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  It isn’t the bag that matters but the places you go to make it …


  the wild places in the hills leave a mark on a man’s soul.


  —Patrick McGinley, Bogmail




  Chapter 1
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  I click the shotgun shut. The spaniel sits, her tail lashing, her eyes on the still-green stalks of goldenrod, the rank weeds, the tangled blackberry canes and thornapple stems. I speak her name: “Caillie.” She does not turn her head. So we wait; on my part, with excitement building, and also with annoyance, which, taking a deep breath, I work to overcome.




  “Caillie.” Still nothing, so I pip on the whistle, and at this she finally gives me her attention. Her eyes meet mine. Before she can abandon me again, I say “Hunt ’em up!” and, with a wave of my hand, signal to one side. She dashes off in that direction, charging into the brush.




  I follow. It’s astonishing, how quickly the sense of pure anticipation returns. It builds from my listening intently for the sound of a gamebird’s wings. It comes from keeping a soft focus at the edge of my vision, ready to detect sudden motion, while concentrating a predator’s hard focus out in front, alert for a hitch in the dog’s movements as she takes scent, or for a grouse or a woodcock launching itself from the ground. Anticipation also arises out of the memories of hunts past.




  Caillie and I are entering the first covert of the year, and already I can feel myself returning to that welcome state of immersion—in this moment, this place, this hunt.




  I have taken only a dozen steps before Caillie is too far out in front: if a bird were to flush just a few feet ahead of her, I would not have a shot at it. I pip on the whistle, a single sharp note. I am pleased to see her “hup”—sit down, in the parlance of those who hunt behind spaniels—even if she does not then turn her head and look at me.




  It is tempting to believe that once you have trained a dog, all you need to do is put her down in game cover and she will take up where she left off at last season’s end. I know it doesn’t work that way, and I know I’ll be spending the first few hunts this year conducting schooling that I should have taken care of during the summer. I decide to let Caillie sit for a while and calm down; better yet, she should sit at my feet. I blow a series of staccato pips, and back she comes, reeled in by the whistle. Another single pip, and she hups.




  Still not looking in my direction.




  I wonder what she thinks of me, this submissive yet willful bitch, who is fast and agile, whose legs are longer and slimmer than any spaniel’s need be. What am I? A slow, staring, tottering biped, tyrannical to boot? Sometimes my shotgun provides a bird to retrieve, but not often enough. Does she consider me an impediment to her own hunting? There’s a bit of a disconnect here, or perhaps a connection incompletely made. It’s a situation that I have lived with for a long time and will continue working to overcome, because I need this dog, and I love her, albeit differently than I loved my first springer, Jenny, dead now for almost a year.




  We wait.




  Caillie looks searchingly into the brush and continues to pay me little heed. I glance ahead. The covert is shaped like an oversized football field, a long, lopsided rectangle whose far end is just visible from where I stand. This plot of ground is walled in on all four sides by trees: weedy red maples, twisted black locusts, here and there a tall, upright red oak or a shagbark hickory standing like a solid citizen among the rabble. The trees still hold onto their leaves. The maples’ leaves are the brightest and the most various: a mixture of reds, oranges, and yellows, overlaid on green. The locusts’ filigreed foliage is a wan yellow. Hickory leaves shine a rich yellow, like candle flame, while oak leaves remain a deep, glossy green. The saw-toothed compound leaves of sumacs burn a brilliant orange beneath the shrubs’ fuzzy maroon seed bobs. The crabapples’ jagged-edged leaves are a dull and mottled greenish yellow. It’s hard to believe, but this disheveled, overgrown place was once a farm.




  I remember some excellent hunts in this covert. I recall finding it, almost thirty years ago. It was a brilliant late October day. Three of us put an aluminum canoe into Bald Eagle Creek near the elementary school. We scraped through the shallows and paddled through the deadwaters, stopping here and there to check out prospective game coverts—logging cuts, tangles of streamside alders, abandoned fields reverting to brush. Aspens grew in the old fields, and seedling pines, and crabapples scarcely taller than a man’s head. I remember shooting at a grouse not far from where I now stand. I had no dog back then to give me advance warning; grouse in their noisy flight tended to startle rather than galvanize me; and I was an untrained wingshot. In those days, when I pulled the trigger it was rare indeed for a fleeing bird to come a cropper and fall out of that vast expanse of air. I can still see the way the grouse seemingly materialized from the open, leaf-scattered ground beneath a crabapple. On thundering wings it dodged upward through the crooked branches, its cream-colored breast flashing against the sky as it banked to cross the creek. Nowadays, I probably would kill that bird at the top of its rise. On that day more than a quarter of a century ago, I got off two tardy, futile shots—then consoled myself with the fact that at least I hadn’t stood there gawking. Observing the bird’s line of flight, I’d watched it vanish into more good-looking cover on the creek’s opposite bank.




  I went back later that year, parking along the highway and following a deer trail down to the creek. I was surprised at how close to the road those twin pockets of brush really were. I decided to call the place Everyman’s Covert, since it was so easy to get to, and added it to my list of spots in which to hunt. Over the years I found and shot a good number of grouse and woodcock there, mainly grouse on the higher, drier south bank, and woodcock on both sides of the creek but more often in the low flats on the north side. Belying the name I’d given it, I remember meeting only one other hunter in Everyman’s Covert.




  After I got Jenny, she and I usually hunted there three or four times each season. One day in particular comes to mind. It was in late November. Heavy wet flakes of snow fell straight down. The snow coated the pines and stripped off the last of the deciduous trees’ leaves. Slushy snow soaks through leather boots like no other substance, and when we’d finished hunting the “grouse side” of the creek my feet were so wet I simply waded through the knee-deep water to the “woodcock side.” On the far bank, I tossed aside the stick I’d used to brace myself while crossing. I hupped Jenny, and she sat, her tail slapping against the snow, looking at me with that intense, enthusiastic expression that seemed to say, “All right, what’s next?” I cast her off into the catclaw briars and blackberry canes. Jenny was, by then, a seasoned bird dog. She had the power to run hard and quarter the ground thoroughly in the thinner cover of pheasant fields, tempered by the wisdom to slow down and beat the brush in the thicker places where grouse and woodcock dwell. She was soaked to the skin after swimming the creek. Her chest was bloody from a briar-sliced ear, a pink tint that the Bald Eagle hadn’t quite washed off. When she started following scent and skidded to a stop and darted to one side, I figured she’d found a laggard woodcock. What flushed was a grouse. It came out on the far side of a briar patch, its wet wings thrashing. The grouse looked black in the dim light. It flew low, and at first I couldn’t shoot because Jenny was in the way. Then the bird put some air under its wings. It slanted to the right, turning its back toward me. At my shot, it splashed into the creek.




  Jenny jumped in and started paddling. Her head with its white blaze lay low in the muddy water. The current swept her downstream. Gradually she gained on the grouse, a tiny dark lump floating on the slick surface. I walked along in a muddy cornfield bordering the creek. With Jenny, I never doubted she would get a bird once I’d brought it down. In fact, I had become lazy about marking down fallen birds, believing that my spaniel would fetch back whatever I had shot. I watched from a distance as Jenny caught up with the grouse. She took it in her mouth and turned toward the bank. Swimming hard and heading upstream, she could not quite hold her own against the current. She edged sideways, coming closer to the bank. When she climbed out, she did not stop to shake off but came straight to me, walking steadily, her sides heaving, water dripping from her chin and the tips of her ears and running down her chest. Her eyes were riveted on mine. She laid the grouse in my hand.




  [image: ]




  “Caillie.” She shoots me a glance and quickly turns her head away. She stares into the brush. I reach down and pat her head. My touch breaks her fixation, and she wags her tail while lowering her ears and pushing her head up into my hand. I tell her to slow down, take it easy, keep close. Sometimes speaking at length to a dog and letting her know that you are paying attention—that you’re not angry at her, or putting too much pressure on her—is enough to get her focused. Enough to let her remember that she’s half of a team and not a wild predator working on her own.




  In this instance, it seems to do the trick. As we probe farther into Everyman’s Covert, Caillie stays in close, working generally back and forth, checking out the likely spots: a sprawl of brambles off to the right, a thicket of gray dogwood on the left. She loops out in front, turns back toward me, and quarters into what little breeze is stirring. We proceed through the cover. Which, in this, the first week of the grouse season, is simply too thick to hunt effectively. It feels like summer in here. The temperature hovers in the sixties. We haven’t had a frost yet, and the dense grass and weeds must mask any bird scent. So few leaves have fallen from the trees that if a bird does flush, it is likely to be heard and not seen. Grouse season commences in mid-October in Pennsylvania, which is about two weeks too early. Yet rarely can I resist going out.




  We hunt east along the old field’s uphill edge, avoiding where we can the shoals of thorny multiflora rose that are slowly expanding through Everyman’s Covert. We cross a ditch that leads down to the creek—sometimes it’s a torrent, but in this dry year it’s a rock-studded gully. Where the brush peters out against the open woods, we stop and turn left. We hunt downhill along the edge of the cover until the creek is in sight. Then we turn left again and head back in a westerly direction. Most of the time, Caillie works within a reasonable distance; it’s warm enough that she has begun to pace herself, slowing down on her own. She’s panting, which makes it tough for her to take in and process scent. Nowhere in the covert does she indicate the presence of game: her tail does not speed up, nor do her movements become more animated and intense; she does not “get birdy,” as we say.




  The creek is low and sluggish. Caillie wallows where the water pools between gray rocks topped with dried algae and mud. She laps up a long drink. The water slips past us in two channels, giving off a mild and not unpleasant tang of decay. I have seen the Bald Eagle out of its banks and roiling through the fields, its oxbows and backwaters become ponds and lakes; but it hasn’t been that way for a long time, as Pennsylvania and much of the Northeast have been locked in a drought for several years.




  If we find any birds today, I expect they will be on this lower side. Here the soil is dry and hard in the open places, but it remains damp and inviting in the shade beneath the trees.




  As the years have passed, I have found fewer woodcock in Everyman’s Covert. That could be, in part, because the woodcock population has been slowly diminishing throughout the range of the species. It could also come from the fact that the trees at Everyman’s have grown taller, their crowns knitting together and becoming more dense, and openings in the brush—the singing grounds where woodcock conduct their spring mating rituals—have become choked with stems no longer being grazed back by cows. I would bet there hasn’t been a cow pastured in this field in half a century. Woodcock season has not yet begun, so if Caillie should happen to flush one of the long-billed birds, I’ll not shoot at it. Any woodcock we might happen onto would likely be a local bird, an adult or a bird of the year from a brood raised in what little decent woodcock breeding cover remains. Later in the fall, I’ll be back in hopes of finding flight birds: woodcock coming from places farther north, migrating through the valley, headed for wintering grounds hundreds of miles to the south.




  Caillie and I draw a blank. Once I thought that I’d heard a grouse rumble in the distance, but the dog never indicated any scent. I’m not surprised. Perhaps the grouse are keeping cool in the shade of the deep woods, or under the hemlocks farther up the slope: I’m too tired and sweaty to go find out. Or perhaps there aren’t many birds around, and it will be another lean year for grouse. Perhaps no woodcock hatched in Everyman’s Covert in the spring of 2002. Perhaps they never will again.
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  At the truck, after giving Caillie a bowl of water, I open the door to the crate and tell her “Kennel up.” She springs up onto the tailgate and goes inside the dog box. I unload and case my shotgun and put it behind the seat in the cab. Turning onto the highway, I drive east, up Bald Eagle Mountain. This long, looming ridge is also known as Muncy Mountain, because it rises at its northern end near the town of Muncy, near the great bend in the West Branch of the Susquehanna River, some seventy miles northeast of Centre County, the place where I was born and where I have lived almost all of my life.




  At the top of the mountain, I wait for a break in the traffic, then turn left into the parking lot of a chiropractor’s office. When I was a boy, this building housed a restaurant, although I can’t recall my family ever eating there. An ice-cream stand stood a bit farther down the road; only a concrete slab remains where it once perched at the mountain’s brink. Both the stand and the restaurant looked out over the broad bucolic valley.




  This area where the highway crests Bald Eagle Mountain is known locally as Skytop. When I was about twelve years old, my mother gave me and my younger brother permission to ride our bicycles from the town where we lived, State College, all the way to Skytop, about five miles away. We took along water in our Boy Scout canteens. Mom packed us a lunch, which we carried in our bikes’ metal panniers. We ate sitting under a tree along the side of the road. An occasional car passed by; the drivers looked at us, and some of them waved. We had to push our bikes up the last mile of the grade. Mom came along in the green Chevrolet station wagon and met us on top. No doubt we talked her into ice-cream cones at the summit stand. With the volume of traffic that uses the road today, a bicycle trip like that one would be almost suicidal. Forty years have passed since Mike and I biked to Skytop, an event that now seems to have happened in a different age and a different world—which, in a way, I suppose it did.




  In the parking lot I stand on the hot pavement and look out over the valley. On the far side of the vale about three miles distant, the Allegheny Front extends as a long blue horizon. From Bald Eagle Creek, on the valley floor seven hundred feet below, a series of narrow parallel hollows branch off to the northwest, climbing gradually toward the Front. The hollows are a mix of fields and trees. Separating the hollows are long, mostly wooded hills. The hollows and hills end just below a bench of land running parallel to and a few hundred feet lower than the Front. My house sits on that continuing, forested bench. Beyond the Front lies the Allegheny Plateau, high, rolling, and profoundly wooded. Bald Eagle Valley runs northeast to southwest; as a landform, it represents the westernmost valley in the Valley and Ridge Physiographic Province of Pennsylvania. The province comprises an old upland that has been eroded extensively over the ages: the ridges, capped with harder rock than the valleys, have eroded more slowly and thus remain higher. Under various names, Bald Eagle Valley extends well to the south of Pennsylvania, melding with other southwest-trending valleys that eventually lead all the way to northern Alabama, where the Appalachians—the great and ancient mountain chain of which the Alleghenies are a constituent range—fade out into lowlands.




  I turn about-face and look in the opposite direction, to where the top of Bald Eagle Mountain once stood. Until this past summer, chestnut oaks, gray birches, and white pines grew in the thin, stony soil on the ridgetop. What I see now is a long flat stretch of rust-colored rubble: the mountain’s substance, blasted apart, dug out and shoved aside by huge machines.




  About two hundred yards away, a yellow loader labors past. It is longer than a tractor-trailer. Its wheels stand taller than my pickup truck. Its engine roars, and it kicks up clouds of dust. The loader’s voluminous bed is heaped with rocks and dirt. Behind it comes another identical conveyance, similarly laden. Between me and the earthmovers, a line of cars files slowly past, bumper-to-bumper on the old road, even as the loaders and trackhoes and bulldozers and dump trucks labor at building the new road, Interstate 99—the highway that, in my mind, epitomizes the way my home has been changed forever.




  I look back toward the valley. My eyes play over the familiar hollows. They stop momentarily on my coverts: The Jay Place, Cemetery, Christmas Tree, Porky’s. Far to the east, pale behind the haze, Burnt Baker. Down in the valley, Diehard. To the west, not quite visible on account of the lay of the land, Ballfield and Pufferbelly.




  Before the year is out, I’ll visit all of them.




  Chapter 2
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  The peak of the fall colors seems to be about two weeks late this year. It’s October 25, a cool day, cloudy with a drizzling rain and the kind of subdued, general light that shows off to its best advantage the autumnal brilliance of the eastern woods.




  Sassafras trees are salmon, gold, banana-yellow—all of those colors on the same tree, sometimes on the same branch. Red maples sport leaves that are gold on their undersides and orange on their upper surfaces; the leaves nod gently as the water drips off them. Basswoods show a subtle greenish yellow, dogwoods are the rich red of burgundy wine. The oaks have finally begun to take on their slow, long-lasting bronze. On the forest floor lies the scattered bluish gray of fallen grapevine leaves—the only hue in that riot of color that foretells the drabness to come.




  I smell the strong minty odor of pennyroyal crushed beneath my boots, spicy wild carrot fronds, and apples lying in sweet rot beneath an old tree with a precarious slant to its trunk. If I were a grouse, I’d be after those windfalls—or at least I’d be hanging around nearby.




  Caillie leads the way into the brushy woods. We hunt past clumps of multiflora spangled with bright red rosehips. Past the equally vivid scarlet fruits of barberry. There’s food aplenty in this covert. It remains for us to find the birds that ought to have been drawn here by the provender.




  A band of robins interrupt their foraging to scold us; their ruddy breasts seem pale compared to the colorful foliage. At my feet, what appears to be a shrew goes dashing along through the leaf litter. The creature is a quick brown blur that vanishes beneath the leaves, only to reappear momentarily at the base of a fallen branch and then to dive out of sight again, like a half-formed thought that the mind cannot quite apprehend.




  In front of us, turkeys cluck in the foggy woods, and Caillie runs amok. I can hear their wings flogging as she puts them into the air. She gives out several excited yelps. I don’t even bother trying to whistle her in, because I know she would ignore me. I lean against a tree and wait, only mildly annoyed at my strayaway bitch: Jenny would have done the same. After a while, Caillie comes trotting back. She sits down beside me, soaking wet, wagging her tail, her eyes half shut, her lips drawn back in a canine grin. She looks at me out of the corner of her eyes. As a dog, she knows it’s much more profitable to seek forgiveness for an action rather than to ask for permission. In the distance I can hear the kee-kee calls of young turkeys desirous of getting back together again. If I had a box call, I could probably toll one in.




  But I’m not hunting turkeys today. For one thing, the season hasn’t opened on them yet. And turkeys are suspicious birds with incredibly sharp eyes and ears: to hunt them effectively requires that you dress in camouflage clothing and move furtively through the woods, stopping and hiding before trying to call them in. Turkey hunting is too static for me. I would rather range about, seeing something new every minute. Plus, in Pennsylvania it is illegal to use a dog for hunting turkeys—perhaps because it confers an unfair advantage on the hunter—and much of the satisfaction I get out of hunting comes from working in tandem with a dog. All of these factors have combined to prevent me from hunting turkeys, even though I admire their intelligence and sensory capabilities, and even though they are superb table fare. (I know that, because I once bagged one that flushed like a grouse.)




  Caillie and I hunt in a different direction, away from the enticing flock.




  The light rain continues to fall. It blurs the outlines of the mountains. A gust shakes the treetops, sending down a sudden shower. Geese pass over, unseen in the clouds, honking softly. Fox sparrows scuffle among the fallen leaves, looking for insects and seeds. Crows caw in the offing.




  We proceed along the bench, past witch hazels laden with nutlets and with pale yellow threadlike flowers. (Witch hazel is our only shrub to both fruit and flower in autumn.) Grapevines dangle their clustered ice-blue fruits, triangular beechnuts lie scattered on the ground—good grouse foods all. We work our way uphill between fallen oaks and more tangles of grapevine and big clumps of greenbrier. Caillie checks out all of those potential grouse hideouts. Nothing. Higher up on the mountain we turn and hunt back along the slope above the bench, through equally attractive cover.




  An hour later, and we still haven’t flushed a grouse. I call Caillie in. I squat down on my hams and support myself by resting the shotgun’s buttstock on the ground. Worrying that it will be another poor year makes me cross, and a bit edgy. For six years in a row, grouse numbers have been depressed in central Pennsylvania. In the 1980s and early 1990s, I could be confident of flushing twenty to thirty birds in a day’s hunting. On some occasions Jenny and I put up more than thirty-five. I would get shooting at five grouse, maybe ten, and often I would come home with a bird and sometimes with my limit of two weighing down the game pouch.




  Then, in 1996, things fell apart.




  It’s likely the breeding season started off normally that year. The males would have staked out their territories and begun drumming to summon potential mates. With his tail fanned, the cock grouse stands on a prominent log or stump and beats the air with his wings; the rush of air created by the wingbeats sounds like a drum being thumped. The drumming starts out slowly, then increases in speed until the individual beats merge into a steady whir lasting for several seconds. The bird’s wings blur, and it looks as if the grouse ought to be lifted into the air by his efforts, but he remains attached to his perch. The sound of drumming can carry up to a quarter mile. If you are eavesdropping at short range, say fifty feet, the drumbeats get inside your chest. You feel like you’re being thumped on the sternum with a spoon.




  The female grouse comes sneaking coyly in. The hen watches as the male inflates himself like a miniature turkey gobbler, then struts about, hissing and dragging his wingtips on the ground. After mating, the female will go off on her own and nest, sometimes at the base of a tree, or tucked in against a log, a root, a rock. She lays her buff-colored eggs, nine to a dozen of them. Over the years, I’ve found and photographed several hens on their nests. Usually, they sit tight enough that I can get within a few feet of them.




  In the spring of 1996, I remember, a week of cold rain settled in around the time when the grouse chicks should have been pipping their shells. It was so raw that I kept a fire in the woodstove until the middle of May, when usually the last fire is in April. Insects are an important source of protein for developing grouse chicks, and perhaps the weather was sufficiently cold and damp that the insects did not hatch on time or were inactive during that crucial period. Later in the month it got cold again and rained for another long spell. Maybe the young birds that had survived the first bout of bad weather were now a bit too large for their mothers to cover them—to keep them warm and dry—when brooding them. However it may have happened, the grouse population plummeted. In the summer, I found grown birds consorting with each other—not juveniles, but adult hens keeping company because they had no broods to shepherd about. That odd sociability foretold a bleak hunting season; indeed, I found and flushed few birds that fall—so few that, by mid-November, I stopped hunting them altogether. I was afraid that if I removed too many birds from my coverts, the population wouldn’t come back for a long time.




  The next year brought another cold, dreary spring. In the fall, I found almost no grouse. I shot some woodcock and a few pheasants, mainly for the enjoyment of my old dog, Jenny, and for the edification of my young dog, Caillie. By then, Jenny was nine years old and had started to slow down. Caillie was a youngster, and it was time to get her started on her life’s work. But with the grouse so few, we missed some important lessons. Nor was the grouse population appreciably larger from 1998 through 2001.




  This year doesn’t promise to be a banner year, either. I haven’t seen many grouse while hiking or driving on woods roads. Friends who are grouse hunters report spotting a few birds, but not many. And it’s not going to be easy for me to get in as much hunting this fall as I usually do.




  I write books for a living—an occupation that, while it doesn’t bring in much of an income, gives me a very flexible schedule. But now, for the first time in almost twenty years, I have taken a regular job. I am writing for a magazine published by Pennsylvania State University, which lies on the far side of Skytop about twenty miles from my home. I’ve been hired by the office where my wife, Nancy, usually works: she’s on a leave of absence, writing a book of her own. Fortunately, I can do some of the magazine work out of our home, and, to a certain extent, I can still set my own hours. But it’s quite different than in the past, when, once the bird season started, I could drop whatever I was doing, pick up the gun, whistle for the spaniel, and head out.




  I stand up, look about, and tell Caillie to heel.




  As I said, I’m edgy now, as I scan the cover out in front—edgy, because I really want to find grouse. I want to find grouse because there is no other sort of hunting as thrilling and challenging as the pursuit of those wild and cagey birds. I want to find grouse so that Caillie can work out how to handle them. At age six, she has never enjoyed a season with abundant birds, a season when she can make mistakes, learn from her missteps, and arrive at an understanding of how to effectively find and flush grouse.




  I want to find grouse—I want there to be birds in my coverts—because this could be my last autumn in Pennsylvania. During the past summer, Nancy and I bought a farm in New England. We had considered leaving Centre County for several years, because of the new roads that were under construction or were being planned, the ever-increasing traffic, the housing developments and big box stores popping up on every hand. We could think about leaving because a particularly cruel event had struck our lives—I’ll share it with you later—cutting our emotional ties to the place we had for so long called home.




  For several years we had been looking for land. We came close to buying a ninety-acre parcel in northern Pennsylvania, but the deal fell through when we learned that the sellers had leased the mineral rights to a natural gas company. We thought long and hard about a two-hundred-acre farm on Cape Breton Island in Nova Scotia, from which you could see emerald pastures and forested mountains and, to the north, the distant glint of the Northumberland Strait. But the owner, as it turned out, didn’t really want to sell, and Cape Breton seemed a world removed from Pennsylvania and the friends we had made there over the decades.




  Then, on a rainy day in June, in northeastern Vermont, Nancy hiked up a hill (“There’s a beautiful view in that direction,” the realtor had said, pointing from inside her car, “but you can’t see it just now.”), looked around at the undulating land, the mix of hardwood and softwood trees, the hayfields and the potential horse pastures, and said to me, “If you want to move, this is the place.” The landscape was beautiful and inviting, and the area reminded me of Centre County thirty years in the past. But I looked at the ramshackle farmhouse, grimaced, and shook my head. Nancy talked me into coming back the next day. Under a blue sky and a bright sun, the house didn’t look so impossible. And that view to the north was grand—sharp mountains and deep glacier-cut gaps. Before heading back to Pennsylvania, we made an offer on the property. A month later, we owned 108 acres, the house, a big garage, and a machine shed that could be expanded into a barn.
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A Hunter’s
Book of Pays

Charles Fergus

“Back home, in the gloaming writes
author Charles Fergus, “I look for a
chunk of pinkish sandstone lying in the
tree strip between our house and the
horse pasture. Left over after the building
of our house, the stone marks my old
spaniel Jenny’s grave. It’s covered with
snow, but I find it and brush the snow
from its top. . . .It has been a year now
since Jenny died. But she’s present in my
mind, tied to the many memories she
helped me gather in the uplands. One of
those memories shines brightly for me
now. It happened on a day much like
this one, at a place less than a mile from
Henderson Cemetery in a covert we call
Christmas Tree.”

A Hunter’s Book of Daysis a tightly structured
personal narrative set in the grouse and
woodcock coverts surrounding Fergus’s
longtime home in Pennsylvania. In his
articulate, flowing style, the author
focuses his text around bird hunts behind
his springer spaniels, including flash-
backs to Jenny, a quintessential gun dog,
and Caillie, his up-and-coming youngster.
But A Hunter’s Book of Days is far more
than a chronicle of sporting memories:
within the book’s chapters, Fergus deals
with loss of game cover, land development,
and life-altering events all neatly linked
to thoughts on dogs, guns, bird hunting,
love of home ground, and friendship.





