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This book is fondly dedicated to anyone—four-legged or two—who has ever spent the day chasing wild birds with me. There may have been more days without birds than with, but I wouldn’t change the memories we’ve made for anything.




INTRODUCTION


I’ve heard of areas where you can go to shoot pheasants, lots of them, and they aren’t all that hard to find. These stories, secondhand accounts for the most part, tell of counties and even states so full of birds that you can see hundreds in a day, even over an average bird dog. I find the tales hardly believable, but if these places do exist, they are far from here in Niagara County, New York. Some old-timers have told me the birdhunting around here used to be like that. I don’t find that as hard to believe since, more often than not, my timing is terrible. I always arrive an hour after the free stuff has been given away, a day after the steelhead run has petered out, a week after the whitetail rut has peaked and all the deer have since gone into hiding; I show up on the stormy day after the month-long run of good weather—and so on, to a depressing degree. Even when it came to the year of my birth, as it related to the rise and fall of the western New York pheasant population, my timing was as bad as ever. That is to say, simply terrible.


I began hunting pheasants in the early 1990s, roughly fifteen years after the bulk of the wild ringnecks disappeared. When I finally got around to setting foot in the fields behind my first bird dog at age twenty-seven, most of the diehard pheasant hunters around here had given up altogether.


It was OK for a while, at least for the first couple of years. I still found pockets of wild birds through hard work, and occasionally my dogs and I even killed a limit of wild roosters. I was happy, for a while. Then the old-timers began talking. They’d see me out beating the brush with my dogs, Maggie and Ted, and they would stop in wonder.


“What the hell are you after, boy? Pheasants? No kidding? You should have been here twenty years ago.”


As a matter of course, they’d proceed to tell me about going afield and shooting a limit of pheasants without a dog—of waiting by the roosting trees at dusk and selecting only the biggest cockbirds to shoot as dozens of birds winged their way past them toward the evening security provided by the thickets. Compared with my ground-covering days driven by hopes of flushing three or four birds, those old days must have been superb—or so they said. The simple truth is that I’d missed them by a mile—or a couple of decades anyway.


I could have hunted back then, mind you, since I was old enough in the late 1970s and early ’80s. But my family did not hunt, and it wasn’t until I met my future wife that I first picked up a shotgun and headed afield. Characteristically, my timing was way off. By the time I first followed in the wake of my eager bird dogs, Niagara County’s pheasants had been corralled into a few small areas where the housing developments had not yet sprawled. Such places still exist, but we are losing them by the day. By the hour, it seems lately.


In addition to the development, farmers today practice “ditch-to-ditch” planting, eradicating most of the thick hedgerows that used to crisscross the countryside and are so necessary to support a healthy pheasant population in such heavily farmed land. Where there aren’t new houses, there is corn, with scarcely a hedgerow in sight.


The birds I find now live in creek bottoms, where modern technology has not yet learned to plant a cornstalk. They live in the occasional forsaken farmstead, but most of those old plots have grown up so much now that the fields have reverted to woods. These are fine places for deer and rabbits and woodcock. And woodcock are fun, but they ain’t pheasants.


The ringnecks we do find in the magical handful of locations I guard with great secrecy are wild and raucous and smart. (If asked ten years ago if a bird could really be “smart,” I would have laughed you off the back porch, but now I know differently.) As a result, Maggie and Ted have become a proficient hunting team, having learned the hard way how to ferret out these wily, wild birds with a level of precision that I’ve seen in few other hunting dogs. Of course, they’re my dogs, so my opinion might be just a tad skewed, but I can vouch for them. I have seen Maggie catch a wild rooster on the ground; I’ve seen Ted pin one against an old stone fence and not release it to flush until I was positioned to shoot. I have not seen many other dogs do these things. Those smart birds have made my dogs smart. Maggie and Ted work hard for me, so I treat them well by breaking the rules and letting them flush and retrieve rabbits and squirrels and crows and pigeons, to make up for the lack of pheasants. I let them hunt almost anything that is legal, just to keep their skills sharp. I know people will disagree with letting dogs “run fur,” but Mag and Ted don’t seem to mind.


So why, if these pheasants are so hard to come by and even harder to kill when we do finally come by them, do I deliberately take the last weeks in October and the first weeks in November year after year, expending precious vacation time and yet knowing I will end each week frustrated and tired without any guarantee of a single bird making its way to my freezer? Why do I look forward to it for months, envisioning and obsessing, hoping and believing that this year will be better than the last, even when I know it probably will be worse?


If you have ever seen and heard the flush of a wild ringneck, you know why. If you’ve ever seen an exhausted dog drop a giant rooster at your feet, you’ll understand. If you have been there and seen those things, there is probably no question in your mind.


In this book, I’m hoping to show you—and maybe explain to myself—what this madness is all about. Especially those of you who live in places like my bailiwick, where the city is edging out the country but a few of us still pull on brush pants and old coats and head afield each year with a pocket full of shells and a heart full of hope.


If by some chance you live in one of those enchanted places where huge flocks of pheasants block out the sun and fall easily to the gun, you are welcome to come along, too, but please keep your laughter down so the rest of us can enjoy ourselves.
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CHAPTER ONE



PREPARATIONS



Lawns and Leaves


My lawn mower wasn’t meant to go ninety miles an hour—a fact probably stated somewhere in the owner’s manual (along with other nonsense about regularly changing the oil, undoubtedly) if I’d ever bothered to read it. But here’s the thing—I just hate mowing. I merely dislike it in June, July, and August, when grass-growing season is at its peak. But when September and October roll around, any shred of patience I might have harbored for lawn care in the warmer months is long gone. Fall is for birdhunting and thinking about birdhunting, not for mowing the grass. So, to minimize this nuisance in the autumn months, I mow fast—really fast. I have never actually rolled the lawn mower per se, but I have strained the machine to the outer limits of its poorly engineered tolerances. Although, considering that the machine has held together for almost three years now—a record for lawn mowers under my watch—I suppose I shouldn’t call it poorly engineered, but it’s still a lawn mower, and how much good can you say about one?


Most of the limbs on the countless trees in my yard have been trimmed up to a sufficient height so I can race under them comfortably without banging my head. (This is done each spring by walking around the yard with my handsaw and looking for the low-hanging branches—it’s easy to spot the ones in need of trimming by the large bloodstains on them.) This allows me to make good time in my mowing.


Thoughts about bird season made it maddening to be sitting astride the cursed machine instead of out scouting for woodcock only a few scant weeks before the season was to begin. I don’t get as worked up about woodcock as I do about ringnecks, but they are at least something to wrap my mind around and supply a handy excuse to get the dogs back out working again. Even after the small-game season opens, my mind is not on squirrels or rabbits or, least of all, the mowing.


All I can think about are wild birds.


There is a lot to be said for being rich. I mean, I wouldn’t personally know, but it must be nice. A life of leisure is often wasted on the wrong people, I think. I regularly have fantasies about hiring a lawn-care company to come in and do my yard work; I picture myself strolling across the lawn in my brush pants and hunting coat, dogs heeling obediently at my side (OK, so they never really do that, but this is a fantasy, after all), and waving casually to the yard men bustling about, trimming my bushes, cutting my grass, and, in the fall, raking my leaves. . . .


And don’t even get me started about the leaves!


Why God decided to make leaves fall in the middle of . . . well . . . fall, I just cannot fathom. And the leaf fall is always deceptive. Sure, they turn yellow and red and brown, and a handful of them drift down from the treetops during the early parts of October. But during woodcock season, they mostly just hang up there. Then a strange thing happens, right about the third week in October when pheasant season opens: They stop falling. Honest. I’ve seen it. They just suspend in the treetops. Each year at that time I look up at them and think, Good, this year they’re just going to stay up there. I go on about my business (which during the last half of October consists solely of sleeping, drinking coffee, and hunting pheasants) and try to ignore the leaves, as if thinking about them too much might just cause them to fall. Trudging in from the field at sunset each night, I eye the clumps of leaves high in the cottonwood trees surrounding my house, turning the spotlight on to inspect them, and note approvingly how few have dropped in the past day; then I go to bed. This process is repeated throughout the first week or so of pheasant season.


Then it happens.


One morning after a bit of windy overnight rain, usually sometime around Halloween, my kids and the dogs step off the back porch and disappear into a sea of leaves that is shoulder-high to a tall man. I rescue the children and pets by cutting a swath to them with the leaf blower, and bird season is suddenly put on hold. Once I’m certain the children are safe again, I bitterly set about clearing up the leaves.


So this past year, cruising around the yard on my smoking, clacking (oil, schmoil) lawnmower, I wasn’t happy to be mowing, but at the same time the growth rate of my grass seemed finally to be slowing down. Maybe this year, it really wouldn’t need mowing in October. It’s already the end of September, I thought to myself—maybe this is it! Content in my own grand denial, I eyed the profusion of cottonwood leaves overhead. This time, they really did look like they were attached pretty well. Maybe, just maybe, they would stay up there, at least through bird season.


Hey, a guy can dream.


Eighty-two Acres


I thought crying in front of a perfect stranger probably would not be appropriate. He was nice enough, and I suppose it wasn’t his fault. But then again, it was. . . .


I knew trouble was brewing last year, and when the “For Sale” signs went up on the property, a terrible feeling of dread assailed me. To the farmer selling it (“Eighty-Two Acres—For Sale!”), I’m sure it meant only some badly needed cash. The place had been untended for years, and in the farmer’s mind may have been wasted land. Maybe it was beyond the old guy’s means to clear the brush and the old vineyard posts and laboriously till it into something agriculturally useful. Each year, when I asked him if I might run the dogs for pheasants there, he always gave me a shrug as if he had forgotten about the place until I brought it to his attention.


As useless as it was to him, I don’t think he ever imagined what delight the place brought to me. If the farmer had ever sunk a moment’s thought into the times over the past six years when he spotted me running insanely around his property yelling and whistling for my dogs, flushing the occasional bird after hours of tramping in circles, then often missing it, he might have felt bad for me. Possibly he considered that selling off my pheasant-hunting grounds would have been doing me a favor: “Maybe he’ll find something more useful to do with his life than chasing those half-breed dogs all over Creation.”


Maybe not.


Before I hunted the land, I was no stranger to it. Living in a duplex across the road for a time, I used to venture into the fields to escape the close confines of our small apartment. The old vineyards revealed many things on my walks. There were woodcock and pheasants, ducks in the two small irrigation ponds, turkeys, and deer. A shed pair of six-point antlers I found within sight of my bathroom window still hangs from a peg in my den. The rutted, neglected land was home to nearly every kind of game. At a time when the wild ringneck population had dropped precipitously, I regularly found pheasant nests on the high ground between the vineyard rows. Before I had dogs of my own, we used to hunt there over John’s Labrador, Mike. Following the keen nose of the aging dog, we shot rabbits and pheasants, shot at zigzagging woodcock, and even took a couple mallards off the smaller of the two ponds one crisp autumn morning. Old Mike took his last pheasant on those eighty-two acres. (For Sale!)


Long after Mike was gone, Ted and Maggie learned their hunting craft on other pieces of land. The old vineyard hadn’t seen my boot prints in a year or two when I finally returned one miserable rainy day. It seemed fitting when Ted flushed and retrieved his first rooster there.


Dogs and men move on, but I guess it is difficult to comprehend that something as seemingly permanent as a piece of land can move on, too. In those last years the pheasant hunting remained spectacular, rewarding us with big birds. At a time when my frustrated hunting acquaintances were swearing there wasn’t a wild bird left in the county, this oasis consistently shared its wealth with us. We were taking birds in other places, top-secret caches of wild birds I am not at liberty to divulge, but this place (For Sale—82 Acres) became the crown jewel of our ringneck hunts.


I passed that damned sign driving to work each day for weeks, then months—as if I’d needed a reminder of the potential peril. For two years I watched the red-white-and-blue “For Sale” sign fade and rust. When grass sprouted up and finally towered over it, the realtor’s telephone number seemed as forgotten as the land. My apprehension over losing my hunting grounds faded with the patriotic paint on the sign. But one steamy morning last August, I nearly wrecked my truck. One bright red word across the faded old sign made my heart sink.


“Sold!”


“Oh, no.”
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OK, I rationalized, so some developer has picked up the land. He’ll make a grand plan to put a dozen or so houses on it. It will take years. With any luck it will fail miserably, like the rest of the small-time developments around here. I’ll still be hunting this land ten years from now. No problem.


My rationale seemed correct, and it helped me sleep at night. But a month later, again on my way to work, I was again blown out of the water. The little ramshackle house standing on a forgotten knoll at the south edge of the property was showing signs of life. It was hard for me to believe that the building—really nothing more than a shack—was worth saving. If my developer theory was right, they would bulldoze the place to make room for more lucrative housing. But on this still-warm morning, just into the first throes of the September goose season, what I saw amazed me.


Siding.


Boxes and boxes of vinyl siding laid out all around the house gave me an inkling of the bright blue shell that the shack was about to become. Cancel that theory, I thought. A private homeowner has bought the whole shebang. OK, I expertly rationalized once again, I have a lot better chance of getting permission to hunt the property from a private homeowner than from some snooty big-city developer. Yes, someone who could appreciate this piece of property enough to buy it certainly could understand another person wanting to hunt here. I mean, eighty acres is plenty of land. Heck, they might even welcome a friendly face wandering around to keep an eye on the place.


Not wanting to bother the new homeowner in the midst of his renovation, I continued watching the place. A week before pheasant season, the house was a hub of activity. In the overgrown driveway, an electrical contractor’s van sat with its doors flung wide like the flapping wings of a bird. On the roof, two men worked laying out tarpaper. Pallets of shingles sat around the house, waiting.


Standing back, not looking busy like the rest of them but surveying the home like a king might observe the stone blocks being placed around his new castle, was a young guy. His doughy face revealed nothing of his personality. His dress, jeans and a T-shirt much like my own, told me little about his politics or his views on hunting, two items that don’t necessarily rely on one another. Pulling my own truck in the driveway to join the parade of home-improvement vehicles, I tried to judge the man, but it was useless. As I stepped out of the truck, he was suddenly right there, extending his hand and introducing himself.


Good, I thought. Very good.


His preemptive handshake was indicative of his personality, and I couldn’t help liking the guy. It should not be rare that you run into nice folks out in the country, or anywhere else for that matter, but it seems increasingly the case that nobody wants anything to do with you if they haven’t known you for ten years. This man was just a plain-old nice guy. Before he even knew why I was there, he offered me a drink, walked me around the house, and generally told me his life story. I complimented him on the purchase of the property and on the home improvements—I complimented everything I could possibly think of before popping the question.


“You know, I’ve hunted pheasants here for several years, and was wondering if I might get your permission to hunt here this year.”


He looked off to the side, almost ashamed and visibly pained. My heart sank.


“Well. . . .” The words came hard to him. I could already see that no matter how well we hit it off, I wasn’t going to shoot any birds here ever again. Never.


Damn.


“See, a friend of mine asked me if he could hunt here last week, and my wife went ballistic and said there will be no hunting on this property.” Holding both hands out, he said, “I don’t mind, personally, but I have to keep the peace, you know?”


“Sure, sure. I know.” A stake through my heart would have been less painful. My distress must have been obvious—I don’t know how it would not be.


“Sorry, man. I really am.”


“No, that’s all right. We have plenty of places to hunt.”


Just one less now.


“If it makes you feel any better, there aren’t hardly any pheasants out there anyway. Me and Sparky,” he said, gesturing to the misshapen mutt suspiciously eyeing the siding crew, “walked the whole property twice now, and we only saw one bird. You’re not missing out on much.”


Now he was bearing down and really twisting that stake. Hardly any pheasants? I thought about getting my cell phone and putting 911 on speed-dial. My heart was fluttering in an unhealthy manner. He’s sitting on the single best pheasant acreage in the whole county and there are hardly any pheasants? Oh, you fool!


“I see,” I said, not seeing at all.


“Anyway, we’re going to dig out the center of the property and put a thirty-acre pond in.”


Enough! Stop!


“Oh, that’ll be nice,” I said.


Once back in my truck after handshakes and gentlemanly good-byes, I smacked the dashboard of my old truck, hard enough to change the radio station and make the dash lights flutter.


Lost another one.


Too Hot


It was too hot for this, too hot for anything. I hate when it happens like this. Autumn was rolling nicely along, the days ticking down toward pheasant season, the temperature dropping a few degrees every day and a few more degrees every night. Then it happened.


It got hot.


Tired of just sitting around and thinking about hunting, I took Maggie and Ted to one of our prime spots for wild pheasants. I waited for the kids to get on the bus, waving to them as they roared off in the big yellow tub, before letting the dogs out and beckoning them to the truck. I wasn’t dressed in my hunting clothes, and they both eyed me suspiciously as they hopped into the truck—suspicious, I imagine, of a surprise trip to the vet. Once we neared the pheasant field, though, in the rearview I watched them pacing back and forth, whining and nipping playfully at each other. In the way of all the hunting dogs I have ever known, they knew where they were going and precisely what they were going to do—even if Master didn’t have a gun or his hunting clothes but merely a camera.


Bursting from the back of the truck, the dogs were in the waist-high grass before I had my film loaded, and were fifty yards ahead of me before I even set foot into the cover. I let them go. After a few minutes of deranged ripping around the field, they settled into a pace, Ted quartering fifteen yards in front of me with Maggie running an opposite crossing pattern thirty yards out. Tugging at the camera strap around my neck, I longed for my shotgun.


Not even the heat could take away the anticipation.


Without the benefit of the first hard frost, the grass rose thick and tall, and when Maggie swung back close to check on me, she sported a cloak of briars and burrs. It would take hours to comb her out. She didn’t seem to mind, though, bouncing through the fields with unbridled glee.


A hundred yards in, Ted flushed a rabbit across my feet and briefly chased it before realizing I wasn’t going to shoot it. It was too hot, though, and he didn’t pursue it with any dedication. I could have brought the shotgun—rabbits were legal now—but the 80-degree day just did not put me in the mood. Besides, rabbits are usually little more than a V-shaped wake in the grass at this time of the year. Of course, this one would have been a cinch.


Focusing my attention, and my camera, on Ted, whose tongue drooped to the ground as if it had been disconnected at the base, I failed to notice Maggie—or, more accurately, the lack of Maggie. After snapping a quick picture of the at-once goofy and regal Ted, I heard her snorting upfield from me. Standing on my tiptoes atop one of the overgrown ruts from the field’s long-gone days as farmland, I finally spotted her, a brown-and-white blur racing dead away from me with her nose to the ground. Ted, whose ears are far better than mine, heard her trademark snorting and rushed after her. Certain of her ability to ferret out fresh scent, he didn’t even bother to stop and check it for himself. Just as Ted caught up with Maggie—with me still forty yards behind and hurrying as fast as I could through the long grass—a rooster flushed wild a good fifty yards ahead of the dogs. I raised the camera and fumbled with the zoom lens, managing to get two photos before the bird disappeared into an adjacent cornfield. Maggie, who would normally have raced after the bird—a trait I’ve never been able to break her of but know I should—flopped to the ground, overheated but smiling. Ted lay down next to her.


“You’ve got to flush them a little closer than that, Mag. I couldn’t have shot that one.”


She looked at me, cocking her head slightly before dismissing my commentary and rising to her feet. Just like that, she went back at it. I love Maggie. Ted followed on my heels for a few moments, catching his breath before deciding Maggie must be having all the fun and charging after her.


We walked the length of the big field and flushed another rabbit—or at least that’s what I assumed it was from the halfhearted chase the dogs gave. Turning back toward the road, I smiled, pleased to have seen one bird but lamenting that it was smart enough to escape unharmed. Like the vast majority of the wild birds we’d taken there, it would not have been an easy one. Had it been hunting season, we might have chased it into the cornfield and flushed it two or three more times before it finally came up close enough for a shot. There is just nothing easy about wild ringnecks. They are hard to find and even harder to kill.


That’s OK, though, because that is why we like them.


Halfway back to the truck, Ted made a hard right turn into a dogwood hedgerow, a thick maroon border separating the field from an adjacent bean field. A moment later, with Maggie now lagging by my side, a huge cockbird rose squawking and cackling as it beat its wings trying to escape the hedgerow and Ted’s jaws. In its desperate ascent, the rooster failed to recognize the danger only five yards away. For a frozen moment as it gained height, the bird’s feathers stood out in the polarized light of morning. Tail feathers drooped as wings beat upward. Its eye reflected the day’s new sun. I could have reached out and touched it.


I ducked as it flew right over me.


Maggie made a short dash across the field but seemed to know that if I was not going to shoot, it wasn’t worth the effort of another sweltering cross-country run. The bird soared across the long grass and settled into the corn, in precisely the same spot the other rooster had. In this veritable sea of stalks, it seemed noteworthy that both birds selected the same area in which to land. I suspected that a ditch or an open patch in the corn drew them there and triangulated the place in my mind.


I would be coming back to that spot very soon—with a shotgun.


The dogs took the lead, ranging perhaps a little too far out, but I didn’t blame them. The field crackled dry and hot under their feet, and the dogs knew a cooler full of ice water awaited them at the tailgate of the truck. I let them go and turned once more to look at the place where the birds had landed, trying to burn the exact location into my mind.


Suddenly remembering my camera, I realized I had just missed one hell of a photo: a ringneck in prime morning light, the red of the dogwoods, the gold of the fields. It was not the first time I’d blown a great shot, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Besides, after that encounter my mind busied itself considering things other than photography—namely, two large rooster pheasants. Smiling with the devious satisfaction of a sniper who has walked for weeks through miles of hostile territory and finally sighted his target, I hiked slowly back to the truck, soaked in sweat but savoring the day.


Driving home with the fresh memory of the two birds, I played back the morning’s scenes in my mind, especially the second flush. He would have been an easy shot, a rare occurrence in our pursuit of wild pheasants, and one of those instances where the bird came up so close I would’ve had to let him get out a few more yards before shooting. Chalk one up for Ted.


I envisioned the way Ted trotted along the hedgerow, tired from the heat and probably eager just to get back to the truck. But when he hit that pheasant scent, it was as if he had smacked into a brick wall. Perhaps that’s not the best way to describe it. Maybe I should just borrow a phrase from a friend and call it Lab Radar. It fits. While Maggie tends to course quickly back and forth sniffing for ground scent, Ted trots along at his own slow pace, at times exasperating me with his carefree appearance. Unlike Maggie, who busts brush and covers more ground than Ted and I combined, he will often stay in a straight line in front of us, especially if we are quartering into the wind, and let the breeze do the job for him. His big, blocky head swings slowly back and forth, and his nose is working, but he is the picture of relaxation. The first few times we took him afield, I stayed after him, directing him into the brush with a harsh word and a pointed finger, expecting him to act like Maggie. But after his first few pheasant flushes I realized that, like Maggie, he was always working. The Lab Radar is always up and receiving.


Once, after a grueling hunt in Genesee County, Ted seemed overheated and was not acting normally. I had seen a friend’s Lab collapse from the heat in that same spot—the sawgrass and multiflora rose were extraordinarily thick there—and I decided to call off hunting and get Ted down to the creek for a drink and a swim to cool off. I was worried about him. The day had climbed from a comfortable 55 degrees to a nearly unbearable 80 degrees in a few hours, and even though he flushed a pair of pheasants to the guns, Ted just wasn’t himself. As we walked down the trail toward the creek, his tongue dragged the ground, and he moved with a slow, swerving gait, like an old pickup truck with a bad steering column. As we neared the creek, about where I expected him to break and run for the relief of the cold water, Ted stopped dead in the trail and stared hard at the brush to his left. A thin screen of thorny multiflora rose bordered an old stone fence. My two hunting companions flanked Ted and me and looked to see what he had smelled. There wasn’t much cover, and a bird would have been obvious. It was probably either a woodcock or a cottontail, something with good camouflage and the willingness to sit tight, we decided. With his nose in the air and sniffing madly, tuning in that Lab Radar, Ted examined the situation closely. Just as I debated ordering him into the prickly brush, he went on his own. But instead of working along the stone fence, in a single bound he jumped over it, surprising the hell out of the pheasant huddled against the other side. The bird came up so fast and so hard that it took a moment for two of us to get our guns up. We didn’t blame Ted when he ran past the dead bird instead of retrieving it and flung himself into the cool water of the creek.


[image: Author and Ted with cornfield rooster.]


Lab Radar is also what makes Ted such an effective woodcock killer. While Maggie busts brush at heart-stopping speed and puts up pheasants more regularly than Ted, there is seldom even scant warning that a timberdoodle is about to flush. Ted stays close to the hunters and, if Maggie hasn’t already put up the birds ahead of us, will often flush woodcock within easy shooting range . . . not that any woodcock shooting is easy. Ted’s head swings slowly back and forth, and once the radar picks up a bird, he will lock up for a split second in a half-baked point before lowering his broad head and charging into the cover like a bulldozer. In that split second it is wise to have your thumb on the safety and your eyes and ears on full alert because something is going to flush.


When Ted gets excited, you know something is about to happen, because the game he picks up on his radar screen is usually quite close. Maggie, on the other hand, is the ground-scenter. She simply makes things happen. I have seen her unravel scent trails for a hundred yards, huffing and snorting and, most importantly, thinking. Many times she has been working a line of hot pheasant scent, only to give it up and dash directly into a patch of cover where the bird was likely headed. She has a knack for outthinking wild rooster pheasants. It is a wonderful trait in a bird dog, because those birds want to stay running on the ground. They want a foot chase, and if you don’t cut them off, eventually you’ll probably either get a wild flush or run yourself and your dogs into exhaustion.


That’s what the birds hope for, I’m sure.


While Ted has his radar, Maggie has her own high-tech equipment in the form of a refined scent-imaging system. That’s how I think of it anyway. It’s amazing to watch her hit a fresh scent: At first she works it back and forth, to see which direction it’s heading—that she can figure it out alone amazes me—and then she begins the pursuit. If the trail is several hours old, she will still work it, but leisurely, opting for a fresher trail if we should come across one. But when she is on hot scent, watch out. I have several ruined boots and pairs of brush pants that attest to chasing after Maggie when she’s birdy. Even after a long, hot, grueling, all-day hunt, she has a hidden reserve of adrenaline that she taps into when a bird is nearby. She seems to understand the necessity of getting on the bird and flushing it fast before it has a chance to run. When she really gets going, she begins a harsh huffing and snorting that you can hear from a hundred yards away. The noise is often helpful in locating her because she usually stops listening to me at those times. She becomes so engrossed in the scent and the proximity of the bird that she ignores calls and hand signals. This is usually fine, and I am pleased she is so dedicated to her task, but there are times when things get frustrating for the slower, two-legged hunters in Maggie’s company. Several times she has crossed a barrier like a deep creek or an all-but-impenetrable hedgerow and continued chasing the bird long after we mere humans were eating her dust. I attribute it to her lack of good training, but I still admire her tenacity. Nine times out of ten she will flush the bird, just not always within gun range. I can’t tell you the times she’s looked back at me after one of those wild flushes as if to say, “Why didn’t you shoot? . . . Oh, you’re way back there!” It’s frustrating, but it’s the same killer instinct that has put many birds in my freezer over the last seven years.
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Rooster pheasant emerging,
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Author and Ted with cornfield rooster.
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