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Prologue

WHY I HUNT

I hunt because my father hunted, and he took me with him, and we built a bond that has endured past his death, and because his father hunted, and his father’s father, and all of the fathers in my line and yours, as far back as those fathers who invented spears and axes and recorded their adventures with pictures on the walls of caves.

I hunt because it links me with the boy I used to be and with the young man my father was then.

I hunt because it keeps my passions alive, my memories fresh, and my senses alert even as my beard grows gray, and because I fear that if I stopped hunting I would become an old man, and because I believe that as long as I hunt I will remain young.

I hunt because I don’t buy futures, sell cars, swing deals, negotiate hostile takeovers, or litigate, prosecute, or plea bargain, but because I am nevertheless, like everyone else, a predator. So I go to the woods where I belong.

I hunt because I love ruffed grouse, woodcock, pheasants, quail, and ducks, and because I can imagine no more honorable way for them to die than at the hands of a respectful hunter. As Thoreau understood, “... the hunter is the greatest friend of the animals hunted, not excepting the Humane Society.”

I hunt because the goldenrod and milkweed glisten when the early morning autumn sun melts the frost from the fields; because native brook trout spawn in hidden October brooks; and because New England uplands glow crimson, orange, and gold in the season of bird hunting.

I hunt because when I stumble upon overgrown cellarholes and family graveyards deep in the woods, it reminds me that I’m connected to the farmers who cleared the land and grew their crops and buried their wives and children there, and who in the process created ideal grouse and woodcock habitat, and because I like to believe that I am the first man in a century to stand in those places.

I hunt because Burton Spiller and Gorham Cross hunted, and so did Corey Ford, Ed Zern, Lee Wulff, Harold Blaisdell, and Frank Woolner, and because they invited me to hunt with them, and because they were men of my father’s generation who treated me like a man when I was a boy, and because they were writers who knew how to tell a story, and because they inspired me to try it for myself.

I hunt because Art Currier, Keith Wegener, Jason Terry, Rick Boyer, Skip Rood, Tony Brown, and Marty Connolly hunt, and because these are generous and intelligent men who don’t take themselves too seriously, and who are saner than most. They love and respect the out-of-doors and Nature’s creatures, and their friendship has made me a better man than I otherwise would be.

I hunt because the ghosts of beloved companions such as Bucky, Duke, Julie, Megan, Freebie, and Waldo prance through the woods, snuffling and tail-wagging, making game and pointing, and especially Burt, my beloved Brittany, who all loved to hunt more than to eat, and whose enthusiasm and indomitable spirit will forever inspire me, and because hunting dogs make the most tolerant friends. They are smarter in many ways than we are, and they can teach us things we otherwise wouldn’t understand if we’d just pay attention.

I hunt because I believe Thoreau was right: “Fishermen, hunters, woodchoppers, and others, spending their lives in the fields and woods, in a peculiar sense a part of Nature themselves, are often in a more favorable mood for observing her, in the intervals of their pursuits, than philosophers or poets even, who approach her with expectation.”

I hunt because I’m convinced, as many anthropologists argue, that prehistoric man was a hunter before he became a farmer, and because this genetic gift remains too powerful in me to resist. I do not need to hunt in order to eat, but I need to hunt to be fully who I am.

I hunt because it teaches me what it taught our earliest ancestors: the benefits of cooperation, inventiveness, division of labor, sharing, and interdependence. These are skills that bird hunters must master. Without these derivatives of hunting, our race would still be primitive. As the psychologist Erich Fromm observed, “[Humans] have been genetically programmed through hunting behavior: cooperation and sharing. Cooperation between members of the same band was a practical necessity for most hunting societies; so was the sharing of food. Since meat is perishable in most climates except that of the Arctic, it could not be preserved. Luck in hunting was not equally divided among all hunters; hence the practical outcome was that those who had luck today would share their food with those who would be lucky tomorrow. Assuming hunting behavior led to genetic changes, the conclusion would be that modern man has an innate impulse for cooperation and sharing, rather than for killing and cruelty.”

I hunt because if I didn’t, I would have seen fewer eagles and ospreys, minks and beavers, foxes and bears, antelope and moose, and although I do not hunt these creatures, I do love to enter into their world and spy on them.

I hunt because I love old 20-gauge double-barrel shotguns, and scuffed leather boots with rawhide laces, and canvas vests with a few old breast feathers in their game pockets.

I hunt for the scents of Hoppe’s gun oil, camp coffee, wet bird dog, and frost-softened, boot-crushed wild apples.

I hunt for the whistle of a woodcock’s wings and the sudden explosion of a ruffed grouse’s flush, for the tinkle of a dog’s bell and the sudden, pulse-quickening silence when he locks on point, for my partner’s cry of “Mark!” when he kicks up a bird, for the distant drumming of a grouse, like a balky engine starting up, for the high predatory cry of a red-tail hawk, for the quiet gurgle of a deep-woods trout stream, for the soft soughing of the breeze in the pines, for the snoring of my companions, human and canine, in a one-room cabin, and for the soothing patter of an autumn rainstorm on a tin roof.

I hunt because it is never boring or disappointing to be out-of-doors with a purpose, even when no game is seen, and because taking a walk in the woods without a purpose makes everything that happens feel random, accidental, and unearned.

I hunt for the keyed-up conversation, for the laying of plans and the devising of strategies, for the way memory and experience spark imagination and expectation as we drive into the low-angled sunshine on an autumn morning, for the coffee we sip from a dented old Thermos, and for the way the dogs whine and pace on the way to the day’s first cover.

And I hunt for the satisfying exhaustion after a long day in the woods, for the new stories that every hour of hunting gives us, and for the soft snarfling, dream-whimpering, and twitching of sleeping dogs on the back seat as we drive home through the darkness.

I hunt because it reminds me that in Nature there is a food chain where everything eats and is, in its turn, eaten, where birth, survival, and reproduction give full meaning to life, where death is ever-present, and where the only uncertainty is the time and manner of that death. Hunting reminds me that I am integrated into that cycle, not separate from it or above it.

I hunt with a gun, and sometimes I kill. But, as the philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasset has written, “To the sportsman the death of the game is not what interests him; that is not his purpose. What interests him is everything that he had to do to achieve that death—that is, the hunt. Therefore what was before only a means to an end is now an end in itself. Death is essential because without it there is no authentic hunting: the killing of the animal is the natural end of the hunt and that goal of hunting itself, not of the hunter. The hunter seeks this death because it is no less than the sign of reality for the whole hunting process ... one does not hunt in order to kill; on the contrary, one kills in order to have hunted.”

I hunt to prevent myself from forgetting that everything I eat once lived, and that it is important to accept responsibility for living at the expense of another life, and that killing is half of the equation of living.

I hunt because it is hard, demanding, and sometimes dangerous work, and because performing difficult work well gives me pleasure.

And I hunt because it is fun, an intense kind of artistic game, and I like to challenge myself to do it well. As Aldo Leopold wrote: “We seek contacts with nature because we derive pleasure from them ... The duck hunter in his blind and the operatic singer on the stage, despite the disparity of their accoutrements, are doing the same thing. Each is reviving, in play, a drama formerly inherent in daily life. Both are, in the last analysis, esthetic exercises.”

I hunt because, in the words, again, of Ortega y Gasset, it gives me “a vacation from the human condition,” which, all by itself, is a full and satisfactory reason.





Chapter 1

PLAYIN GUNS

I grew up in a little New England village surrounded by fields and pastures, woods and swamps, ponds and brooks. In those days half a century ago, before television and Little League and way before computers and virtual-reality games, we boys had to invent our own fun.

We spent our days wandering through the fields and woods and wading in the brooks and ponds, seeing whatever there was to be seen. We caught butterflies, frogs, and crayfish; we fished for horned pout, yellow perch, and eels; we collected rocks, arrowheads, and petrified wood; we learned the names of insects, wildflowers, and birds; and we spent whole days poking around in the outdoors. Sometimes we just lay on our backs smoking the cigarettes we’d filched from our parents and looking up through the trees, and we made up stories about the shapes we saw in the clouds.

Nowadays such aimless and unstructured behavior is called “wasting time.” When kids waste time, it worries adults and inspires them to organize clubs and teams and to raise money for uniforms in order to channel the kids’ energies into more constructive and less worrisome activities.

When we neighborhood boys got together after school, we liked to play guns, a variation on hide-and-seek in which the winner shot the loser with his cap pistol, water gun, or index finger. It was a game of scattering through the woods, of hiding, stalking, and ambushing, of seeing without being seen. We skulked through the underbrush, hiding under bushes and hunkering behind boulders and tree trunks, trying to get a fair bead on some other kid before he spotted us. Then we aimed our make-believe guns and yelled, “Bang! Gotcha.”

Playing guns, of course, was a hunting game—a game, I’m certain, that young boys played eons ago when their fathers took up their clubs and spears and left the cave for the real hunt.

Playing guns came naturally to us. Hiding, stalking, and ambushing required no instruction. No grownups showed us how to do it, organized it for us, helped us practice, taught us the rules, refereed for us, coached our teams, or argued on our behalf.

On the other hand, they didn’t tell us not to do it, either. They didn’t need to. We never confused our index fingers with real guns. Our fathers all owned real guns and taught us how to shoot them. Back then, we boys knew the difference.

We’d all been instructed about gun control. The phrase was familiar to us. It meant knowing whether a weapon was loaded and where the muzzle was pointing at all times and being sure the safety was on. Gun control meant aiming only at what you intended to shoot. It meant unloading your gun before you crawled under a barbed-wire fence, handed it to somebody else, or put it into the back seat of the car.

We didn’t play with real guns. None of us ever did. We played with toys. Real guns were not toys.

Playing guns taught me how to move while appearing motionless. I could creep through the summer woods without cracking a twig or crunching a leaf. I could spot another boy by an anomalous shape, shadow, color, or motion. When I slithered on my belly from tree to tree, I was both hunter and hunted, predator and prey, and I knew, even if I couldn’t articulate it, that I had tapped into something atavistic, natural, and important.

In those days, nobody saw anything dangerous or disturbing about a bunch of boys slinking through the woods trying to shoot each other with make-believe guns. Our fathers had done the same thing when they were kids.
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When we outgrew playing guns, around the time we turned 10 or 11, many of my friends went on to other things that didn’t involve guns, real or toy. But some of us, including me, hadn’t lost our passion for slinking through the woods. Now we carried our Daisy air rifles and cardboard tubes of BBs, and we hunted dragonflies, grasshoppers, and moths. We also stalked toadstools, wildflowers, and leaves. Plinking, as it was called, was an honorable year-round sport for a country boy with a BB gun in those days. You don’t hear much about plinking anymore.

When I became addicted to the bow and arrow, plinking evolved into stump hunting (which, I subsequently learned, was such a time-honored way for archers to practice hunting that it had a name: “roving”). The woods were full of targets for a kid with an imagination and a quiver full of homemade arrows. A clump of grass could be a rabbit; a rotten stump was a sitting grouse.

I hunted wild creatures, too. On a summer’s evening, I crept along the edges of my local mud-bottomed, weedy ponds, hunting bullfrogs, which, I quickly discovered, were as alert for predators as one of my pals—or real fur—and feather-bearing game. I learned to spot the frogs by the two little humps their eyes made as they barely peeked up beside a lily pad. A sudden movement, a flickering shadow, a ripple on the water, or a flash of reflected sunlight, and those eyes would disappear. A careful stalk and a pinpoint shot—I aimed just behind those bulbous eyes—impaled the big amphibian to the mud bottom.

The first time I brought a bullfrog triumphantly home, my father said, “Must’ve been a good shot. Now you’ve got to clean it.”

He didn’t have to tell me why. I knew hunters ate what they shot. So I skinned the two meaty hind legs and put them in the freezer, and when I’d shot a few more bullfrogs, I fried their legs in butter.

I never did acquire a taste for frogs’ legs. They tasted more like mud than chicken. But I liked hunting them, and so I kept eating them.

During the legal hunting season, I stalked live game with my bow—mostly gray squirrels, which abounded in the woods out back, but also rabbits, pheasants, and grouse whenever I might find them. I refused to try a shot unless I’d crept to within 20 feet of anything, a range that I knew would give me a good chance to make a killing shot and minimize the chance of losing a precious arrow. It had to be on the ground with no brush to deflect my shot, and I wouldn’t try a shot at a moving target. I never did launch an arrow at a grouse or a pheasant, and even with all my playing-guns training, I spent a couple of seasons bow hunting for rabbits and squirrels almost every day after school in the fall before I finally shot one.

That fact that I didn’t shoot anything—and rarely even shot at anything—didn’t feel like failure. I crept close to plenty of squirrels. They were wily creatures, especially when they were on the ground where they knew they were vulnerable. I learned to recognize the sounds they made when scratching among the dry oak leaves for acorns, and usually I stalked them by ear before I got close enough to spot them. The trick was to move only when the squirrel ducked its head, to avoid making any sound on the crispy leaves, and to be absolutely motionless whenever my quarry lifted his head. I measured the success of my hunting by how close I could approach a squirrel before he scampered up a tree, not by the number I killed.

I shot only one squirrel with my bow, and that was the day I quit hunting them. I believe that, just once, every 12-year-old kid should gut-shoot a gray squirrel and hear its agonized, panicky squeal and see it try to crawl under a blowdown with an arrow sticking out of it. It’s an unforgettable reminder that a squirrel is not a stump or a clump of grass or even a bullfrog, and that sometimes hunting isn’t what you read about in magazines.

Since the day I shot a squirrel with an arrow, I have hunted only game birds with a shotgun.

[image: e9781602397835_i0003.jpg]


The pastoral little truck- and dairy-farming town where I spent my childhood is now a densely populated suburb of Boston, but back when I was a kid I could load my double-barrel .410 in my backyard and spend a whole October afternoon hunting grouse and pheasants in the woods behind my house. Whenever the lady next door saw me heading out back with a shotgun under my arm, she’d call, “Good luck, Bill.”

No farmer ever refused a kid with a gun permission to hunt on his land, nor would a local cop stop a boy who was riding his bike with a .410 braced across his handlebars and a handful of shells in his pockets.

Inevitably, the old farmers in my hometown sold out to the developers and moved to Florida. Local ordinances outlaw hunting or the discharge of firearms there now, and skulking through the woods is looked upon as unhealthy and unnatural. A boy who likes to play guns visits the child psychologist weekly.

Most of the kids I used to play guns with became adults who don’t hunt wild game. They’ve gone on to different kinds of hunting. They are litigators; insurance salesmen; hedge-fund brokers; and headhunters who stalk, ambush, and bring down other prey, and they don’t seem to understand that it’s the same thing.

Many of them say they have happy childhood memories of slinking through the woods playing guns, but some of them have become holier-than-thou anti-hunting crusaders. I want to say this to them: No matter how hard you try, and whether you like it or not, you can’t escape the fact that you’re still a hunter, and before you criticize us, you should think about how you sublimate your own hunting instincts.

I still play guns. Now I use a shotgun instead of my index finger, and I hunt birds instead of other boys. But still, when I creep through the woods, moving without appearing to move, listening and looking for something anomalous, that primitive feeling returns, as strong as ever. It absolutely convinces me that I am still a wild creature, that the urge to hide and seek, to hunt and be hunted, lives in my genes—and yours—as it has since we first slithered out of the primal slime.





Chapter 2

THESE ARE OUR GOOD OLD DAYS

When I was a kid, a day of grouse and woodcock hunting with my father began at the crack of dawn with a long drive from our house in the Boston suburbs into northern and western parts of New England. Such days inevitably ended with a long drive back home in the dark.

As the years passed, strip malls, highway cloverleafs, housing developments, and golf courses replaced our treasured alder thickets, poplar hillsides, and gone-wild apple orchards, and the commute to bird-hunting country grew increasingly longer. So did the distance between productive covers.

Finally just a couple of years ago I fled the suburbs and moved north and west to a little farm in a pretty New Hampshire village. This town is webbed with dirt roads and second-growth forest and abandoned farmland. There are very few No Trespassing signs. Everybody fishes and hunts.

My new hometown has a post office, a cash market, a library, and an inn that’s sheltered wayfarers since 1789. There’s a sheep farm, an apple orchard, and a couple of cornfields, and that’s about it for commerce.

Our town dump recycles conscientiously, but it’s officially called The Dump. It’s that kind of a town.
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