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  Form my wife, Marcia,

  and my daughters Patricia and Jennifer,

  who have the grace to tolerate my peculiarities

  not only with understanding amusement,

  but marvelously enough,

  with affection.


  
FOREWORD

  This book is a collection of monthly columns written for Guns & Ammo magazine. It was the Publisher, Tom Siatos, the Editor, George Martin—and of course, Bob Petersen, who gave me not only the platform but their kind encouragement, indulgence and friendship. I owe them, and the late Ralf Coykendall who introduced us, my deepest gratitude.

  I would not be what I am, whatever that is, without the forebearance of my mother and father, who understand my love for the out-of-doors and not only tolerated it but encouraged it for what must have seemed to them an eternity while waiting for me to “grow up.”
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THE ELEPHANT AND THE OWL

  ALLOW ME to introduce myself. I always think it's nice to know something about the guy who claims to be an outdoor writer, as much as I always dread someone recognizing my name at a shoot or in a hunting lodge; his gun is broken and he's sure I can fix it. Let me assure you right now, once and for all, that I don't really know a trigger sear from Adam's off ox. If you ever meet me, tell me a funny story; or brag about your dog. And before you turn away, don't feel embarrassed. I work in an office more hours than I like and I'm pale, drawn, and wouldn't demand too much on a lot full of used writers. Or even readers for that matter.

  But not to be too big a disappointment to you, let me immodestly point out the other side. I like, and know something about bird dogs, retrievers, and how to hit something with a shotgun on the odd day. I probably have a lot in common with you. I neglect my work to go shooting. I lie about the quality of my dogs. I spend more money on guns and all that goes with them than I can afford. I already own too many guns and want more. I have too many dogs, and I want a Brittany Spaniel. I have too many hunting coats, and none of them is exactly right. I can always use a spare pair of boots. I always should have been there yesterday or last week or next week; but I never will be—the die is cast. My shooting buddies always get more easy shots than I do; and better guides. I get lost, wet, cold and tired first. If I steal an apple it's wormy. I'm on the wrong deer stand and in the quail cover that's so thick with honeysuckle that I couldn't shoot if there were birds there—but they aren't anyway. I'm either in the old man's squad at skeet or trap, the ladies' squad, or the one when the wind blows like hell. But I love clay targets, deserted deer stands, swamps, cold duck blinds, and briar patches full of quail.

  I'll probably see you somewhere along the line in the kind of place we see too little of. A small lodge room with a hot pine fire and a wet dog to give a little character to the smoke. We'll sit and chat and swear we could shoot each other's gun a damn sight better than our own. We'll trade a little bourbon whiskey back and forth and talk about imaginary dogs named after ones we've got. We'll ask each other “How'd you do?” And one of us will have had too many shirts on to shoot well and the other too few to be warm enough to score. My gun is either too old or too new; I'm not used to it or it doesn't fit me any more. I'll guarantee I've got the wrong sized shot. But the nicest thing about all this—and why we're really there is not the birds brought down at all—is just to be away. “To see the elephant and hear the owl” is all there is. Give me one old gander honking for his mate, a V of green wings black against the evening sun, a cold north wind that spits a little snow across my brow, and I'll be back tomorrow, given half a chance. That's why you and I will get along so well; you'll be out there too. Offer me some of your cold coffee and half a sandwich. I've probably left mine back in the car.
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A BOY I ENVY

  I RECENTLY was fortunate enough to be able to order my first truly custom-made shotgun. (I won't name the make, since a lot of people have mixed emotions about my shooting ability and it might act as a depressant to this particular manufacturer's sales.) But let me tell you it's a thrill to fill up a couple of pages of paper with detail on engraving, checkering, and choke boring. Trigger pulls, shape of rib, and the finish on the wood—all as prescribed to be as much of me as the color of my hair. Now when I was all through with this I lit up my pipe and started wandering a bit back in time to a boy I remember very well. A boy who cut and carried wood for the kitchen stove. A boy who read his outdoor adventure books by the light of a kerosene lamp—whose wildest dreams could stretch to British Columbia and the land of the silver fox. And a boy whose more practical life centered around the unimaginable difficulty of saving enough money to buy five shotgun shells—in a time when a whole box of 25 sold for 65 cents. Or a summer of chores dedicated to the purchase of a dozen Blake & Lamb traps. My over-the-knee boots sold at the general store in Stillwater for a dollar a pair. My first shotgun was a six-dollar single-shot 20 gauge.

  But, a boy with a trapline never thinks he's poor. There's always a tomorrow … there's always the next set … there's always the possibility of the lucky catch of a fox or the skillful success of a mink set coming true. I considered myself lucky indeed to live by a good bass lake. In the first place, I worked as a fishing guide—which meant rowing the boat for a sport from pre-dawn to dark for 25 cents a day. And in the second place I got to know every inch of the shoreline worth trapping.

  As it generally does for all of us, things worked out fine. I got a pretty good schooling in what they used to call “hardwood college.” I always had my own dog. And often a more-or-less pet possum or coon.

  Well, I sealed the envelope that held my special order details and a check that would have supported my whole family back in the old days for almost a year. I really want this new gun and I've worked long and hard for it. But if you really wanted me to look you right square in the eye and be honest, I still envy a boy I know very well, and remember—with a sense of loss—the incredible excitement of his having one dollar in his corduroy knickers on his walk to the store to buy a new pair of over-the-knee rubber boots.
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THE WOODCOCK GUN

  THINK FOR a minute about someone, anyone, you'd like to sit down with in front of a good log fire and talk about bird hunting. Between you sits a bottle of Virginia Gentleman bourbon, Angostura bitters and an ice bucket with dogs on it. The glasses are huge, sweating and have the smell and color of October.

  My man is a good friend I've never met. Yet I'm sure that where he lives right now is just a fine, freshening walk from some alder bottoms where the woodcock fly like bats at sundown—and the surrounding gentle hills are salt-and-peppered with birches and spruce trees and therein live the Lord's own pet flock of grouse.

  I'd like to meet him there someday because I own his gun. Let's say I have it in safe keeping for the time being and will someday pass it on to someone else—some other woodcock nut.

  It's a little English Greener, 16 gauge, 24-inch barrels side-by-side, bored half choke and improved. It has a top safety (a rarity in a Greener) and a superb selective single trigger, with just a whisper of a pistol grip and a leather covered recoil pad. The stock is, of course, Circassian. The receiver is in the grey and gently scrolled. It's just shy of 5¾ pounds—but you wouldn't think it weighed that much; it's just there, and it flies to the shoulder like a shadow. It was made in Birmingham, England, back in 1912. It cost 56 pounds, about $280, back in those old hard money days. According to the letter I got from Greener, it was sold, special order, to this friend of mine, through the long forgotten Boston Hardware Company. They never knew his name or where he really lived. How I'd like to know the man that had it made! He must have been an independent Yankee cuss. I'll bet it was the only 24-inch side-by-side in all New England. There must have been some laughs and jokes around the cider mill when he first showed it off!

  I like to think I know just how he dressed. An old felt hat with the crown pushed down all around so it would make a watering cup for his dog. And for comfort's sake he'd have had his wife cut the long sleeves off his once brown hunting coat. (Wind and rain must have bleached the canvas to butternut.) I suspect he wore a necktie when he shot his birds.

  In the back of his hunting buggy, drawn by some sweet-breathed old mare, would be just-turned apple cider and some bitter ale, wrapped in dampened feed sacks to keep them cool and, without a doubt, some corn meal cakes for his old Gordon setter.

  He would be getting on in years when he had the little Greener 16 made. I suspect the time had come to save those steep New England apple orchard hillside covers for some other day that rarely came. But you know how hard it is to pass by those crisp Fall Pippins, Northern Spies, or huge Pound Sweets. (My greying Labrador likes nothing better than to sit and chew stolen apples while I smoke my pipe—I think he would have liked old Tippy.)

  My best guess is that this little Greener was born for the alder bottoms and the mythical flights of woodcock; if you like woodcock, you love the swamps. I'm sure he had one absolutely perfect bottom cover. There'll be one or two small creeks that pass near by. Not too much heavy grass because the farmer turns his dry cows out here to graze and fertilize the ground and feed the earthworms that the woodcock banquet on. And deep inside these alders is one perfect, cold clear spring. This whole cover's not too big— I'd guess a damned good 30-minute hunt at most. It must be wet, but not too wet. Warm, but not hot. Changing air, but not windy. And being just exactly right, it hunts best by walking East since we're sure he saves it, being best, for last, and wouldn't want the setting sun shining in his eyes.

  His old Gordon setter, saddled black and tan, must have really loved this bottom. A nice cool drink, soft mud on his tired feet and best of all, the lovely umber-colored smell of woodcock. Three more birds in the bag with five handloaded shells—and back to the buggy. Cider or ale, rat cheese, hard bread, fill the pipe, cluck the mare awake and down the old dirt road. The old setter listens to the creaking axle springs, snuggles in the fresh marsh hay under the seat for a little nap and home just after dark.

  My Labrador, grey-chinned Tippy, looks up at me as I put the little Greener back under the hand-rail on the crooked stairs that wind behind my fireplace. How often has this gun been wiped with loving care, swung one last time, and set away in some homemade deer horn rack to be admired?

  Here's a toast to you, old friend, who made this perfect gun come true. All Good. And I promise that as long as woodcock whistle and good dogs sleep at our feet while we sit before the fire and drink whiskey… you'll be remembered.
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ANOTHER NEW GUN

  I WAS just sort of talking out loud the other night, to myself and Tip, the old Labrador who understands such things, about how much I'd like to own a new gun. “What new gun?” my wife threw in from over some mending. “I thought you owned at least one of everything … no, I don't mean that … I mean one of everything and two sets of barrels!“ So I patiently went through the fact that seeing as how we live in an advanced, international era of technology there were several sorts of new guns around from countries not as yet represented in my gun closet … a fact that I didn't feel was fair since they're the ones that need the most encouragement. She started reciting from memory that, for a fact, I owned guns from Australia, Germany, England … and for all she knew about what I had hidden away in the barn there might be stuff from Albania, Outer Mongolia, or the Baffin Islands … and so on.

  It was quite a while before I restored any kind of calm … you know how some women are when they get the bit in their teeth over hardware you can't use to clean rugs with or cut grass. But I wanted to enlighten her so she wouldn't embarrass me in front of my shooting buddies so I hung in there until she paused for breath somewhere between Tierra del Fuego and Micronesia. I went on, patiently, that there were a couple of guns around now that came from Italy. The land of Michelangelo and the Caesars had finally gotten around to exporting something a fellow could come to grips with besides movie stars. “How much does it cost?” she asked me. I said that I hadn't even said what it was. She said that it obviously was some kind of super trap gun and she didn't care what it was, but she did care about how much it was. I said that it was a new Perazzi, that Ithaca imported to help out the balance of trade relations between the United States and Italy … and that Ithaca probably lost money on it, et cetera, et cetera, since it was more of a good will gesture than anything else, et cetera.

  She had, by now, quit the mending and was paying more than polite attention. She asked “how much?” a couple of more times and finally I said that I thought the Perazzi that I kind of leaned toward, the MX 8 model, could be picked up for around $1500. She let that sit on her mind a minute or so and then kind of leaned back and smiled and commenced to get back to the sewing. I figured that was the logical end of the discussion and went back to rubbing Tippy under her chin to make her smile. I had my fingers under Tip's collar and she was beaming away when the voice of my conscience put the mending down again and said, “Only $1500? I don't see why not because, obviously, you really need it. We can probably get about $200 by selling the rugs … another $500 for the furniture—that's $700. My two old winter coats are worth about $10 apiece and if we cut out the riding lessons for the kids, sell my grandmother's silver service and …” Well, she went on until she had stripped the house, impoverished the kids, and was reduced to wearing feed bags while she went to welfare for food coupons … but she finally got up the mental $ 1500.

  I waited until she had finished and said to the dog, “See that, Tip. You aren't the only smart female in this house that knows you can't shoot trap with any living room rug!”

  “Yes,” she continued, “if we really did have an extra $2000 we didn't know what to do with, I wouldn't mind seeing you have your fourth or fifth really fine, first-class gun.” I reminded her that it only cost $1500 for a Perazzi. “And with the other $500 left over I'd like to have a really fine, first-class winter coat.” I was about to ask what in the world she needed another winter coat for when I felt old Tip reach up and tug my hand. I understood what she meant and shut up.
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MIDNIGHT OWLS

  A COUPLE of years ago Ed Zern and I were sitting around in front of the fire with our feet up on the Labradors discussing one of our favorite topics—the humanitarian benefits and salubrious effects of sniffing wood smoke while drinking Virginia Gentleman, Jack Daniel's, or Wild Turkey bourbon.

  The fire was getting a little sparse, so I filled my pipe with a fresh handful of Edgeworth to avoid contaminating my lungs with fresh night air, and we sauntered outside for a trip to the woodpile. Then, from the moonlit stand of shagbark hickory across the brook, we heard the calling of owls. Not just two or three owls, but owls in number.

  If there was ever wild music made to go with a mid-November moonlight, cold and brittle, it is the mysterious, unseen, fluting of the owls. The presence of owls to the hunter is a humbling thing late on a November night. The murmuring of owls is more an accent to the dark silence than a wild cry.

  Who can stand surrounded by this invisible, silent, disembodied sound and not be taken to the core of his very existence with the feeling of perpetual midnight. For the coming of the owls, to many, is the coming of the end. Silent in flight … death riding behind the scimitar beak and talons stretched out like small but absolutely inescapable rakes to earthbound living things.

  When the owls cry and the dark world is swept by these mottled wings all beneath must shudder in their beds.

  Logs in hand, Ed and I came back to the hearth. Smaller, wiser and completely quiet. What could we say now that had more depth than what we had just been privileged to hear. Few things could penetrate to the meaning of life and death and the world of the wild as can the overriding summoning of the owls. One last drink. Then off to restless sleep still with the sound of the owls from the shagbark hickories across the brook, throwing a different kind of blanket over the night, over the world, over our very lives.
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$6,537.50

  THERE ARE in life a lot of phrases that sound magnificent and truthful but in fact carry the real burden concealed—much like the iceberg. Among the more familiar are marriage vows, New Year's resolutions, fishing stories, poker winnings, and estimates of how much it will cost to go shooting. Put another way it's “There are lies and damn lies.”

  If you are among the many that have not so far ventured to embrace either trap or skeet, let me give you a glimpse as to what lies under the surf ace—like the murderous part of the iceberg.

  You ask your buddy who sports “25 STRAIGHT” patches over his imported, custom-made, silk shooting jacket, “How much does it cost to shoot skeet?” He, in truth, says (especially if his wife is in earshot; remember, wives are always in earshot), “Oh, clay targets run to about a nickel apiece … a dollar twenty-five a round. Plus shells, of course … brings it to about three-and-a half bucks.”

  You, a sweet, white-robed innocent, figure three or four times three-and-a-half bucks—not an unlikely sport. It can be swung. And indeed it could, if what your buddy said was even up to being a half-truth.

  Here is a short summary of what you must add to the $3.50 it costs to shoot a round of trap or skeet. Shooting jacket, shooting glasses, shooting gloves, shooting hat. (You think you have these or can make do? Wrong. You will feel like the first gal at the beach to show up in a topless bathing suit.) There are in fact, shooting shirts, shooting ties, shooting pants, shooting belts, shooting shoes and socks. But these come later. You must play poker, gin rummy, or pinochle between rounds. You will probably lose. Your turn to buy a round will come when everyone has just switched from beer to Jack Daniel's. They might be doubles. You will be badgered into membership in the NSSA, ATA, NRA, PITA, one or more wildlife organizations, and tickets to the next police function.

  As I said, this is only a superficial summary. The details vary and are really not important; they depend somewhat on local custom. What you should know is that the grand total to shoot a round of skeet or trap will amount to roughly $6,537.50. But don't be disheartened. Look at the positive side: don't think of it as expensive, think of all the things that cost more: an African safari, a Rolls-Royce, a matched pair of Purdeys … or a Mexican divorce.
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SMELL HAPPY

  I WISH I knew more about the phenomenon of scent. I remember a night, years and years past, when I had old Red, our coon hound, in the front seat of the Model A when a big coon scurried across the road in front of us. I shoved Red out and brought him over to where I had just seen the coon cross. Red looked up at me as if I was crazy and climbed back into the car. We came down the same road about a half hour later and I had another crack at it and this time Red took off, bawling furiously on the track. Why not when it was immediately fresh? How do dogs know which direction to go in?
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