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  We’ve long admired and intently pored over Gun Dog, Shooting Sportsman, Upland Almanac, and Pointing Dog Journal, more for their photographs than anything else: pictures of suave Weimaraners, vigilant Vizslas, crisply efficient German shorthairs, linebacker pointers, Llewellyns carrying themselves like young MBAs, hoity toity English and Irish setters desporting like, well, the English and Irish at an Ascot party, and all manner of the big and of the little field dogs, down to Brittany spaniels, frequent favorites these days. “Even if you knew nothing about dogs, or birds, or hunting,” Tom Davis says in To the Point: A Tribute to Pointing Dogs (2003) “you would know beyond a shadow of a doubt,” that such athletic, intelligent animals “mean business.” Regrettably, although we originally envisioned a lavishly illustrated work with professionally photographed full-page portraits of writers and their dogs doing their bred-in-the-bone business, an accompanying textual component of completely original essays by a broad representation of writers along gender and racial lines, the fact is that we have had to come to accept Melville’s lament in Moby-Dick, that there is never enough time, strength, cash, or patience to go around for even the best of intentions. Which is to say that our photographs are more homespun than polished, our lineup of contributors more monochromatic than we hoped, and that a few essays in Afield had prior lives which we appreciate being granted permission to reuse here.

  Christopher Camuto’s “Expecting to Be Surprised,” transcribed by Cara Maria Cambardella (Bucknell University), originally appeared in longer form as “Expecting to Be Surprised” in his Hunting from Home: A Year Afield in the Blue Ridge Mountains. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2004, pp. 218–219; 226–239.

  Clyde Edgerton’s essay “Bird Dog Ben” originally appeared in shorter form as “Chicken Dog” in Garden and Gun, 3, August/September 2009, pp. 52–53.

  Jim Harrison’s essay “The Dogs in My Life” originally appeared in shorter form as “Dog Years” in Field and Stream, 109, September 2004, pp. 78–82; 131.

  Thomas McGuane’s essay “The Only Honest Way to Eat Poultry” originally appeared as “A Novelist Takes Aim” in Wall Street Journal, March 28, 2009, p. W9.

  The late William G. Tapply’s essay “Burt” originally appeared in different form in his Upland Autumn: Birds, Dogs, and Shotgun Shells. New York: Skyhorse Publishing, 2009, pp. 31–39; 65–77.

  Our deepest gratitude goes to our contributors. When we kicked off this scheme thirty months ago with only a vague notion of our intentions and goals, some were already friends or acquaintances, some were friends of friends, some were strangers, some were friends of strangers, yet we all seem to have found a common ground in our admiration for bird dogs—setters, pointers, spaniels, and retrievers—and our desire to write well about them.

  Finally, we dedicate Afield to Jack Matthews: colleague, mentor, dog lover, onetime avid upland hunter, and, above all, valued friend, eighty-five years young, whose presence and words still inspire, enlighten, and delight.

  RD, Athens, OH

  DS, Baltimore, MD

  December 2009

  A Note on this Edition

  We are pleased with the popular and critical reception Afield has received, and we thank once again our contributors and their dogs for their splendid work. We are deeply saddened that Jack Matthews (1925–2013) did not live to see this paperback edition. Our world is diminished by his passing.

  RD, Athens, OH

  DS, Oxford, MS

  October, 2014
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  Writers Hunting, Hunters Writing

  INTRODUCTION
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  Robert DeMott and Dave Smith

  Writing is my occupation; hunting is a preoccupation. The two so often conflict that it interests me when they occur together.”

  —Vance Bourjaily, The Unnatural Enemy (1963)

  Although we have been the closest of friends for four decades—poetry brought us together in 1971—we have not been day-to-day hunting partners. Yet we have teamed up so long, even if occasionally, in the woods and fields of Ohio, Maryland, and Louisiana, that it seems somehow unusual and even incomplete for one of us to go afield without the other. We have hunted each other’s traditional game birds—DeMott’s northern ruffed grouse and woodcock, Smith’s southern Bobwhite quail (with ring-necked pheasants thrown in here and there for good measure)—over setters and spaniels named Babe, Jen, Meadow, Molly, and Finn, and others we have fooled with as well, and we have learned there are things the other would not be caught dead without—for DeMott a pair of pruning shears to snip through multiflora rose and greenbrier brambles; for Smith a towering Thermos filled with a day’s supply of hot coffee. No matter how fast or slow the action, no matter how staunch or bedraggled the point, no matter how unerring or wayward the shots, our chief pleasure has always been in the shared experience of watching dogs work, anticipating the choreography of point, flush, and shot, but also looking sideways, too, carrying on animated conversations about everything under the sun, and perhaps more than anything else, storing up sustaining impressions and vivid memories to call up at times like this when the only hunt worth its name is the hunt for words.

  Behind the field memories and man-dog camaraderie, words have bound us together. During an impromptu lunch beneath a clump of tag alders, or around a kitchen sink doing the unglamorous but necessary work of plucking, drawing, and cleaning a few brace of woodcock or quail for dinner, we do what old hunters always have done, we tell back the stories that contain some of the best, most enjoyable moments we have lived. Hunters hunting, dogs working, stories forming, writers writing: as processes they partake in a way of being that requires avid readiness, and they all fit splendidly, as a bird dog’s head fits so comfortably into the palm of a cupped human hand.

  We have no doubt that it was at some such moment in Athens, Baton Rouge, or perhaps Baltimore, speaking of writing and hunting and dogs and the ways we have braided them and considered them all of a piece during our many years of friendship, that we broached doing a book together to celebrate that bond. Each of us is certain that the other first raised the idea, but its point of origin hardly matters as neither of us has ever felt the competitive urge to upstage or one-up his pal. The idea of doing a “bird dog book”—loosely defined—floated around in our telephone conversations, emails, and hand-written letters for several years before gaining momentum. Then, in 2007, when one of us reached phased retirement after a lifetime of teaching, it was time to nudge the project forward.

  In Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset’s thoughtful treatise, Meditations on Hunting (1942), he relates an anecdote about a Persian prince who abdicated his throne because his people refused to accept a ruler who did not hunt. “The young man,” Ortega y Gasset writes, “had become interested in literature and was beyond hope.” We don’t think there is anything wrong with literature seducing people—we count ourselves among its victims. But we are relieved to be able to conduct business differently now, and novelist Vance Bourjaily’s comment in his valuable but nearly forgotten nonfiction collection on hunting, The Unnatural Enemy, comports more closely with our attitude. Writing and hunting “so often conflict,” he claims, “that it interests me when they occur together.”

  It interests us, too, and so we began with a simple premise—that outside the professional sporting press there were plenty of accomplished writers—novelists, poets, essayists in and out of universities—who were also just atavistic enough to hunt upland birds or doves or waterfowl seriously, perhaps even obsessively, with trained dogs. We sensed that, despite the cultural impress of political correctness, society’s general swing away from field sports, and the current hot-potato debates about all aspects of ethical behavior toward the non-human world, the work of these authors—apologetic or unapologetic, untroubled or conflicted as it might or might not be regarding current discourse—would be writing that we’d very much like to see.

  Following some weeks of back-and-forth brainstorming we compiled a list of thirty or so writers, ranging from the already famous to the yet-to-be-discovered, who we hoped might contribute to such a niche book of enthusiasms. We set about contacting our wish list and proposed that each of them write an original memoir-style essay of between 2,500 and 3,750 words (longer if need be, though the average length turned out to be about 3,700 words) that treated his or her relationship or experience with past or current bird dogs in a substantial, lively way, or visited some related aspect of upland hunting with pointers, flushers, or retrievers that reflected their particular passion for the sport. We also asked for photographs to salt the text.

  We requested essays that were literate, artful, and informed, but not fussy, sentimental, grandiose, pedantic, or—God forbid!—academic. We wanted sure-handed narratives of process and perception, engagement and reflection, rather than how-to manuals, or what novelist Annie Proulx, herself a hunter, once called “dumbed-down hook and bullet stuff,” and Richard Ford in his masterful Foreword to this collection calls “fin ’n feather” writing. We hoped their focus would be on immediate and tangible elements as a means of illuminating experiences that can be at once utterly mundane and thoroughly mysterious, but that often bring us—momentarily at least—close to the ragged edge of our otherwise intensely programmed, homogenized, techno-oriented lives.

  Hunting with fowling dogs, which is our version of the age-old Ur-chase, allows us a look, however briefly, into one kind of unruly, tangled psychic and physical terrain where wild impulse and self-consciousness, raw experience and groomed language, chaos and ceremony intersect. Often (but not always) the chase leads directly to killing a living quarry, the ineluctable result of which, given a mix of skill and luck, is a dead, sometimes bloody, bird in the hand, and later in the oven. (“Hunting, like religion, is incomplete without death,” novelist and respected outdoorsman Robert F. Jones once wrote. “That’s why it’s not a gallery game.”) Few things taste better or deliver a more unalloyed experience than wild game we have killed, cleaned, and cooked ourselves (especially grouse, woodcock, teal, wood ducks—birds that simply cannot be domesticated, pen reared, or artificially farmed in any way, shape, or form). Yet we also realize that, depending on one’s degree of personal sensitivity, capacity for ironic reflection, or susceptibility to guilt, there is always that signal moment, when the dog delivers a dead bird to hand, that can occasion a haunting, unresolvable mix of “self-satisfaction and self-reproach,” as Texas-born novelist William Humphrey says in Open Season: Sporting Adventures (1986), because “you hold in your hand the creature you both love and love to kill.” Each reader, we think, must deal with this conundrum in his or her own way. For some it will be an impasse; for others a gateway.

  Despite a pedigreed history recorded by such shooting gentlemen as William Harnden Foster, Dr. Charles Norris, Nash Buckingham, Burton Spiller, Frank Woolner, George Bird Evans, and others, we guess that for many of us hunting over bird dogs is a messier, more digressive, less aristocratic affair than most people realize. This is a good thing, because it has no innately privileged status, no elevated claim to being any more or less worthwhile as a literary subject than a hundred other human activities we can name. Like the scent of a quail or grouse or dove no one can take in but knows exists anyway, bird dogging is no more than or no less than the metaphoric equivalent of all realistic, quotidian experiences that require our active participation, willing involvement, close observation, and probably a little faith thrown in for good measure. Plus, it’s fun.

  Which is to say, hunting with bird dogs and all that it entails, is but one among many of the complex grounds of being writers have always traversed. This is the paysage moralise of existential behavior. Whatever special status the subject acquires in this collection springs from the writer’s individual set of preferred enthusiasms, his conscious decision to write through the contradictions as if—for the moment anyway—nothing else mattered. No matter where one lands on the predatory scale and killing issue, the hope, of course, is that in writing and reading about these favorite experiences we arrive at an understanding of our own complicated responsibility toward the biotic world and our privileged, causal connection with what President Jimmy Carter memorably termed the hunter’s “rules of ethics, etiquette, and propriety” in his autobiographical An Outdoor Journal (1994). Hunters, pay attention, look to your dogs and game, and don’t forget to husband yourselves, we say.

  The most common launch point in these essays is a single hunter hunting with the canine(s) whose presence in the landscape (besides a reasonable number of game birds) makes field experiences not only possible but worthwhile. Whether they are on the ground in New England, the South, the Midwest, the West, or even eastern Europe, pointers, setters, spaniels, retrievers in myriad shapes, sizes, and hues are the genuine stars of this book. We doubt they know that, but would not be surprised if they did. Clearly, whatever modicum of attainment is reached in woods and fields and marsh belongs mostly to them. They do nearly all the grueling physical work and perhaps wisely leave the metaphysical, elegiac, nostalgic, lyrical stuff to us.

  Allah, it is said, does not count against a person’s allotted hours on earth the days spent hunting, or in the chase. “In the inevitable way of old tags,” Vance Bourjaily says, “this one seems sometimes to be true: there are such hours, marvelous, absorbed, stolen from time.” In that sense, then, the narratives gathered here should prolong our lives twice over—once in the writing and once in the reading. They are rites of passage, exercises in shape-shifting memory, little fables of identity, wee jokes of fate, and maybe more than anything else, songs of love that nearly always end the same, in a kind of enjoyable, sometimes bittersweet, delight, and—dare we say it—even wisdom. These are tales in pursuit of something significant yet simple, profound yet commonplace. We went to the field for pleasure, all kinds of pleasure: the dog finding what couldn’t be found, the clean, unexpected shot, the solid and welcome feel and smell of earth underfoot, the leafless winter trees backlit by a setting sun, the exquisite taste of a wild bird cooked to perfection, the day burned so vividly inside us it felt like a distillation of forever, the words a fellow hunter found to describe indescribable moments, even those moments when a beloved dog died. We tell that story in our individual ways—tragically, lyrically, humorously—over and over and over, sometimes in novels, short stories, poems, or as in this collection, in the congenial form of nonfiction essays.

  No one represented in Afield is a full time professional trainer, sporting journalist, narrow-gauge specialist, or gonzo expert in the nimrod arts. We’d bet each contributor knows that life’s real work, its most central, main-line effort, lies elsewhere—in social, domestic, and aesthetic realms. That is to say we are husbands, fathers, sons, brothers, uncles, nephews, teachers, novelists, essayists, poets first and sporting gents second (we say this knowing full well the deserved reputations and elevated outdoor skill levels of many of our contributors). Hunting over bird dogs won’t change national policy, stem the tide of terrorism, make people admire us more, or efface the most traumatic human stains—divorce, financial setbacks, illness, war, and death of loved ones. But because bird dogs continue to insinuate themselves into our hearts, because game birds will always lend a quotient of welcome unpredictability to our lives, and because it has given us joy to anticipate what this book might become, we now invite readers to share our pleasure.
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  The Beast at My Feet

  FOREWORD

  [image: images]

  Richard Ford

  I’ll just say it: I’ve never liked stories about dogs. Stories about hunting dogs. Sheep dogs. Seeing-eyes. Bloodhounds. St. Bernards with casks of brandy. Dogs that could talk, count, sing arias, walk on two feet or dance the boogaloo. I remember getting into a heated discussion with my grandmother many years ago, about whether Lassie the Collie was a boy or a girl. My grandmother had her regular programs, and Lassie was Sunday night (we’re talking tv, here). She was in the “Lassie is a boy” camp, and didn’t care what a name might’ve meant in Scottish. She wasn’t Scottish. She was Osage and held her convictions, you might say, fiercely. I was home from college at that time and knew pretty much everything in the world, and took nasty pleasure—as college students will—in goading her about those of her views which were at variance with my superior, better-informed ones. She and I could gin up our bickerings into pretty formidable feuds if we both felt foul enough. Which is what we did on the Lassie issue. At a certain frustrated moment, when pecking at each other threatened to make her miss something critical in the show, she rocketed around in her chair, fired off a pityingly corrosive glare at me and said, “I don’t care what you say. You’re an idiot. Lassie’s not a girl. That’s all there is to it. Shut up.” To which I piously replied, with a smirk. “Great. That’s fine. You know everything there is to know. But who gives a damn about Lassie. It’s just a story about a dog.”

  I hadn’t worked my rationales out very finely at the time. This was more than forty years ago. But the undercarriage of my argument with my grandmother—who was past eighty then, but not yet beyond the age at which she could be taught a useful lesson—was that if Lassie had been something other than a precocious Collie (if she’d been, say, a human being, capable of the delicate discernings humans are capable of—regret, complex joy, an interior life, duplicity. A self. The grainy stuff you’d find in a John Cheever story), then I’d have been interested in how she could, for instance, find the lost keys to the pick-up in time to escape the inferno, or how she knew a mountain lion was lying in wait in those rocks ready to jump on people, or what unheard of effort it took for her to swim the length of frigid Lake Ooganooky to tell the forest ranger that Timmy’d broken his tibia and couldn’t last another night in the woods. I felt, then—I still feel—that animal stories let the air of interest out of the moral balloon. They over-simplified and rigidified the colorful variants I’d found life to be full of, and that made it worth worrying with. It hadn’t dawned on me that this was precisely what kept my granny glued to the tv on Sunday nights, and why it was easy to wind her up with my dumb-ass college-boy bad manners. Like I said, she was eighty. She’d seen enough Cheeverish stuff just in the natural course of things. She’d be dead soon. Having the world seem simple, even wrongly simple, wasn’t much of a sacrifice for her.

  We were always a family that hunted and kept dogs for quail and Mississippi flyway ducks. My parents and my mother’s parents were all from north Arkansas—and quail were everywhere up there then. My father—who died in the early sixties—used to go to a mysterious place called Bird Town, where quail were plentiful and I wasn’t invited. And I have a precious, faded photograph of my pretty mother as a young woman, sitting a big bay gelding, wearing high lace-up boots and jodhpurs, just about to ride into the field, a double gun in her saddle scabbard. Eventually we all lived together after my father died—my granny, my grandad, my mother and I. My grandad ran a big old drummer’s hotel in Little Rock, where we “lived in,” and he kept his bird dogs in the hotel basement. These beasts were hard-mouthed old weepy-eyed, red-ass pointers who did nothing for ten months of the year but sleep, eat and snap at flies. My grandfather—a round, jovial Gildersleevian man who featured himself a consummate sport—would waltz down every evening and feed the dogs meat trimmings and marrow bones and beef drips out of the hotel kitchen, using big greasy metal bowls the dogs nosed around the floor. “These goddamn dogs eat bettern’ I do, Dick,” he’d say, immensely pleased as he watched them gnashing and growling and cutting their eyes at each other, guarding their grub. It wasn’t at all true that they ate better than he did. No one did that. But dogs were always in our life. We hunted them everywhere, hauling them around in the trunk of his red Buick Super, into which he’d had installed a shiny metal air port so they wouldn’t suffocate. We were all crazy about dogs. One, “Ole Ben,” my grandfather even named after himself, so much did he love him. “Ole Ben Shelley. The Dog.”

  But up in room 604, where we lived in the hotel—a long shadowy hallway of connected rooms converted into an “apartment”—there were always fresh copies of Field and Stream and Sports Afield lying on the pie-crust table in the little living room, along with Argosys, Reader’s Digests, and the Rotarian magazine. It was almost certainly from these slick sporting monthlies that I developed my disdain for dog stories. After all, I was living (and being made to work) in that great six-hundred room ocean-liner of a place, where daily and nightly the most exotic, eye-popping, sometimes dismaying, sometimes hilarious, occasionally terrifying, but never only-mildly-interesting human dramas transpired in front of my astonished eyes. Brawls, illicit couplings, florid and riotous lewdness, mournful suicides, late-night union and race debacles, abrupt police and fire department arrivals, plus the regular hum-dee-dum of that unwieldy Titanic, thrumming along with its everyday business. For me to sit down then and read Ted Trueblood or Norman Strung or Homer Circle or even old Archibald Rutledge (where’d these guys get these names?), spooling it out about faithful old “Flame” making his final mile-long retrieve of a rooster his ninety-year-old master, Mactavish, had only dropped a leg on, after which both Mactavish and Flame gorked over dead as hammers at each others’ feet, proving that true loyalty knows no bounds, and man and beast are but variant shades upon life’s indifferent wall—well, that didn’t hold a flicker to real life. At least not the real life I was seeing in my day job. Ditto stories about dogs getting skunked or dogs getting porcupined or rattle-snaked, or retrieving the decoys or chasing the bear through the camp . . . you get the picture. These slick sporting stories wanted me to concede human qualities to low creatures—think of Ole Ben, dozing down in the basement—whereas I was keeping my gaze fixed on the actual people. For another kind of boy I guess it could’ve worked out different. I didn’t like Aesop either.

  Plus, those old boys with their houndstooth porkpies and wine-rich names and Meerschaums all thought they were really writing about the dogs, and only as an afterthought making canny comparisons back toward the rest of us simple clods who were really just dogs in men’s suits. I didn’t buy it. I knew dogs. Dogs didn’t commit suicide or carry guns. Dogs didn’t lie or feel remorse. They definitely coupled, and sometimes risibly, but never illicitly, and they weren’t a bit sorry once the deed was done (though they did usually go to sleep). Dogs and men, even in my teenage view, weren’t a fit comparison. Dogs were . . . well . . . dogs.

  Then, as now, I’ve truthfully never seen a bird dog do anything I found remotely enviable, or in the least imitative of deeds out of my own festering life. I’ve never seen a dog—a blooded setter or a wormy porch hound with crossed eyes—do anything more than what I’d expected him to do, and paid a good bird-dog man beaucoup dollars to train him to do. In the great majority of those thousands of hours that I’ve hunted over pointing breeds, what I’ve usually observed is a great deal less than I wanted, or had dreamed of, or paid for, or sought hopefully to admire or was willing to put up with. I reiterate. I’m a dog lover. But I’m not nuts.

  Therefore, I don’t come to the task of writing appreciative words about this book of essays by writers on their bird dogs with my head already in the right place. Better to say I’ve come to be convinced.

  * * *

  Right off the bat, I consider writing readable, interestingly detailed accounts of one’s love affair with one’s hunting dogs shouldn’t be that simple. Likewise writing about bird hunting. Which is the reason so much of it—say Nash Buckingham—turns out to play the whole business for yucks and winks, with dogs performing doggy hijinx and exhibiting fantastic swami-like astuteness at which the rest of us either gape with approval or fume with rage, but otherwise take the role of second fiddle. And even if you don’t have the same restrained regard for dog flesh as I do, you have to acknowledge that writing seriously (as in Chekhovian seriously) about dogs and hunting is likely to be a challenge. For one thing, dogs can’t talk (at least none of mine have yet). And we don’t really know much about what they think—except about food, water, sex, sleep and from time to time game birds, plus their displeasure at being yelled at, punished, ignored, or confined. However, I’ve noticed that both talking and thinking have sort of become formal staples of interesting writing in the last few centuries. Even just with hunting by itself—which offers no end of variety, mystery, stimulation, drama, contemplation when you do it—you pretty quickly get to the end of how many ways you can rotate the diamond when you write about it. In that regard—but only in that very, very unimportant regard—hunting’s like sex: you resort to writing about it, but not because you want to quit doing it.

  Really good writers—including those of us who would be really good writers if we knew how—seem to approach bird dog and hunting accounts by “sliding” deftly off from the routines of rock-hard points and covey rises toward “other things” which hunting doesn’t so much stand for as stands beside—offering relief or a change of focus or just a colorful background. Years ago, Tom McGuane (whose vivid little essay figures in this volume) asked me if I’d ever written a hunting story. We happened to be hunting Huns at the time, near where he lived then outside of Livingston. No, I said, I’d not written a hunting story, and rehearsed all the reasons I’ve just been going on about. Well, Tom said, it’s just that if you were to write one, I know a guy who’s collecting hunting stories for an anthology. This fellow might welcome one from you.

  Afterward, I went home to Missoula and thought about a hunting story. I thought particularly about a jaunt I’d recently made with my wife and a friend out to a small lake near Ovando, Montana, where some snow geese were reported to be stopping over. There, I’d snuck up on the great raft of them where they were conniving near the shore. When I was close enough, I stood up and made my presence known. (No dogs were involved in this.) And the whole, alarmed, squalling mass of geese just clamorously rose in the air all at once and flew around me like confetti in the wind, so that shooting two was easy.

  That might make a hunting story, I thought. Only when I sat down to write it the next week, my hunting story quickly became not a story about shooting snow geese (that didn’t seem really interesting enough by itself), but a story about a teenage boy revisiting a memory of his mother and her lover going goose shooting near Great Falls, Montana, and about how all the events of the day transpired to produce a flash point of a love going south in the boy’s mother’s life, and about how unwilling we all are to see our parents as our equals. Nothing simple at all. Still, it was a hunting story. People sought and shot birds, just the way I had. But hunting seemed to stay in the background. The gist of the story lay elsewhere—off to the side, or up in front of the hunting parts. In any event, the guy published it.

  And just one more thing, then I’ll get off myself, here. Some time in the middle nineteen nineties my Brittany, Scooter, began losing the use of his right front leg. First his paw went mysteriously limp and flopped back and forth like a hasp on a cellar door. Then after a few weeks his whole leg started to be useless. I brought him to every doctor I could find, and eventually to the esteemed veterinary clinic at Washington State University in Pullman. Rick Bass’s account, “Old Dog,” which leads off this collection, describes a similar event with his dog, also in Pullman. As with Bass’s dog “Point,” the WSU vets put Scooter through their battery of scopes and acronyms and expensive diagnostic machineries. And as with Bass, I was presently informed Scooter had cancer and that my choices regarding his future were few and simple: euthanize him right then; amputate his front leg and hope we got it before the cancer reached his spine. Or just take him back home to Montana and let him roam around however he could—hunting, pointing birds, enjoying his life until that bad day which was surely coming. Scooter seemed to be in no pain. Dogs can put up with a lot we wouldn’t think of enduring. I took a day to think the whole situation over. I grieved, I ground my molars at night, felt befuddled by the unknown, affronted by fate (Scooter was only seven). I tried aimlessly to imagine what I would want if such a sorry hand of cards had been dealt to me. Scooter, of course, was no help. He had to do whatever I decided he had to do, and didn’t even know that much.

  After a long day and a long night of bruising Dostoevsky-style brain-harrowing, I decided (Kristina and I decided) that we “couldn’t imagine this stout creature as a tripod” (which is what Syd Lea decided and wrote about late in this book in describing his own dog’s last illness). Like Lea, we elected to let foul nature take its course—which in a few months it fouly did. Though not before Scooter had run many days in the sharptail fields and tule patches along the Smith River, days that featured him larruping around on his three good legs—his useless one flapping—finding and pointing birds and performing his dog’s duties as near to perfection as he’d performed them on all four. And then, of course, in due time pain from his disease suddenly fired up and became almost instantly beyond what he could tolerate. And Kristina sent him sorrowingly off to meet his maker that very afternoon. I for some reason was in Norway at the time. I cried in my bed in the hotel.

  About a year later, I found myself sitting around thinking about Scooter and what a sorry lot he’d drawn and I’d drawn, too. And I just wrote down on a piece of paper the words, “A dog with three legs.” And pretty quick I’d written out a story about, yes, a man who had a dog with three legs, just like Scooter. This man, unlike myself, had a banged-up marriage that was busting apart, though he was gallantly staging a hunting trip with his wife—who already lived in a faraway city—a trip wherein the man would try to fit the marital jigsaw back together. All the while, his dog (“Scooter”) was coursing around with three working legs, hunting pheasants, making everybody notice and admire and pity him. It was going to be a story, I believed, about “imperfections,” and how we learn to make do in life, often under less than ideal circumstances.

  Naturally, the story didn’t work out. And for probably obvious reasons: too much oversimplifying correlation between dog life and human life. Too little authorial skill. It just seemed the only way I could make my and Scooter’s dog story remotely “work” on the page—by Scooter’s story becoming what Henry James called a “donnée,” a given, a provocation to write something else, something to the side of the actual events that involved my wonderful dog who got sick and sadly died. I just didn’t get the story far enough to the side, I guess. I’m sure a better writer could’ve written it. Maybe Chekhov actually did.

  What I’ve just described has to do with writing fiction, of course—making stories artificially up out of bits of things that both did happen and many that never did, with the intention of producing something in language that the facts themselves probably wouldn’t add up to on their own, and that didn’t exist before I wrote it. The writing that makes up the stories in this book, on the other hand, is nonfiction, which means that everything described as happening had to have happened just the way the writers say it did—with nothing added except the soft tissue and ligatures of construction and interpretation, all of it accompanied by the proviso that once any factual event is rendered into the “event” called language, it really can’t be precisely the same as it was when it happened. Words and deeds are different acts. Though both these forms achieve truth by being persuasive.

  What I notice about almost all the stories and memoirs in this book is that the writers are forever, as I said before, artfully, pleasingly sliding off to the side of the agreed-to subject—dog, man, birds-in-the-air—and applying themselves instead to the obdurate, mysterious but finally yielding life attending it. The writers here know that going forward in life is not simple but woolly business, requiring complex strategies for survival, and that two of these strategies can be serious writing and serious reading. They’re willing to believe that, by describing the complex accommodations a man makes with his old arthritic Brittany in the early September dove fields of western South Carolina, a writer can open up some new and not at all simple-minded possibilities.

  “When I unload Patti from the car, she is wheezing. It makes me think of the asthma I suffered from as a child,” writes the novelist Scott Ely, a Vietnam veteran with his own menu of nitty survival issues, years beyond being Agent Orange’d in our country’s defense. “I recall reading in Seneca that the ancients called that affliction ‘rehearsing death.’ Some nights she wakes me up, and I reach out to pet her until her breathing returns to normal. I can’t decide if I’d rather watch her die or wake to find her dead on her dog bed. I pour her a bowl full of water and she drinks most of it. I’m eager to find her a spot in the shade. She lies down in the grass in the shade thrown by the truck, while I sit on the tailgate and eat my barbecue sandwich, some of which I share with Patti. . . . And it’s then that I realize how much I would like her to live for another four or five years.”

  When I first read Ely’s stately, mournful celebration of life, I actually misread it. To me, so rapt was I by the narrator’s perplex with life, it said (and will always say) “. . . how much I would like to live another four or five years.” Kafka, that old jokester, famously wrote that a book should affect us like the death of someone we love more than ourselves. But I’ve never thought—as Ely doesn’t either—that Kafka intended to exclude ourselves from the peril in his equation, or that we shouldn’t be allowed to substitute life for death.

  Hell’s grim tyrant finds a second-row, center seat in much of the work of this book. A lot of the writers are getting on now (me) and (un-like me) are quizzically interested in how getting old feels. “I’m seriously thinking of slowly ending my hunting life with an English cocker,” the poet and novelist Jim Harrison writes, “like my wife’s dog Mary, whom I could easily teach to be president (or at least a senator), run a corporation or write my novels.” From this you can detect that no one’s insulting anyone’s intelligence about the big issues. Big D death’s just another member of the entourage. And no one’s alleging that hunting game birds over a pointing dog (now mostly a rich man’s sport, anyway) is what life’s all about. It isn’t. “The dogs are everything,” McGuane says. But he doesn’t mean that literally. It’s just exuberance. “Bird dogs plead with you to imagine the great things you could be doing together. Their delight is a lesson in the bliss of living.” This, however, I’m certain he does mean.

  If anything, restraint, affection, good humor, precious specificity govern the writing that’s here. And not the old tight-lipped, frozen-nuts Hemingway restraint, by which game is utilized and saying less (or, better yet, saying nothing) is superior to the general mess of imprecision of feeling when it comes to expressing the ineffable. These guys are writers first and dog guys second, and they measure words both more—and less—to the task. You occasionally, in fact, can feel them leaning into you with their sentences, working faithfully to get across what’s important (precisely the pressure I come to good writing to experience).

  “This was one of those afternoons in Vermont,” the novelist Craig Nova rhapsodizes about an autumn day in which he shot a woodcock then had his dog run off, “that comes after a still night when the trees have mulled. The leaves make perfect circles around the maples, just like those in a garden architect’s plans, and since the ground is covered with these yellow-and-pink circles, the sky and every object in the later afternoon is covered with that warm pink and yellow light. It isn’t only a physical thing, but something else, too, and that color with its dusty quality, like a woman’s powder, suggests a connection to other days in the fall through the decades, or centuries, or millennia.”

  * * *

  Happily, all included here seem to have screwed down tight on the many abjectly boneheaded things hunters say in public (and in private). No one here says he likes dogs more than people (the genetic signature of the misanthrope). There’s very little bragging, everybody cheerfully owning up to his own dog’s foibles and to their own occasional wantonness afield. There’s no grinding, bullying NRA-ish gun-toter advocacy, nor any foolishness about bird hunters really being true conservationists—Darwin’s little helpers in orange caps. Everybody here acknowledges that when you go hunting you occasionally kill another creature (though, surprisingly, not that often), and this fact and the consequences of those deaths are visited on the hunters just like they’d be visited on anyone. Indeed, in these pages there’s no advocacy even for hunting itself, which as you read on seems, as a topic, to recede into the middle background, in favor of watching the dogs, taking the lively air and trying to make life in the wide open stand out a bit more vividly before the murky stuff gets the better of us.

  Which is good, since none of these people seem to go about hunting over dogs in anything like the same way—a fact that nicely pleads the case against the boorishness that says hunting is a pious, gnostic and exclusive club (like the Cosa Nostra or Sigma Chi), and that only a few adepts are waved through its portals. Some guys, for instance, hate it when their bird dog’s nose hoovers along to the ground, whereas other guys prize a trailer. Some guys stride baronially to the field with a fancy Spanish double gun bought with movie dough, while others go out carrying pawn-shop auto-loaders with duct-taped stocks. Some dog men require the stately retrieve; others couldn’t care less. Some guys have to train their own dogs; other guys (me) wouldn’t consider it for a minute. Some guys are deep into blood lines, while others pick up “drops” found idling along the Interstate and train them to be bird machines. All of this leads to the view that if you’ve ever gone hunting with another human being—your wife, your best friend, your grandpa Ludlow, your law partner or your secretary—then you have to believe it’s a fresh miracle that two humans can ever act in concert to realize a single end both would describe using the same words. Though you could conclude from this that hunting birds over a trained dog really isn’t that difficult. Just look at the people you know who do it reasonably well.

  Some things, though, are apparently forever. And in this book it’s man’s love of dog, against which I lodge little argument—except that I’m always slightly uneasy about saying I love my wife and also “love” my dog Lewy. Once again we find love to be a many-splendored—and nuanced—thing.

  Which is what holds this book together and eventually makes me like dog stories better than I ever used to. Oh, sure, there are sweetly predictable excesses along the way here. Hunting dogs are routinely said to be smarter about hunting than their masters—for which I have considerable contrary evidence of the first person nature. Dogs are said by my friend Guy de la Valdène to be children—though you’d need to consult his own non-canine children to know what he means by that. Dogs, variously, are said to “smile” (dubious), to be “learned” (I’m skeptical), to understand the poems of W. S. Merwin, to be “noble,” and “great,” to experience indignity, to possess powers of clairvoyance, and to radiate sarcasm like a Harvard professor. They are believed to be, in other words, and again contrary to my experience, evolved beings.

  The fact simply is, though, dogs are often attendees to the most signal events in our lives—all those occasions off to the side of us simply going hunting: successive so-so marriages, beating cancer, loving your son anew, writing your first song with words in it, getting old. Croaking. “What does it mean to you be almost seventy years old?” I heard a man ask McGuane a couple of summers ago. “It means,” McGuane said, rather affably, “that I won’t be burying any more bird dogs.” We all laughed. But we all also thought: Right. There’s a good thing. Even the grim reaper comes with consolations.

  It’s just hard to express the quiddity, what we used to call the meaning, of a mostly mute, mostly approving creature who accompanies us through our highest and lowest moments. I’ve suppressed so many consequential things in my life that I can only now and then limn them out—and then unexpectedly—by remembering what dog I had at the time. Sweet Montana Rose. Dixie Doodle. Little Lulu. Scooter I. Scooter II. Chloë. To fit into the right words the nature of this complex, adjunctive relationship and still do it and ourselves justice requires a privileged speech, a little excess, a few liberties taken, the random allegorization—even reverie. Literature always does that to express the ineffable. And we don’t mind as long as it just seems true at the end.

  A couple of years ago, I hauled myself up to the Metropolitan to take in an exhibit on the history of modern photography as revealed in the work itself. All the greats were represented at their best—Fox Talbot, Julia Margaret Cameron, Gustave LeGray. But on my bus ride back down town I happened to find an article from that day’s New York Times, in which the writer was seeking to sum up the impact of the very exhibit I’d been seeing just a half hour before: “All used the camera,” this writer wrote, “to find bigness in themselves, and in their new medium.” These words struck me, and I think about them all the time now—half believing they’re true about art, half believing they’re not. Not always, anyway. But there’s room, isn’t there, in our moral pantheon for the small good thing that simply stays what it is? Hunting wild birds behind a trained dog—for those of us who still do it, us oldsters, us anachronisms—is precisely that, with the stress laid on good. The writers in this volume—for all they know of life, love, flora, fauna, whatever their skill-set—know this, too, and gratefully. Life’s going in the direction of less for all of us. We’re not dummies. We had it in full when we had it, and we loved it. What’s left is maybe a remnant of what once was whole, but it’s still large enough to get us up and out in the morning, large enough to celebrate, to revel in, to tell and tell again. Think of this book then in that way. As a celebration. It won’t disappoint.
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  Old Dog
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  Rick Bass

  I drove through parts of three states to get to the best hospital in the West. I felt good, or hopeful, from the minute I parked the car in the one wedge of available shade. Everywhere around me, it seemed, grad student-clinicians and assistants, looking imminently professional in their clean white smocks, were walking dogs across the green lawns that were of the vet hospital’s domain. Sanitary trash cans and scoops were stationed regularly along the sidewalk, and each grad student walked a different breed of dog across invisible territories—each possessing its own intangible space—and each dog had its own unique ailment. Some were only hinted at by a certain limp, while others bore their afflictions, or the residue or legacy of just-excised afflictions, more visibly: a patchwork assemblage of dogdom with shaved heads and bellies, cast-plastered legs, and wide spaceship-looking protective neck cones. I felt bad about leading Point—with his own mysterious affliction so evident, swollen as he was now like a beach ball—through and past such a confederation, knowing that even Point, usually oblivious to the world of any nuances that were not immediately dog- or bird-related, would nonetheless be able to do the math on this one.
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