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To Mishkin.


Let’s ramble on.








FOREWORD

I am a Yankee cat lover who drinks hazy IPAs. Will Brantley is a Kentuckian who drinks straight whiskey and whose Catahoula leopard dog would gladly snack on my furballs. I love fly fishing. Brantley loves to make fun of fly fishing, often while wrestling catfish with his bare hands. And yet it works somehow. I’ve been Brantley’s editor and friend for more than 15 years. If we fundamentally agree on anything, it’s that our friendship is built mainly on arguing over who is right and who is full of shit.


There was a time when I was always right. That is, I’m still always right, but there was a time when Brantley accepted it, no questions asked, no smartass backtalk. He was a newly married twenty-something trying to make a go at freelance writing, and I was 15 years in as an editor with Field & Stream (F&S). A colleague gave him my number, we chatted, and I assigned him two basic how-to stories on spec: one about the best spots to tag an early season buck and another on where to aim at a broadside pig. It was the summer of 2010 when he submitted those first two pieces. I read them—and couldn’t believe my luck.


At the time, we F&S editors had been bemoaning the lack of young talent in the outdoor writing world, often wondering, Where are the David E. Petzals and the Phil Bourjailys, the Eddie Nickenses, and Bill Heaveys of this generation? And here, seemingly out of the blue, was this kid from western Kentucky who not only lived to hunt and fish and seemed to know his stuff but could also write about it with clarity and style.


That doesn’t come along every day, so I gave him a pile of new how-to stories to write for F&S, and for a good long while, things went along just as they should: Brantley sent in stories, and I told him what was wrong with them. Then—and this seems hard to believe now—he fixed them without so much as a whimper.


But there was a problem. The more stories Brantley wrote, the less I could find wrong with them. In 2015, he became hunting editor of F&S, which is a pretty heady title. It meant that he’d be writing a regular column in addition to frequent feature stories. It meant that his name would routinely appear alongside many of his writing heroes. And it meant that he would be on much better footing to argue with me.


It was around this time that the two of us first hunted together out in western Nebraska for spring turkeys. I figured it would be a good opportunity to solidify the pecking order. So, let me tell you a little story about how that went.


We’d worked three gobblers at dawn on the first morning, but when they slipped past us with a pack of hens, we found ourselves playing catchup as the birds filtered away into a vast, rolling expanse, up one open hillside and down the next. It was a perfect spring morning on the prairie, a light breeze making waves in the grasses and carrying birdsong.


Taking it all in, I said, “I’ve got to tell you, Brantley, I could listen to those meadowlarks sing all day.”


“That’s great, Hurteau,” he answered, marching to the top of a hill. “I could listen to you not talk about songbirds all day.”


“They’re not even true larks, you know? They’re part of the blackbird family.”


Brantley was now on a knee and peering over the crest of the hill. “Well,” he said, “there’s a Merriam’s gobbler—part of the wild turkey family—that needs killing right down there.”


I crawled up and peeked into the draw below where a long-beard was spinning in circles in the shade of a hackberry grove. The two other toms were deflated and milling among the hens. Brantley and I both surveyed the lay of the land and pondered the situation for a while, but he beat me to the punch.


“What we need to do is crawl up that ditch with a fan.”


“No, no,” I said. “We need to circle out ahead of them.”


“We can kill him from the ditch,” he said.


“Brantley, we’ve been chasing these birds from behind for two hours, and every time we get close, they move on.”


“Yeah, but they’ve got shade now, and we’ve got a ditch to crawl in.”


I started to argue, but he raised a hand. “You know, Hurteau, what we really need to do is figure out which one of us is in charge here.”


“I am, obviously,” I said.


And he said, “Okay, ditch it is.”


Brantley crawled out just ahead of me with the fan, and I followed with the shotgun. When we reached the end of the ditch, he lifted a rangefinder. Fifty-one yards. There was no getting closer, and the boss bird was starting to look nervous. I had a decision to make. I could take a long shot. Or I could pass—no one would blame me—and we could back out, circle ahead, and kill the bird my way. Then I could milk the remainder of that perfect spring day reminding Brantley that my plan was right and his was, well, close.


I would have been magnanimous about it, too. I would have said, “Don’t worry about it, Brantley. It was almost a good idea.” And “I’m sure the ditch will be a little longer next time.”


Instead, I raised the gun, aimed, and dropped the tom where he stood, and Brantley wrote a feature story in F&S about how to crawl ditches with a fan for big spring gobblers.


We’ve been arguing about one thing or another ever since, and the question of who’s in charge is still very much in play. Meanwhile, Brantley’s writing has gotten so good that about the only thing left for me to do now as an editor is delete the curse words.


It doesn’t hurt that Brantley lives in a place where you can catch giant bass and slab crappies, noodle catfish, bowfish carp, and chase squirrels and ducks and spring gobblers and monster bucks all on half a tank of gas. It hurts even less that he does all these things with his wife, Michelle, and their boy, Anse, who are frequent and colorful characters in his stories. It especially helps that Michelle is smarter, tougher, and more country than him (don’t mess with Michelle) and that Anse is more eaten up with the outdoors than either of them. But it’s Brantley’s talent as a writer that brings it all together.


Early on, we’d pegged Brantley as a how-to writer, an expert type. We weren’t wrong, per se, as he can do that with the best of them. But with columns like “Beavercue” and “Bullfrogs in Aunt Tammy’s Shit Pond” and with early features like “The Turkey Truants,” “Lil’s Last Hunt,” “The Craig’s List Camper,” and “Baker’s Thumb,” we learned that Brantley’s real gift is for a sort of diary-of-a-redneck storytelling that’s unique in our space. Since we relaunched the print edition of F&S in 2024, this is what we’ve leaned on him for, and he’s delivered with stories like “Trout Bums,” “Old Trusty,” “The Voodoo Box,” and “Lockjaw”—his byline now regularly and rightly appearing alongside the David E. Petzals and Phil Bourjailys, the T. Edward Nickenses and Bill Heaveys. All of these stories (and many more) appear in this wonderful collection for you to take in and enjoy—and all of the curse words have been put back in.


As you read, maybe it will be helpful to know what I appreciate most about Brantley’s writing, something quite rare and hard to pull off as a writer: it’s that he never overdoes it. His writing is never tortured or flowery or overwrought. Many lesser writers try to elevate the outdoors with lofty prose. Not Brantley. He keeps it down in the mud and the blood and beer, to paraphrase Johnny Cash (and in Brantley’s case, that beer is definitely a Coor’s Light). Some writers want to tell you what hunting and fishing is all about. Brantley just wants to tell you a story, maybe even a mildly crude one, and yet, somehow, what he has to say is no less poignant.


Okay, that’s about enough of my singing Brantley’s praises—except one last little story. Years ago, when Brantley was probably still in his twenties, I traveled to his home in Kentucky for our annual compound bow test. Brantley had just moved out of town to a new house on the hill, and his buddy Danny was busting his chops about it. “Damn, what are you paying this guy?” he asked me. “I know it isn’t what the average outdoor writer makes.”


“Well, I hate to say this with him sitting right there and all,” I answered, “but Brantley is not your average outdoor writer. He’s the best young writer there is.” More than a decade later, I think I can say that on this point, at least, I was absolutely right. Even Brantley might not argue with it. But if he wants to, he knows where to find me.


—Dave Hurteau, executive editor, Field & Stream








INTRODUCTION

Mom and Dad had a small, built-in Formica table in their kitchen that they called “the bar.” Even though there was a larger, nicer table not 6 feet away from it in the dining room, the bar was where we ate most of our meals, and it’s also where my dad and his hunting buddies would sit after coming home from the woods. They’d sip whiskey, chew tobacco, smoke, and tell stories.


Some of my earliest memories of life are from there at that bar, when I was four or five years old. I believe it’s where my education in storytelling began. Writing about hunting and fishing has been my primary job for my entire adult life, and it’s taken me to 35 states, all over Canada, and to Mexico, Argentina, and New Zealand. When people hear that, they often ask, “How in the hell did you get a job like that?”


I could say that it all began at the bar. But more than that, it began with a compulsion to be outside. I grew up near Dawson Springs, Kentucky, and was one of a graduating class of 29 kids. I was a decent student, but not top of the class. I ran cross-country but wasn’t a star and had no athletic skills otherwise. But I hunted for whatever was in season and fished for whatever would bite. Sometimes the fish wouldn’t bite, and so I’d shoot them with a bow and arrow or spear them with a gig. In my early twenties, I learned to grab them by hand. Catfish noodling came naturally to me, and it suited me just fine.


Only at night, assuming I wasn’t frog hunting, would I settle in and read. The late 1990s was the heyday of hunting and fishing magazines, and I collected them by the stack: Game & Fish, Buckmasters, Outdoor Life, Field & Stream, and Guns & Ammo. I remember noticing bylines above the stories and having some revelation that people actually got paid to write that stuff. I decided that’s what I wanted to do myself.


Many of the magazines that inspired me as a kid were fizzling to an end just about the time I was getting into this profession. To make it as a hook-and-bullet writer required producing volumes of “how-to” stories for the internet, like “10 Ways to Shoot Bigger Bucks” and “The 5 Best Stinkbaits for Catfish.” And it didn’t hurt to supplement with other work on the side, from video editing to pod-casting. I’ve done all of the above and worked as a hunting guide, too.


But there is still room for storytelling, and that’s what this book is about, although I’ve sprinkled in some commentary as well because hunters and anglers all have opinions, and I like sharing mine as much as anyone. The stories I’ve included in this book are all true to the best of my memory, but I have changed the names of some of the people and places and have taken some liberties on dialogue since I can’t always recall exactly what was said 20 or 30 years ago.


Most of these stories were originally published in Field & Stream, but others appeared in places such as Realtree.com, Petersen’s Hunting, and Game & Fish. A few have long lived in my head but have never been written down until now. The book follows a loose timeline, beginning with childhood and ending in the present. The stories aren’t perfectly organized chronologically, but they’re close.


Any new hunting season begins with an opener. And so that’s how we’ll begin this story.








CHAPTER ONE

The Opener




SHAGBARKS

The old cabin had one room and a wood-burning stove, and getting to it used to require walking across an oak log that had fallen across Piney Creek. Erma-Granny—that was Dad’s mom—slipped and fell off that log once, right into the creek, but it was warm, and she didn’t panic. Erma-Granny was old and forgetful but tough, too, being one of 17 children who’d grown up during the Depression. She dog-paddled to the bank, where Dad helped her back onto the log. Then she crossed it, and we went on up the hill to the cabin, where she laughed about the fall and ate dinner and then crossed the log again in the dark.

We’ve long since cut roads into the place, but the old cabin itself hasn’t changed much. It sits in a good spot, facing south with the creek bottom and softwoods to the west and hardwood ridges to the east. There’s a grove of shagbark hickory trees on one of the ridges, and one August morning when I was seven years old, I followed Dad up to them toward a sound that was like rain, even though it was during the driest part of late summer, when the katydids sing at night.

Gray squirrels were making the racket as they chewed through the green husks of ripening hickory nuts, the “rain” being cuttings falling from the canopy. I was armed with a single-shot .22 rifle, a Remington Model 514 bolt-action. The bead was broken on the front sight, and the extractor on the bolt didn’t work, either. After each shot, the spent rimfire case had to be manually pried out of the chamber, usually with the blade of a pocketknife. The rifle was a piece of junk to tell the truth of it, but it was a real gun, and being allowed to carry it at seven years old was something.

Not that I was much threat with it; I was only marginally better armed with the 514 than I would’ve been with a slingshot. Dad had encouraged me to squirrel hunt with a shotgun instead, insisting that killing squirrels with a load of No. 6 lead was much easier than trying to line up broken iron sights and connect with a single hollow-point bullet. But shotguns were big and loud, and the one time I’d fired one in the yard, it had kicked so hard that I lost my balance and skinned my thumb knuckle with the action release lever.

Dad didn’t tell me to toughen up and use the shotgun anyway, but he did let the disparity between his scattergun and my rifle speak for itself. When we’d find a tree full of squirrels, he’d give me the first crack at them with the .22. But after I missed—which I always did—he’d shoulder his 16-gauge and go to work, tumbling the squirrels from the treetops. By the time I’d pried the spent .22 casing from the gun and reloaded, the action was usually over, with some squirrels dead on the ground and the escapees already out of range.

“Maybe I got one of them?” I’d ask, hopefully.

“Nope,” he’d say. “I killed them all. There’s not a .22 bullet hole through any of them.”

But on that morning, before Dad started shooting, two young gray squirrels came spiraling out of the shagbark and down the trunk, engaged in some fierce dispute, their claws clicking and rattling against the loose bark. One of them stopped on a low limb, pulled itself into a neat little ball, and began chewing on a nut, its teeth scraping loud enough to be heard from 75 yards.

Dad didn’t need to say much; I could see the squirrel less than 20 yards away, and it was the best shot opportunity I’d ever had. The Remington had a twist-type safety on the rear of the bolt, and I’d already turned it so that I could see the red portion, meaning the gun was ready to fire. I aimed and squeezed the trigger, and the bullet hit the squirrel with a plop. It fell instantly off the low limb.

Dad pulled his shotgun to his shoulder and began firing then, spitting out high-brass green hulls and replacing them with fresh shells in a practiced motion. The 16-gauge isn’t popular these days, but he favored it back then for squirrels and quail especially. That gun, a single-barrel Model 37 Winchester that he called “Brother Win,” threw a vicious pattern. Once we were within 20 yards of a tree’s trunk, squirrels had to jump a lot of limbs before they were out of range.

We had a mess of squirrels (a “mess” is a loose unit of measure, probably best described as a few short of a legal limit). “That’s enough to make a skillet stink,” Dad said. “And you got that one.” Sure enough, one of those squirrels was dead from a .22 bullet through the midsection. Dad wanted to put the squirrel in his game bag with the others, but I refused, instead carrying the critter by the tail with one hand and the Remington rifle with the other. We passed the old cabin on our hike down the ridge, and all the way back to the foot log, I rehearsed a hunting story in my head that I would go on to tell for years to anyone who would listen.




THE LESSON OF THE SHATTERED NIPPLE

The box under the Christmas tree was wrapped in colorful paper and shaped in such a long and slender way that inside there could’ve only been a boat paddle or a rifle. It was 1991. I was nine years old and hoping above all else to get my very first gun, one that I could 100 percent call my own, for Christmas. One heft of the box told me that whatever was inside was too heavy to be a paddle.

What I was expecting was a new .22 rifle. Dad had a cabinet full of guns, including .22s and 20-gauge shotguns, that he’d already been letting me carry when I was out squirrel hunting with him. But it had been made clear that all of those guns were his, and I technically couldn’t claim that I owned a real gun of my own. On this Christmas morning, it seemed that was about to change.

But instead of a new .22, I unwrapped a sidelock .50-caliber muzzleloader. “I wanted to get you something you could deer hunt with,” Dad said. “And I thought you might learn something with a gun like this, too.”

I’d never been deer hunting and, moreover, had never so much as touched Dad’s muzzleloader, a .50-caliber Thompson-Center Hawken replica. I remember when inline guns, sabots, and pelletized powder took over muzzleloader seasons, but this was before all of that. In those days, the late 1980s and early 1990s, black-powder hunters used percussion guns with open sights, loose black powder, and patched round balls. It was a specialized, 50-yard sport, and Dad particularly enjoyed the process of it all.

“Every deer I’ve ever hit with a black powder fell dead on the spot,” he’d tell me. “A .50-caliber rifle is a lot of gun, but we’ll start with light charges so it won’t kick the shit out of you.”

The gun broke on the very first shot. We’d measured out a 60-grain charge of FFG black powder and loaded a round ball, and I fired it at a board that we’d leaned against a tree maybe 15 yards away. I missed the board clean, shaking like I was. Dad pulled the gun’s hammer back to half-cock to flick away the spent cap, and that’s when we noticed the problem. In all the black-powder shooting Dad had done previously and in the thousands of rounds of it that I’ve done since, I’ve never seen anything like it. The nipple, on which the percussion cap is placed to ignite the powder charge in the breech below, broke as if it were a shattered piece of glass. It was maybe a $3 part that could be replaced in 20 seconds, but it was absolutely required for the gun to work. And on Christmas morning, we had no replacement.

Despite the man-size gift, I was crying a child’s tears. Dad hustled inside, grabbed his “possibles” bag from the hunting closet, and removed the nipple from his own Hawken with a special wrench. “See, it’s an easy thing to fix,” he said, confident he’d found the solution to save his boy’s Christmas. But the threads on the two guns were different. We had to clean my new muzzleloader, rendered to the usefulness of a heavy, sinking boat paddle, and put it in the cabinet on Christmas morning after just one shot.

A small box with a dozen replacement nipples—some for my gun, some for Dad’s Hawken—soon arrived in the mail. I killed my first deer with that muzzleloader the next fall, and I hunted with it for the next decade before finally retiring it in favor of a scoped inline. It’s always been kept clean, and it still shoots straight.

Dad hoped I’d learn from that muzzleloader, and I guess I have. These days, I’m not a guy who overpacks ahead of a hunt. But I do keep an extra rifle and ammo in the truck. Another duck call in my blind bag. An extra release aid in my bowhunting pack. Two knives. Two flashlights. A copy of my license. I back up the stuff I must have to finish a hunt. Sometimes, on Christmas morning, your nipple will shatter, and without a replacement handy, you’re up a creek. But at least you’ll have a paddle.




BULLFROGS IN AUNT TAMMY’S SH*T POND

A good hunter can identify a trophy bullfrog from across a 2-acre pond just by looking at the size of its eyes and the spacing between them in the beam of a flashlight. It’s a skill learned from experience. That experience will further teach you that once you’ve gotten close enough to really see a mature frog, you realize it’s something of a disturbing creature: big enough to eat a half-grown hamster, bound in muscle, and green skin and black eyes. Were your buddy to say, Grab him!, you might hesitate.

Bullfrogs start calling in the late spring once the poison ivy is about 4 inches tall and the carpenter bees are buzzing around the rafters of the barn. All of that signals the start to summer, and it happens in early May in my part of the world. The best bullfrog hunt I’ve ever had occurred on a humid night at about that time of year, 30 years ago, with Dan, my best buddy at the time.

He and I didn’t attend the same school, and there was no texting or social media then, so our weekend plans were always made carefully over the phone during the week prior. For that frogging mission, we’d stay at his grandmother’s house, a mile down a gravel road from a pond that Dan had been scouting. We’d leave out just after nightfall. We carried nothing electronic except for Dan’s D-cell Maglite. We were two boys entrusted to walk into the woods after dark, with spears, and then simply come home when we were finished killing frogs.

I carried an old gig fastened on the end of a broom handle. It was missing two tines, but the three it had left had been filed and honed to a fine point. Dan was packing the artillery: a spring-loaded contraption on the end of a collapsible aluminum pole that he called a snap gig. Had you been able to anchor those jaws to the ground, they might’ve sufficed for a foot-hold bear trap. Dan had to stand on one jaw to cock the snap gig, and then just to prove it’d work as designed, he jabbed it against an oak sapling. It snapped shut violently, and it required the both of us to pry the thing loose. Dan seemed pleased. “Put that against a frog, and you’ve got him,” he said. “My pawpaw said so.”

After a long, mostly silent march through the dark, we stepped off the gravel road and into the trees. Even without lights, the deep barrummphs of amorous male frogs would’ve led us right to the pond.

“What is this place?” I whispered.

“It’s my Aunt Tammy’s shit pond,” Dan said. “You wait till you see the frogs in here.”

Indeed, Dan’s Aunt Tammy bred rottweilers for a living; during the day, a low-flying plane would set the yard full of dogs to howling. And rottweilers are big animals; even an individual one produces enough large piles of waste in a year’s time that its disposal has to be considered, just in the general day-to-day ownership of the animal. But a rottweiler dealership, so to speak, needs a place all its own, purely to get rid of poop. For Aunt Tammy, that place was in a little pond out in the woods.

Dan had gotten word that there were frogs in that pond, and he’d scouted it one night just before the season opened. When you go frog listening, a good rule of thumb is to assume that for every frog you can hear calling in a pond, there’s at least another gigging-sized one sitting nearby but keeping quiet. In this pond, Dan said he heard a dozen frogs. Maybe more.

He wasn’t lying. He turned on the light and shined it across the pond. It betrayed the glowing eyes of bullfrogs surrounding the shoreline. They’d grown large in the pond, which seemed void of tadpole-eating fish. We started out walking the bank, holding the Maglite on a frog and trying to spear it from behind, but for every frog we killed, we’d jump several others. It was frustrating, like chasing a dangled carrot that’s never quite within reach.

After a while, we turned off the light, sat in the dark for a bit, and waited for the frogs to climb back onto shore. Then we dared one another to step off the bank and wade into the pond. Soon, we were both easing through water and muck up to our armpits—but the strategy worked; we were able to shine Dan’s light right at the frogs and attack them from the water, like lurking gators. Dan carried a Ka-Bar survival knife, and we took turns with the gigs. One of us would jab at a frog, dig into the mud with bare hands to grasp it about the waist, and then present it to the other. That person would use the big knife to sever the frog’s legs at the pelvis with a crunch and a squish, drop them into a grocery sack, and then shuck the front half of the frog off the gig and into the shit pond. It was brutal work, but we seemed made for it.

It took two sacks to carry all the frog legs home, but we hauled them in the dark, tennis shoes sloshing and us both soaked from the armpits down in the shit pond. I don’t know who killed the biggest frog or the most of them. I do know that when we added our piles of legs together and Dan’s grandmother fried them up for breakfast, it seemed like we couldn’t eat enough of them to find the plate underneath.




LOCKJAW

One day this monster bass swam by me. I was bluegill fishing at the time. I cut off my bluegill rig and tied on an Original Rapala Minnow. It didn’t take but 1 cast and 30 seconds to lose the Rapala & fish. —HANDWRITTEN BY A 13-YEAR-OLD, APRIL 1996

I had been waiting for a bluegill to sink my red-and-white bobber when the bass, nearly 2 feet long, swam down the shoreline at my feet. Just about all strip-mine lakes are clear, and the Bass Hole—that was the name of this pit—was so clear that I could see the half-inch piece of nightcrawler hanging on the hook beneath my bobber, cast 20 feet out from the shoreline.

The bass was much closer, gliding through the water but somehow also seeming motionless, an ambush predator that had perfected its art. I’d never seen such a fish. In fact, it was only the spring prior when I’d fished the Bass Hole for the first time and caught my first real bass. I’d hooked some little largemouths on worms while bluegill fishing before, but that had been kid stuff. That first day at the Bass Hole, Dad had handed me a Rebel Crawdad crankbait and told me to tie it on, cast it out, and reel it in pretty fast, with a twitch every now and then. I threw it near a log, and as soon as the lure touched down, a 15-inch largemouth clobbered it. I begged Dad to get that fish mounted, but he said it wasn’t big enough. We fried it instead.

But the fish at my feet, I knew, was something for a taxidermist. I cranked in my bluegill rig about fast enough to start a friction fire and cut it off with a pocketknife, just above the bobber. I dropped the whole thing—bobber, sinker, hook, flaccid piece of crawler, and 3-foot length of 8-pound Stren—onto the ground. I was standing on a point that was maybe 10 feet wide and one of only two good casting spots on the banks of the Bass Hole, the rest of the pit’s shoreline being nearly vertical and lined with trees. To my left, where the bank got steep again, was an old beaver hut, and I watched the bass turn and settle itself in front of that.

I had a few good bass plugs in my tackle box—a Rebel Crawdad, of course; a Hula Popper; and a 2-inch Rapala Minnow among them. I chose the Minnow and fired a cast toward the beaver hut. I twitched the lure maybe twice before the bass grabbed it, evidenced by the white flash of a giant bucket mouth. It then swam nearly the same course along the shoreline where I’d spotted it earlier, just a bit farther out from the bank and with my lure stuck to its face.

But the fish didn’t seem to be especially panicked; more annoyed. The bass simply eased toward deeper water, loading the rod as it went. Me, I was panicked, and I ruined the opportunity almost immediately. I clawed for the reel handle and tried to turn it, but there was a crack, not unlike the sound of a .22 rifle, loaded with Shorts. The end of the rod quivered for a second or two before settling, and loose monofilament flapped on the surface of the water, like a bit of ash swirling after a hot fire. The bass and my Rapala Minnow plug both were gone.

One day, I had Matt Seymore over and Lockjaw was sighted. Along with her smaller sister. After multiple lures were thrown, the fish earned the name “Lockjaw.” So, I went back to bluegill fishing. Who should take my worm under but Lockjaw? Once again she was saved by light line. —June 1996

The details of a fishing story usually get fuzzier with age—but not with this story, even 30 years later. There’s no doubt that the exact lure the fish stole was a Rapala Minnow, for example, just as there’s no doubt it broke off my Rebel Crawdad a few days later, when I was standing on the same little 10-foot flat and casting toward the beaver hut. And there’s no doubt still that I was “outfitted with a Quantum QL3 light spinning rod and reel combo” and that I knew, even at age 13, that I was underequipped to land a fish like that.

All of it is recorded in the journal that I used to keep, under a special entry that I penned in early June 1997 called “The Tale of Lockjaw.” That fish story recapped a series of events that began in the spring of 1996—when I lost the bass for the first time on the minnow plug. I even drew a picture of the lost plug, and the crawdad plug that I lost after it, in the notebook’s margin.

Back then, I didn’t get paid by the word, so I kept the details succinct. The journal was a spiral notebook that had entries on my first turkey and my first quail and a lot about the bird dogs I used to hunt with almost every day. I even had hand-drawn maps marking where I’d found coveys of quail within walking distance of the house, and looking at them now reminds me of just how long ago it’s all been. All of those birds have been gone for decades, and all of that land is long since leased up and posted.

An entry from January 31, 1999, reads, “Today was the last day of quail and rabbit season. This year sucked terribly. I may take up duck hunting next year.”

I had also drawn a map of the best strip-mine lakes in the area. There was the Bass Hole and the Swimming Hole, the Trash Pit, Bud’s Pit, Bobby’s Pit, Pecker Bass Lake, and plenty of others. This was in the reclaimed strip mines of western Kentucky, one of the top coal-producing areas in the state. Much of the land was owned or leased by mining companies in those days, and the rest of it was owned by neighbors who, if I didn’t know, I knew of.

I roamed the place on foot, fishing tackle in hand. I had no concept of property lines out there, and neither did any of the other country kids whom I’d run into on occasion, sometimes out fishing themselves but usually smoking pot and jumping off the cliff into the deep waters of the Swimming Hole. The cliff was actually a high wall, left over from the mining operation, and some of the kids had spray-painted the words “Mount Bitch” onto the face.

I caught some nice fish at the Swimming Hole, too, but usually I hiked on farther to the Bass Hole, where I almost never saw anyone else. And after I’d broken off the enormous fish, not once but twice, the decision on where to go fishing on any given day was easy. I had buddies who would sometimes walk to the pit with me, where we’d then argue over who would stand in which spot. My buddy Matt Seymore was with me the day we gave the legendary bass its name.

It never occurred to us at the time that the fish’s “smaller sister” was probably a male bass and that the two were likely spawning and therefore not interested in the crankbaits and spinnerbaits and plastic worms that Seymore and I pounded them with for 100 casts straight. We settled on “Lockjaw” before the fish finally pulled my bluegill rig under and snapped me off again.

After that, I’d sit awake at night, thinking of that particular bass and how I might catch it. I’d have no more entertained the idea of there being more than one lunker bass in that pit worthy of a name than Captain Ahab would’ve entertained the idea of several white whales swimming about. The dog-day heat of late summer baked in, and the fishing got slow, and soon enough, it was hunting season again. But still, over the long winter, I wondered, Why had that bass hit the bluegill rig after ignoring everything else?

And then it hit me. It didn’t bite the bluegill rig. It bit at a little bluegill that was messing with the worm.

Turkey season has definitely been a great one. We have called in 18 birds over the course of the season. This morning, I dropped my second turkey. He came off the roost like he was on a string. I busted him at 30 yards. —April 1997

It was early May of the following summer when I started thinking about fishing again. Turkey season had just ended, and I’d filled my tag on the last day of April. I hiked to the Bass Hole one afternoon, carrying my usual backpack with tackle, along with a Walmart sack in case I found morel mushrooms. I also had two spinning rods and a metal coffee can. I had a bluegill rig tied to one of the rods and a 1/0 worm hook on the Quantum. I began filling a stringer with big, hump-headed bream, and I sloughed a few little sunnies into the coffee can, which I’d filled with pit water.

As I watched my bobber, I stood on the flat and also scanned the shallows, especially over toward the beaver dam. Soon enough, Lockjaw emerged from under the dam, and by the time I’d grabbed one of the bluegills out of the coffee can and threaded it onto the worm hook, just under the dorsal fin, the bass was again at my feet.

I wasn’t prepared for just how far a live bluegill could be cast on a long and limber spinning rod, and so I overshot the bass by a good 20 feet. The bluegill hit the surface with a slap, and I pulled it toward the bass, which, instead of spooking, had spun toward the hooked baitfish and was writhing its fins, like a goldfish awaiting a pinch of food.

The bluegill scarcely settled before that great white mouth flashed again. This time, I felt ready, having adjusted my drag to slip. But when the fish made its run, the amount of line peeling off my reel startled me—and I tightened the drag back up. There was that familiar .22-esque crack again. Fourteen-year-old me would’ve never admitted to crying over a fish, not even to Matt Seymore, but that’s exactly what I did. I sat on that flat and cried for a good while.

I am now convinced that spinning reels are evil. —May 1997

Our neighbor Ronnie was a close friend who’d grown up fishing many of the same pits himself. He also had a wall full of mounted trophy bass and would sometimes counsel me on the best approaches for any given day. Wintertime, you didn’t expect much, but you fished a hair jig with a piece of pig on the back. A Mann’s Augertail worm was always a good choice, especially when smeared with a gob of Smelly Jelly. And Son, in a pit like that, he’s got to eat every day. You want to catch him, you’ve got to go fishing.

After losing the bass again, Ronnie asked what kind of rod and reel I was using. When I told him, he did not seem at all sympathetic, like I’d also told him that I still believed in the Easter Bunny. “Got-damn, son, it’s time to grow up. You need to go look through your daddy’s tackle and learn to use one of his baitcasters,” he said.

Dad indeed had some baitcasters that he never used because he always believed that you’d catch more fish with lighter gear, and he was probably right. But he also had the grown man’s presence of mind and patience to slowly fight a big bass on spinning gear, letting the drag do the work.

Lockjaw had proven that I had no such patience. I didn’t ask Dad but instead just went to looking, and I found a pair of Ambassadeur 5000s on wooden, pistol-grip rods that were dusty and spooled with brittle old line. But Dad also had a fresh spool of 17-pound-test, and so I took one of the casting reels, wound on fresh line, and tied on a weight that I’d cut off a duck decoy, which I figured was more or less as heavy as a small live blue-gill. Rigged as such, I stepped into the backyard and practiced pitching it. Within a few tries, I learned to prevent overruns by thumbing the spool, and within 20 minutes, I figured I could manage a 20-foot cast.

I tied a bluegill rig onto my spinning rod and another big worm hook onto the baitcaster. And on May 18, 1997, I went fishing again at the Bass Hole, with my backpack as always and the coffee can. I didn’t fish for long. I’d put two sunnies into the can when I saw Lockjaw lumber into the shadows under the dam. I took the baitcaster, put one of the small bream on the hook, and scooted along the steep bank above the dam. I couldn’t see the bass at first, but as the ripples settled after tossing the bluegill, I saw it approaching like a black missile and then the familiar white flash of its giant mouth.

This time, when the bass ran and the rod loaded, I pulled back hard—and immediately spun the fish’s head toward me.

I took one of my dad’s baitcasters with 17-pound line. I used bluegill, and this time, I horsed Lockjaw from a beaver dam. I took her a good 50 yards up the bank. Then I unhooked her. —May 1997

The banks of the pit being so steep, I was afraid to set the fish down for fear it would flop all the way back to the water. So, I ran around and carried it, tightly held with both hands on the lower jaw and whooping the whole way, like the other kids bailing off Mount Bitch. I pulled the morel sack from my backpack and stashed the bass inside, and that’s how I got it home, flopping in a grocery sack with my having to switch arms every so often because it was so heavy. Mom later drove me down the road so I could show the bass to Ronnie.

“That one’s 6 or 7 pounds all day,” he said. Although I never actually weighed Lockjaw with a scale or anything, I took his lead—and a few liberties in the journal.

She weighed in at 7 pounds, 3 ounces. She is waiting for the taxidermist in my freezer. —June 1997

I still have the skin mount of that fish, which I carried with me to college and hung in my first apartment and in several subsequent offices in the years since. Sometimes my son, now just a little younger than I was when I caught Lockjaw, asks me about it. I can’t say that I’ve caught a bigger bass anywhere since. I’m not sure that I ever want to.




TROUT FISHING WITH KENNY DEAN

On my first morning in Calico Rock, Arkansas, I awoke to the sight and sound of Kenny Dean sitting on the toilet. The door to the motel room bathroom worked just fine, but it was as if the thought of taking his morning dump without an audience never crossed Kenny’s mind. He was beaming from ear to ear and yelling at my dad, who was still asleep. “Jimmy! Jimmy, get up! We have to get this boy out there to go fishing,” he said. “He’s going to catch a big brown today, I just know it.”

At 14 years old, I didn’t need any extra coaxing to get up and get dressed. Aside from Kenny’s bowels, the room smelled like wet waders, 2-stroke outboard gas, whiskey, and whole kernel corn from where we’d fished the evening before. Calico Rock is a trout town, and the White River is home not only to an endless population of stocker rainbows but to some big brown trout as well. I’d caught my fill of the rainbows by then; what I wanted was a 5-pound brown trout to put on the wall. I retied the crankbait—a trout-colored Rapala Countdown Minnow—that I’d been casting the evening before. Kenny said that bait would work almost as well as anything to catch a big trout, and when it came to fishing, especially fishing in Arkansas, I trusted him over about everyone else.

Kenny was a lawyer—a good one, Dad said—but he usually had a johnboat hitched up to his old Chrysler, even when it was parked at the courthouse. When I was a kid, I thought of him mainly as a professional fisherman of sorts because I hadn’t had many interactions with him that didn’t somehow involve fishing. And fishing with Kenny Dean always came with an educational bonus. One time, while out on an overnight bluegill fishing and camping trip, he’d taught my little brother, Matt, six years old at the time, the seven different kinds of farts. Matt came home the next morning and recited them all—fizz, fuzz, fuzzy-wuzz, poot, tally-poot, tear-ass, and rattler—to my mom.

An overnight bream trip near the house was one thing. But a multiday adventure to the White River, clear in another state, was another. Kenny was the perfect guide since he’d grown up in Arkansas and he and Dad had taken the same trip several times before and had always come home with a cooler full of trout. But I didn’t get to go because Mom said I was too young to be road-tripping with Kenny.

But that changed once I was 14, having proven that I was old enough to roam the strip-mine lakes alone and to fish with a baitcaster. Kenny told Dad that my “nuts were probably dropping,” and I didn’t know what that meant, but it seemed to be proof that I was old enough to go on a fishing trip with the men. Once on the road, Kenny never let up with the stories. At one point, he’d nearly convinced me that he was my real father.

“Jesus, Kenny, can you just take a breath?” Dad finally said to him. He was driving and seemed to be craving a moment’s silence.

Kenny laughed. “I’m just teasing about that, son, I could never be your real dad because your mother couldn’t stand me,” he said. Then he looked at Dad. “Jimmy, are we going to eat dinner at that restaurant with the pool tables again this year?”

Dad shook his head, and Kenny turned back to me.

“It’s a great place, Will, we’ll take you there,” he said. “We had a big time last year. You see, your daddy, your real daddy, is a good pool player. After we got done fishing last summer, we stopped at the restaurant to eat, and they had a table. I racked ’em up to play a game of 8-ball, and this big fat woman came up, slapped her hand by the corner pocket, and said, ‘That’s my table.’ Course, I didn’t see her damn name on it.”

Dad spoke up, never taking his eyes off the road. “And that’s exactly what Kenny said to her. I don’t see your damn name on it. Everything got worse.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“Kenny told her we’d been fishing down at the river,” Dad said, “then he looked her square in the eyes and asked if she’d been fishing down there, too, or if she just smelled that way all the time.”

Kenny howled in hysterics over his own antics. “I’ll tell you what, son, she had a good sense of humor. She played your daddy in a game of 8-ball, and he beat her big ass fair and square.”

We hit the river that day with half a dozen spinning rods—rigged with either crankbaits or corn spinners—along with Dad’s fly rod, which mostly lay unused on the floor of the boat. Kenny brought along several cans of Beenie Weenie, too, because he was prone to getting low blood sugar, and he said that Beenie Weenie was the surest of all cures for that.

It was 90 degrees by noon, and we had close to a limit of trout. Dad tied the boat up in the shade of a river bend to eat lunch. The White’s modest current kept the boat swaying gently against the rope. Kenny leaned back in his seat and sang, “Under the shade of the beech nut tree, little Will Brantley there sat. He was amusing himself by …”

“Kenny!” Dad interrupted. “You don’t have to teach him that song.”

Kenny just smiled. Not five minutes later, he whispered the remainder of the tune into my ear and made me commit it to memory. I’d never heard anything so crude. “You take that back and teach it to all the other boys in your class, just like you did with the seven kinds of farts,” he said.

Later that night, the room again smelled like wet waders and farts and trout slime. Dad and Kenny were kicked back on the motel beds, sipping whiskey from the same stainless Thermos lids that they’d used for coffee cups that morning and tobacco spitters at midday. Exhausted from the casting and the sun, I turned on the sink to brush my teeth, took in a mouth full of water, and immediately spit it out.

“Sweet Jesus,” I said. “That water tastes terrible! Dad, I’m going have to wash my mouth out with some of that whiskey.”

Kenny belted out his signature laugh. “Whew, boy, I’m glad it’s not my son talking like that!”

Dad smiled, but cautiously. “No, he’s mine. And he’s not getting any whiskey or going down to the pool hall.”

Those things would have to come later. But at 14, what I did get was to go trout fishing for the first time, learn a little extra from Kenny Dean, and be allowed to sit and talk and laugh among the men.




JOE’S PHEASANT

Joe and his brother Dub ran a farm and a sawmill at the dead end of a gravel road a couple miles from where I grew up. Dad knew the brothers well and had hunted their place for years, mostly for quail. Joe and Dub would let about anyone hunt as long as they stopped and asked, but their place wasn’t easy to find, and so not many people stopped and asked. When you did catch them outside, Dub would stand and talk, but Joe never had much to say, even when the sawmill wasn’t running. He was an army veteran who had worked on oil rigs and in the coal mines in his younger years.

Joe’s house was right next to the main gate into the farm, and if he happened to be outside when I came through to hunt, I’d sheep-ishly remind him that I was Jim Brantley’s son and was hoping to go hunting. He’d say, “Go ahead,” if he spoke at all. As often as not, he’d just grunt and nod at the gate and then redirect his attention toward whatever lumber needed sawing at the moment. Joe or Dub—I can’t remember which one—was missing a finger or two. Maybe it was from a sawmill, but there are lots of other things on the farm, and in the army and the coal mines and oil rigs, that can claim fingers.

But that permission to hunt was a golden ticket because paradise awaited beyond the gate. The property was just the type of small patchwork farm that you’d expect of the day, a couple hundred acres of fencerows grown thick with blackberry briars and little cornfields that were worked with a tractor and old-fashioned disk weighed down with logs. The hillsides were full of white oaks and hickories, and a few cattle milled about, though you might hunt a half day without seeing any of them.

I shot my first quail there, hunting with Dad and his dogs, and a few turkeys over the years, too. But the bottomland cornfields next to Bull Creek really captivated me. They’d flood reliably after a big rain, and then ducks would hit them. Dad wasn’t much of a duck hunter, and we weren’t in much of a duck spot, and so the chance to hunt those birds was a real treat to me, something I’d mostly only read about in hunting magazines. Dad had half a dozen plastic mallard decoys that were rigged with lag bolts, fishing sinkers, and assorted scrap metal for weights and stored in a horse feed sack.

One winter when I was 16, we got a rain heavy enough for Bull Creek to flood. Once the storm passed and the sky broke clear and cold, I made plans to go duck hunting. I loaded my gear—the feed sack of decoys and Dad’s Browning B-80—onto a four-wheeler and rode through Joe’s gate in the predawn, switching off the headlight as I approached his house, just to be sure I didn’t wake anyone up. The sawmill was silent there in the dark, and a sprinkling of frost had gathered on the gate. I closed it behind me and rode on down the dirt road along a ridge spine that followed a pasture that was just below Joe’s house. I don’t know if Joe was a coffee drinker, but assuming he was, I expect he often stood at the window of his house and looked out over the pasture below with a cup in hand. It was a nice view.

I rode the path until it dropped off into the bottoms, into acres of cornstalks that were flooded just deep enough to make the place look ducky. I parked the four-wheeler under a dry tree, filled my pockets with Double-X magnum steel shotgun shells, and waded into the water, wearing a leaky pair of neoprene waders and carrying the feed sack of decoys in one hand and the shotgun in the other.

One of the fencerows, flooded, made for a good place to squat and hide. I tossed the decoys out maybe 20 yards away, kneeled, and waited for daylight. The sky softened, and ducks swarmed overhead like mosquitoes. I shot and missed and reloaded and shot and cussed and finally knocked down a black duck and two wood ducks. The melee may have lasted 20 minutes, and I probably could’ve killed more ducks had I waited—but I had half a limit and really couldn’t wait to tell somebody about it.
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