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Author’s Introduction


This morning I finished two days of High Plains waterfowl hunting in the Texas Panhandle east of Amarillo. Around nine o’clock my friend and host Kevin Mote and I gathered his decoys from the few square yards of open water we had stomped out in the ice just before dawn, and I headed east toward the edge of the caprock. A good trip, hunting with good people. As I came off the Staked Plains west of Quitaque and drove down through the rough, gray, juniper-studded breaks of the Caprock Escarpment, I felt that tired dreaminess that comes after a hard hunt in unfamiliar country.

I drove out of the breaks and eastward through Turkey, Texas, home of swing legend Bob Wells and two dozen or so cut-out plywood cowboys and cowgirls leaning against the storefront columns along Main Street. Then south to Matador and over Quitaque Creek and the North Pease, then east to the breaks of the Middle Pease for a day and half of bobwhite quail hunting. Around noon, I stopped the truck at a favorite spot overlooking the river bottom—miles of midgrass, ragweed, sand sage, cholla, plum, and chittam and the copper-colored cliffs above the northern bank. I let Molly, my German shorthaired pointer, out of her box to stretch and snuffle about while I set up the camp stove on the tailgate and brewed a hellishly strong pot of coffee. Molly was more than ready to hunt after being cooped up in her box for most of two days while three Labs did all the work. I wasn’t. The time would be right soon enough when the birds moved out of the brush and onto the sandy ragweed flats to stuff their crops before going to roost. I tethered Molly to a handy mesquite, put on my down jacket, and sat on the dog food bucket in the sun with my back to the passenger side door. I sipped coffee, dozed, and with binoculars tried occasionally and mostly in vain to identify the half dozen or so species of sparrows, warblers, and buntings that flitted about in the mesquite. Rufous-crowned sparrow, lark bunting, and eastern bluebird for sure; dark-eyed junco and song sparrow maybe. Mostly though, I dozed. It felt good to be back in my country.

Mid-afternoon I awoke refreshed, plunked Molly on the tailgate, and forced myself to take my sweet time taping her boots on against the grass burrs that waited in the river bottom. As always, I wondered how coyotes deal with grass burrs. Molly whined and shivered more with anticipation than the cold. It was early still; I forced myself again to slow down on the little chores: shell sorting, water bottle filling, twenty-gauge assembly. Molly pranced on the tailgate, then on top of her dog box, then again on the tailgate. To hell with it; we were going, early or not.

I felt light and springy, happy to be out of the heavy duck-hunting garb. My twenty-gauge Beretta felt like a wand after toting the heavy twelve-gauge magnum for two days. I walked down the two-track toward the river and, by the tinkling of the little brass bell on her collar, kept track of Molly as she bustled about in the mesquite and broom weed. In the bottom, we swung westward right into the sun—a brilliant tactical move—but I was more interested in visiting a favorite stretch of river than in tactics. Molly worked ahead of me in perfect feeding cover, a mixture of thick ragweed, clumps of little bluestem, and sand sage.

Her busy tail got suddenly busier. She snuffled loudly and started to point then thought better of it and looped back into the breeze for another try. Then again. Nothing. Who knows? We moved on, plowing through several islands of thick woolly grass and mature mesquite where no self-respecting bobwhite would be. Then through tall reeds rank with the smell of wild hogs, and at last to the river, a broken string of clear, salty pools. Molly waded in belly deep, drank greedily, then paddled about for a few minutes to cool off. Obviously feeling better and grinning piggishly, she slogged through a miasmic black ooze at the tail of the pool and headed westward, resembling some Pleistocene beast that had just narrowly escaped the La Brea tar pits.

Just ahead, a copse of cottonwoods promised well-drained sandy soil and good quail cover. We plowed through the last of the rank stuff and emerged into a nice weedy flat. Two hundred yards ahead four whitetail does stood frozen, watching me. When I first hunted this place eight years ago, mule deer far outnumbered whitetails. But the brush is getting thicker and so are whitetail deer, and there’s a solid feeling in knowing you’ve stayed with a piece of country, hunting it through years of drought and years of fecundity to see the subtle changes. I took another step and long, elegant white flags bobbed away to the west.

Molly got birdy then pointed. I knew the birds would run in the sparse ground cover, and sure enough, her sidelong glance told me the birds had moved. I sent her on and she bustled off the flat and into the grass and sage and quickly pulled up high and hard. No question about it this time. I walked by her, flushed a nice covey, picked out a bird, and shot behind it twice knowing full well each time I slapped the trigger that I was going to miss.

No matter. The birds flew south out of the river bottom, and I felt sure they’d be spread nicely about in the mesquite just over the top of the nearest hill. I called Molly in for a drink and a breather to give the singles time to settle in and put out a little scent. Molly didn’t care to drink or rest; she wanted those birds and whined piteously while I made her sit. Then she added a nice outer crust to her coat with a good roll in the sand. I let go all hope of a Gun Dog cover shot.

After five minutes of her chafing, I sent her on. Then, picking my way through a plum thicket, I walked up a second covey, which flew over the same hill. Excellent. I find singles much easier to deal with than discombobulating covey rises. But the hillside was covered in aromatic snakeweed. We hunted into the wind, with the wind, across the wind. Molly’s tail told me that she smelled birds the entire time, but she never pointed and we flushed nothing. I stopped to wipe the sweat from my glasses and just as I was shoving the handkerchief back into a hip pocket, a single flushed from a clump of mesquite behind me. I missed badly. Hearing the shots, Molly came bounding down the hill toward me—bird dogs are born optimists—and ran up another bird at a spot I’d have sworn we’d already stepped on at least twice.

We worked our way down the hill toward a weedy draw, flushing and missing birds all the way. I was getting mad, and Molly, frustrated now, was pushing too hard. (If you don’t believe dogs sense and feel frustration, you might as well stop reading right now. We won’t agree on anything.) Molly needed a bird. I needed a bird. Down in the draw and out of the snakeweed, Molly began to trail. Several times she pointed then softened as the birds ran. We came to the head of the draw and she locked up hard on a clump of sage. No sidelong glance this time. Her nostrils were flared and her stiff tail quivered like a tuning fork. God, it was good to be back home in my country!

[image: image]

Home. Home just north of Dallas where I live happily with my wife, daughters, and bird dogs. Home as in my home hunting grounds on the western edge of the Rolling Plains, the rough sandhill, midgrass, and river breaks country in the eastern half of the Texas Panhandle. Or home water—a half dozen prairie tanks and a stretch of the Brazos River that snakes through the oak, cedar, and mesquite country of the western Cross Timbers.

I’m not sure when my old friend and hunting partner Brad Carter and I started referring to our country. For the first quarter century of my life, I couldn’t imagine hunting and fishing anywhere other than the green, rolling hardwood farm country in central Kentucky where I was born and raised. My first few years in Texas, I hopped from one lease to the next, hunting deer all over the state. I enjoyed the deer hunting immensely but never really got to know a piece of country in any meaningful way. A dozen or so years ago I got back into bird hunting. I hunted quail for a while on my own before Brad and I stumbled across each other at work. We made a trip together to West Texas and have been more or less a permanent team ever since.

Brad and I have since hunted together all over creation, but given a choice we’ll hunt bobwhite quail in a certain piece of river breaks country in the southeastern corner of the Texas Panhandle. Somewhere along the line it became our home country even though we live near Dallas, 250 miles and four and a half hours to the east. We’ll be in Kansas hunting prairie chickens or in the Piney Woods after woodcock, and one of us will say something like, “You know, I believe our country is a little harder on dogs.” Or, “Back home, we’d be worrying about rattlesnakes.”

I can be seduced by postcard country as well as anyone. Brad and I often talk dreamily of green mountains, grouse hunting, cold trout streams, and plenty of open land. Hunting in Texas comes with a unique set of aggravations that could eventually push me away to other places. For now, though, I might vacation in the Rockies, but I’ll do my serious hunting at home in the country I know best and love the most: rough, dry, windy, brushy, rocky, thorny country with lots of quail, deer, ducks, turkey, and dried cow flops.

[image: image]

I wish I could tell you about a perfect shot and brisk retrieve. But the bird flushed to my right and flew up the hill, and I never caught up with it. As I write this I’m suffering through one of the worst shooting slumps of my life. We were about halfway back to the mouth of the draw when the unmistakable koi-lee wafted down the hill to the west. I sent Molly up the hill, but the bird flushed wild and I dropped him into a prickly pear cactus bed. Molly gingerly plucked it from the nasty spines and brought it in. We picked up a second bird over a nice staunch point on the way back to the truck.

Two birds from two coveys in an hour and a half of hunting in West Texas. Nothing to brag about, certainly. But there’s satisfaction in knowing that in this day and time you can still go out and shoot a few wild bobwhites over your own dogs in familiar country without a guide or a lease. To some degree I hunt the big, beat-up public areas out of financial necessity, but there are other reasons too, and I’ll get to those a bit later.

Back at the truck I cleaned my two birds and listened to the scattered singles whistling in the draw, gathering to roost for the night. I won’t harry them tomorrow morning. I know of other coveys in other draws, and I need to check some favorite spots to see which have grown too woolly over the wet summer and which pastures, heavily grazed last year, have since come back in ragweed and croton. I’ve been away far too long. It’s high time for me to take care of things here at home.

H.C.
Paducah, Texas
November 1997



Big Country Bobwhites
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West Texas. Southeastern Panhandle to be more exact. (But not too exact.) Your dog’s beeper collar is nearly out of range and tough to locate in the hot, dry, late morning wind. You’re sure of at least one hill between the two of you so you hold your breath and listen, half hoping she’s stopped to squat or listen for your whistle. But the beeping continues. You start down the hill, trying at first to keep your feet, but after a few yards you give up and ride the seat of your pants.

You slide into a dry creek bed and stop again, straining to hear. Why does the beeping always sound different—urgent—when she really has her birds? You cross the creek and start up the hill, slipping and clawing. The hillside, denuded a century ago by grazing, is covered with loose sand and gravel populated here and there with cedar, ragweed, and clumps of little bluestem. Pretty good bobwhite cover created by rapacious land use.

Your heavy, ragged breathing drowns the beeping. You hold your breath for three agonizing seconds. Got it.

You find her on point in the brush just over the top of the hill, head and tail high, just like the dogs in John Cowan’s paintings, except that her tail is docked to one-third length. You’re a German shorthair man in English pointer country and a little smug about it, although you’ll admit to yourself (and only yourself) that you’d run pointers if you hunted for a living. But you don’t, and you like your birds—woodcock and doves included—retrieved to hand with as little swearing on your part as possible.

She’s pointing the base of a big, low hanging cedar—a near impossible situation for a lone hunter. You walk in wondering how she’s able to just lock up and stop panting after running a half dozen miles. The birds blow out the opposite side of the cedar and fly over the hill. You don’t bother with the gun.

You water the dog from your canteen, send her on, and check your compass. About the time you decide that you know about where you are, the beeper goes off again, barely audible, somewhere back across the creek and over the hill.

[image: image]

In South Texas and on the Rolling Plains around Albany, Throckmorton, Rotan, and Sweetwater, bobwhite hunters ride in specially equipped quail rigs following big-running pointers. Here, the gentle terrain and careful brush control ensure ideal conditions for hunters as well as quail. In good years, hunters often move thirty coveys per day, and I’m told that collecting a limit can be easy, but I can’t be sure. This sort of hunting is way beyond my means.

A few seasons back, I destroyed a pair of kangaroo featherweight hunting boots in fourteen days of hunting in West Texas. For me, quail hunting means serious walking. The places I hunt aren’t managed for hunters if they are managed at all, and a dozen or more coveys moved doesn’t necessarily mean a limit of birds.

I grew up following my father’s pointers and setters along south central Kentucky’s fence rows and field edges in the sixties and early seventies. We found birds in most of the likely places, and as often as not, the singles sat down in the open where an unscrupulous hunter with a good dog could wipe them out. A 200-acre farm could be covered in short order by hunting the obvious objectives. Sometimes, on really nasty days, Dad and I sat in the station wagon while the dogs ran the fence rows and checked the brush piles in the small fields. No big deal. Hunt a few hours and shoot a limit.

Modern farming practices have nearly finished the quail hunting in my part of Kentucky. But fate smiled, and I ended up in Texas with a pretty good German shorthair pup and an understanding wife. I fancied myself a real quail hunter until I got on a 2,000-acre lease in the Palo Pinto country between Fort Worth and Abilene. Dense mesquite flats and live oak mottes separated by ragweed, bunch grass, and cactus, and dry, brush choked creek bottoms formed a bobwhite Eden. Things looked a bit different from my perspective. The first day out, Heidi, my German shorthair, and I stumbled into thirteen coveys, and I slunk back to camp with three or four birds. I didn’t shoot badly, but I heard twenty birds for every one I actually saw, and we couldn’t find the singles. Worse yet, the wind blew my tent, with my daughter Jamie in it, into a mesquite tree.

Things improved though. I remembered to stake the tent down and picked up a few more birds, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was easier hunting out there.

The following April I met a well-known quail guide who had some smaller leases on the Rolling Plains north of Abilene that either were or were not within my budget, depending on whether you talked to me or to Jane. After admitting that even he couldn’t afford to hunt on any of his better leases, he showed my buddy Jay Chesley and I a beautiful Fisher County section that he had covered in his quail rig several times the previous season. He assured us that the place had never failed to produce a dozen or so coveys. It had all the essentials: gentle terrain, several brushy draws, a couple of stock tanks, and strips of mesquite separated by grama and weeds. I sent him a check a week later.

When I drove through the gate in September, I didn’t recognize the place. Drought seared, it hadn’t gotten a drop of rain since March. By early December we had identified only three coveys of bobwhites. I called the guide and complained. He apologized but said he had spent the previous month driving high-paying customers over his best leases, and they had done no better than we had. Jay and I declared our lease finished by mid-December. That season’s birds cost me about $100 each. They made one good meal.

That spring, on a whim, Jay and I decided to look at a big state wildlife management area. The drought had finally broken, and the place was gorgeous—cactus and prickly poppy in full bloom; brimming stock tanks; lush stands of ragweed and croton; Indian blanket spread over the hills and savannahs; and more whistling bobwhites than we could count.

After six hours of backslapping and self-congratulation, we decided against another season lease. The guys at the local Quail Unlimited meetings were aghast that we would stoop to public land, and I’ll admit that deep down I had a nagging feeling that my reputation as a real hard case was in jeopardy.

Next season Jay, Brad Carter, and I hunted our management area exclusively. We found birds—not a lot of them—but about as many as the guys with leases. Granted, it was a bad year for quail hunting statewide, despite ample spring rains, but we felt pretty smug nonetheless. We’ve had some big years, including some dozen-covey days, and occasionally we’ve come out on top when the coveys were tallied at the end of the day at the local diner. Still, I dread the inevitable question: “So where’s your lease?”
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Take a thousand acres of prime West Texas quail habitat—midgrass prairie interspersed with low brush—with a bobwhite density of a bird per acre, and protect it completely. Disallow all grazing and tilling. Suppress fire completely. Add ample rainfall. Within a half-dozen years you’ll have a rank stand of grass, more brush, no quail, and little other wildlife. Bobwhites and other seedeaters depend on soil disturbance to create openings and stimulate food producing forbs and legumes. Forget popular environmentalism; violent disturbance—fire and trampling and grazing by large ungulates—have been an integral part of the mixed prairie’s ecology for tens of thousands of years. But traditional bobwhite management (brush control, disking and burning) costs big money. A Texas Parks and Wildlife biologist told me that bulldozer time costs $200 an hour. Prescribed burning on a large scale probably runs an order of magnitude higher. Enter the poor, maligned cow. Although it upsets preservationists, controlled overgrazing, also called “spot” or “shock” grazing, clears perennial vegetation, creates bare ground, and causes the soil disturbance needed to bring on the native forbs bobwhites require. Carefully controlled grazing is the most important technique used on most of the wildlife management areas in West and South Texas. Even the relatively heavy grazing done with no regard for wildlife on ranches all over the western two-thirds of the state typically produces excellent bobwhite habitat. This year’s ugly razed draw might well hold next year’s prime feeding cover if the cattle are removed before the spring rains come. Unfortunately, grazing does nothing to improve shooting conditions. People with money, connections, or both enjoy shooting in what the magazines call “The Grand Tradition.” The rest of us spend a lot of time stumbling around in heavy mesquite worrying about rattlesnakes.

[image: image]

Photo by Brad carter

Hard hunted bobwhites are much like educated trout; you might know they’re around in good numbers—you might even see them—but that doesn’t mean you can get them. Every season we end up naming coveys that elude us time and again. The Ox covey; the Sand Creek covey; we nearly always find them, but they flush before we can get within shotgun range, or they run off into the brush and then flush or otherwise engage in unsporting tactics not generally recognized as part of the classic (I’m truly sick of that word) upland shooting experience.

I’ve remarked offhandedly to nonresidents that I usually restrict my shooting to covey rises. Once I achieve the desired effect, I admit that this is only because I can’t find the singles. Hunting rough, unmanaged rangeland presents a different set of problems than the farmland situations in which the fence row covey always flies into the woods, or the covey behind the barn usually heads for the creek bottom.

Biologists tell me that bobwhites rarely fly further than eighty yards at a time. I believe this is true over most of their range. More times than I can remember, however, I’ve watched entire coveys fly at least a third of a mile across the Pease River bottom. Most often though, the birds are visible for only the first twenty yards. After that you have no idea where they’ve gone, and there’s always a sea of escape cover in all directions. We go after singles, get sidetracked by new coveys, change plans a dozen times, and end up miles from the original flush. Things could be far worse.

[image: image]

The English pointer: archetypal Texas bird dog. Lean, fast, and scarred by cactus and mesquite, he’s independent to the point of being a near renegade. But he gets it done right day in and day out for little more than a pat and an occasional kind word. Texans like this image; it reflects the way we like to perceive ourselves. The huge, flat spreads call for big-running dogs. Hunters and dog handlers sit high in their rigs or on horseback where they can see over the brush, and the dogs can run flat out; when they begin to tire, replacements are put down.

But tradition for a few and reality for the masses are rarely the same. In the southeastern Panhandle where I do most of my hunting, steep hills and deep draws make hunting from a vehicle a chancy if not dangerous proposition, and a dog on point a quarter mile away in the cedar brakes might as well be lost. Pull into a motel parking lot just after dark in this country and the dogs you will see tied to truck bumpers and stake-outs are as likely to be setters, shorthairs, and Brittanys as pointers.
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photo by Henry Chappell

I spent my first six seasons in Texas hunting behind one dog. Heidi, my German shorthair, could hunt all day for three consecutive days, holding that smooth shorthair jog like a marathon runner. Incredulous weekend hunters with trailers full of untrained pointers regarded me with condescension.

“Why the hell would anyone drive all the way out here with only one dog?”

I usually tried to be pleasant. “We’re doing okay. What’s the shock collar for?”

“Son, I hunt over big-running dogs. You get a real bird dog out there, runnin’ big and workin’ good, and sometimes you need a little juice. I shocked the shit out of a hardheaded old bitch this morning. Straightened her little ass out right now.”

“Huh. Well I’ll be.”

[image: image]

Heidi developed her own techniques for dealing with ungentlemanly, arid country bobwhites. Stylish and intense, with high head and eleven o’clock tail, she points and breaks of her own volition as many times as it takes to pin a running covey. Magazine editors don’t seem to care for my dog training articles.

Field trial purists would be horrified, but I get a charge watching her stalk running coveys through the brush. It can be quite a suspense building production though, and by the time she finally pins her birds, I do well to remember to push the safety off.

I based all of my early sporting opinions on classic (that word again) upland shooting literature. Bird dogs should be steady to wing and shot, quarter in tight cover, and hunt edges and objectives when required. Proper respect for the quarry and all that. It took very few lost cripples to convince me that I could live with dogs that go with their birds. Clear objectives, I noticed, are scarce in a 1,000-acre mesquite flat, and as Brad once observed, West Texas is one big edge.

Nowadays we point the dogs in a promising direction and saunter along behind them watching for arrowheads, deer rubs, and wild hogs. Not very technical, I realize, but easy on the nerves. We do shoot a bird every now and then.

[image: image]

An overused axiom says, “In Texas, rain equals birds.” Or, “When it rains in Texas, it rains quail.” Why, then, do the drought prone regions provide the best hunting? Texas’s quail population does fluctuate wildly depending on rainfall. But the rain must come at the right time, in the right amount, and without drought, we wouldn’t experience the “boom” years.

I’ve gradually learned to see drought as part of a natural cycle that’s tough to live with but impossible to live without. Rain brings on the annual forbs that feed the quail, but it also gives rise to grass and other perennial vegetation. After two or three consecutive wet years, the grass begins to dominate and the quail population starts to slide. Then drought hits and all but wipes the birds out. Only the most genetically superior bobwhites survive. If you doubt this, try to approach a covey late in a drought year. But things always improve. Spring and fall rains return, the food-producing forbs spring up in place of the drought-seared grass, and the quail comeback begins. You can see it in the annual August census data for my country in the southeastern Panhandle. In 1994 biologists counted eighty-two bobwhites along a 20-mile census route. In 1995 they counted none. Five in 1996. Twenty-three in 1997. Perfection—very elegant; very brutal.

Unlike the majority, Brad and Jay and I hunt hard during the bad years, running ourselves and the dogs into the ground for a half dozen drought-honed, unapproachable coveys. At the other extreme, the big years draw hunters from all over the country to crowd the public areas and book every affordable day lease months in advance. For me, the best years fall between boom and bust. There are fewer hunters, plenty of birds, and room to hunt.

Texans have a tendency to take their quail hunting for granted. It’s been good since the old days and always will be, or so the reasoning goes. But we have a troublesome little irony to sort out. Prior to the “old days,” grasslands covered the western two-thirds of the state—bison probably outnumbered bobwhites. Wildfire kept the brush back, and the nomadic bison laid waste to large areas then moved on. Then buffalo hunters came and slaughtered the bison, and later settlers suppressed the rejuvenating, brush-clearing prairie fires. Cattle, held in place by barbed wire, razed the plains as they had never been razed, and brush and bobwhites moved in. Destructive land use created the country’s best bobwhite habitat. Bothersome? I need to go quail hunting and think about it.
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You find your dog again after another arduous climb. This time the birds more or less behave and you manage to take a straggler. You hunt your way down out of the hills and out into a broad river bottom where you move another eight coveys. You don’t get a limit, but you get enough. You clean the last bird in the dark while the dogs snore in their box.

Back in town, you see dog trailers worth more than your truck and quail rigs equipped with grain dispensers sitting on trailers in the diner parking lot. At the ratty little motel, three men corner you to complain about lousy hunting. They’ve spent the past three days driving around on 80,000 acres and haven’t done well at all. You nod sympathetically then excuse yourself. You have blisters to attend to.



On-The-Job Training


[image: image]

I run a pair of competent bird dogs. They’re nothing to brag about really, just a couple of rawboned German shorthaired pointers out of solid bloodlines. But they hunt hard, point staunchly, back and search diligently for dead and crippled birds, which they retrieve reliably to hand. They also occasionally bump birds, chase jackrabbits, ignore my whistle, and leave too many tooth marks, but I wouldn’t be embarrassed to put them down anywhere in front of anybody.

Outside of basic obedience and a few debacles involving planted pigeons that wouldn’t fly and pen-reared quail that couldn’t fly, the dogs learned their trade by practicing it in pretty good quail country. I tell people my dogs were trained on the job, but if I’m completely honest, I have to say that they’ve taught me a lot more than I’ve taught them.

When I was a boy hunting with my father, our approach was simple—hunt crop-field edges early and late, and fence rows, brush piles, and bois d’arc in the middle of the day. Toward the end of the season, we sometimes found birds in the woods. I didn’t understand why we did things that way—I never really thought about it. Dad probably thought it was obvious. He handled the dogs and I shot a few birds and fancied myself an accomplished quail hunter.

In the early eighties, Jane and I graduated from college and moved to Texas—real bobwhite country, I was told. I bought a pretty good German shorthair pup, Heidi, from a kennel in Idaho. After a bit of arduous negotiations with Jane, I wrote a check worth two weeks’ pay and began chasing quail all over a 2,000-acre lease in the Palo Pinto country west of Fort Worth. No cornfields, fence rows, or brush piles here. Just thousands of acres of mesquites, live oak, shin oak, cedar, bunch grass, sunflowers, ragweed, goatweed, prickly-pear cactus, cholla, and countless other species of barb producing vegetation with no respect for brush pants.

We found birds—or I should say, Heidi found birds—mostly in places I would never have thought to look. Fortunately for me, she was a patient (or indifferent) instructor, and gradually the patterns began to sink in: ragweed, croton, and sunflower early and late, always a short distance from heavy escape cover; and low brush—open at ground level for easy movement—during the middle of the day. Some places began to look and feel birdy. Other very similar places didn’t. How high is too high? How thick is too thick? I followed and watched and learned. How could she have known these things in her first season? She taught me to never underestimate the benefits of hundreds of generations of selective breeding.

She got better and so did I. A covey flushed, and I fired twice at a bird that never missed a beat. Before I could break open my gun and drop in a pair of fresh rounds, Heidi was out of sight somewhere off in the direction the bird had flown. I thought I had marked most of the rest of the covey in another direction. My whistle quickly gave way to shouts, threats, and expletives. I cut a switch and went looking for her. She found me before I found her and brought me the dead cock. What could she have seen in that bird’s flight that told her it had been hit? I haven’t cut a switch since, and I’ve taken home lots of birds I thought I had missed.

Bobwhite quail are the gentleman’s game bird. Everyone knows that. Havilah Babcock and Robert Ruark told us so. I believe they told the truth—at least it was true when they wrote it. The dogs point; you walk in and flush the birds (or, if you hunt in the right circles, an assistant gets them up with a flushing whip); the birds fly straight away; and the singles settle nicely in the open sedge about eighty yards away. Of course all this happens between 9 A.M. and 4 P.M. I was born forty years too late.

Jay and I had hunted hard one morning on some public land in northeastern Texas but had found nothing. Heidi got birdy on a grassy knoll, and sure enough, we found a roost in the little bluestem. After several minutes of animated searching, she pointed in a tangled mess of oak and greenbrier along the edge of the woods. As Jay and I eased into the thicket, we heard the soft, unmistakable clucking that anyone who has spent time around a game farm would recognize. The birds couldn’t have been more than ten yards away. We gave each other the thumbs-up and moved in. Nothing. We walked quickly into the woods and made several looping casts. Still nothing. I sent Heidi on and she followed the scent trail thirty yards into the woods to a complete dead end. So you think you’re getting a lot of false points? I’d probably blame the birds instead of the dog.

Brad and I watched a nice covey run across a West Texas ranch road. We don’t road hunt, but we felt that his Brittany, Dee, who was then a year-old pup, needed the bird contact. We decided to put Heidi down too, just for insurance. She was trailing before we had our guns loaded. We walked into the pasture and saw her and Dee disappear into the mesquite at least a hundred yards away. I got on my whistle, sure that she was off looking for another covey. She came back in and immediately picked up the scent trail and followed it back into the mesquite. Then she pulled up to back Dee, who had found the covey while she was coming to my whistle. She has taught me to assume, despite conventional wisdom, that bobwhites are going to run. I’m a much better hunter because of that lesson, but looking back, I shudder to think of the times I’ve called her off birds.

My younger dog, Molly, comes from a line of big-running field trial dogs with names that German shorthair people would recognize. Where Heidi hunts with finesse and patience, Molly gets it done with speed and flash and physical ability. (Brad nicknamed her Velocitus maximus maximus.) She came into her prime in a year when the quail hunting was way off because of drought. She taught me that to get birds in “bust” years, you’ve got to cover ground from daylight to dark, and heaven knows she’s good at that. After all the sensible hunters had quit for the year, Molly found scattered coveys out on the horizon with me a quarter mile behind her panting, sweating, trying to keep up.

Molly is maturing, developing finesse and bird sense to go along her strength and speed. With her style, so much different than Heidi’s, she’ll undoubtedly show me things in a new light. Most importantly though, when it’s late in the day and rubber legs and blistered feet are making me think of supper, fire, and a sleeping bag, she’s out on the horizon, running hard, doing what she was bred to do—reminding me that if you want to find quail, you have to hunt for them.

Heidi’s muzzle is almost completely gray now, but she continues to instruct me. A few years ago, freezing rain had turned the West Texas river bottom we were hunting into a crystalline jungle of frozen mesquite and bluestem—breathtakingly beautiful but hell on dogs. A hard hour’s walk from the truck, Heidi began losing control of her hindquarters. We took a break then started for the truck. She picked up a tendril of scent, followed it, and pointed a covey in a big ragweed flat. As I walked in, I noticed that she was unable to get her normally erect tail up. I shot a bird on the rise, and she staggered badly as she brought it in. We rested, then I called her to heel and we walked on.

A half-mile from the truck, she bolted into the weeds along the ranch road and pointed. Then her hind legs gave way, but she held her point. I walked in, flushed a single bird, and missed with both barrels. I carried her the rest of the way to the truck.

There’s a lesson in that story too, or at least an example—one I hope I’m man enough to follow.1
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photo by Henry Chappell

1     Printed by permission of Southern Outdoors, 5845 Carmichael Road, Montgomery, AL 36117.



Rosie: A Short Story
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Fannie saw the beagle before I did, and not being much of a warrior, she immediately came over and sat down beside me. Then she started growling.

The beagle stopped and stared, its oversized ears pricked up and out like sails. Fannie let go a bark, and the little hound strode right into camp and up to Fannie, who made a hell of a show of ignoring him. I called him to me, and he rolled onto his back. I scratched his belly, and he worked his hind legs, first one then the other as I moved around his underside. He was young, maybe two, and handsome with a nice houndy head, and rich colors—black, tan, and white each cut cleanly one from the others. His collar had a name plate with a local phone number scratched on it.

It was mid-January, late in the East Texas woodcock season, but that morning I was focused more on the coffeepot than on woodcock. The hunting had been good the past three days; I was only two birds shy of the possession limit, but it had rained all night—a cold rain—and it had slackened just enough that I could get out of the tent and start a little fire.

I had been awakened by hounds running just after daylight. The young Forest Service clear-cuts are full of rabbits, and after deer season the only people I ever see in the woods are rabbit hunters. I’ve never met another woodcock hunter.

I played with the beagle for a few minutes and was wondering what to do with him, when I heard a truck coming. A red, three-quarter-ton Ford pulled off the road and up the hill into camp. A big man with a sandy beard climbed out grinning and said, “Tryin’ to steal my dog are you?” He was wearing an orange cap, a heavy wool shirt, and tattered, muddy canvas overalls with a stitched rectangle on the chest where shell loops had been.

He held out a big, freckled hand and I shook it. “Anson Shipp,” he said. He motioned toward the truck. “That’s my boy Travis. Trav, come on out here.”

The boy, I’d guess him to have been about eleven, got out, and Fannie jumped up and jogged over to meet him. He knelt and made a fuss over her, and she licked his face. “Travis don’t care a thing about dogs,” Anson said. I said I could see as much. Anson picked the beagle up, stroked his ears, and took him over to the truck and put him into a homemade dog box.

I offered coffee, and Anson allowed he had time for one cup. I offered the boy a soft drink and he declined saying, “Daddy lets me have coffee.”

“Lord, don’t tell his mama,” Anson said. He and Travis grinned and exchanged conspiratorial glances.

Anson looked at Fannie. “Good lookin’ pointer you got there. What are you after? Quail?”

“Woodcock,” I said. “Seen any?”

“Bogsuckers huh? Yeah, we flushed a couple along Sandy Creek this mornin’. I can’t hit the damn things. Travis killed one the other day though. We like to never got it away from old Ted.” He motioned toward his truck. “Had to pick him up over my head to get him to turn loose.”

I thought of my rabbit-hunting days as a kid in Kentucky and the nights spent driving along the back roads looking for lost hounds. I asked him if he had ever lost one for good.

[image: image]

He took a big gulp of the scalding coffee and didn’t even blink. “Naw. There’s a lot of hound people around here, and we keep an eye out for everybody’s dogs. I’ve never lost one for good and don’t know anybody who has.” He pulled out a bandanna and blew his nose with one hand. “Oh I’ve had deer hounds gone for a couple of days but somebody always picked ’em up and called me,” he said. “I had to go clear up to Burrantown one time to pick up a gyp that disappeared over by Apple Springs. I don’t know how in the hell she got all the way up there.”

“Sometimes we stayed out all night lookin’,” Travis said.

Anson smiled and nodded at his son. “Never found one that way, but I just can’t sleep with a dog missin’.”

He emptied his cup and I motioned toward the pot. “Awful nice of you,” he said. “Believe I will.” He got his coffee and stood by the fire with one hand in his pocket. “Of course now I don’t spend much time lookin’ for dogs since they made us quit runnin’ deer with ’em. I like these little rabbit dogs, but they just don’t run like real hounds. Don’t sound like ’em neither.”

Travis cleared his throat and nodded like he knew what was coming.

Anson worked the fire with the toe of his boot. “I’ve killed eleven deer in my lifetime,” he said. “Started after ’em with hounds before I was Travis’s age. Learned it from my uncle. On the other hand, a man down the road from me goes over to the Hill Country, sits in a tree, and gets his two deer every year—over a feeder.” He looked past his truck and across the road toward the third growth covered hills and Sandy Creek beyond. “Hell, I got up one day and it was against the law to do what I’d done most of my life. Nobody ever asked me about it. Nobody I know has any problem with hounds.”
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