabin, shook herself thoroughly over my open steamer trunk, then, unobserved, climbed into my berth and pulled the covers up around her chin. She has a long, silky, expensive coat, and it dries slowly; but she liked my bed and spent most of a restless night trying to blot herself upon my chest.

I did not sleep well. No one can enjoy unbroken repose so long as a wet dog insists upon sleeping inside the bosom of his pajamas. I arose at dawn with a hollow cough and all the premonitory symptoms of pneumonia, but Duchess appeared to be none the worse for her wetting, and we felt a great relief. It would have been a sad interruption to our outing had either dog fallen ill.

That day, while the boat was being outfitted, Max and I hired an automobile and went out to start a rolling barrage against the quail. The dogs were shivering with excitement when we put them into the first field, but they had nothing on us, for few thrills exceed that of the hunter who, after a year indoors, slips a pair of shells into his gun and says, “Let’s go.”

But within a half hour we knew we had pulled a flivver. Out of the entire state of North Carolina we had selected the one section where big, inch-long cockleburs were too thick for dogs to work. Nothing less than a patent-leather dachshund could have lived in those fields. In no time Duke and Duchess were burred up so solidly they could hardly move. They were bleeding; their spun-silk coats were matted and rolled until their skins were as tight as drum heads; their plumy tails were like baseball bats, and they weighed so much that their knees buckled and they looked as if they were about to jump.

They put up a covey or two, but it became a question either of removing their coats in solid blankets, as a whale is stripped of its blubber, or of patiently freeing them, one burr at a time—an all-day task—so we went back to the car and sought a snipe marsh.

Snipe marshes are wet, and the mud is usually deep, dark, and sticky. One either stands or sits in it, and to get the fullest enjoyment from the sport one should forget his rubber boots. This we had done; hence we were pretty squashy when we got back into the automobile about dark. We slowly froze on the way to town, but before we had hoarsed up too badly to speak, we agreed that it had been a great day.

I picked burrs most of that night. Along toward morning, however, I realized that it was a hopeless task. I had hair all over the cabin; my fingers were bleeding, Duke and Duchess were upon the verge of hysteria, and whenever we looked at each other we showed our teeth and growled. So I decided to clip them. But it is no part of a vacation to shear a pair of fretful canines, size six and seven-eighths, with a pair of dull manicure scissors. Breakfast found those dogs looking as if they had on tights. I was haggard, but grimly determined to enjoy another day in the glorious open if only I could stay awake.

It was no use trying to hunt here, however; so I gave the word to up anchor and hie away out of the cocklebur belt.

So far as I can discover, a boat owner has one privilege, expensive but gratifying; he can, when the spirit moves him, say, “Let us go away from here,” and sometimes the boat goes. I voiced that lordly order, ran Duchess out of my bed, and lay down for a nap. But not to sleep. Ri and Nathan began an intricate and noisy job of steam fitting in the engine room. Now and then the motor joined them, only to miss, cough, and die in their arms. By and by I heard echoes of profanity; so I arose to investigate the nature of the difficulty.

Max was frowning at the engine; Ri was massaging its forehead with a handful of waste; Nathan was spasmodically wrenching hisses out of it with the starting bar. He raised a streaming face to say:

“She never balked on us before,”

Ri agreed:

“She never missed an explosion coming over.”

“Sure you’ve got gas?” I hopefully inquired. This is my first question in cases of engine trouble.

They were sure; so I returned to my bunk and ran Duchess out of my warm place. Had they answered my inquiry in the negative, I could have instantly diagnosed the case, but when an engine has gasoline and still refuses to run, I delve no deeper. I respect its wishes.

Another half hour passed; then I went forward and asked if there was plenty of spark. This is my second question, and it leaves me clean. But there was spark enough, so I effaced myself once for all and again disturbed Duchess just as she had made an igloo of my bedclothes. This time I dozed off, lulled by sounds which indicated that Nathan has begun a major operation of some sort, with the others passing instruments and counting sponges.
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Running footsteps roused me. Max was removing a fire extinguisher from its rack when I opened my eyes. He was calm; nothing to worry about except a small conflagration under the engine-room floor. If we worked fast, we might save a part of the ship, and wasn’t it fortunate that we were still tied up to the dock?

Contrary to expectations, we managed to put out the blaze, after which we found that all our motor needed was a cozy little fire in its living room to take the chill out of the air, for when we turned it over it went to work in the most cheerful spirit.

That afternoon we hunted farther up the sound, but what quail we raised were in impossible thickets and the snipe on the marshes had gone visiting over the week end. As we pulled out at daybreak on the following morning, we ran aground on a falling tide and stuck there.

Some trips seem to have a jinx on them. John W. Jonah appears to keep step right up to the finish. After laboring long and blasphemously in a vain effort to get afloat, the unwelcome suspicion entered our minds that this was such a one.

I had built this boat especially for hunting in these shallow waters, and while she is not much to look at, she is warm and comfortable, and it is Ri’s boast that she is the only fifty-foot craft in existence that can navigate on a heavy frost or a light dew. But that is an exaggeration, as we discovered when, finally, we were forced to go overboard, regardless of the weather, and boost her off by main strength. Then we learned that she had been cunningly designed to draw just enough water so as to thoroughly wet us, regardless of the height of our waders. But the experience benefited our colds; it did them a world of good and practically renewed their youth.

Max and I tested out the game resources of several sections of that shore on the way to Ocracoke, but instead of shipping quail home to our expectant friends, we had hard work to get enough to keep body and soul together, and those few, of course, we could neither taste nor smell—our colds were doing so well. Always there was some good reason why we had shot nothing today but had high hopes for the morrow; Duke and Duchess began to regard the whole expedition as a hoax on them, and spent their time collecting ticks for me to remove during the evening. Nevertheless, the open life was having its effect upon Max and me. We had arrived soft, pallid, gas-bleached, our bones afflicted with city-bred aches and pains; after a week spent on waist-deep sand bars, in damp marshes and draughty fields, we were practically bedridden.

Ocracoke, center of the goose-hunting industry, is a quaint New England village pitched on the outer rim of Pamlico Sound, and it hovers around a tiny circular lagoon. The houses are scattered among wind-twisted cedars or thickets of juniper and sedge, and most of them possess two outstanding adjuncts—a private graveyard and a decoy pen. All male inhabitants above the age of nine are experts on internal-combustion engines, for motor boats are everywhere except in the back yards. Of distinctive landmarks there are four—one lighthouse, one colored man, and two Methodist churches. Ocracoke has tried other negroes, but likes this one, and as for religion, it will probably build another Methodist church when prices get back to normal.

Now, for the benefit of any reader genuinely in quest of information, a word as to the kind of hunting here in vogue and the methods involved. First, understand that this stormy Hatteras region is the Palm Beach of the Canada goose and his little cousin the brant. Ducks winter all along the Atlantic coast, but Pamlico Sound marks, roughly, the goose’s southern limit. Here each wary old gander pilots his family; here he and his mate watch their young folks make social engagements for the following season.

There is no marsh or pond shooting, for the wild fowl frequent the shallow waters of the sound and it is necessary to hunt from rolling blinds, stake blinds, or batteries. The rolling blind I have described—it is used only on cold, drizzly days in the late season when the geese have chilblains and gather on the dry bars to compare frost bites. A stake blind resembles a pulpit raised upon four posts, and is useful mainly in decoying inexperienced Northern hunters. Green sportsmen stool well to stake blinds, for they are comfortable, but a wise gunner shies at them as does a gander. He knows that the real thing is a battery.

This latter device may be described as a sort of coffin, but lacking in the creature comforts of a casket. It is a narrow, water-tight box with a flush deck about two feet wide, to three sides of which are hinged large folding wings of cloth or sacking stretched upon a light wooden framework. It is painted an inconspicuous color; heavy weights sink it so low that its decks are awash. The sportsman lies at full length in it, and his body is thus really beneath the level of the water. When it is surrounded by a couple hundred dancing decoys, the hunter is effectually hidden from all but high-flying birds. To such as fly low, the rig is a snare and a delusion; not unless they flare high enough to get a duck
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GRANTLAND RICE MAXIMILIAN FOSTER

‘There were five of us in the party—Maximilian Foster and Grantland Rice fellow
scribes, and Duke and Duchess, two English setters that we took along to investigate
the quail resources of the country
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THIS BOAT WAS ESPECIALLY BUILT FOR HUNTING IN SHALLOW WATERS, AND
WHILE SHE IS NOT MUCH TO LOOK AT, SHE IS WARM AND COMFORTABLE
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of an Agitated Sportsman





OEBPS/text/00002.png





OEBPS/text/00077.jpg
RI AND NATHAN, OUR GUIDES. BOTH ARE BANKS MEN, BORN AND RAISED
CLOSE TO THE HATTERAS SURF





