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  fall: an alleged name for a covey or flight (of woodcock). Obsolete. Circa 1430.

  Oxford English Dictionary


  To travel well within your neighborhood is the greatest of journeys.

  Samuel Johnson


  
INTRODUCTION


  BY CHARLEY F. WATERMAN

  Woodcock hunting tends to be for life, as it seems to be for Tom Huggler. The little game bird with the great mysteries has long attracted fine writing from fine writers, but few author-gunners have followed it as Huggler has. His travels are similar to those of the bird itself, guided by season, weather, and even rumor.

  His book is filled with woodcock knowledge but runs almost as a gunner’s autobiography, beginning with juvenile operations and typical youthful armament and going through the serious hunter’s trial-and-error choices until he has drawn his own personal conclusions about things like guns and loads. But he does not let the practical sides of woodcock shooting or woodcock biology interfere with the important part—the sentiment that clings forever to the woodcock follower, his dogs of today and yesteryear, and the autumn winds and weather that guide the fragile subjects to ordained destinations.

  Tom Huggler tells of woodcock hunters, guides, and researchers from Canada’s Maritimes to Louisiana and he lives very near to both woodcock and woodcock watchers in Michigan. His travels have frequently been in motor homes and his routes are obviously changed with news from the skimpy woodcock grapevines.

  Like others who live much of the time in travel rigs with dogs and guns, Tom Huggler is likely to go into considerable detail concerning food and wine and reveals some opinions on woodcock recipes, while giving the impression of being pleased that less fortunate outdoorsmen consider woodcock unfit for consumption.

  The Huggler bird dogs have varied from family treasures to hopeless bums, but we feel that some of the bums have, nevertheless, been valued companions. He wryly tells of his misjudgments on woodcock dogs and confides that he now feels any gun dog should make a start with a professional trainer. Some of this is uncomfortably close to home for upland gunners who recognize their own fumbles in the writer’s canine misfires, but a bird shooting reader is likely to feel he is dealing comfortably with a kindred soul, which he is. This is a woodcock authority who has paid his dues, and the reader squirms with him when the gun somehow doesn’t track and is relieved when Huggler begins to hit again with a new shotgun or a new approach.

  Good teachers are likely to be good students and this writer gains woodcock knowledge as he goes and looks forward to tomorrow’s revelations. He treats known woodcock experts with respect, and even reverence, and has a special regard for the veterans of today and yesteryear who have traced the little ghost birds through their times of plenty and adversity. Woodcock are important to him and his readers feel it.

  Although he has followed woodcock for all those years he leaves the impression that each day with his beloved aspens or abandoned railway grades is likely to reveal some treasure of new information about them. He complains mildly about the hunting restrictions that come with advancing age and apprehensively wonders about his next twenty or thirty years. There is the feeling that his views are those of all the world’s woodcock hunters.

  Here with the carefully researched facts and figures from well-known woodcock authorities, including biologists (he seems to know most of such people), are his own observations about wind and weather that seem pleasingly out of place with the relaxed narrative of a wandering gunner. It appears, he says, that woodcock follow highways as well as rivers—but are they sure of the difference as they ride the chill of autumn night winds?

  There is a ridiculous feeling that woodcock may have helped write this book.

  —Charley F. Waterman


  
PROLOGUE


  A friend and I were driving through Ontario’s Algonquin Park one May morning when he suddenly slammed on the brakes, his van squealing to a halt. “Sorry,” he apologized, “but I didn’t want to hit that bird.”

  “Bird?” I wondered, recomposing myself and thankful that he didn’t put me through the windshield because I wasn’t wearing a seat belt.

  My friend pointed to the asphalt, and sure enough a buff-colored bird with a lance for a bill wobbled across the highway like a bowling pin about to tip over.

  “It’s a woodcock,” I said and jumped out for a better look. A yard or so behind the hen bird in single file marched four yellow-and-brown chicks that looked like overgrown bumblebees with gigantic, misplaced stingers. That was the first and only time I have ever stopped traffic to assist a family of woodcock across a road.

  Woodcock have fascinated me most of my life. Although the incident occurred many years ago, I remember it well. A mile farther down the road, my friend braked his van once again to avoid hitting a moose. This time I was wearing my seat belt.

  It is the woodcock encounter that I remember with greater clarity, and so it is often that way with the smaller wild things. No sailfish or huge Chinook salmon adorn my office walls. In their place are a three-pound brook trout and a twenty-one-inch-long grayling. Upstairs in the living room, no deer and bear heads stare into space with glass eyes, but native grouse and quail peer out from glass-encased dioramas.

  I have no aversion to big game. I hunt elk and caribou and deer and am happy that the morning’s mail brought an antlerless whitetail permit. It is just that I love small game more. I enjoy teasing a hand-sized bluegill into hitting a popper so tiny I can barely thread the line through it with these myopic eyes of mine. I like to stalk little streams for brook trout with a fly rod, and I like to hunt birds. The diminutive ones—Hungarian partridge, quail, woodcock—I especially prize.

  A few years ago several friends and I booked a hunt for speckle-bellied geese with an outfitter along the Gulf Coast of Louisiana. It was mid-January and the hard-hunted birds were call-shy and spread-shy. Averaging only one goose each during the first couple days of hunting, we were thinking of cutting short the hunt. But I had been noticing large numbers of snipe probing for food in nearby drained rice fields and crayfish ponds. Over supper I suggested to our guides that we organize a drive.

  “You nuts?” one of them said. “You could never hit them little dicky birds. There ain’t but two bites of meat on ‘em anyway.”

  Imagine eleven drab men wearing hip boots and waders, in a long curving line like a scimitar, marching across mud flats, retrievers at heel wondering what this foolishness is all about. Picture the men turned into happy, hollering boys again as they empty their guns at the batlike snipe that jink away in all directions. We shot nearly a case of shells—five hundred rounds—that day and killed only thirty-eight birds. Thirty-nine, actually, because one of my friends found a dead snipe in his coveralls pocket the next morning. We delivered the birds to a Lafayette restaurant where the chef prepared a Cajun snipe gumbo so delicious I believe I can still taste it.

  The snipe, of course, is a shore bird. His slightly larger cousin, Scolopax minor, evolved from marshlands to uplands to the absolute delight of those of us who seek him. The American woodcock is one of the continent’s few upland game birds that is migratory (the others are doves), and the only one that we hunt with pointing dogs. This oddity gives woodcock a singular mysteriousness and makes them highly unpredictable. Woodcock hunting always involves hunches because who can say with certainty where the bird is today or where it is going tonight? It is simple sport, unencumbered by mechanization unless you count a dog bell, compass, and an improved-cylinder choke tube sophisticated gadgetry.

  I don’t. To me, the woodcock is our finest game bird, and I live to hunt him each fall. It is always too long between Octobers.

  Summers are the hardest. In Michigan our sixty-day-long hunting season ends November 14. Walking to deer-hunting stands and back to the car again, I have jumped late migrants through November, and other hunters I know have flushed woodcock even into December. If you miss woodcock when northern coverts grow bare of leaves and birds, you can migrate south and hunt them after the new year, as I have. You can see woodcock come back in March, and you can hunt them in April and May and even in June with your friends, the certified banders. But summer is long. Too long. I realize that on a July morning when I sort through a stack of color slides, choosing images to illustrate a magazine article.

  There’s Larry, an old Iowa buddy who began trading me pheasant hunts for woodcock forays years ago. Is it three years now, or four, since I shared that bird-full covert? And there is Macbeth in a classic point. She didn’t always cock a foreleg like that. Didn’t usually stick her haughty setter head that high to suck up bird scent. Next is a scene right out of a Jim Foote painting: Black water of the tiny pond freighting orange maple leaves. The green bracken fern bleeding to yellow and brown under the gaunt birches. The Brittanies on point. The woodcock frozen in time. Through the ten-power loupe I swear I can smell the new richness of decaying woods in the celluloid itself.

  [image: images]

  On an August evening we sit at one of those curbside Paris cafes near Hotel de Ville, my new bride and I and another American couple—who, coincidentally, are celebrating their fifth anniversary—sipping a digestif and talking about how the city is relatively deserted in August (the month the French go on vacation) and other subjects of insignificance. Dusk is gathering and with it come pools of light beneath the street lamps and a decided coolness to the slight breeze. A jaundiced leaf, curled dead perhaps from pollution, skips across our white linen tablecloth. Grabbing the leaf, I open it and hold it to the light. Round and slightly serrated, the leaf looks like that of an aspen. “What does this remind you of?” I ask my friend Tom.

  “Grouse and woodcock hunting,” Tom says without hesitation. “What does it make you think of?”

  “That and Bird Camp,” I reply. “In six weeks we’ll be there, again.”

  Tom smiles. Our wives share knowing glances and resume their conversation.

  The French have long revered the European woodcock (Scolopax rusticola), learning, over centuries, creative ways to prepare the bird for table and naming fine wines after it. French painters prized the woodcock’s primary wingfeathers (la plume du peintre) for their fineness and delicacy. Recently a Montreal friend sent me a small bottle of Belgian beer called Gueuze de la Becasse, which I drank after shooting my first woodcock of the new hunting season.

  “The French kill as many woodcock (2 million annually) as are killed in the entire United States,” writes Guy de la Valdene in Making Game: An Essay on Woodcock (Clark City Press, 1985), a wonderful book that every bird hunter should have in the home library. The author weaves personal experience with deep research on how woodcock evolved, their life histories, and other unusual facts. The information is as eye-opening as William Sheldon’s The Book of the American Woodcock (University of Massachusetts Press, 1967) was nearly twenty years earlier.

  If you want tactical information on how to hunt woodcock successfully, I suggest, among others, John Alden Knight’s classic Woodcock (Alfred A. Knopf, 1944, reprinted by Gunnerman Press, 1989), Frank Woolner’s Timberdoodle (Crown Publishers, Inc., 1974), Steve Smith’s Woodcock Shooting (Stackpole Books, 1988) or Don L. Johnson’s Grouse & Woodcock: A Gunner’s Guide (Krause Publications, 1995). A fine anthology of essays on the joys of woodcock hunting is Come October (Countrysport Press, 1991). More good reading can be found in Timberdoodle Tales by Tom F. Waters (Riparian Press, 1993).

  This book is different. It is a personal journey through landscapes both exterior and interior. In spite of dozens of research projects and nearly forty years of banding records, precious little is known about woodcock. We know even less about ourselves. Maybe my journey will become your journey, too, as we travel together with that other wanderlust, the American woodcock.

  
    Tom Huggler

    Sunfield, Michigan

  


  
1


  FLEDGLINGS


  Do you remember the first woodcock you ever shot? I can recall the first ring-necked pheasant, the first ruffed grouse, the first snowshoe hare that made its satisfying way into the game bag of my too-large hunting coat, a hand-me-down from my father. Try as I might, though, I can’t recapture that first woodcock.

  But I do remember the first woodcock I ever saw. The incident occurred in the late 1950s when I was about fourteen years old. Several of us boys were hunting pheasants with our fathers and older brothers in southern Michigan when a few of our party split up and entered a stand of frost-tinged hardwoods, largely maples. Suddenly, a small brown bird with oversized wings jumped up and danced away as though on puppet strings.

  “What the hell was that?” someone hollered.

  “Woodcock!” one of the older boys shouted. Then another bird flushed. “Shoot ‘em!”

  I was toting a Mossberg 20-gauge bolt action (remember the model with the green- and red-colored thumb safety behind the bolt?). Even though I had bagged my first pheasant and blue-winged teal with that gun, I could not hit one of these new, speedy targets that cut a Zorro-like swath through the trees before topping out and disappearing. Working after school sacking groceries for fifty cents an hour, I was very stingy with the dark-green Remington shells I bought for pheasant hunting. After wasting an afternoon’s labor on woodcock that pogo-sticked above the undergrowth then whisked away to safety, I decided to save my hard-earned ammo.

  “They ain’t no good to eat anyway,” one of the older boys said. “They eat worms. I don’t even shoot at ’em anymore.”

  As pheasant numbers declined—a phenomenon that began in the early sixties in the Midwest—we began hunting partridge, or “pats,” with increased enthusiasm. Woodcock often contributed to our mixed bags. While still in high school, I began to hunt both birds with keen interest in the vicinity of Sand Lake in eastcentral lower Michigan, where David Pringle, a cousin of my girlfriend, spent weekends and often asked me to tag along. David’s grandmother, who came to Michigan in a covered wagon from the East, lived alone in an old house on the shores of Sand Lake. She sent us afield “full as ticks” after an enormous breakfast of pancakes and sausage, which we tamped down with black coffee. We killed grouse on the same state lands we hunted deer. We shot woodcock along streams we fished earlier in the year for brook trout.
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  To this day, there is no form of bird hunting I enjoy more than wandering down old railroad rights-of-way while my dog casts through the brush that grows heavy on both sides. Or when I’m in a canoe, impatient dog in the bow, on a lonely river, and stopping here and there to probe the wet tangles of the bottom ground for flight woodcock.

  Melvin Trobaugh, an older friend of mine who saved his money to buy a Charles Daly over-under and who learned how to shoot it, once killed sixteen grouse and woodcock without a miss. Like all my friends, at day’s end Melvin readily agreed to divide the collective bag among the participants. Woodcock, their once-bright eyes now filmy and sunken, their lion-colored breast feathers no longer soft but matted with dried dog spittle, were always the last to go.

  “Take mine,” was an offer commonly made. “My ma won’t cook ’em anyway.”

  In those days no one hunted woodcock purely on the bird’s own merits. They were either ignored or taken incidentally while seeking other game. With one exception. As a kid, I heard stories of men who “dusked” woodcock—that is, illegally shot them just before dark when the birds flew from daytime haunts and were silhouetted against the light of late day. One afternoon while hunting around a gypsum quarry near National City in Iosco County, Michigan, I came across evidence of a violent scene that puzzled me. Two wooden orange crates sat empty and upended in an open spot surrounded by brush and piles of overburden. Dozens of shotshell hulls lay around the crates.

  This was obviously a killing ground, but for what I had no idea. After sundown I was walking through the pit back to my car when I heard voices. The gunners, two men in their fifties, explained to me how they sat back to back on the orange crates and blasted away at dipping and darting woodcock until their barrels grew warm to the touch. Speaking in animated tones, they said it was a lot of fun.

  “You can see flame shoot out the gun barrel!” one of them said.

  “What do you do with the birds?” I remember asking.

  “Oh, the Lab finds some, but the rest just die out there somewhere. Don’t matter. They taste like liver, and I hate liver.”

  When market hunting was legal, woodcock were slaughtered for profit. In the South on winter nights, hunters carried pine torches to feeding fields where the birds’ high-set eyes easily showed. Using sticks, they killed woodcock by the thousands and sold them for pennies each in New Orleans restaurants. Apparently New York City diners prized them more highly—one 1874 account says woodcock sold there for $1.50 per brace.

  William Mershon, who lived near Saginaw and chronicled fifty years of hunting and fishing in Michigan during the period 1870 to 1920, wrote about hunting woodcock as early as the Fourth of July. Why? In those days before hunting seasons and bag limits, woodcock were the first young-of-the-year game birds to be flying. Bags of fifty to one hundred woodcock were not uncommon in Michigan, New York State, and New England, although by 1900 the birds were in serious population decline. In 1902 a writer named A. K. Fisher referred to woodcock and wood ducks as “two vanishing game birds.” (Yearbook U.S.D.A.). E. Sandys and T. S. Van Dyke, writing in 1904 (Upland Game Birds, Macmillan), said, “Good cock-shooting is now almost a thing of the past in many places where heavy bags were the rule.”

  Market hunting, of course, ended with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act of 1918, but the desire for big, illegal kills will always take root in the heart of the renegade. A few years ago a man I contacted through a friend invited me to his Deep South duck-hunting camp in December. “Come on down,” he said into the phone. You can kill a hundred woodcock in two hours if you want to. I have absolutely no respect for the damn things.” I didn’t go. Recently, I learned the man was arrested by federal agents for game-law violations.

  It took me a long time to learn that you cannot introduce women to bird hunting and always expect them to embrace the sport with the same enthusiasm that you do. I have spent a small fortune on guns, boots, and specialty clothing in a lifelong attempt to find partners to share this form of love with me. The most passionate ones—and I have hunted with several—were already spoken for. When I was younger, I determined the cut-off age for a woman’s initial exposure to the blood sports—with the great hope that the experience would take root and grow—was about twenty-five years.

  Now I’m not so sure.

  I recently agreed to guide two women on their first-ever grouse and woodcock hunt. Both are proficient in the use of firearms. One, in her early forties, is an NRA-certified shooting instructor who leads seminars called “Purse/Sonal Protection,” which includes Lady’s Elite Firearm Training. The other, twenty-seven and also a married mother, is a writer who covers hunting, fishing, and camping; she is also a much sought-after teacher in the increasingly popular Becoming an Outdoors Woman program. The women were great sports—full of curiosity and optimism—in spite of the rainy day and the fact they bagged none of the nineteen woodcock we flushed.

  One of the reasons I hunt birds with such zeal is that I never feel more alive than when I’m hoofing it up some mountain or wading through a sea of bluestem or aspen or cattails following a dog in search of a bird. Any bird. A Trappist monk in his late seventies once told a friend of mine that hunting and fishing pursuits have a deep spiritual side to them, a personal quest or seeking that most people do not admit to. Some, perhaps most of us, seek to turn defiance into a personal understanding of who we are and why we do what we do. When we understand, maybe we can accept. If we can accept, perhaps we can connect with others. Are we here for some other purpose?

  Every hunt, but especially those with woodcock in the plan, is delightful, even if it rains and there are no birds. Of course, you remember best those days of golden October light, of starch-stiff points, of coverts groaning with birds. About fifteen years ago, I traded in my high-school teacher’s book of lesson plans for one containing editorial calendars. During that first autumn of being gainfully underemployed as a full-time freelance writer, I tried to do many of the things I had wanted to do but couldn’t because of the classroom. I shot a whitetail with a bow and then a prime black bear. One of my goals was to intercept flight woodcock at the exact time they descended on Michigan’s Drummond Island.

  At 250 square miles this hunter’s paradise lies at the bottom of the Saint Marys River, where it sweeps into northern Lake Huron at the eastern end of the Upper Peninsula. Access from the mainland is via car ferry. After what seemed an eternity, weather conditions turned prime. A cold front was moving across Canada, forcing birds south with favorable northwest winds. Sandi, my wife at that time, did not hunt but wanted to go north to see the fall colors, so we hitched a small trailer to my pickup truck, loaded our young setter, Lady Macbeth, and headed out the morning of the big freeze.

  Plate I
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  Double Flush and Setter

  by Jim Foote

  Driving past the school where I used to teach, I confess to a pang of remorse, but the open road lay ahead and three hundred miles later we plunged deep into October with its “hectic” reds—as the poet Shelley said—and vibrant yellows. The school fell farther and farther into my rear-view mirror. Noun clauses were a thing of the past. Shakespeare lectures a light-year away. There was no turning back now, and it felt good to be alive, though I hadn’t a clue where the next paycheck was coming from.
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  Arriving at the campground in late afternoon, I disengaged and leveled the trailer, turned on the lights, kissed my wife goodbye, and drove down old trails looking for woodcock habitat. Finding a promising covert, I unloaded Macbeth, then realized I had left my gun in the trailer. We went hunting anyway and we found woodcock in the lowlands, which had yet to freeze. The birds, tired from their long flight, rested under junipers and in dry islands of dogwood and witch hazel. Every few yards, it seemed, Macbeth would go on point, foreleg cocked, eyes watering, tail straight as a pool cue. Once more, I was falling in love with a young dog.

  After the fifth or sixth flush I could stand it no longer. Racing back to the trailer, I burst in the door. Without a word my wife handed me the gun, then went back to reading a mystery she had brought along. “Supper will be ready when you get back,” she said, smiling.

  I killed five woodcock with five shells while the sun hung expectantly like the New Year’s Eve ball poised in Times Square. We went on, farther into the covert, and Macbeth stuck and held another dozen birds, which I goosed aloft, until the owls began calling. Woodsmoke hung over the campground when we returned, and I could smell bear steaks sizzling through the screen door of our little trailer. Shoving a drink in my hand, my wife wondered if I had a bit of an appetite. That night I lost myself with her all over again, and with my dog and woodcock, even though they left in the night and Sandi dropped out of my life a couple of years later. Macbeth lived to the ripe old age of eight.

  Closer to home and a little deeper into that fall, Macbeth and I stumbled upon a drop of woodcock in a covert that framed an old pasture. We gunned our way down one side and back up the other during seventh-hour literature class. I thought I heard the ringing bell that signified class change, but it was only the tinkling of my dog’s bell. Happy, expansively carefree, on the way home I stopped in a neighboring town and bought a thousand-dollar oak dinette set that Sandi had had her eye on. She took it with her, but I kept the slim double barrel I had bought for her, which she never fired, during our crazy courtship.

  Woodcock hunting can be an intensely private affair. What you bring to upland coverts and what you take from them is as personal as religious choice, political orientation, or sexual proclivity. I often think better and understand things more clearly after I have hunted alone. And yet I have never spent a memorable day alone in the woods without thinking about old friends, some gone and some still living, and wishing they were along to share my joy.
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