
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The

Duck Hunter

Diaries

Volume Two: 1974 - 1982



    
        
          The Duck Hunter Diaries (Volume 2)

        

        
        
          William R. Burkett, Jr.

        

        
          Published by AbsolutelyAmazingEbooks.com, 2015.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE DUCK HUNTER DIARIES (VOLUME 2)

    

    
      First edition. May 27, 2015.

      Copyright © 2015 William R. Burkett, Jr..

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1310145506

    

    
    
      Written by William R. Burkett, Jr..

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


William R. Burkett, Jr.







[image: ]




[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The New Atlantian Library

[image: ]




is an imprint of

Absolutely Amazing eBooks

Published by Whiz Bang LLC, 926 Truman Avenue, Key West, Florida 33040, USA

The Duck Hunter Diaries (Volume Two: 1974-1982) copyright © 2014 William R. Burkett, Jr. Electronic compilation/ print edition copyright © 2014 by Whiz Bang LLC.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized ebook editions.

While the author has made every effort to provide accurate information at the time of publication, neither the publisher nor the author assumes any responsibility for errors, or for changes that occur after publication. Further, the publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their contents.

For information contact:

Publisher@AbsolutelyAmazingEbooks.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The

Duck Hunter

Diaries





[image: ]




Table of Contents

Introduction To Volume Two (1974-1982)

Chapter 58 Off-Season Pursuits

Chapter 59 Becoming a Real Outdoor ‘Riter

Chapter 60 Harry Shines

Chapter 61 Duck-Hunting Nirvana

Chapter 62 Disagreement with Harry

Chapter 63 Writing the Outdoor News

Chapter 64 Brown Farm Blind

Chapter 65 Finding Lincoln Creek

Chapter 66 Sea Geese in February

Chapter 67 Daughter and a Summer of 

Fishing

Chapter 68 Blacktail Buck

Chapter 69 Duck Season, Interrupted

Chapter 70 Season without a Duck Boat

Chapter 71 Elk Hunting with the Goulash

Mafia

Chapter 72 The Phantom of Luhr Beach

Chapter 73 End of a Wrecked Duck Season

Chapter 74 Brant Season Again

Chapter 75 An Old-Fashioned Brant Hunt

Chapter 76 The Heartbreak of “Free” Dogs

Chapter 77 Getting Fired Again

Chapter 78 Thinking about Arizona

Chapter 79 Truncated Hunting Season

Chapter 80 On the Road Again

Chapter 81 Ironic Place to Spend the Night

Chapter 82 Getting to Phoenix

Chapter 83 Introduction to the Desert

Chapter 84 Getting Used to Arizona

Chapter 85 New Year, New State

Chapter 86 Interfering with Wiley Coyote

Chapter 87 Javelina on the Border

Chapter 88 A New Log for Arizona

Chapter 89 Arizona Adventures

Chapter 90 Steel Band in Phoenix

Chapter 91 Magic Safflower Field

Chapter 92 Ducks in Two States

Chapter 93 Home for Elk Season

Chapter 94 Potholes Hunt May Be

One of a Kind

Chapter 95 Elk Everywhere

Chapter 96 A Hummingbird Surprise

Chapter 97 Sandhill Cranes and Puppies

Chapter 98 Hunting in an Acid Rainstorm

Chapter 99 Best Shot I Ever Made

Chapter 100 Northwest Autumn

Chapter 101 Homecoming Weekend

Chapter 102 1978 Deer Season

Chapter 103 Elk Hunting at Horse Camp

Chapter 104 Close of Big-Game Season

Chapter 105 Duck Hunting Hits and Misses

Chapter 106 Ugly Episode

Chapter 107 Bitter-Cold End of the Season

Chapter 108 Pacific Northwest Summer

Chapter 109 Dances with Camp Robbers

Chapter 110 Two Winter Months

Chapter 111 Snow Goose to Top Off

the Seventies

Chapter 112 McAllister Creek

Chapter 113 Conservation Lesson

Chapter 114 Old Man’s Memories

Chapter 115 Depression

Chapter 116 Christmas Tree and Widgeon

Chapter 117 Melancholy Off-Season

Chapter 118 Opening Day Fever Dream

Chapter 119 Late Start for 1981

Chapter 120 Couple of Good Duck Hunts

Chapter 121 End of an Improbable Season

[image: ]

Introduction

“The journals, stacked neatly in order, filled on large box and part of another...”

– Waystation by Clifford D. Simak

My duck hunter diaries began in a weathered ledger that I salvaged from an abandoned apartment on the bankrupt Tropicana Club property in Nassau in 1969. Over the years the ledgers stacked up. The economics of publishing in the twenty-first century required dividing fifty years of hunting logs into three separate volumes. This entails somewhat arbitrary stopping points in the chronology of a duck hunter’s life.

If Volume Two seems to begin in the middle of a narrative that is exactly what it does, opening in 1974 in the Pacific Northwest. This was the era of the infamous Arab Oil Embargo, when the search for gasoline became a constant and often fruitless exercise. My pickup truck’s dual tanks ran nearly dry all the time because there was nowhere to fill them.

If you didn’t reach driving age in happy post-Second World War days when sets of dishes and Green Stamps were offered as incentives to fill your tank often with below-thirty-cent gas, you can’t appreciate the trauma the Oil Embargo caused those of us who did. Maybe if the banks today turned off all the automatic teller machines at once.

In 1974 we had no way to envision skyrocketing fuel prices, driven beyond reason by soulless speculators who trade oil futures like pork bellies and live like parasitic pashas on the backs of the driving public. When gas prices “stabilized” at sixty cents in 1979, I felt confident enough to buy a brand-new full-size pickup. That was the year before a badly panned 1980 movie starring George C. Scott about an international plot to manipulate oil prices endlessly higher. I seem to recall the villain telling the protagonist fuel would flow again once prices reached the unthinkable plateau of a dollar a gallon. Then stay that way, until consumers were resigned, before climbing again. And again, and again. Sounded like science fiction in 1980.

Boeing laid-off a hallucinatory number of workers in the early seventies, with disastrous effect to the economy of the Pacific Northwest. That’s when they put up that immortal billboard saying will the last person to leave Seattle – shut off the lights. The Northwest in 1974 was enough to give Norman Vincent Peale second thoughts about the power of positive thinking. I tended to dark moodiness anyway. That dreary point is where Volume Two of The Duck Hunter Diaries begins.

- William R. Burkett, Jr.

Chapter 58

Off-Season Pursuits

––––––––
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“At first blush I am tempted to conclude that a satisfactory hobby must be in large degree useless, inefficient, laborious, or irrelevant"  

- Aldo Leopold

February 18, 1974 – Day before yesterday I went steelhead fishing on the Green River below Palmer Bridge. The water thunders through a couple of narrowings, down a couple of rapids, with nice fishy-looking slicks over a solid rock bottom. I lost thirteen terminal rigs. It’s a good thing they’re cheap. I used the spinning rod with my Garcia 300 reel and toted my new long-handled landing net. All I landed was a lump of water-soaked wood festooned with other people’s tackle. I salvaged all the pencil lead and two plastic “Li’l Corkie” lures. I may have had one strike; hard to tell in that current. I saw a guy wearing a red plaid mackinaw and canvas Jones cap land one. He was insufferably casual, allowing it to thrash near his feet when any twitch could have freed it.

Five people passed me on the way back to the parking lot lugging the long dark torpedo shapes. One guy had to hold his fish at waist level to avoid its tail dragging the ground. He looked neither to right nor left, gazing straight ahead as if shell-shocked, marching along, that fish in a death grip. I suppose I have not lost enough tackle, frozen my feet enough, to deserve one. I did catch a cold. That water was so cold only its velocity kept it liquid. At one point I noticed traceries of blood on my hands where monofilament had bitten, like a series of razor cuts. I didn’t feel a thing.

One outdoor writer called steelhead a rainbow trout with the wanderlust and said scenery in Washington State is a drug on the market. Steelheading is almost a religion. It was quite a picture where the river hooked into that thundering turn across a steep rock face, with anglers in every manner of apparel, from heavy rubber foul-weather gear to bright ski parkas, elbow to elbow in silent devotion. First one and then another would chunk hardware upstream to drift back through, in (almost) synchronized ritual.

At the tail of the next run, a twenty-foot-long deadfall, so waterlogged it was below the surface, swept down on an unsuspecting angler. I called out above the roar of the river, pointed. The look on his face when he saw it was open fear. It hit a hidden obstacle and hesitated as he scrambled to escape, then rose majestically, branches reaching for him, hurdled the barrier in slow motion, and ghosted out of sight. I was out of pencil lead when a character sighted my surgical tubing tied to my fishing vest and offered to buy some. He had plenty of lead, so we traded and I had another six or eight inches of lead to lose before I had to give up.

February 21, 1974 – I finally emptied the boat of decoys jumbled in the bilges since the last Nisqually hunt. I swept up a pile of dried mud and marsh grass and hay stems. That fine dust, which flies off mud wet for ages before you tracked it into the boat to dry, hung in the still air. When it touched the damp inside my nostrils, the full musty odor the Nisqually salt flats bloomed to life. Nisqually is famous now. Duck Stamp money was diverted from Midwest potholes to purchase land envisioned as an oil super tanker port and refinery. The gas shortage cost me the job I wanted – the reporting job for that chain of weeklies – but I am glad Nisqually is for ducks, not oil.

April, 1974 – the weekly job did not come through because of the manufactured gas shortage; the managing editor did not believe I could find enough gas to drive to town every day. He seemed horrified when I told him I could siphon gas from hulks at the wrecking yard where Guy works. The first installment of my back unemployment pay came; I delayed filing a long time because I voluntarily left the union, but it turns out that’s not disqualifying. I splurged $75 for a full reloading setup from Herter’s. I have already reloaded for the 7 mm Mauser. The slowest part of the operation is measuring out each 45-grain charge on my powder scale. Wanda just found out you have to buy different cans of powder and dies for each caliber. You never explained that part, she said grimly. A one-pound can of DuPont powder goes for $3.83, a hundred 7mm bullets for $2.84, and 100 primers for sixty-nine cents. The dies cost $8.38. The fixed costs, like a Herter’s U3 press for $19.92, a powder scale for $15.40 and so on, won’t change or increase. But she still feels blindsided.

On a happier note, the horns and hide from my whitetail deer arrived from Pennsylvania in a sturdy well-padded wooden crate. The hide-tanning job is nice and the highly polished hooves, mounted beneath the horns to hold a rifle if I choose, enhances the pitiful little curve of antler. Some trophy hunter I am. Never mind that, said Guy – how much did he weigh?

I fired my first Mauser reloads at Vern’s. They functioned smoothly through the old military action, but the gun seemed to bump harder than usual. Vern said nothing should be causing that scatter on the target. He ran a rag through the barrel, discovered a gouge near the muzzle, and pronounced the barrel hopeless. A new barrel would cost $14.95 plus postage, a new front sight $15. The barrel ships unblued, another $6 if Vern does it in batch with others. He told me the first reloads recommended by the guy at Herter’s were intended for a 7mm Magnum, not the Mauser. That old Model 95 action handled 19 of them without a burp. Dumb luck it didn’t blow up. Vern said never trust another man’s word about a powder load.

My sixteen-gauge Spanish double has a broken firing pin. Vern is thinking about how to fix it – the pin is an integral part of the hammer. One of those cheap vinyl gun cases melted onto the wood of the Remington 870 in the blue steamer trunk. That gun has been unlucky since I bought it.

I should be keeping a regular writer’s log to enter things I see here: like the horses in the pasture across the street with spring fever in them; cavorting, heel-kicking, feinting at each other, bucking stiff-legged. They run in short bursts and then profile grandly as if they think they are mighty steeds – all with their hair matted and mud-caked from the long winter.

I found an advertisement for a Seattle job in Editor and Publisher; something called Fishing and Hunting News. I applied. To get a job to write only about fishing and hunting seems so unlikely that I simply mention it and pass on...

Chapter 59

Becoming a Real Outdoor ‘Riter

––––––––
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June, 1974 – No word from Fishing and Hunting News. I’m not surprised, just disappointed. I interviewed at the state Department of Transportation for a highway flack’s job, $20,000, since I ranked in the top ten percent of applicants, but evidently didn’t make the further cut. My reloading amortization rate is stuck at about $25. I wonder if amortization ever takes place – something I don’t want to admit to Wanda. Having Vern’s range available right down the highway is wonderful. I run up five or ten rounds, try them, and am home reworking them in an hour. Vern dishes me up little bags of different powders to save buying a pound to try something new.

At 100 yards, the 7mm Magnum with 45 grains of DuPont 3031 behind a Herter’s 150-grain bullet gave me a 1¼-inch group – a little worse than commercial Remington loads. My second three shots out of the hot barrel gave me a vertical string three inches long. The first shots I ever fired out of this gun the year I got it went inside a half-inch at a hundred; I’ve still got the target. With the 4895, I had two cutting holes dead center and one two inches right. I’m sure it’s my fault; I look through the spotting scope between shots, not keeping a solid position. We went to the beach and I wound up in Tokeland pursuing a rumor of a cranky old crab fisherman who knew all about brant hunting. I found him. Before I quite knew how, he talked me into hand-loading five boxes of 7mm Magnum for his new elk rifle, in return for which he would show me brant next winter. He offered me twenty bucks to buy brass but I told him I would collect when I brought the shells to him. Need I add that Wanda thinks I’m nuts?

My brother-in-law Phil called about going fishing on Lake Kapowsin. Queer Phil, for God’s sake! So we went to a fish camp there, rented a little fiberglass boat and I rowed us around while he learned to cast with his new spin-casting outfit. My first cast of a tiny Rebel drew a scrappy four-inch largemouth I’d like to meet when he goes four pounds. We had ham sandwiches on Wanda’s homemade bread, potato salad, and I had a Coke or two. I forgot my coffee Thermos. I probably should have put my off-road motorcycle riding with Guy Gates and his sons in here, since my interest was triggered in an unstickable trail machine for hunting. We plowed wet roads throwing rooster-tails of muddy water over our heads and explored the eerie Orting crater on the heights above South Prairie. I lost control of the Kawasaki and had to lay it down to keep from going into the crater.

I fired about seventeen rounds through a 740 Woodsmaster in .280 caliber I got at a Seattle pawnshop for $131.62, including a 2¾-5 Weaver scope. It shot well, but when I peeled the butt pad off the stock was split and taped together. I stopped payment on the check. The pawnshop operator was not happy – but tried to sell it to me for less when I took it back. I told him the lube I applied was free; he liked that even less. Guy bought a 1963 Triumph Tiger Cub 250cc and we hauled it home in my truck; happy as a kid with his new toy. Then Linda had her ass on her shoulder about something, and Wanda was bitchy about Guy’s kids’ rods and reels cluttering up our hallway. I remember editing references to Mama and Frances’s bitchiness about teenage hunting trips. I would be tired from hard hunting, and they bitched to each other downstairs while I wrote in my log.

A lot of Wanda’s bitchiness these days is heartbreak curdled into fury by her discovery of my affair with Marge. She decided ultimately she wanted me to stay, that we would try to get past it. I decided to stay not least because I have an infant son and cannot bear repeating my father’s abandonment after he was caught having an affair. Frances didn’t want him to stay – she threw him out – but it felt like abandonment to me. There is no logical similarity between the two circumstances other than infidelity, but when were emotions logical? Enough; no point dragging such bitterness in here and then delete it later. Some things you just live with.

July, 1974 – Phil acquired a ten-foot car topper boat. I stepped in dockside – and sank it. I was wearing hip boots, so I didn’t get wet. We rented a bigger rowboat and Guy’s son Lucas rowed the cartopper all over the lake. When Phil hauled in our anchor, a fishhook in the rope sliced into his hand. He froze, having presence of mind not to let go and permit the anchor to either pull him in or the hook gash him to the bone in ripping out. He held on stoically as I eased forward to grip the rope below his hand and get the hook out. He made light of it next day.

This Bastille Day I spent at Vern’s firing .30-30 reloads with iron sights. The .30-30 grouped two inches at 25 yards and over seven inches at 100; nowhere nearly as good as Pennsylvania. Wanda blew her stack about me spending $75 for a Winchester Model 88 in .308. She thought I’d given up buying a used rifle after the pawnshop fiasco. The Model 88 had its barrel shortened, with a curious muzzle crowning I’ve never seen. The guy who sold it said it belonged to a bear hunter who wanted a carbine. With Wanda at work, I left Beau with Larry and went to Vern’s; Beau has learned to pivot and take off in the other direction as he walks – he’s in his eleventh month. The 88’s first five shots at 25 yards (iron sights) went inside 7/8th of an inch. The first three at 100 yards went inside 3 1/8th; the second group measured 2¾. Out of a gun I never fired before, iron sights, mirage present. Satisfactory, as Nero Wolfe might say.

August 1974 – first shifts on temporary assignment for Fishing and Hunting News in Seattle. You use three-ring binders full of call lists of fish camps and sporting goods stores to ask about fishing – no hunting yet. I turned in 90 inches of copy the first day and a half, mostly lake and reservoir fishing; some stories about coastal salmon catches. Then Ken McDonald, Washington edition editor, called to inquire if I was still interested in full-time since two inland-edition editors are resigning. Ken knows I am beginning weekend work as a Seattle Times copy editor. I said not only yes, but hell yes. We’re going to have lunch and talk about it.

Wanda still works for that odd character who divides his time between a Hickory Farms franchise and a company selling New Zealand inboard jets to steelheaders. So we tried Beau in daycare. He objected furiously and put them all to rout. Good for him. Going back to work means I don’t get to spend all my days with him anymore or sneak him off to Viz’s for French fries, which he dearly loves. A local woman who takes children at home will try him tomorrow. Surface impression hopeful; this month Beau turns one. Guy reloaded some of his big .45-70 rounds on my equipment for the rifle we all went together to buy him for Christmas; first gun he’s had since he sold them all in a drunken fog. Three full weeks of temporary duty at F&H News; two weekend copy-editor shifts at The Times. The second shift on the copy desk felt better than the first, but I still made errors on the style stuff each newspaper holds sacred that you must learn by rote. The Times believes there are no “current events,” unless you’re talking about electricity or water flow; certainly it is not a synonym for contemporary. It feels really good to be working on a newspaper again.

More trips to Vern’s to shoot reloads. Wanda says I am obsessed; I say I am officially an outdoor writer now, so it’s research. Earl the IRS genius actually agrees with me, says I can take all my shooting supplies off my income taxes from my new outdoor-writing job, which frustrates Wanda because now I have a ready comeback. When you’ve been raised poor, where steady employment for wages is the highest aspiration, paychecks offer validation. So much for taking a year off to write serious fiction.

August 25, 1974 –  the stars began to align. I’m full-time at Fishing and Hunting News with weekends at The Seattle Times. At F&H News I turned in far more copy per day than expected. The other new guy did not. Worse, he slipped in a headline: “Elk Murder Time Again in Montana.” Worse for him; he was fired on the spot while the newspaper fielded angry complaints from Big Sky Country. It was good Seattle was so far away, or tar and feathers might have appeared outside. I drove him home the day he was fired, and he introduced me to his wife as a “journalistic soldier of fortune” with an ironic comment, “at the moment, a better fortune than mine.” I was hired full-time. With the publisher’s consent, the managing editor wrote a letter to my bank to say I had this job as long as I wanted it. This was an act of generosity I never forgot. It sealed the deal for my mortgage on the Buckley property. And I was a real-life outdoor writer at last.

Chapter 60

Harry Shines

––––––––
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Sept. 15, 1974 – Sunday after a really bad Thursday wisdom-tooth extraction followed by much pain. Codeine, prescribed in twelve-tablet increments, has run out twice. I am on my 25th tablet. When they said “oral surgery,” they said a mouthful. It took the surgeon an hour digging and hacking just to get to the impacted tooth under another one. As usual, Novocain didn’t fully kick in until I was in the parking lot ready to drive home; then my whole face went dead. I don’t know why dentists won’t believe me about the long delay before local anesthetic takes hold; it’s why I hate and fear dentists above all else.

Today, sore gum and all, I went to the Green River with Ken MacDonald, Vence Malernee who is taking over managing editor chores from Ken, and all three of our retrievers. Ken and Hap, Vence and Duke, me and Harry. Ken is taking over a special map-feature project he seems excited about. We shot clay birds and worked the dogs in the river. I surprised myself by using the Browning as if I knew how. The extracted tooth was in the left jaw or I would have cheeked no scattergun today.  

Harry got so excited to retrieve – on land – that he forgot himself and broke. So did Hap, but Hap is only five months old, a handsome yellow. Duke stands alone on his own plateau of excellence. Vence – usually surly, six-foot, 300-pound, dark-as-an-Indian Vence, the whites of his eyes darting behind his dark glasses like fish in a muddy aquarium – murmurs to stalwart Duke with amazing tenderness. And upon the murmur, Duke – explodes. He flies. He damn near runs across the top of the river. I described Harry’s water-shyness to Vence. We’ll work on that, he promised. So I held Harry at stay – I couldn’t insult him by putting a leash on him—while Vence and Mac worked Duke and Hap in the water. Now, Harry doesn’t like to swim but Harry believes that everything that flies and falls belongs to him.  

Duke flew across the river, coming back so fast he almost raised steam in the cold water. Hap romped merrily on shorter retrieves, wagging and drenching Mac when he brought one back. Vence would cant his head – and Duke would slam to a halt five feet from him. Now shake, Vence would suggest – and Duke shook. Now the bird, Vence said softly – and Duke, thick coat puffy as if dry-cleaned, stepped forward, gave, and spun to heel.  

Harry whined. He couldn’t break stay – he knows that—but leaned so far he almost fell over. This went on until Vence signaled Mac to hold Hap, put a hand on Duke’s head, and threw the dummy far into the river. I sent Harry. And Harry went! He started that ludicrous tiptoeing when the water hit his shoulders but he went, swimming strongly. When he brought it back I praised him greatly. Vence and Mac joined in, to their own dogs’ obvious disgust. I sent him again. He went again, and came back wagging and prancing – hah hah, those other dogs didn’t get any! Now run with him to the water and really throw that dummy, Vence said. I put too much into it. It snagged in brush on the far side of the river. “He didn’t even look at the water,” I heard Mac say as Harry landed in the current with a mighty splash. The dummy was pulled loose by the current and drifted, as if it was running away – with Harry closing hard. When he felt the current as he turned downstream he tried to pull up and Vence said yell, yell, praise him sweetly! I did, and he buckled down and nailed the fleeing dummy and came chugging back.  

Then we worked all the dogs. Harry kept hitting the water and never balked, even after the novelty wore off, he was tired, and swallowed water inhaling the dummy. At one point Duke and Harry were sweeping back shoulder to shoulder, each with a dummy, and Vence turned with a huge grin and said did you ever see a more thrilling sight? I never did, I agreed happily.

Harry did something neither Ken nor Vence had ever seen. We shot clay birds and missed a few. Harry marked each unhit bird as they settled, whining restively. Okay, I said, thinking surely they broke on impact. But no – here he came back holding a clay bird so lightly it was intact enough to throw. Then he vacuumed up all the undamaged clays. Vence said he’d heard of dogs with such a soft mouth they could carry a fresh egg without cracking, but never believed it—until he saw Harry in action. A very pleasant couple of hours, making me hope more than ever that this job proves not to be a figment of my imagination. That I can work with these guys, and hunt and fish with these guys, and learn a lot that I don’t know, and write about it all. For now though, just relish this: I shot well, my dog performed well and the three of us were like overgrown kids in the best way of being kids. Sharing an adventure, praising each other’s dogs and united by love of gunpowder and duck dogs on a bright morning in September.  

September 24, 1974 – Harry’s second session on the Green River with Vence and Duke. He was even better this time, went across the river into the brush to find the dummy I threw too hard,  gaining confidence with every swim, rearing up to suck  floating dummies in without swallowing water. We shot some more clays; another good, happy day outdoors. The season is nearly here again and I 

am still in Washington.

Chapter 61

Duck-Hunting Nirvana

––––––––
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October 13, 1974 – No chance to use the “accuracy load” of 41 grains of 4895 behind 180-grain Hornadys in my Model 88 Winchester. They group pretty well at 100 yards, but no deer cooperated. For the first time in my life I hunted in all wool – pants, coat, hat. It is astonishing how much quieter wool is; Pennsylvanians tried to tell me. It also is astonishing how out of shape I am. I’ve started walking all over Seattle, up and down hills, most of my lunch hour at Fishing and Hunting News. My legs are slowly coming back into shape.

October 19, 1974 – I was up until 2:30 a.m. Friday, fighting the Mercury twenty-horse back together after I replaced the impeller. I got it running but it pushed no water through the telltale, so I went to Nisqually without a motor and rowed up McAllister Creek in the fog, trying out my new bronze oarlocks. I rowed back shotless. The fog lifted to reveal ducks rafting on the flats in the dead calm. Saturday I worked dayside on The Times copy desk and took the Mercury to Advance Marine at lunch. A mechanic cranked her in a tank, discovered the telltale still plugged with mud from last year, unplugged it and pronounced her cured by my impeller surgery – no charge.

By 8 a.m. Sunday I was in place with over forty decoys. In an hour and a half, I had three ducks, including my first white-wing scoter. I shot a teal left-handed when it came from an unexpected direction. A strong wind rocked the boat, flaring ducks as hundreds swirled and swooped, disturbed by the storm. At one point I anchored too far away to shoot, to see if the rocking, splashing boat was the problem. It was; flock after flock pitched in the decoys, enough for a season’s shooting. At low ebb, inches of water beneath the keel, waves flattened and the jouncing stilled. Another teal coasted through a pattern, belly-up in the decoys; then a widgeon and a pintail hen. I stopped shooting and just let ducks splash down and leave. Finally a fat widgeon drake just begged for it, right above the boat. Then, mallards! Me with a sack of licorice in my hands. The motor, the oars, all my decoys functioned as they should. Having the luxury to let scores of ducks decoy and not shoot was quite an experience. Nisqually is becoming mine now, like the Guano once was. A full seven-duck limit with two mallards, two teal, two widgeon and a pintail plus the scoter.

November 3, 1974 – heavy fog and it seems like winter at last. Thursday was a mad scramble at F&H News, the whole editorial staff trying to get ready to go to Potholes Reservoir in Eastern Washington for a shoot Vence set up. We didn’t get rolling until after dark in Seattle rush hour. Wayne Kruse drove his pickup; I borrowed my brother-in-law Phil’s big camper van. Vence rode with Wayne; all the dogs rode in their kennels in the pickup. Dave Graybill, Dan Pedersen, Warren Olsen and Terry Rudnick rode with me.

The upstream side of the reservoir is a wilderness of flooded, willow-choked sand dunes, prime duck habitat within easy flight of thousands of acres of central Washington agriculture. Dan, Dave, Vence and I hunted together the first day. I did the main spread of decoys, using my corks, while Vence scattered his new Herter’s and three-dozen MarDon rentals completely around our little island.

Vence demonstrated his virtuosity with a duck call tuned personally by the Seattle maker Harry Dye. He is as good as the redheaded guy on the Susquehanna or that Maryland guide, Price. He pulled ducks out of the sky as if on strings. But every duck that came ignored all the decoys around the island to drop right on top of my big handmade corks – even with Vence at the other end of the island calling over the plastics. I had offered a contest: my cork decoys against his calling. After the first couple dozen flocks into my corkers, Vence said no thanks.

I need to mention the MarDon Resort “duck taxi.” These are big, stubby bow-rider boats powered by inboard/outboard engines, capable of transporting lots of men, dogs, and mountains of gear all at once. Our whole crew with dogs fitted in one of them. MarDon people build blinds in the Dunes, outfit them with a dinghy for decoy placement, and sell taxi rides; the best deal for a hunter without a boat I have seen anywhere. “It all seems ridiculously complicated,” sniffed Dan, our chief copy editor, who never hunted ducks in his life.

Vence reorganized the editorial staff into an open newsroom, three writers plus him, all copy flowing through Dan and Dave, more efficient than the old individual-editor-per-edition system, and conceived this trip as a team-building exercise. Dan and everybody else cracked up when I looked around the laden boat in the predawn, everybody anonymous in heavy dull-colored clothing, surrounded by mounds of equipment and guns, and said: “The Japs are going to be sorry they started this war.”

Blinds are simple open-ended stands of brushed-up chicken wire fencing on metal fence stakes with plastic buckets to sit on. Vence is too big for a bucket; he brought his Coleman cooler for a seat. Dan killed his first duck using my Browning and doubled on another with Dave. Vence killed five, one that he doubled on with me. Then he handed me his Remington 1100 while Dan used my gun, dug a hole in the sand, lighted a charcoal fire and heated Beanie Weanies in the can, his favorite dune food. I killed eleven ducks with my Browning and the Remington. One pintail drake on a nice shot I well remember, two crossing widgeon, and one gadwall – and seven mallards, five drakes. I had one clean double on mallard drakes, and another in which Vence doubled with me on the second bird. They kept telling me to shoot, shoot, fill our limits. We fell eight short of four limits. Harry pounced a widgeon that landed on the island. Duke retrieved every duck in the water, including several cripples that gave him a long chase. The other three guys, in a different blind, got nine birds, Wayne taking five. After all the duckless years, this is Nirvana.

We gang-hunted a large island the next day: seven guys, three dogs, two blinds, a surreal amount of decoys. The second day was nothing like the first. Warren Olsen’s idiotic Springer barked like mad and flared flock after flock. Finally Warren came stomping over from his blind and said something is flaring the ducks. No shit, Warren? Since I have to work with him – he’s production manager – I bit my tongue. Wayne Kruse almost busted a gut trying not to laugh at me biting my tongue. Wayne’s Browning double malfunctioned when sand migrated under one firing pin. Nobody had a can of WD-40 and he was horrified at Vence’s suggestion to sluice it in the reservoir.

My shooting was off that day and the Springer cost us dozens of chances. Vence had to work to nail two teal, one of which I doubled with him. I dropped a mallard stone dead that Warren claimed, then killed a pintail drake at extreme range. Vence said it should be Wayne’s because he hit it over the decoys before I backed up his shot. The irritations of hunting with people you work with – but not nearly enough aggravation to overcome the fact that the whole trip was free, a F&H News perk. Nirvana I say. I tried to defer to the others after my eleven-duck day, but Vence wanted me to “keep slaying ducks.” He called himself hoarse to counteract the idiot Springer. Being the designated shooter crossed my mental wires. I killed only five. Only! When I have hunted a hard half-season to bag three...

We divided the ducks so everybody took home an even number of fat mallards plus others. Vence and Dave spelled each other on MarDon’s automatic duck plucker, Warren manned the shears for feet, head and wings, and Wayne and I did the bloody gut work. Wayne used his lovely Morseth blade and I borrowed Warren’s pocketknife. Wayne impressed me as a true outdoorsman, Vence as a major-league duck hunter. Dan the copy editor indulged in quiet introspection. Most memorably, he said he never spent an entire day sitting and staring at the sky’s subtle changes hour by hour, and found the experience strangely moving. Vence and I were impressed when he so quickly pinpointed 

one of the mysterious wellsprings of duck hunting.

Chapter 62

Disagreement with Harry

––––––––
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November 8, 1974 – Buckley. Back home after the Potholes Reservoir adventure, I keep remembering things I forgot to log. For example, when Dan Pedersen, the quintessential anal copy editor, felt like an idiot for jumping up and pulling trigger on an empty chamber when ducks surprised him before he could reload. Then he turned right around and yanked and yanked on the trigger – with the safety on – his eyes getting bigger and more desperate as helicoptering mallards turned on afterburners and climbed out unscathed.

Vence and I tried to console Dan by explaining these are tricks every duck hunter has pulled more than once, and will again. We couldn’t stop laughing of course. But with him, not at him, as we tried to assure him. Not sure he believed us about all duck hunters doing it – he sure was hard on himself. His assistant copy editor, Dave Graybill was, in contrast, relaxed and competent. Terry Rudnick was – Terry. There aren’t a lot of 6½-foot-tall jolly quick wits who also are accomplished outdoorsmen. Vence hired him on my say-so. I am proud of recruiting him from a weekly paper where he wasted his abilities.

Terry had been doing everything on that weekly: writing all sports, pasting up all pages, driving paste-ups to the job printers, shooting offset negatives, stripping negatives on a light table, burning plates. He had a hard time believing that all we wanted him to do was write about hunting and fishing. Having just achieved that unlikely estate myself, I felt good to make it happen for someone else. But...

But I almost awoke the jolly giant’s wrath at Potholes when I had a big disagreement with Harry about whether he is a water dog. Harry went blind to ducks raining among the decoys and let his buddy Duke do all the heavy lifting. I was utterly flummoxed after his good behavior in Green River training sessions. He would relax and sleep happily until shooting started and ducks splashed. Then he would tremble and wall his eyes when I tried to send him. He got away with it because Duke vacuumed the waters with machine-like efficiency and too many ducks were flying to fool with Harry.

Second day, fewer ducks, same reaction from Harry every time one fell in the water. Some of our expanded party of seven said poor Harry; he’s terrified of the water. But that didn’t make sense after the way he trained with Duke and Hap. Shooting was slow enough the second day we decided to pack it in early. We had out well over a hundred decoys; Vence walked from spot to spot along the shore, saying casually to Duke: “That one’s too deep for me to wade, Duke, would you go get that one?” Duke the wonder dog would dutifully go. I followed, bagging decoys. Harry followed, doing nothing much.

When we got to knee-deep water on the far side of the island, Harry sealed his fate. He forgot he was supposed to be terrified. He raced into the water to romp with his buddy. They splashed and cavorted and – yes – swam. Vence said I’m afraid Harry has been taking you for quite a ride. Smoke may have come out of my ears. I led Harry to the water and told him to go get a decoy. He went into his shivering trembling act. I picked him up bodily and threw him as far as I could throw a seventy-pound fraud. Kersplash! He swam right back without even looking at the decoy. I headed him off in knee-deep water, lifted him by scruff and rump and threw him again. He stubbornly swam back. No more play-acting; he just wasn’t going to do what I wanted him to do. Now it was clearly a contest of wills.

Each heave winded and infuriated me. I knew if I started yelling, I lost. So I kept using Vence’s reasonable tone: “Please go get that decoy, Harry...” Heave-ho. Big Terry thought it funny the first couple of times. He even snapped a photo of Harry airborne. But as the heaves approached a dozen, the gentle giant became restive: I was torturing my dog! How would I like it if somebody threw me in the water like that? I only found out on the way home Terry was measuring me for my own Potholes baptism. Vence told him hold his horses; this is not a struggle you want to get in the middle of.

Finally I lofted Harry far enough to get tangled up in a decoy anchor line. When he bee-lined for shore, it came with him. I “accepted” the retrieved decoy, gave him a big hug and told him what a good dog he was. Then I waded him out and coasted him like a toy boat toward the next decoy. He went straight to it and brought it back! I praised him highly and we moved on. Soon he was romping and wagging and shaking water, and racing off to dive in after the next one with no more than a hand signal. We worked around the island and met Vence and Duke coming the other way. On a couple of far ones, Harry would hesitate, turn and look. When I gave him the “back” signal, he went. Vence says I’m on the right track now. Terry just shakes his head.

Chapter 63

Writing the Outdoor News

The spelling of camo(u)flage

I always prided myself on my spelling; my buddy Jesse Coleman relied on me to spell words for him in high-school English class. Murph, the center for the basketball team, was graceful on the boards – but couldn’t spell a lick. I helped him through English class too and he had the grace to say he wouldn’t have passed senior English – might not have graduated – without my spelling skills in the background. But I spelled camouflage without the “u” for over a decade; because that’s the way my first cotton camo jacket for duck hunting spelled it on the label. I bought it in a surplus store across the street from the Jacksonville Journal, my first newspaper job, where the spelling of camouflage never came up. It was over a decade later when Dan Pedersen, chief copy editor at Seattle’s Fishing and Hunting News, approached me diffidently. He was having a hard time correcting every misspelling of the word in every hunting story I turned in, to the tune of five or six hundred lines of copy a day. Could I please add the “u” from now on, as a favor to him? One of life’s truly embarrassing moments.

A small sampling of the prodigious copy flow in those days:

Sheep Are Just Dumb Says Coyote Defender

Bozeman – Ever heard of a dyed in the wool sheepman coming to the defense of that sneaking, no-good, blankety-blank (expletive deleted) coyote? Well, Bob Bradford of the Powderhorn here says he has. Says this fellow was by his store – a real old-time sheepman of the kind that wears stained Jimmy Steward jackets, cooks on sheepherder stoves and can part the spine of a skedaddling lamb-killer at 100 yards with an octagon-barrel Model 94.

The talk got around to coyotes, and Bradford – who admits he’d rather hear a coyote sing than all the sheep in the world bleating in chorus – said he nearly keeled over when he heard this old-timer sneer about the wails of modern sheep and cattlemen about “killer coyotes.”

“Sheep are just dumb,” Bradford says the sheepman told him. “Why they’re BORN half-dead. They’re so easy to kill it’s not funny. I swear, sometimes I think a roll of thunder is going is going to knock a bunch over.” But, the old-timer went on, sheep didn’t have that much trouble in the old days because shepherds stayed with their flocks and guarded them from harm.

“And we ran ten times as many sheep then as they run now,” the old-timer told Bradford. “It’s just that we lived with our sheep and protected them. Killer coyotes are rare. Most of them are out chasing gophers and rabbits and trying to make an honest living. The killer – he’s easy to deal with because he’s bold not afraid and he’ll get right in the flock.”

With a shepherd around who is attuned to his flock, a killer coyote’s first foray into the middle of things was liable to be his last, the old-timer told Bradford. “We’ve always had coyotes – even before we had all this fancy poison and stuff – and we never had any real trouble as long as we tended our flocks!” the old-timer said. “We lost a few – never enough to hurt.”

Bradford said the salty old herder opined that too many modern ranchers just want to turn their critters loose and not spend the manpower it takes to look after them. “I don’t know about that,” Bradford said. “I’m still recovering from the shock of a sheepman sticking up for coyotes.”

Hands-Off Policy Admitted On Blue Mountain Elk Poaching

Olympia – The State Game Department this week confirmed to F&H News that it has been quietly pursuing a hands-off approach on Indians who illegally kill elk on national forest lands in the Blue Mountains. But Wallace F. Cramer, the department’s chief of law enforcement, told F&H News that the number of animals killed in the Blues was “insignificant.” Both he and game department officials in the field flatly denied reports published in Spokane that listed 61 confirmed illegal kills of elk by Indians. F&H News sources indicate that the chief offenders are Nez Perce, who cross the border from Idaho.

Game Department Director Carl Crouse confirmed to F&H News he personally made the decision to leave the Blue Mountain elk killers alone as long as they did their killing on federal land. Reliable F&H News sources in Spokane relate that game officials have taken time out from their rounds to sit around elk camp fires in the recent season and gripe about the frustrations they feel in not being able to apprehend the Indians.

If the majority of elk being killed illegally are in fact being taken by Nez Perce, they apparently are trying to extend the effect of an Idaho Supreme Court decision which ruled in favor of a Nez Perce hunter who appealed an arrest by the Idaho Department of Fish and Game. A lower court had convicted him.

When the Nez Perce began to push into Washington, the Game Department was confronted with a duplication of the conditions that confronted the Idaho DFG in the original court case. Game officials told F&H News privately that Nez Perce have been hunting illegally in Washington for some years, but the incidence had been low until the last couple of years.

Dean Smith, U.S. Attorney for Spokane, told F&H News that the Washington State officials have not approached his office to look into the matter. Smith added that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has brought no cases to him as a result of arrests sought by the state. He concluded that the state has not asked the federal agency to intervene where Idaho Indians are crossing into Washington to illegally kill Washington elk.

Cramer told F&H News that the Washington Game Department was not attempting to abide by the Idaho state law, but greatly feared attempting to build a “bad case” for fear Washington courts would follow the Idaho lead. “If I were the Asotin County prosecutor, I would be damned reluctant to take the case,” he said.

Pro-gun Senator “Credited” With Sponsoring Antigun Bill

Olympia – Sen. Kent Pullen, King County Republican, this week told F&H News he’s been getting some mail from constituents protesting Senate Bill 2083, which bears his name, as an antigun measure.

“And they’re right,” he said. “I led the floor fight against the bill, and I voted against it in the Senate but it passed anyway and now in the House Judiciary Committee with my name on it. For an NRA member and target shooter like myself, it’s darned embarrassing.”

The measure, Pullen said, would ban firearms and all weapons from the grounds of the State Legislature in Olympia.

“It’s gun control,” he said. “It means that if a hunter is near Olympia and wants to visit his representative and has a rifle in his pickup, he stands to get thrown in jail for a year.”

During the debate on the bill Pullen told F&H News, he pulled a letter opener from his desk and pointed out how vulnerable the senator in front of him would be from this “deadly weapon.” And anglers with a razor-sharp Rapala fillet knife in their tackle box or on their person would face the same short shrift under the measure as the pickup-driving rifleman, Pullen said.

If Pullen feels so strongly about the issue – how come he’s listed as the bill’s sponsor? It’s really very simple, he said, once you understand the way politics operate in the state capital. Pullen did sponsor a Senate Bill 2083. But not this Senate Bill 2083. Pullen is a strong advocate of mandatory sentencing in certain cases of violent crime, and says he feels a watermark was achieved recently with passage of legislation in the state spelling out mandatory sentencing for rapists.

Senate Bill 2083 was a measure intended to bring that form of legislatively mandated sentencing to a number of violent crimes, he told F&H News. It would have, the way he wrote it, established mandatory penalties, irreducible by judges and by parole boards, for such crimes as kidnapping, robbery, first-degree assault and so forth.

“But the senators on the Judiciary Committee didn’t seem to think much of such a bill and they had it bottled up for keeps,” Pullen told F&H News. “Many of my constituents have lost faith in the sentencing procedures of the judiciary, and the decisions of parole boards. But the bill wasn’t going to get out of committee and it didn’t take me too long to realize it.”

Then, he said, a strange thing happened.

“There was some difficulty about a man carrying a 9mm automatic on the capital campus,” he told F&H News. “Suddenly a lot of senators seemed very concerned about weapons on the campus, but it was too late to introduce legislation.”

So, he said, a powerful Judiciary Committee senator shopped around for a likely vehicle, came up with his Senate 2083, wrote up a bill which closely resembles the one now in the House Judiciary Committee and reported the bill out to the floor. They did one other thing he told F&H News. They scrapped all of Pullen’s mandatory-sentencing language. “But of course my name is still on the bill,” he said. “And the mail started coming in...”

Sen. Sam C. Guess, Spokane Republican, supported the measure. F&H News sources indicated surprise at his apparent turnaround from a pro-gun stance. But Guess said he was simply supporting legislative approval of an administrative code already in effect, which was written into Washington Administrative Code “back in the Black Panther days.” He reminded F&H News that Black Panthers once carried rifles and shotguns on state capitol grounds as part of demonstrations back in the Shaky 60s, and said that was the reason for the administrative gun ban.

“It has the full force of law, but the Thurston County prosecutor’s office and the sheriff’s office said they would feel better about the law if it were a legislative matter,” he told F&H News.

An intern of Sen. Guess’s was recently escorted from the capitol grounds by the State Patrol, according to Colonel W.R. Lathrop, commander of the special services division, responsible for campus security. The intern “was doing an outstanding job – research,” Guess told F&H News.

According to Guess, April 7 was the date an irrationally worded note from the intern dropped through his mail slot “about three minutes to eight,” which “scared the hell out of me.”

Guess asked that the contents of the note, which he disclosed to F&H News, not be quoted. The words quoted by the senator were ambiguous, to say the least. Both Guess and Col. Lathrop agree that a State Patrol captain approached the intern and asked him to accompany him to “the trailer,” nerve center of police operations on the capitol grounds, and both agree he went quietly. While in the trailer, F&H News was told, the intern mentioned that he was armed, and produced a Photostat of his concealed-weapons permit for inspection. He then reportedly took out the automatic, “very gingerly,” and cleared the clip and handed it over. There was no round in the chamber, it was reported.

No charges were filed when the youth was taken to Thurston County Jail, Guess said, “but he was held as long as they could hold him” and is now in a mental hospital under a 90-day observation period decreed by a hearing. Guess said the Thurston County authorities now want statutory language before they will prosecute anyone for carrying firearms on the capitol grounds. F&H News sources indicate that since Washington State law presently gives citizens who comply with permit requirements the right to carry a concealed firearm, prosecution of an administratively written rule would be difficult. And Sen. Pullen is worried.

“If they bring that bill with my name on it out of committee in the House and vote it into law, it may be a serious start toward gun control. If gun control is good to protect legislators the people may very well ask, why isn’t it good enough for them? I don’t think gun control is the answer, and I don’t think the legislature of the State of Washington should indicate it is by passing this law for themselves.”

Elk Dying Like Flies in Yellowstone Park
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