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Foreword



Never in my wildest dreams did I ever think that I would be involved in producing a Burton Spiller sequel. Not in a million years.


After all, here was a man who did for grouse hunting what Ernest Hemingway did for fishing, what Samuel Clemens did for riverboat life, what Robert Frost did for turn-of-the-century farming. Burt put upland hunting to music. He romanticized the days afield, the dogs, his good friends and the value of maintaining close contact with nature, and did so with an articulation that was uniquely his own. Not bad for a guy that never got past the eighth grade. While he appealed to a considerably smaller audience than his aforementioned peers, Burt earned a place in American literary history. Grouse Feathers and More Grouse Feathers were the first books I owned on the subject of grouse hunting, and they remain my favorites. I suspect they always will be.


Then, in February of 1999, through a curious set of circumstances, Lawrence Pyne and I stumbled upon a find. After visiting with Burt’s daughter, Ainslie, on what we intended to be the foundation for a biographical piece on Mr. Spiller’s life, family friend Jim Stuart showed us some old archive boxes containing items that he felt might be of interest to us. That turned out to be hyperbole.


In those dusty boxes, we found Burton’s 1959 Maine Hunting License. There was correspondence between Burt and his longtime friend, Tap Tapply. A poem Burt wrote for his wife, Mildred, on their 14th wedding anniversary. A fly box containing old streamer flies and leader material. Fuel bills. A play he wrote as a very young man. Then, we found clippings and manuscripts that turned out to be works on and relating to grouse hunting that somehow never made it into any Spiller anthologies. To a fan of upland literature, it was the King Tut of discoveries.


Earlier on that same gray, late-winter, New Hampshire day, we visited the cemetery where Burt and Mildred rest. I happened to have some grouse tail feathers in my car, left there from a hunt a few months before. We laid them on the snow in front of the headstone that bears the Spiller name, photographed the scene, and then spent at least a full minute in unplanned, reverent silence. We then got up to walk away, but I had to turn back. I was compelled to go over and place one hand on top of the grave marker and, with one knee in the snow, whispered “Thank you, Burt.” It was for the work he’d done with which I had already become familiar and from which I derived such enjoyment.


At that moment, I had no idea what events the next few hours would bring.


John Gosselin


Publisher, The Grouse Point Almanac


Fairfax, Vt., April 4, 2000





Introduction



Had Burton Spiller been born in another time and place, he might have been remembered only as something of a Renaissance man. Fortunately for ruffed grouse hunters, he had a higher calling.


A blacksmith by trade, Spiller was a man of many skills and interests. Among other things, he made exquisite violins, which he also played; he grew prize-winning flowers; and he wrote charming poems, short stories, and plays. He was also a welder and mechanic, and during World War II he served his country by building submarines.


But Burt, as he preferred to be called, was truly blessed. As his friend H.G. “Tap” Tapply observed, he was born in a time and place—northern New England in the late 19th century—when abandoned apple orchards and idyllic “pa’tridge” covers blanketed the countryside, which was just then beginning its long march back from farms to forest. Burt was more than happy to take advantage of his grouse-rich surroundings, and he hunted his beloved Thunder King with a singular passion from age 10 until infirmities forced him to oil his gun for a final time at age 77.


Burt was not content just to hunt ruffed grouse, however. At night he labored over a manual typewriter, recording for posterity his love affair with grouse and the dogs and men that pursue them.


Although he had no formal training as a writer, Burt wrote with a rare eloquence, and his work was published in both magazine and book forms. He soon gathered a devoted following, and long before he died in 1973 at age 86 he was widely acclaimed as the “Poet Laureate of Grouse Hunting”—a sobriquet he deserves to this day. No one before or since has written more beautifully about grouse hunting, or has done a finer job of capturing the heart and soul of the grouse hunter.


Burton Lowell Spiller was born December 21, 1886, in Portland, Maine, the second oldest of seven children. At age eight, his family moved to the small seacoast village of Wells, Maine, where he roamed nearby salt marshes with his father’s massive 10 gauge and learned to hunt grouse and ducks, sometimes at the expense of a bloody nose. In 1911, he married Mildred Moulton and moved to East Rochester, New Hampshire. He lived there for the rest of his life, the last 50 years in a white, wood-framed house on Main Street, where he is still remembered by his younger neighbors for his keen wit, dry sense of humor, and gorgeous gladioli, a type of iris with brilliantly colored flowers. He is also unfailingly remembered as a gentle man. He never drank or swore, and he faithfully observed the Sabbath—even when the woodcock flight was on.


As a young man, Burt practiced blacksmithing, his father’s trade, before becoming a welder and mechanic at a local woolen mill, where he worked for 19 years. He also sold strawberries and gladiolus bulbs from his “Sunlight Glad Gardens,” including a hybrid he developed that won several prizes at flower shows. In addition to hunting for grouse, woodcock, ducks, and deer, he was fond of fishing for brook trout and landlocked Atlantic salmon.


Burt loved to read. His daughter, Ainslie, who was born in 1922, recalls that she never saw her father sit down without a book or The Saturday Evening Post. He began writing at an early age, publishing “Rocky Ford,” a four-act play in 1909 at age 23, but it was not until he was in his 40s that he started writing seriously about grouse. His first story, “His Majesty, The Grouse,” was published in 1932 in Field & Stream, signaling the start of a relationship with the venerable magazine that would span four decades and more than 50 stories.


In 1934, Burt sent a collection of stories to the Derrydale Press, which published them the following year under the title of Grouse Feathers in a limited edition of 950 copies that promptly sold out. Derrydale followed in each of the next three years with another Spiller title: Thoroughbred (1936), Firelight (1937), and More Grouse Feathers (1938). Today all four titles are coveted collector’s items, and subsequent editions of Grouse Feathers and More Grouse Feathers published by Macmillan (1947), Crown (1972), and Derrydale (1990) are eagerly sought by avid grouse hunters.


Burt also tried his hand at other forms of writing, including general interest articles for The Saturday Evening Post and a boy’s adventure story called Northland Castaways. He also continued to write about grouse hunting for the major outdoor magazines. In 1962, Van Nostrand published Drummer in the Woods, a collection of 21 of his best grouse stories, all but four of which first appeared in Field & Stream. A second edition followed in 1980 from Stackpole. Along with the Derrydale titles, Drummer is considered a sporting classic, and no upland hunter’s library is complete without a copy. His last book, Fishin’ Around, was published posthumously by Ainslie Spiller and Winchester Press in 1974.


Although Burton Spiller is revered by many older grouse hunters—countless setters and pointers have been named in his honor—he is unknown to many young hunters. To a certain extent this is understandable. It has been 30 years since his by-line last appeared in a major magazine, and more than 20 years since any of his books have been reprinted. In publishing Grouse Feathers, Again, Derrydale Press and The Grouse Point Almanac, a quarterly upland hunting publication, hope to both reacquaint older readers with one of their favorite writers and to introduce young readers to one of the true greats of American sporting literature.


Grouse Feathers, Again consists of 20 stories. Of these, two—“A Matter of Courtesy” and “What! No Grouse Dogs?”—have never previously been published. Of the others, 11 first appeared in Field & Stream, and seven first appeared in The National Sportsman, Hunting & Fishing, and Outdoors magazines. This “Spiller Treasury” was discovered by the staff of The Grouse Point Almanac with the help of Ainslie Spiller and family friend James Stuart.


Grouse Feathers, Again is in the best tradition of Grouse Feathers, More Grouse Feathers, and Drummer in the Woods. It includes “good reads” that help pass the long months between hunting seasons, as well as stories that contain practical tips on hunting grouse and training dogs that are as relevant today as they were 50 years ago. To paraphrase H.G. “Tap” Tapply, who wrote the introduction to many of Burt’s books: May you find the same delight in Grouse Feathers, Again that we still do every time we read it.


Lawrence Pyne


Editor-at-large, The Grouse Point Almanac


Milton, Vt., May 5, 2000





ONE
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A Matter of Courtesy


Gene, who for 30 years had been my hunting partner, said “step on it,” and I bore down a bit harder on the accelerator. There was reason for our haste, for the lowering October sun lacked only a couple of inches of touching the rim of the purple mountain that lay to the westward. When that union occurred night would be less than an hour away, and night was one of the things we needed least. What we did need—and needed right then and there—was a productive woodcock cover, and only a mile or two ahead, flanked by a plentiful sprinkling of alder and birch and silver leaf poplar was one of the best little woodcock parlors to be found anywhere in that part of southern Maine. The problem which now confronted us was whether we or the encroaching darkness would be the first to arrive.


It had been what may be euphemistically described as “one of those days.” There are other phrases which are equally descriptive but they are not euphemisms. From the early morning flat tire until the present moment we had been confronted by one crisis after another. Theoretically, we were in the middle of the woodcock migration period, yet in an all day hunt we had collected only four of our legal allotment of 10 birds. Two good covers that we had depended upon had been thoroughly combed by other hunters that morning. In one always productive cover we found only two birds, and missed them both with astonishing celerity. In still another one the dog, too young and inexperienced to recognize trouble when she met it face to face, satisfied for all time her curiosity concerning strolling porcupines, an event that caused us the loss of another precious half hour; a period of time that was punctuated by wild screams of anguish and sobbing doggy promises to never repeat her mistake. Now the next hour would determine whether the day’s entry in the ledger should be done in red ink or the more pleasing black.


“Step on it,” Gene said again, unmindful that this was a dead-end road that was plentifully booby trapped by evil minded boulders that crouched, half buried, while they waited for a chance to pounce upon an oil pan and batter it to fragments. But nothing stopped us in our mad haste, and presently we were there.


A high stone wall paralleled the road, and terminated at a three-bar gate that marked the point of entry to the cover, and seemingly every bar of the gate and every rock on the wall was plastered with signs spelling out the two horrible words, “No Trespassing.”


I can recall but few moments which were more bitter, for this cover had been our ace in the hole, the place to which we came when we needed a bird or two to top off the day. I knew then how Adam must have felt when he was evicted from the garden, for while there may have been a question concerning the legality of the various sized signs, there could be no mistaking their meaning. With alarming frequency we had seen cover after cover barred to us for no other reason than others’ own imbecile acts of vandalism. Now another one had been added to the rapidly growing list.


“Let’s go home,” Gene said tiredly and I concurred, for there was nothing else left that we could do.


The road was a single lane affair that made turning a sporting proposition, but after much backing and filling I almost had it made. One more wrestling bout with the steering wheel, one more cautious backing into the shallow ditch, and we would be homeward bound.


Then my foot slipped off the brake pedal and the car lunged ahead just enough for the fender to nudge one of the topmost rocks in the wall. Before my fascinated gaze I saw about 30 feet of the accursed wall bulge slowly out, leaning at an ever more precarious angle until it slowly and majestically toppled downward in a heterogeneous conglomeration of rock that would have defied the best efforts of all the king’s horses and men to restore it to its original condition.


Now here was a nice little problem in ethics. The signs had just denied us admittance to the cover, probably for all time. Would we be justified in just driving quietly away leaving the rocks strewn about the place? Without hearing the question, I knew the answer, for Gene’s code was “Leave everything at least as good as you found it—and a little better would do no harm.” I got out of the car and began taking off my coat.


So we went to work, rolling into position the boulders we could not lift, chinking in the smaller fragments to add stability to the whole, and feeling increasing pride in our craftsmanship.


We had the job more than half completed when we heard the grating of steel tires upon rock, and looked up to see the owner of the land, with every white whisker abristle, climb down from his horse drawn buggy, and there was fire in his eye as he bore down upon us.


“What’s goin’ on here?” he demanded. “Can’t you hunters do enough damage in the daytime without working nights at it? Can’t you read those signs?”


I said that we could read some of them. Enough at least, to warn us against trespassing. I explained that I had bumped the wall and that we were now rebuilding it. The fire died out of his eyes like the flame of a blown out candle.


“Rebuilding it!” he said incredulously, “This is something I’ve waited forty years to see. Hunters have cut my fences, kicked down my walls, stolen my apples, shot a Jersey heifer and even peppered me with birdshot. It’s getting worse all the time. That’s why I’m putting up these signs. I don’t know whether they will work or not, but I’m goin’ to give it a try. Maybe I can save a little somethin’ for myself.”


“I don’t blame you a bit,” Gene said. “I have land of my own and I know just how you feel.” He rolled another boulder into place. “You needn’t worry about us trespassing. We’ll respect your signs.”


“Now wait a minute,” the farmer said, an unnecessary command inasmuch as we still had 15 feet of wall to build. “I didn’t put the signs up for the likes of you two. All I ever asked from folks was decency—although I didn’t see much of it. Come in any time you like. You’ll be welcome.” With that, he climbed into his buggy and drove away, leaving us to reflect that the day may have been a profitable one after all. Not many woodcock hunters in this part of southern Maine have their own shooting preserves.


Unfortunately, not all incidents of a similar nature have such a happy ending. I recall with deep regret the rape of the Slatersville cover, a few hundred acres that had been cleared in early colonial times and flourished for a century or so, but had now reverted to a semi-wild state. Here and there a century old apple tree warred with the pirate pines. Clumps of lilacs with their attendant door rocks marked the sites of buildings long since forgotten, while a stony brook wandered aimlessly down a gentle southern slope, to furnish a never failing water supply for a resident herd of Hereford cattle.


It was the brook that first caught our attention. The time was early April, and Gene and I had a frying pan large enough to hold a dozen or more red spotted trout, and when we came to the chuckling stream we started off to learn what booty the brook held for us.


We had not gone far when the distant booming of a ruffed grouse came to our ears. It was immediately followed by the drumming of another one somewhere ahead, hammering out a challenge to the interloper to come over and fight it out man to man. Another bird—and another one, joined in until we were seemingly surrounded by the amorous birds, although the ventriloquial quality of the sound made an accurate count impossible. Gene insisted that he could isolate at least seven, while I judged there were a possible six. The trout were forgotten in the excitement of planning what we would do there when October rolled around once again.


Surprisingly, our optimistic dreams proved to be truer than most such imaginings. October was a golden triumph of smoky hills and south winds and, in addition, it was a peak year in the grouse cycle. All in all, it was the sort of year in which a grouse hunter, going out for an all day guessing game with Old Ruff, would make doubly sure that his pockets contained at least 25 shells. He knew very well that he did not need them all; but he could not erase from his mind the thought of the horror that would be his if he ran out of ammunition on some unforgettable afternoon.


These were the conditions that prevailed when, with guns cradled under our arms, we opened the gate and stepped into the ancient pasture.


The bars might very well have been connected with some sort of grouse hot line, for birds began to get up in front of us in pleasing numbers. The trees were still in full foliage, forming an effective screen for the birds’ getaway, but a pair chose to take a chance and cross in front of me, and for the third time in my life I scored a both-birds-in-sight-at-the-same-time double. That is not a very impressive record, and even less so when I recall that I have taken only three others in a long and happy grouse hunting lifetime.


I wish I might write that the Slatersville cover was a grouse storehouse where we took our limits each day of the entire season but it would be far from the truth. In a moment of mental inertia we invited an out-of-town friend to share a day’s hunt with us. It was a grave mistake. Although he was an out-of-towner when we invited him, he was to all intents and purposes a permanent resident before the week was out. The Judas Iscariot had a friend who had a friend who had another one similarly blessed, and in no time at all the cover took on the look of an incipient battlefield. Troops marched up and down in columns of threes and fours, and fired ragged volleys at any grouse that dared to leave his hiding place in the top of the highest pine. Cows, made frantic by the incessant bombing, raced about and refused to give milk.


Then some lunatic left the gate open, and a dozen frantic cows stampeded out in a desperate search for bomb shelters. That was the last straw. Even a half fledged prophet could have foreseen the outcome. “No Trespassing” signs appeared overnight and they were all of the “THIS MEANS YOU” type. Worst of all they were renewed each season, and anyone who chose to disregard their message would find a deputy warden waiting for him when he came out to his car. Gradually the idea that hunters were unwelcome seeped into sluggish brains and, so far as I have ever been able to determine, the “rude forefathers of the hamlet” still continue their dreamless sleep all undisturbed by volleys of shotgun fire. From that time on, the course that Gene and I chose to follow, and from which we would never deviate by a hair’s breadth, was to cultivate a bland and unctuous manner that would convince even the most hardened skeptic that every word we uttered was the very essence of truth, and then lie like Ananias whenever anyone asked us if we were finding any birds.


I dislike the role of the pessimist, but it is a fact that for the past 10 years it is the hunter instead of the grouse who has been taking the beating. No longer does he find birds in flocks of a half dozen or more, and it is becoming a thing worthy of note when a hunter bags a dozen grouse in an entire season. This, of course, does not apply to the northern states or to Canada where the birds have little inherited fear of man, and whose only enemies are the lynx, the owl and the goshawk. Almost everywhere else in what may be designated as grouse country, the shooter is rapidly running out of elbow room. Even the non-hunter whose only plea is for an uninhabited spot where he may safely do a bit of aerial shooting, is finding himself stymied, especially if he wishes to use a small rifle. In my own youthful striving to do with my .22 what Buffalo Bill was doing to glass balls with his smoothbore .45, I had all of the Atlantic Ocean as a backstop. I shudder to think what would be the fate of the man who tried it today. With 500 cottages where then there were but one, he’d be dragging a ball and chain in Sing Sing before he had a chance to plead not guilty to a charge of criminal negligence. The unwelcome fact that we are called upon to face is that the rapid acquisition of land for housing projects, for summer homes and for multiple power lines is sealing off a tremendous amount of land that is potential bird country. Even the educators are conspiring against us; seeking out with diabolical cunning the few remaining isolated covers, and building thereon plush lined, multi-million dollar riot stadiums.


As for the future of the bird hunter I am still a bit of an optimist, no matter how I may sound. Given half a chance the ruffed grouse will pull through to a limited extent, but of the present crop of potential upland hunters I am not so sure. If they continue to treat the land owner with the same lack of common sense that they have done in the past 50 years he may, on some wine red October morning, find himself all accoutered with the implements of grouse warfare—and with no place left to go.





TWO
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Grouse in the High Places


Puff-puff-puff! We take a labored breath at each step, cursing impartially the heart-breaking trail and the whim that induced us to take it. Mountain country it is. A two-mile hike—up and up—until we reach the level plateau on the top, and as fine grouse country as we know.


Puff-puff-puff! Suddenly Bill stops and holds out a warning hand. He is two steps ahead of me and can see a bit farther around a bend of the trail than I. My straining eyes can detect about six inches of Dick’s tail and it is as rigid as a ramrod.


“One in the path,” Bill murmurs. “Can you get ahead of him?”


I survey the steep ascent to the right, the almost sheer drop to my left, and shake my head. “I can, but not for a possible shot at one partridge,” I tell him. “Get up to the dog and take a chance.”


He mutters something about “poor generalship” and we move ahead, our legs rested and our breathing strangely regular.


Dick is a four-year-old pointer and he knows grouse. He is straightened out now in a solid point and looks about nine feet from tip to tip. We reach the dog and Bill edges past him, his gun outthrust for instant action. I pause a moment and Dick’s eyes attract my attention. They protrude like door knobs and are rolled backward and downward to the left.


I start to turn and something explodes below the cut bank at my feet, and a brown body hurtles down the mountainside. I swing fast and pull the trigger, realizing as I do so, that the bird is dropping fast. Pulling down hard, I snap the left barrel at him and see him crash into the tree tops.


“Atta boy,” Bill says. “Fetch, Dick!” Dick slides down the slope, and Bill turns to me. “The wind was behind him,” he offers as an excuse where none is needed. “He didn’t get the scent until he had gone by her.”


We wait till Dick comes scrambling up with the bird, a young and foolish one, and then resume the weary climb. Puff-puff-puff! Our knees lifeless, our feet like lead.


Ah! Here we are! Look, will you! Isn’t that worth all the effort it cost? At our feet lies Winnepesaukee, its waters blue as amethyst, its islands sun-splashed jewels. In the north Chocorua thrusts its peak upward, and, beyond it, Mount Washington’s summit is lost in the clouds. We drink in the glory of it until Dick, whose appreciation of aesthetic values is poorly developed, whines uneasily.


Before us lies grouse country, comparatively level land of birch knolls and alder runs. Above us Mount Major towers, its summit carpeted with acres of blueberry bushes. The fruit has drawn the birds up from the lowlands in summer, and we hope many of them have lingered in the cover before us.


We swing over toward a birch-covered knoll and Dick slows suddenly, goes ahead a few careful steps, and tightens up. We go in cautiously and have reached the dog when a woodcock whistles up before us.


Bill cuts him down, and the echoes of the report have not ceased when I hear grouse going from the knoll. I count the sounds even as I am turning. One-two-three, four . . . five! Five of them. No! Six! There he goes, over the birches and too far away for a shot.


“How many?” Bill asks.


“Six,” I answer.


“Damn that woodcock,” he says as he stows him away. “Where’d they go?”


“I only saw one,” I tell him, “and he went straight ahead. Probably some of the rest went the same way. Let’s find out.”


We cross the knoll and look down on an alder run some hundred yards away. Quite likely some of them dropped in there. Beyond the alders the land rises sharply, and I cut through to it while Bill works up the center behind busy Dick. I get a white flash of him occasionally and then I lose him. Almost at once I hear Bill’s “Watch out!” and I know Dick is on point.


My position enables me to see above the alders, and I am thirty yards ahead of Bill. If they break up the run I am where I should be. I push up on my sleeve at the wrist and wait.


“Mark!” His call reaches me just as I catch the thunder of their wings and three birds hammer up through the alders. I am swinging on them when Bill’s gun cracks and the rear bird crumples. One of the remaining pair is quartering away from me—the other toward me at an angle which will bring him within ten yards. I take the long shot first, instinctively knowing it is the only possible way to take them both.


Wings collapse as I press the trigger and I swing back on the easy shot. This is the way I like them. Out in the open and traveling fast—the faster the better, so long as they are close. One in my pocket, one down there in the alders—and this one. Three, altogether, and the morning just begun.


I press the trigger. My shoulder absorbs the recoil. I lower the gun and watch him fly, unruffled and unharmed, for a hundred yards ere he is lost to view.


Bill comes up the bank with two birds in his hand. “That’s getting ‘em,” he says. “Have you picked up the other one?”


“Not yet,” I tell him. “He went right over there.”


He is incredulous. “You missed him?”


“I could have killed him with a rock,” I explain, “but I didn’t have one. All I had was my gun.”


There’s nothing funny about it, but he laughs as if there were and we start on. The rest of the run is unproductive and we fail to put up the one I missed. We work higher, hoping to find some stragglers feeding on the dried blueberries, but the noon hour overtakes us without our starting another bird.


We climb to a point of rock which overlooks the lake, nibble our sandwiches, and drink in the grandeur of the distant mountains. Then we get to our feet, flex our knees which are already stiffening from the climb, and angle down the descent.


We hardly reach the first birches when Dick swings abruptly and points up into the wind. We start to move in when a bird comes out of the birches, low down and fast. The grouse hurtles along, a scant foot above the blueberry bushes, and Bill cuts loose. I watch closely but detect no slightest change in his accurate flight. We watch him glide for two hundred yards and settle into a little island of birches in the sea of blueberry bush.


“Overshot him,” Bill says apologetically. “But if he stays there until we get in range, he’s our bird.” I agree with him and we work ahead, separate, and come down on that birch clump from opposite sides. Dick is there before us, pointing staunchly as we close in.


Out comes the bird, away from me and straight at Bill’s head. Bill turns ere he reaches him and kills him cleanly after he has rocketed past. Dick comes down to retrieve and Bill pockets him with a satisfied grin.


“We had that one surrounded,” he says. “Here! Where are you going?”


His query is addressed to Dick, who has gone back to the birch clump and pays no attention to his master’s question. We await his pleasure and are suddenly startled to see him coming toward us with a grouse in his mouth. He sits down before Bill and drops it in the hand which he extends bewilderedly. Then he looks up into his master’s face as though to say “If it weren’t for me you amateurs wouldn’t get half the birds you hit.”


“It’s warm!” Bill exclaims, and is frankly puzzled. “How do you suppose that happened?”


“You happened to hit him,” I grin. “That’s the bird you overshot.”


We move down into the birch country and start a bunch of four, but they get up wild and we fail to get a shot. We fool away an hour or two with them, but they will not let us approach within less than fifty yards and we give it up at last. The sun is swinging into the west and we move on, that we may get down that rugged trail before darkness overtakes us.
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