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This book is dedicated with a deep sense of gratitude to a number of pointers and one setter that have owned me for the past half-century. I am deeply indebted to them for providing a lifetime of pleasure. Also, I must salute the other player, the bobwhite quail, a true gentleman, whose unwilling participation made these adventures possible.
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Foreword

Someone once remarked that “while he wouldn’t go to hell to hunt quail, he’d probably hang around the edge until he fell in.” I can certainly identify with those sentiments and, I suspect, Dr. Joseph Greenfield—Joe to his hunting buddies—would heartily endorse our position. There have been a lot of words lavished on Mr. Robert Quail—Yes, he is a gentleman and sometimes deserves a formal address—so it would seem somewhat pointless to add to the volumes already devoted to that splendid game bird.

Well, I can certainly attest to the fact that we would be wrong to come to such a conclusion. I have readjust about everything that has been printed about quail—at least the good stuff—and I am both pleased and surprised to find that Joe Greenfield has indeed not only added to the lore of the bobwhite, but that contribution has also been significant and well-written. Dr. Greenfield is truly a Renaissance man, and his accomplishments in the medical and sporting fields have been outstanding.

Dr. Greenfield first contacted me in March 2000 through an agent (with whom we quickly dispensed; after all, who needs an intermediary between two such open-minded, kindly, and gentle birdhunters!). In no time flat, we were carrying on a conversation by both telephone and mail.

As it happens, I have a background that—in some ways—is similar to the Doctor’s. He had a great-grandfather who was a surgeon in the Army of Northern Virginia, while I had a great-great grandfather who was a surgeon in an Alabama regiment, who later became a medical missionary in the Balkans after the Civil War. I have hunted all my life—and I am two months older than he—and those seventy-two years have not been wasted by either of us. We both have kept our priorities straight and have never let extraneous things get in the way of quail hunting and good bird dogs.

Now, as always must happen, there we have come to a gentle parting of the ways. Joe is a zealous—fanatical?—devotee of pointers. I, being of a more sensitive nature, have always been an English-setter man. We do agree, however, that Brittany spaniels, while nice little fellows, are, after all, “Frog Dogs.” Nonetheless, it has been my experience that a lot of pointers are what I call “advertising dogs"—put them down in one county and advertise for ‘em in the next! Seriously, since Dr. Greenfield admits to owning one good setter, I, too, can attest that I have seen some fine pointers … just never wanted to own one.

Make no mistake, ‘tho, Joe Greenfield knows his dogs, and his chapters on them will teach every (may I say it?) old dog new tricks. In fact, you can pretty well be sure that if there is something important you should know about pointing dogs, you will find it in this book, for it is a volume as much about bird dogs as it is about bobwhite quail. You should remind yourself that Joe used the term pointers in two senses: First, generally, in that what he writes may be applied to all the pointing breeds, and secondly, specifically, as he sees most things through the eyes of a man conditioned to running American (or English) pointers almost exclusively.

Dr. Greenfield then takes you on a thoughtful evaluation of what used to be quail hunting (and I can remember the pre-war South and just after the Second World War) and what it is today, and where it is going. When I consider the future of quail hunting, as with most of the field sports, I am glad I lived when I did. I do not hold much hope for future generations, unless the sports they enjoy are golf, skiing, boating, and other exercises.

I have not dwelt on Dr. Greenfield’s incredible medical experience, but you can be assured of the fact that his career has been one of the most outstanding in American medicine, culminating in his being appointed chairman of the Department of Medicine at Duke University Medical Center. I could easily spend another two pages outlining his accomplishments, but I think both he and the reader would rather follow a good dog into quail country. Be my guest … you will be fully entertained.

Jim Rikhoff
 Speakeasy Hill
 High Bridge, New Jersey
 July 15, 2003
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Foreword to the Revised Edition

The publication of this revised edition occurs at the time of a major milestone: Doc and I have been quail (bird) hunting together for twenty-five years. I vividly remember seeing him for the first time. I had just finished a job as a cowboy running a feedlot and decided to try my hand at running a quail-hunting preserve. He arrived late in the season with two female bird dogs, Tiny and Hannah. The first was a hard-hunting, effervescent little pointer. The other pointer, while a very good bird dog, did her best to aggravate the “living hell” out of Doc.

On our first hunt together, I remember him dropping a high-grade Parker double-barrel shotgun on the ground in order to admonish Hannah for refusing to hunt for dead birds. He turned so red-faced that I thought he was going to have a stroke right then and there.

For reasons that have never been completely clear, we quickly developed a warm and lasting friendship. To characterize him as opinionated is somewhat of an understatement. (Luckily, I share the majority of his dogmatic beliefs.) He and I have hunted birds together at least five weeks each year since that time. Although from vastly different backgrounds, Doc and I share a common passion—hunting quail with English pointer bird dogs, which transcends all of our differences.

For the past quarter century, we’ve gone through a number of ups and downs while hunting in a variety of locations in Florida and have trained a “truckload” of pointer bird dogs. In addition, for several years we’ve hunted Sage grouse in Wyoming and have been on ten safaris to Africa to hunt dangerous game. But, without a doubt, our experiences bird hunting together have been, by far, the most memorable. On too many occasions, we have had the heart-rending experience of watching a superb pointer grow old. However, at least so far, we have been able to train first-class replacements and continue the pursuit of bobwhite quail. As a matter of fact, our current group of pointers, in my opinion, are among our best.

I have hunted with lots of different people in the past twenty-five years as a professional guide. The thing that stands out about Doc more than anyone else is his passion for good pointer bird dogs. Ninety-eight percent of bird hunters today talk about their guns or how many birds they shot or what a great shot they made. Doc doesn’t give a damn about any of that. It’s all about his love for hunting quail with English pointers. (We share the same passion for bird dogs.) He shoots a Purdey and can effectively kill quail. But when he speaks of hunting quail, it’s all about his bird dogs. You would think to listen to him that he loves his pointers better than either people or medicine. (I believe he does!)

For me, hunting with Doc is different. The majority of my quail hunting is with clients, where I act as a guide. With him, it’s simply the two of us bird hunting together, joking with each other, and enjoying the pointers’ performance—and as a secondary component, killing quail. In the past few years, both of us have developed a significant problem with our hearing, but other than that, we are able to partake to the fullest extent the pleasures of hunting bobwhite quail. It has been my honor to have known and hunted with Doc and to call him my friend. As Doc has expressed on a number of occasions, “I hope this odyssey never ends.”

Joey O’Bannon

J&;R Outfitters

Indiantown, FL

May 2008
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Introduction

“Frankly, I Don’t Give a Damn.” My purpose in writing this book has been to document my experiences hunting birds, specifically eastern bobwhite quail (Colinus virginianus), over a span of sixty years. In this quest, I have walked and/or ridden tens of thousands of miles and have seen the changes that have occurred in bird hunting—none of them for the best. The sport has been transformed from a fairly ubiquitous pastime available to almost everyone to the current situation where hunting wild quail is either essentially nonexistent or extraordinarily expensive.

Throughout this time I’ve occasionally strayed from the role of single -species bird hunter to hunting other game, including rabbit, to which I am grateful for providing my first opportunity to hunt with dogs; fox, for two or three years, which I very much enjoyed; deer, about as exciting as shooting a Guernsey cow in a barn; turkey—I never mastered imitating a lovesick hen; squirrel, I still hunt two or three times a year, mainly because I enjoy shooting a .22 rifle; woodcock, a mediocre substitute for quail; dove and snipe, sporty shooting, but a major minus is the absence of pointers; sage grouse, a welcome change for the pointers and myself; pheasant, a creature totally devoid of class; duck and goose—too much sitting, waiting, and freezing. For the past several years I’ve enjoyed hunting dangerous game in Africa, but that is another tale.

Chapters II-V describe my hunting experiences generally in chronological order in various geographic sections of the South. The rest of the book details, in a somewhat haphazard fashion, the many facets of the sport of quail hunting. The reader will soon determine that, as a bird hunter, I appear to be self-assured, opinionated, and intolerant of the approaches taken by others. All true! Still, I don’t claim to know everything about bird hunting—not by a long shot—but I have had a wide and varied set of experiences, and I’ve gained a modicum of understanding about the sport.

During the past five years, the lathe of time has continued to turn. I must thank a Kind Providence for affording me the opportunity to continue my odyssey in the pursuit of bobwhite quail. The Florida venue has been ideal. Although three of my closest companions, Faith, Jeb, and Humphrey are no longer alive, several new additions have stepped up to the plate and are hitting home runs. In this revised edition, the Florida chapter has undergone a significant update. In addition, there are six new chapters. The last chapter attempts to put into perspective what my odyssey has been all about.

Writing this book from voluminous contemporary notes has allowed me to relive many cherished hours spent afield. Everything described contains at least a grain of truth, though I confess that nothing has “lost any fat in the telling.” Whether this book is read or appreciated by anyone else is of no particular moment to me. “Frankly, I don’t give a damn.”
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The Beginning

Chapter I
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Iwas about ten years old when I first hunted birds. For the previous two years, I had hunted squirrels—my father having taught me how to shoot a .22 rifle—but I had never seen a bird dog in action.

My father, an excellent pistol shot who rarely hunted, had been invited to hunt quail near Leesburg, Georgia, and he took me along. Our host, Mr. Charlie Gardner, a bachelor and true Southern gentleman, had spent much of his life bird hunting. His 16-gauge Parker had been fired so often that the tubes (barrels) were worn paper-thin.

The plantation belonged to Mr. Gardner’s family but had seen better times. Sharecroppers farmed a portion of the land, each family maintaining a cotton patch (one or two acres) and a vegetable garden. The rest consisted of unused fields and pine woods that were burned at least every other year, a management practice assuring the presence of plenty of feed, cover, and edges—in short, ideal quail habitat one can only dream about today.

Mr. Gardner’s plantation featured a “world of birds” that only he hunted. In the past he’d owned many fine bird dogs, but on this occasion the kennel contained just two pointers. I don’t remember much about the older dog, but the younger, Lucy, may be described—if one chooses to be generous—as “started.”

Lucy ran up and chased covey after covey, and our host spent most of his time cursing and yelling at her. It seemed that the appropriate name for a bird dog was “son-of-a-bitch,” a phrase I’ve found useful on many subsequent occasions to identify obstreperous pointers. After many aggravating episodes, Lucy finally tired of chasing birds and actually pointed.

“Take this shotgun,” my father said, handing me his father’s 20-gauge Parker. “Try to kill this bird.”

A bird flushed, flew over my left shoulder toward the sun, and I still remember seeing the bird in flight and squeezing the trigger. The quail crumpled, whether dying from my shot or Mr. Gardner’s, I will never know. This I do know: From that time on I was “ruined.” I had found my lifelong pastime.

My father didn’t let me shoot any more on this trip, so I went home 100 percent successful as a bird shooter. More important, my mind often replays the excitement of shooting my first bird; thus, I know exactly the day this sport hooked me. I am sure my father’s being along undoubtedly contributed to the pull that bird hunting has exerted on me. These are truisms: No one ever makes turkey dressing better than your mother, and no time is more memorable than that spent with your father.

About a year later my father and I hunted near Newnan, Georgia, with a colleague of his in the banking business. On a cold, wet, dreary day we walked from sunrise to sundown and found only one small covey, which flushed and flew away apparently unhurt. The dog pointed a tight-sticking single (a quail that didn’t fly off). My father, thinking he had wounded the bird, reached down to pick it up. At that instant, the quail fled the environs unhurt. We went home empty-handed.

My father and I went bird hunting on just one other occasion before he became unable to walk without using a cane following a 1946 automobile accident. On this trip we went to Fitzgerald, Georgia, and, in retrospect, I realize I saw some exceptional dog work—three pointers trailing a covey for approximately one hundred yards. At that time I knew so little about bird dogs I didn’t appreciate the impressive sight I had witnessed.

At age thirteen or fourteen, I took a detour from bird hunting and began serious rabbit hunting with beagles. Often, while looking for rabbits, we flushed quail, and I shot at a few with limited success. I used a .22-410 Stevens over-and-under (fine for rabbits, not for birds) my Uncle Paul Greenfield had given me. Later I carried the 20-gauge Parker, much to my father’s horror. He thought it a “travesty” to shoot rabbits with this high-grade bird gun.

Through money earned from a paper route and a few shrewd trades, I acquired a pack of five or six excellent beagles. I enjoyed rabbit hunting, especially listening to the dogs run. “Breathes there a man with soul so dead” who wouldn’t enjoy the “music” from a pack of hounds?

Mr. Don Williamson of Monroe, Georgia, introduced me to beagle field trials. Initially I participated and had success in two-couple-pack stakes, an event where four rabbit dogs hunt together as a pack to compete effectively. Speed and drive were highly prized characteristics.

Next I entered the standard sanctioned beagle field trial. Here spectators found and jumped the rabbit; then a brace of dogs was released. The dogs were judged primarily on their ability to meticulously follow the trail or “line.” Since speed didn’t count as a prized attribute, a winning dog could be so slow that the rabbit had time to birth a litter while waiting for the dog to catch up! Because jumping the rabbit didn’t count in the scoring, a field trial winner, when actually rabbit hunting, might know no better than to trot around waiting for someone to find the rabbit and to yell, “Tally Ho"—an unlikely event.

To win the standard field trials, I acquired dogs possessing the aforementioned characteristics. Unfortunately, I wound up with beagles that not only had no interest in finding and jumping but might require a day to run a rabbit from one weed patch to another—in essence, worthless as hunters. This entire experience left a long-lasting sour taste in my mouth for field trials.

In spite of my fondness for rabbit hunting, I continuously found myself remembering my first encounter with quail. I could close my eyes and see Lucy pointing, the bird flushing…. So at age seventeen, when I had the opportunity to hunt birds in South Georgia with my Uncle Hal, I jumped at the chance.
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The South Georgia Years 1948-1955

Chapter II
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In 1948, I began bird hunting in earnest with my uncle, Hal Lindsey, who had leased the bird-hunting rights to a tract of land between Cairo and Thomasville, Georgia. Part of these three thousand acres had been planted in corn and soybeans, with the majority in open pine woods used primarily by hogs, scrub cattle, and quail. Located across a road from the lavish Greenwood Plantation, which I had been told was owned by the wealthy Whitney family of New York, the farm we hunted literally teemed with birds. Undoubtedly, one reason for the burgeoning quail population was the fact that many of the Yankee-owned birds flew across the road to feed. In a normal day we found eight to twelve coveys—numbers that are incomprehensible today.

Uncle Hal, a 275-pound Atlanta lawyer who loved hunting and eating, had purchased two pointers, Lemon and Mack, from a man in Griffin, Georgia. This man made a living grinding corn used for mash by local moonshiners, and since grinding corn required just one day a week (for him, the day was Sunday), he spent the remainder of his time hunting birds and training bird dogs. Since Georgia made it illegal to hunt on Sunday (the sense of this law has always escaped me), his apportionment of labor devoted to revenue producing and hunting seemed reasonable.

When first purchased, Lemon and Mack were outstanding, well-trained dogs. Mack, the older, never significantly deteriorated. Lemon, younger and more aggressive, was not disciplined by my uncle and became somewhat uncontrollable, not overly staunch, and an unreliable backer. Lemon, to his credit, nonetheless found a large number of birds.

Uncle Hal also owned two English setters, which he called “puppies,” though they were four years old. They were totally worthless animals, except for training me how to pick cockleburs out of their coats. (Undoubtedly, my longtime dislike of setters stems from dealing with these dolts.) But quickly I learned not to complain. My uncle was devoted to them.

During quail season, we hunted on the average of every other week. The standard scenario had me driving his station wagon Friday afternoons from Atlanta and arriving in Thomasville in time for supper. For reasons never clear to me, Uncle Hal felt that the dogs should ride inside the station wagon, not in a trailer. He fed them cheese, fresh eggs, and choice meat—a better diet than mine. As a result, they passed volumes of gas so pungent that even an automatic function like breathing became difficult. In the future, I promised myself that if I had the money, I would buy either a pickup truck equipped with a dog box or pull a dog trailer … anything but ride in a closed vehicle with flatulent bird dogs!

Despite their gourmet diet, the dogs, while hunting, enjoyed sampling available offal. One day Mack so infuriated Uncle Hal by ingesting mule droppings that he became nearly apoplectic, hitting the dog with his shotgun (Winchester Deluxe Model 21), breaking the stock, and shouting, “Damn you, I feed you steak and you eat s--t.”

I pretended not to see this hilarious drama, but I nearly fainted from holding my breath to keep from laughing. Also, I learned a good lesson— not to become too concerned when my own dogs gulped down something humans consider disgusting.

Uncle Hal and I stayed at the Three Toms’ Inn in Thomasville, a fine hotel built around the turn of the twentieth century for rich Northerners who came south to hunt birds. The Three Toms’ Inn featured excellent accommodations and food, but on Saturdays, when we awoke at 7:30 A.M., we went elsewhere for breakfast—a nearby greasy spoon where the sole attraction, near as I could tell, was a pretty red-haired waitress. I’m certain my uncle enjoyed watching her behind more than the backsides of the bird dogs. We always lingered at least an hour, never starting to hunt before 9:30 A.M.

I have heard and read that quail arise late in the morning and, thus, only the uninitiated look for them early. Uncle Hal subscribed to this dubious concept, but he didn’t fool me: the waitress’s rear-end caused us to run late.

Uncle Hal and I hunted until noon. After he took a two-hour nap in the station wagon, we returned to the fields, hunting until dark. We ate at Three Toms’ Inn, got a good night’s sleep, and drove home leisurely on Sunday. I fervently wished we would start hunting at daylight and not stop until dark, but I wisely tolerated this schedule and his other quirks. After all, Uncle Hal provided me with the best bird hunting I would ever experience.

My uncle’s business colleagues occasionally hunted with us. I won’t forget one particular day with Albert Loeb, who played football at Georgia Tech during the tenure of the legendary Coach Heisman, for whom the famous trophy is named. Mr. Loeb brought along a black-and-white pointer named Jack. Uncle Hal’s demeanor changed the moment he saw the dog.

These two “friends” spent the entire trip to Thomasville grandiosely extolling (lying about) the exploits of their respective bird dogs. I hadn’t been exposed to this competitive aspect of bird hunting, but actually the two were merely warming up. The atmosphere really chilled the next morning when we turned out all three dogs—Lemon, Mack, and Jack—at the same time.

The first covey flushed wild, which coveys will sometimes do, but Uncle Hal blamed Jack, showering the animal with verbal abuse. A few minutes later Lemon assumed a stylish point that produced only a stink bird (grass sparrow), which prompted Mr. Loeb to observe slyly, “Quail in South Georgia are becoming much smaller.”

Uncle Hal’s face flushed red (he hated anyone bad-mouthing his dogs) and mumbled something about the former football player’s ancestry. For a moment I feared these two “friends” would come to blows.

Matters worsened. About a hundred yards away I spotted a black-and-white calf, an object the nearsighted Mr. Loeb mistook for his bird dog, exclaiming, “Jack’s got ’em.”

“Maybe,” said Uncle Hal, “we should stop and milk Jack.”

“You shouldn’t poke fun at other people’s infirmities,” said Mr. Loeb, feigning deep sensitivity.

And so it went for the rest of the day, a constant jawing about the inadequacies of the dogs. Although we found plenty of birds, the much-maligned pointers, perhaps affected by the criticism, did indeed turn in markedly sub-par performances. Sundown came as a relief (usually I wanted to hunt ’till dark).

The trip’s only saving grace was the fact that the two were such poor shots they didn’t try to compete as marksmen. When, a year later, Mr. Loeb joined my uncle for another hunt, I suddenly remembered the necessity to write a “long-overdue term paper.”

A pair of valuable truisms came from an otherwise unpleasant experience: One, never brag about your bird dog—at least until the hunt is over—for he’ll make you a liar every time, and, two, competitive “friends" should not hunt birds together.

To return to bird hunting: Frequently there were glorious, made-in-heaven days when birds seemed to be everywhere. Many times I saw dogs point a covey in a soybean field, and when the birds flushed, several other coveys feeding in the same field joined them in flight. Generally, we didn’t follow single birds. Most of them flew into dense, swampy areas, the home of cottonmouth water moccasins, snakes my uncle greatly feared. Hunting single birds made little sense during those halcyon days. Coveys were plentiful.

I remember vividly one bevy that wintered near an old home place surrounded by large live-oak trees that supplied the birds with a hearty acorn diet. This covey contained at least twenty-five quail, and I found them every time I hunted the area, though I made sure never to reduce their numbers significantly.

Although my father was not physically able to accompany me on these hunting escapades with Uncle Hal, he always wanted to hear the complete details of our trips. We discussed many aspects of bird hunting until his death in 1951.

At age twenty, I purchased Spot, my first bird dog, from the same man who sold Lemon and Mack to my uncle. A major setback had befallen Spot’s owner (namely, a federal anti-moonshine campaign had forced most of his bootlegger customers out of business). To make ends meet, he was forced to sell two of his trained bird dogs, Spot and a drop.

A business associate of my uncle had first choice, and the gods truly smiled on me when he selected the drop. Although broke, the drop turned out to be a mediocre performer. I paid two hundred dollars for Spot, at that time an enormous sum of money for a bird dog, but today twenty-five times that amount wouldn’t touch a dog of his abilities. Anyone could see, right from the start, that the three-year-old Spot knew a lot more about bird hunting than I did. In essence, he trained me.

In late September 1951 I started exercising Spot near Emory University (where I was taking premed courses), an area I knew quite well. As a Cub Scout I’d caught frogs, lizards, and later hunted rabbits on this bottomland. Suddenly, Spot began making (smelling) game and froze. I flushed the covey, proud as I could be, knowing I owned a topnotch bird dog.

During that season I continued hunting with Uncle Hal in Thomasville, but also I had access to a significant amount of land near Fayetteville, Georgia, although I didn’t find many birds there. In addition, I hunted in middle Georgia near Macon; in South Georgia around Valdosta, Camilla, and Pelham; and once in Hurtsburg, Alabama. Birds were reasonably plentiful at all these locations, but none matched the numbers on the land my uncle leased near Thomasville.

I kept beagles for the next year and tried to hunt both rabbits and birds. But after I entered Emory University Medical School in 1952, hunting time became scarce. I sold the beagles in order to ration rare recreation hours for bird hunting.

I traded my ’39 Chevrolet for a ’50 Ford, and one of my cousins built a dog trailer with three compartments. The compartment in front held food and supplies, while the two in back—separated by one-inch heavy plywood—were reserved for the dogs.

Uncle Hal let me hunt without him on the Thomasville lease, with the proviso that I take no one along. I adhered strictly to his wishes and am glad I did because I learned how very enjoyable bird hunting can be when done by one’s self. It’s the approach I still prefer.

I became acquainted with Mr. Otis Brenson, a bird-dog trainer who lived about ten miles from my uncle’s lease in Ochlocknee, Georgia, (a town that achieved national fame as a speed trap). Mr. Brenson, a superb shot, used a short-barrel 20-gauge Winchester Model 12, which, interestingly enough, found its way into my hands forty years later through his physician, a friend of mine.

Late in 1951, Uncle Hal commissioned Mr. Brenson to school his setters, but after a brief trial (and being an honest man), Mr. Brenson said, “The dogs should be killed and trainable replacements found.” This assessment made my uncle mad as hell, and he broke off all contact with Mr. Brenson. Stubbornly, he continued hunting the two setters with the same poor results.

In 1953, I purchased Don, a two-year-old dog with minimal training on birds. Don had been allowed to run loose and developed a propensity for rabbit hunting. Mr. Brenson “tuned him up” to eschew rabbits, but Don never really overcame his tendency to hunt in swamps and overgrown bottom fields. He didn’t find nearly as many birds as Spot, but he nonetheless ranked as a solid bird dog with a spectacular style of running—a gentle, rolling, effortless gait that covered a lot of ground. He could run from dawn to dark and never tire, a creature of beauty in motion.

Spot had a driving gait—knocking down weeds, cornstalks, small pine trees, and anything else that got in his way. He couldn’t keep up with Don, however, on an all-day hunt. When five years old, Spot cut his right front ankle and severed several tendons while traversing a refuse pile containing tin cans. Though the wound readily healed, his toes splayed out, causing him to limp slightly. Regardless, he truly was a bird-finding marvel who used his brains as well as his senses.

Spot was a delight to watch, circling the borders of fields, crisscrossing them a couple of times (no bird could hide from him), then heading to the woods, hunting ten or fifteen yards from the edge. He could cover a ten-acre field in this manner in ten minutes, and if he came back, I could be absolutely certain there were no birds nearby. If he didn’t come back, I could be just as sure that he was on point and would stay there until sundown, if necessary.

When I hunted alone in Thomasville, I routinely left Atlanta at 2:00 A.M. on Saturday and began looking for birds at daylight. I didn’t quit until dark, and then headed for home. I have no idea of the number of lonely miles driven, pulling the dog trailer. One Christmas Eve, I saw only two cars on the road the entire trip back home to Atlanta.

When I had longer periods of time to hunt, I spent the night with my maternal grandmother in Tallahassee, thirty miles from Thomasville. Highway 319, linking the two cities, sliced through some of the nation’s most beautiful bird-hunting venues, plantations one after another dedicated entirely to quail management. Early in the morning, wagons pulled by white mules and packed with overdressed nimrods getting ready to bird hunt were in evidence all along the road.

Truly the best hunting of my life occurred during Christmas vacation, 1953, in Thomasville, and it lasted for a wonderful two weeks. Spot, Don, and I found literally hundreds of birds, though we didn’t kill more than ten or twelve a day.

I continued to shoot my grandfather’s 20-gauge Parker with good success. In high school I had been captain of our championship rifle team, but I had no formal coaching in the very different sport of wingshooting: A rifle is aimed; a shotgun is pointed.

Don and Spot were real meat dogs and, for pointers, excellent at retrieving. One time I shot at a covey flushing from the other side of a five-foot-high hog-wire fence. I killed two of them and then watched as the dogs cleared the fence almost simultaneously, each one returning with a bird in his mouth.

I vividly remember seeing Spot suddenly point while retrieving a dead bird. I’d never seen a dog point with a bird in his mouth and still can’t understand how any dog could smell another bird with the overwhelming scent of a dead one filling his nostrils.

Spot never ceased to amaze me. Once, while jumping a fence, he stiffened in mid-air and landed in a classic point. Apparently, he had smelled the birds only after becoming airborne, and though he landed in the middle of the huddled bevy, they didn’t flush.

As noted, the fences stood about five feet high and usually consisted of hog wire with two strands of barbed wire on top. One of Spot’s failings involved never learning to climb over or crawl under fences. He simply jumped over them. Interestingly, I kept him behind a five-foot fence his entire life, and he never jumped out. In contrast, when hunting he would sail over anything!

Spot’s approach to fences worked fine until he reached age eight or nine and began catching his back legs on the barbed wire. I couldn’t break him of the habit and numerous times had to extract him from a fence. I always carried sutures to sew up the cuts on his legs.

There was only one drawback with Spot and Don: Though bird hunting comprised their Number One enjoyment in life, fighting with each other didn’t lag far behind. It is a continuing mystery to me how male pointers can hunt as a team all day without any semblance of friction or discord, but when the hunt is over—either at lunchtime or sundown—they immediately try to tear each other apart. On one occasion, while traveling, they nearly chewed through a one-inch-thick plywood partition in the dog trailer trying to get at each other.

Spot and Don were always ready to mix it up with local “house dogs,” regardless of size, that happened upon us, but they always seemed to lose, these fights, returning in various stages of disrepair.

Spot and Don, moderately wide-ranging dogs, covered large chunks of ground, but I could count on them to check back with me regularly. I learned to walk at a reasonable pace and let them do the bulk of the work. I have hunted with people who seem to believe that the main purpose of bird hunting is to see how fast they can walk, and although they are skilled bird hunters, they primarily hurry from one place to another where they know a covey is located. The truth is, the only dog they need is a retriever.

Because Spot and Don possessed so much talent, I didn’t learn as much as I should have about the intricacies of bird hunting. I simply followed their lead, enjoying the solitude and the outdoors. Undoubtedly, I developed an over-inflated idea of my prowess as a bird hunter. For example, the deleterious effects of weather conditions—temperature, humidity, direction and speed of the wind—largely escaped me. Later, I learned how these factors dramatically affect a hunter’s ability to find birds (and how to use them as excuses for a poor day).

Like most hunters, I became convinced that bird hunting was chiefly a waste of time until two hours before sundown. On several occasions, however, this rule proved not to be correct. I remember hunting one morning with Uncle Hal without much success. While he took his two-hour, midday siesta, Spot, Don, and I worked an area of fairly open pine wood where we had found a few birds in the past.

A light rain was falling, and in just ninety minutes we discovered six or seven coveys. I shot sparingly, not wanting to make Uncle Hal mad by waking him. Most of the time, when I saw the dogs on point, I sat down, watched for a while, and then flushed the birds without shooting. Spot didn’t appreciate this approach. He rolled his eyes and gave me a “what-in-the-world-are-you-doing?" look.

The significant effect of moisture on scenting conditions did not ring a bell with me, but I couldn’t miss noticing that I had less luck with very wet or bone-dry ground. An obvious factor negatively impacting bird hunting was wind. Once I hunted an entire day with a 20-MPH wind blowing from the northeast, and I found only one covey, which I saw on the road, but the dogs couldn’t scent it.

The hogs that lived in the piney woods gave me little trouble, although occasionally I was treed by a mad sow with young pigs. The scrub cattle, however, were a different kettle of fish. These semiwild creatures took pleasure in chasing me, disrupting the work of my dogs, and, in general, making a nuisance of themselves. (They looked so run-down and tough that I couldn’t picture anyone eating them. I suspected a fork couldn’t penetrate gravy made from even a choice cut.) In fact, I was quite certain that if Heaven were cracked up to what it was supposed to be, there would be no cows. (Only when I began hunting in Florida did I realize the positive qualities on quail management provided by cattle. They keep vegetation thinned, so the birds have a place to run.)

During these years, Georgia was an open-range state, meaning cows, pigs, mules—livestock in general—didn’t have to be fenced. Several times while driving at night, I came close to meeting my Maker because these animals congregated on highways after dark, presumably basking in the sun’s warmth that radiated from the pavement.

Most of the fallow land in South Georgia was burned each year in winter or early spring, which prevented vegetation from growing so thick it choked out the bird habitat.

Predator control constituted a standard part of every farmer’s life. Chickens, guineas, turkeys and, domestic ducks all ran loose near the farmhouse. Protecting them from hawks, owls, foxes, snakes, opossums and raccoons was all part of the day’s work. In fact, many farmers, especially during the Depression, considered raccoons and opossums to be acceptable table fare.

The practice of eliminating, without quarter, these predators undoubtedly aided the quail population. Herbert L. Stoddard’s research (The Bob White Quail, Its Habits, Preservation and Increase) found that just two species of hawks, Cooper’s and Sharp-shinned, posed a threat to the propagation of quail. Nevertheless, the overwhelming majority of the local gentry assumed all hawks were “chicken hawks,” the enemy, and acted accordingly.

Diamondback rattlesnakes populated the Thomasville area hunting ground, but I encountered surprisingly few. One time I suspected by the way Spot pointed (looking down and drawing back) that he had found something quite different. I saw the snake, heard its ominous rattle and shot it before any harm could be done. A veterinarian from Thomasville told me one of his clients had lost three dogs in as many days to rattlesnake bites. These imported dogs had no experience with snakes and, apparently, lacked an innate fear of them.

Between 1952-54,1 hunted almost exclusively with Spot and Don. Then, in 1954,1 purchased a puppy sired by Paladin, a national champion, and the dog ultimately grew into a powerhouse. Before I completed his training, however, my bird hunting was significantly curtailed by moving to North Carolina, for internship at Duke Medical Center in 1956.

My mother kept the dogs, bless her heart, but three were too many for her to handle, and I had to divest myself of Don and the puppy. The man who bought them got one hell of a deal. I kept Spot until he died in 1963.

Like so many times in life, I didn’t appreciate a wonderful situation until it had ended. Clearly, during this period, bird hunting of unmatched quality existed in the South. I fervently wish I could enjoy similar experiences—even just once—today.
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My First

How I got Spot is quite a tale.

His bird hunter owner got sent to jail.

The crime involved a bootlegging deal;

Each Sunday he spent grinding meal.

Six days a week, come rain or shine,

Spot hunted quail in Georgia’s pine.

When I bought My First at the age of three,

He’d found and pointed many a covey

He’d run the edges with tireless speed

To catch the scent as quail moved to feed.

No wasted motion on barren ground;

Spot knew where birds would be found.

What Spot thought of me I can only guess:

A “make out” hunter or just a pest.

Patiently he showed me all the ropes

With coveys and singles how to cope.

Near fifty years have faded into night

Since Spot taught me how to hunt Bobwhite.

Though many others have hunted with me,

My First is frozen in memory.

(1998)
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