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  Foreword




  In my life I’ve known several kindred spirits—people to whom I’ve felt more connected than merely acquainted. The connections have ranged from shared thoughts and attitudes to common philosophies and goals, but in each person I’ve seen reflections of myself as I’ve gotten to know them over time. Sam Lucy is one of these people.




  I “met” Sam in 1994, shortly after I’d moved from New York to Maine, to be the editor of Shooting Sportsman magazine. Sam had recently made his own move, uprooting himself from New Hampshire and settling on the opposite coast, in Washington. We were introduced when he sent me a story for consideration, one he thought would complement the magazine as much as the magazine would complement it. He was right.




  That first submission was the title chapter of this book, “Holding Ground,” and after reading it I was hooked. I was taken especially with the main character’s thoughtfulness and emotion; the fresh, sentient descriptions; the way the writing ebbed and flowed with a comfortable, easy rhythm. But more than that there was nothing overwritten or showy, no effort made to wow the reader with a five-star vocabulary; it was simply a well-crafted story about a subject most bird hunters could relate to. It felt familiar.




  In the decade since, I’ve received many such pieces from Sam. They’ve been good “reads” all, yet my appreciation for them has been deeper than story lines and style. It has been about Sam’s ability to strike visceral chords, to make readers empathize with characters through shared emotions and experiences. It’s writing from the heart, and the words are masterful in their simplicity.




  And it’s through Sam’s writing that I’ve come to know the man. Having shaken his hand only once, I’ve gleaned most of my knowledge through his characters and correspondence. In reading his work, for example, it’s obvious that Sam’s a hunter—hard-core, in fact, and as comfortable in a duck blind as in the uplands. He’s also a farmer, one who finds satisfaction in working the soil and bringing forth crops. His “day job” is as a land restorer, returning things to the way they were, with an eye toward aiding wildlife.




  In addition to our shared passions for hunting and writing—and to the fact that I’ve always wanted to farm—my feelings of kinship with Sam stem from the parallel paths our lives have taken. I mentioned that when we first corresponded, we’d both just completed moves—though at the time Sam felt his was likely temporary. Shortly thereafter we each bought gun-dog pups, then followed up by marrying and having kids (he being blessed with two girls, I with two boys). These days we remain on opposite sides of the country and compare notes on children and graying dogs and how bird numbers are likely to be come fall. Simple things, true, but threads that link lives and provide stories for the telling.




  This past year I sneaked a flock of black ducks and mallards, managing three with two shots. Afterward I thought of Sam, as I know it was the type of hunt he’d have enjoyed. Just as I’ve enjoyed vicariously living so many of his hunts. As for the woodcock covert in “Holding Ground,” I’ve been there—not literally, but each time I read the story I’m taken to a valley in northern Vermont, one with a similarly riffled river, an aldered island, a pair of ‘doodles twittering in at day’s end. It’s one I’ve visited with another kindred spirit, Tim Leary, who passed away—like some of Sam’s closest friends—much too soon.




  So when you sit down to read this book, give yourself time. Find a quiet place with soft light, and make sure the dog’s curled up nearby. These are words to be savored, and they’re likely to evoke memories and emotions from seasons past. Maybe you’ll wish you’d been along for the day—or feel thankful that you weren’t. But regardless, odds are you’ll connect with Sam Lucy the way I have: as the hunters’ writer he is.




  Ralph P. Stuart




  Editor in Chief, Shooting Sportsman




  September 2004




  Preface




  Nearly thirty years ago I went on my first bird hunt. Twenty years ago I started writing about it, and about ten years ago I started to publish. It may seem preposterous that someone can be as enthralled with something after three decades, but I return to both writing and bird hunting with the same captured interest as the very first time. I believe this is simple: Each new hunt or each fresh line leads to the unknown, and there is little else in life I can say that about, with child rearing being the only possible exception.




  Certainly the thrill of the hunt has changed form over that time; it’s now a lot more about friendships shared and the dogs. You hear that from elders while growing up, but you truly have to hunt a while to actually feel what they meant. And it has become more about hunting in pretty places and the silence and the rawness of the birds themselves and the great celebration of eating their wild goodness than the numbers bagged.




  The mystique is what first caught me, and it is what holds me to this day. The fascination of the untouchable. The reckless emotion that hits me at sunrise on a quiet marsh, at the final turn of a call-fooled drake or a convinced flock of geese, or at the sudden drum of the ruffed grouse’s flush through the November woods. And surely at the twitter and teeter of the timberdoodle when I reminisce about the faraway woodcock coverts I miss.




  I’m blessed to have grown up in the country and to have had parents who were so worn out with children that they allowed me to roam at will across a precious New England hill and dale. And I am blessed to now live in a completely different yet equally free-roaming landscape in the great Northwest. It is here that I hope to raise my own children in similar fashion, with the help of my knowing wife.




  I have my father to thank for buying me my first shotgun at age twelve: a Stevens double-barrel 16-gauge that I shot my first grouse, woodcock, black duck, and goose with. And I thank my mother for having the courage to trust me in that gun’s responsible use. Because of Gene Hill, my parents also bought me my first Brittany at age fourteen. It is from reading Gene’s work that I started scratching away at some hunting stories of my own. My favorite and lifelong English teacher, Bob Fisher, further encouraged this indulgence.




  My Uncle Thad is the one who actually took me bird hunting a few times and instilled my fever with the enthusiasm he can generate in anything. And I have to thank my few close hunting buddies for putting up with me. As well as my dogs. You know who you are. If you recognize yourself somewhere within these pages, well, too bad …




  Not long after I made my move west, some twelve years ago now, I found myself in Dr. Robert Maves’s dentist chair talking birds and dogs. Soon I had my first Lab, and Bob pointed me toward the wonderful world of waterfowl we have here in central Washington. He died suddenly and at too young an age. I regret terribly never having hunted with him. It is to the memory of Bob and to the memory of my friend Johnny Haase that this book is dedicated.




  Sam Lucy




  Winthrop, Washington




  Coming Home




  Sibyl reached the top of the plateau and saw the run of wheat stubble stretching into the late-afternoon December sun. The blinding white snow made swirling patterns where the wind had been unable to sweep it from the fields. As she took in the jagged mountains beyond, the river fog below, Sibyl felt her stomach roll because she knew she was back in her country. She’d motored straight up from Texas, and her pickup hadn’t set wheels in the Northwest for seven years. At last, her mind eased. She sighed out loud and slowed the pace. Sibyl wondered how it was that she’d left this land in the first place.




  It had been back and forth with Paul for a year now and December, she decided, was as good a time to leave as any. She had two grand in her pocket and only the things she’d need for winter in the north.




  She had loved Paul in his country but never the land of Texas so much as this. She knew he’d find the emptiness of snow stretching before her desolate. Indeed, her father hadn’t been able to keep a wife in this country, any more than her brother had. Yet Sibyl couldn’t decide what she wanted to do first: head for the timbered hills behind the ranch for a powdery ski run; stand in the manure-warm horse barn and drink in the tangy odor; or dig out her shotgun, get brother Tom, and go look for Hungarian partridge, ducks, geese, or just the setting sun.




  A line from Hemingway came to her and she felt herself, like Nick Adams, begin to hunt the country in her mind: the brush-choked draws leading up from the wheat into rocks and sage; the creek bed that bordered the field for miles and that never froze and would hold mallards into midwinter. Tom hadn’t written her for two years after she first left. The two of them had been snowshoeing and jump-shooting ducks along this creek the day she told him she was Texas bound. His face had gone blank, and he’d told her she was foolish to move someplace just for a man.




  At the time, Tom’s wife had just left him, saying the open white ate her guts out. He proclaimed he wasn’t leaving the country for anything. Everyplace else would only crowd him, he said, and he had a ranch to run. Sibyl marveled at how he’d stayed his course, while she herself had taken flight. Her father had finally found another wife and left for Alberta. Sibyl had almost mocked Tom’s resistance and stubbornness, but now, for the first time, she wavered toward understanding.




  She pulled her pickup to the side of the road, got out, and put on her watch cap, mittens, and parka. She opened the truck canopy and dug through her belongings till she found a bottle of red wine there. Sibyl took out the bottle and held it to the sinking sun so that the wine made a blood red sky, a spilled-on land, then she pulled the cork and drank very slowly till she could feel the wine run all through her.




  A flock of snowbirds descended upon the road to pick gravel. A lone eagle soared over the wheat and stretched up against distant peaks that cut the horizon like a saw. Sibyl would love nobody in this country—nobody for a while, and she might or might not move on. She didn’t feel all bitter inside; she’d only grown hard during the drive in order to get on with the going. Her hands were still rough from the digging in Texas. It was the first time she’d been in real wool mittens for what seemed like forever; she had happily bought them on her way through Colorado.




  A breeze tried now and then, but the land lay mostly still. It was a rare day as such, the kind that came either right before a storm or right after. Sibyl noticed where Hungarian partridge had scratched at the field edge, trying for wheat seed below the snow. There was no sign of geese using the field, and she saw only a single set of deer tracks.




  Tom had lost his wife but now had another Lab which, in a letter to Sibyl, he considered a fair trade. Sibyl wondered how he was doing with the dog. She wondered if the rise in grain prices was allowing Tom more time to ride, hunt, and read—all the things he loved most.




  She wanted to ride horseback after the partridge, letting strong legs reach out across the open the way he’d taught her to ride—free and easy to the rhythm of the beast below, till the threat of saddle sores no longer existed. It was the same way she, in turn, had taught Paul to ride the desert lands, but it never was the way it was with Tom, in new snow, scouting for the next day’s hunt. Here the air snapped at night, sunrise flooded the land with mist and gold, and they oiled their guns by the woodstove in the early dawn before barn chores, the perfumery smell of solvent filling the kitchen.




  And Sibyl could see what came later: the dog working the snow, its tail beginning to go in circles as it tightened the back-and-forth movement that drew her and Tom to attention. Then there would be the sudden rush of wings, sometimes too far away to shoot, sometimes right at their feet. The close flushes were the best, when they had time to recover and pick out a bird from the covey and swing to it till nothing in the world existed except the full gray and red of the Hun against a white land. Then there was the follow-through, the pulling of the trigger once, twice. And how the world would go still after a connection was made. First came the moment of remorse, then the moment of reward as the dog brought back a perfectly put-together thing, its warmth and rarity filling her pocket as they moved on.




  You could only love a person so much, Sibyl thought, whereas you could float across and love the land in new and different ways every time you touched down. You could even love it without touching down. It was the cause for your rising, your drifting, your ungrounded yet completely grounded compassion for all things of truth and strength, be it the coyote standing patient for winter mice, or a covey of Huns crowding shoulder to shoulder and plowing up a patch of foot-deep snow till they could get at autumn’s treasures preserved beneath.




  Sibyl studied the hastening sun through the wine again and wondered what Tom’s reaction would be when she sneaked up on the kitchen window, the barn, his truck, or wherever she found him. He hadn’t a clue she was home; she’d had no idea she was coming. Maybe she would go to the woodshed and see if any fresh game hung there, just as she used to do when first home from school on autumn and early-winter afternoons. To see if Tom had hung the birds she liked so much to feel: the smooth, light feathers of Huns and grouse; the thick, heavy down of winter mallards and Canada geese.




  Sibyl would later make holiday wreaths from those feathers—and pillows with the down. And she learned the best way to roast the birds in marmalade sauce and apple and garden onion, the way that her father and Tom enjoyed so much they’d go on and on with their raving. It was nearly enough to cure the cold emptiness behind their mother’s leaving, her abrupt abandonment, her sudden and lasting disappearance. Till they read about her in the Sioux Falls newspaper that their cousins sent after the funeral.




  Sibyl raised the bottle of wine, took a hand from its mitten and smoothed back her long, sandy hair. She wiped at the hard memories of her mother, who’d raised her into puberty with such tenderness then left for no known reason. The mother whose disappearance only became eased by her death. Sibyl would never forget, especially around Christmas, yet she was left with what she was left with.




  Paul, her Texas love, had been most compassionate about Sibyl’s mom. Sibyl wiped, too, at the memory of Paul. Which way to forgiveness, she wondered.




  Then she began skiing the country in her mind. She could hear the hiss of varnished wood cutting snow as she strode out across the wheat and headed for the foothills in back of the ranch. There she’d climb through the timber to her favorite open glade, which she’d named Susie after her best high-school friend, who’d also quit this country. It was in that glade, in winter, where she’d become most interested in rocks one day while skiing. She’d found a perfect broad-leafed fossil stuck in the side of a boulder—a leaf-print from the vegetation of some long-ago time, one she couldn’t possibly imagine.




  Not originally planning on college, that fast Sibyl developed an interest outside the ranch. She tightened her grades, got some scholarship money through her agricultural background, and went off to college in the eastern part of the state. She returned to the ranch summers to help out her brother and father. Then, during her senior year, she was invited on a fossil dig in Texas and was soon gone for seven years.




  She could feel her wooden skis start down past that fossil rock, the easiness of light powder holding her gently around the knees as she swooped bird-like in turn after bending turn, through evergreens and snow. Maybe she would go skiing first, after all. Her stomach swirled as it did when Paul was deep inside her under quiet desert-night skies with nothing but the sound of their own breath in gulps. Some things, it seemed, were in her more than others, but the skiing would at least soothe her with the sharp, red touch of winter on her face.




  She would be back to the ranch at dusk: the glow of orange light in the horse barn at chore time, the smell of the cattle, the feeling of the woodstove and hot tea and rich cooking that she and Tom would get to after the horses and cattle were fed, and the stove was stoked.




  Sibyl didn’t want to miss December dusk at the ranch, so she corked up the wine after one more swallow. She climbed back into her pickup and started driving toward the setting sun, now making the sky bloody all of its own. The warmth inside her grew the closer to the ranch she drove. Soon she was at the turn onto the half-mile drive across the creek and up to the house.




  Right there at the turn, Sibyl spotted them: thirty Huns huddled in a circle, scrounging for food. Though it was too dark now to detect color, she envisioned their rust-colored heads and powdery gray breast feathers, their winter plumpness puffed up against the cold. She couldn’t wait to tell Tom.




  Sibyl crossed the creek and then could see the lights of the horse barn. She could see the great shape of the old combine, parked in the snow like a lost dinosaur in a bare field: the long spout, the huge, monolithic head. Next to it was the three-ton dump truck. Still, these remained the tools of the trade, and Sibyl felt herself in late-summer harvest, the chaff blowing down her neck as she rode the combine with her father over fields of untouched wheat, Tom driving the truck as the combine filled it with the year’s planting. She remembered the hot sun, the noise, and then the excitement around figuring just how many bushels per acre they’d come up with.




  The lean years of low prices, drought, or flood; the bitter debates between father, son, and wife over whether to sell or not were well behind Sibyl at the moment. She only thought of Tom’s face when she entered the barn and just how long he’d try to act nonchalant before lifting her high into the air. She wondered if he’d bothered to get a Christmas tree, whether he had hope left in this world. Their mother had always made it a point to drop all else during Christmastime. If Tom hadn’t gotten a tree, they would go out and get one together as they used to and carry it in on horseback so as to keep it perfect.




  As Sibyl made the final approach to the ranch, the barn lights went out and the yard light revealed a tall figure heading for the woodshed with two large shapes hanging from one arm. “Geese for Christmas,” she whispered. “Good going, Tom.”




  For the first time in a long while, Sibyl recognized her feelings. She understood this land. She wanted to ride and hunt this country on and on. And she felt, right then, that the best—the very best—part about coming home was this moment, just before.




  Shoeing Otter Bog




  Jake’s Lab sniffed the snowshoes where they stood leaning against the wood bin and seemed to approve. Jake knew where the shoes would take him, knew the place he’d built them for as he studied their lacquered finish in the cabin firelight. He smiled, realizing how much easier the shoes would make it for both him and the dog. He felt smug at the simple notion that such a place as Otter Bog existed. And, of course, at the fact that he alone hunted it.




  Otter Bog never froze; even at minus thirty, the warm springs added enough flow so the pungent water shed ice like a thick winter beard. Like Jake’s blond beard when ice formed along its edges but never penetrated the middle, the beard that he now stroked methodically as he rocked in satisfaction, half-sleepy in front of the stove.




  The bog in its entirety was a series of small beaver ponds linked by a quarter-mile of grassy creek. Two main bodies of water lay on either end. It was a mile’s walk from the toolshed where a neighboring farmer had given Jake permission to park. The trip was always an easy walk on bare ground in the early fall but not so easy in three feet of fresh snow. It left a man wet enough after he finally got to water that he couldn’t stay long despite layers of thick wool. And snow had been falling for over a month now, having started the first of November.




  That April, Jake had hung two straight ash saplings that his Colville Native friend had gotten from the north section of the reservation. Come October, Jake cut the ash to a pattern his friend showed him, then began hewing the wood, smoothing it, soaking it, and finally bending the two resulting pieces into a suitable, toe-lifted shape. After he laid the cross braces, he began stringing the rawhide the Colville way: from the heel on up through the midsole and into the tip, like an offset spiderweb. Then he lacquered the rawhide. Last came the bindings, which his friend helped him with because the leather running strap was intricate in the way it crossed over the toe and around the boot; the harness itself was slit so the tightening girth could then be snubbed off.




  Jake had fit his boots to the bindings three times that evening and had clattered about the cabin, trying to knock them loose on the stove, the door, the corner of the wood bin. But they wouldn’t slip. He decided they were good to go.




  Mallards waited. Prairie mallards always waited in Otter Bog. They fed and chattered about and seemed euphoric in their waiting, as if intuition told them that someday the bog might actually freeze and drive them off their aquatic riches. Then they’d have to try and dig into the fields, or move on. But Jake knew that the bog would stay open long after the nearby river and that the birds would keep gathering and festering, destined to the grassy bottoms that grew thicker each summer in this tucked-away gem in the middle of the high plateau. Jake could almost hear the muffled talk of the ducks in the early-morning falling snow. He could sense their reluctance to leave.




  The snow that fell outside when he took his dog for a bedtime stroll was cold and light: December snow, crisp in its blue, icy ambiance. It was different from the heavier stuff that would come later on, just as the fine, fleeting crimson light of December was a light all its own. Jake thought of how fluent his new snowshoes would make him as he floated along in the white and absolute silence of the bogs, Colville style. He struggled to sleep, thinking of the morning filling with birds.




  When he awoke, well before daylight, the snow had quit. He hustled some coffee, eggs, and bacon; fed his Lab; grabbed his coat, gun, and new snowshoes; and headed for the truck. Soon his pickup was humming through the foot of light snow, and he made good time over the county road that, aside from the river, was the only disturbance in a line of hayfields.




  As Jake swung off the road and up the drive to the machine shed, his Lab came to life. Jake’s foot trail from two storms before was barely evident. The wind had packed snow into it, and he decided to snowshoe beside it instead of on top, and he sank into the snow no more than a foot. The new shoes felt free and easy, and the motion soothed him by bringing him back to boyhood days when he’d run a small trapline in the thick woods of Michigan. The dog quickly figured out how to follow Jake’s trail across the open darkness.




  There were too many things to like about Otter Bog for Jake to have a favorite. As he shoed across the fields, working deeper toward the maze of alders bordering the ponds, he anticipated all of them. He loved the first tints of a slow dawn and the sounds of early wings. And he loved being in the bog alone, locked tight in the secrecy of it. He’d hunted in days of falling snow when every bird appeared low and silent and was shot within twenty yards. He’d hunted other mornings that were still and cold, when the hoarfrost clung thick as vanilla frosting to the alders—the whole bog one big, breathing, moving spirit, puffing jewels from its center. The dog’s coat would turn to diamonds as soon as he exited the water, and Jake would have to put birds down as fast as he could to keep the dog in the water and keep him warm.




  Jake hunted Otter Bog at least once a week, but never more than twice. The other mornings, he thought about it. By resting the spot in this fashion, Jake preserved the goodies and guaranteed himself an honest shoot. Now, with his new snowshoes, he would hunt it deep into the drifts of January and the season’s end.




  The white-tailed deer whose path he’d begun following after the first storms were using his old trail now. The snowshoe tracks would make it easier for them, too, and he’d make sure to clomp around in the thickets that the deer liked so as to help them out. Jake had crossed a cougar’s track after the first storm but hadn’t seen it since and had figured that the big cat would make its rounds and be back someday. He worried a bit for the deer, but he also appreciated the idea of the cat’s using this hideout.




  Jake reached the upper end of the bog first, where a pair of small ponds sat beside one another. He followed the outflow of the creek through the alders, down to the largest pond. Here he had a handful of decoys stashed under a tall pine, where a rack-laden buck often rubbed. Jake dug out the sack and threw the decoys beyond the rim of ice and into some grass. He took his snowshoes off and dug out a spot between two alder clumps. Then he pulled a few branches around himself and the dog, loaded his side-by-side, and settled down onto his pack, which he had placed on top of the snowshoes.




  As night slowly dissipated into a growing gray dawn, he heard the first chatter. Jake chuckled on his call, and the dog tensed. Then he saw the dark silhouettes of birds above, as they stopped their wings and dropped like twisting missiles to the water between him and the decoys. Then the throaty quacks of confidence began, and soon the mallards were feeding amid the grass.
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FRIENDS, RIRDS, AND THE LAND RETWEEN

Sam Lucy has been hunting upland birds
and waterfowl for thirty years
characterizes his avocation this way: “It's a
lot more about friendships shared and the
dogs. Hunting has
places and the silence and the rawness of the
birds themselves. It has also become the
great celebration of eating their wild good-
ness, more than the numbers bagged

“The mystique is what first caught me
and it is what holds me to this day: the
fascination of the untouchable: the reckless
emotion that hits me at sunrise on a quiet
marsh; the final turn of a call-fooled mallard
drake; the sudden roar of the ruffed grouse's
flush through the November wood; or the
wwitter and teeter of the timberdoodle.”

These words perfectly describe the
mood Lucy creates in this extraordinary
collection of stories. Whether he is writing
about a noble Lab's final retrieve, the halting
steps of a young setter with a nose full of
grouse scent, or the homecoming of young
woman  reconnecting with her past, the
author is a consummate craftsman whose
prose and poetry will touch everyone for
whom bird hunting in all its facets is a life-
time gift
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