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The dissertation consists of a collection of personal essays about hunting and 

fishing. Because the essays are narratives and contain dialogue, characterization, 

description, themes, etc., they fall under the genre of creative nonfiction. 

The dissertation has two parts. Part I consists of an essay that discusses the 

author’s struggle to combine creative nonfiction with outdoor writing and also describes 

the author’s dilemma of writing about hunting, a topic that is often controversial at the 

university, while a graduate student.  Part II of the dissertation consists of narratives that 

recount the author’s hunting and fishing experiences that occurred in North Texas and 

in the mountains of New Mexico. The essays discuss fishing for trout and hunting for 

deer, wild boars, quail, and duck. 

Three major themes are developed throughout the dissertation. The first theme 

describes the close relationship that exists between the author and his father. This 

closeness is partly due to the time that they have shared during decades of hunting and 

fishing together. The second theme discusses the ethics of hunting and especially 

focuses on which methods of hunting are ethical and which methods are not. The third 

theme explores the complex and sometimes unpleasant interactions that occur between 

sportsmen when they encounter each other while hunting and fishing. This theme 

explores the give and take attitude that must exist in order for sportsmen to get along. 

This attitude is necessary because no two outdoorsmen view the outdoors and hunting 

and fishing in quite the same way. 
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PART I  

BLOOD ON MY BOOTS
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 When I was twenty years old, I dropped out of college to be a woodcutter. My 

plan was to cut and sell enough firewood to make the down payment on a small farm 

and a cabin. I figured that would take about a year. Five long, tough years later I had the 

farm and the cabin and was making a meager living growing fruit, vegetables, and 

herbs. I also had decided to go back to the university. One reason was that I didn’t like 

the fact that I had quit something that I had started. More importantly, I had decided that 

I wanted to be an outdoor writer, and I knew a degree in English would help me 

succeed as a writer. My plan, once I graduated, was to farm all spring and summer and 

to then hunt and write all fall and winter. It was the perfect plan that would lead to the 

perfect life.  

 I chose to attend the University of North Texas in Denton, mainly because it was 

only a one-hour commute from my farm to the campus. After finishing up my basics, I 

found myself enrolled in my first creative writing class. For the first time, I would have an 

audience. Little did I know that taking that class would begin a decade-long struggle 

regarding just exactly whom my audience was.  

 The professor who the taught the course was an established writer with many 

publications who even had an agent. He was also a lunatic. Every time we work-

shopped a student’s short story, he got animated and yelled. He rarely had good things 

to say about a story. Yelling harsh criticisms was one of his milder ways of critiquing a 

story. Sometimes he threw a story up in the air and let the pages scatter dramatically 

across the floor. Stomping on stories was another way that he helped us became better 

writers. On one occasion he threw a student’s story in the trashcan. And he didn’t take it 

out either. At the first of the semester, every student in the class was terrified of him and 
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dreaded the day when their story would be “discussed”. Eventually, however, most of 

the class decided to join the professor in the fun. They didn’t throw stories, but no one 

had anything good to say about anyone else’s story. 

 One of the professor’s main complaints was that there was no passion in our 

stories. Evidently, this led to extremely boring writing. “You must write about your 

passions!” he screamed nearly every class period. A lack of passion was not a problem 

for me. I knew what I was passionate about—hunting and fishing. I decided to write 

about hunting. The professor had also told us that we should write about real life. “Real 

life,” he said, “is much more interesting than anything you can make up.”  

 I had recently read about a hunter in California who was murdered by drug 

dealers after he stumbled onto a patch of marijuana back in the mountains. Also, one of 

my best friend’s grandfather had recently been busted for growing about a million 

dollars worth of marijuana on his farm. I combined these two events and wrote a story 

about a young bow hunter who found a plot of marijuana on a farm owned by the family 

of his hunting buddy. The hunter was eventually hunted down and killed by his friend 

and his friend’s grandfather.  

My classmates hated it. They yelled insults. They threw the story in the air, 

stomped on it and threw it in ….  Well, I’m exaggerating. But they did unquestionably 

hate the story: 

“It would be a lot more interesting if it was set in a jungle.” 

“There’s no way this could every really happen.” 
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“I just don’t care about the characters.” That comment wasn’t very painful 

because that girl had never cared about a character that she had encountered in a 

story.  

I hadn’t expected my classmates to like the story. Why would my story be 

received differently than the other stories work-shopped? I was, however, surprised by 

how much my classmates disliked hunters: 

“Hunting is cruel.” 

“Barbaric.” 

“Hunters don’t think about or understand what they’re doing to animals.” 

“Anyone who hunts deserves to be murdered!” 

The comments about hunters stung a lot more than the ones about my lack of 

writing ability. I had, of course, encountered anti-hunting sentiments before but not in 

such a direct or harsh way. 

One student vowed to write an anti-hunting story to put me in my place. He was 

true to his word. It didn’t take him very long either. Just a few days after my story was 

discussed, his story was fresh off the printer and ready to be work-shopped. The story 

was about a man who went rabbit hunting. As things turned out, the rabbits turned on 

the hunter and captured him. They tied the hunter up and circled around him. Things 

looked bad for the hunter, but fortunately for him the rabbits possessed much more 

compassion than he did. They simply explained to the hunter that his bullets hurt and 

that they were just trying to get by in the world like he was. They had mortgages, 

demanding wives, and lots and lots of baby bunnies to take care of. The hunter saw the 

evil of his ways and vowed to never hunt again. He went so far as to break his shotgun 
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over a rock. The story seemed a bit unrealistic to me, but it turned out that the man was 

just having a dream. When he woke up, he was leaning against a tree like Rip Van 

Winkle, his gun still in his lap. As you might have guessed, he promptly hopped up 

(sorry) and broke his gun over a rock. At least the story had a strong ending.  

The professor didn’t scream about the bunny story. Without saying a word, he 

walked over to the trashcan and threw it away. Incidentally, the professor was the only 

person who liked my hunting story. At the end of the semester, he told the class that my 

story was by far the best story turned in and that it was publishable. After class he 

asked me to go to his office where he asked me what my goal was as a writer.  

“I want to write full time,” I said.  

To my amazement, he said that I had the talent to do just that. He encouraged 

me to write every day and to submit what I wrote. He also urged me to go to graduate 

school to study creative writing. He turned out to be a great guy after all, just a little bit 

eccentric. I was ecstatic—my writing dreams were coming true.  

During our meeting he told me that my writing style was a lot like Hemingway’s. I 

was surprised because I hadn’t thought much about what my writing style was. To be 

honest I didn’t even know I had a writing style. But when I thought about it, I realized 

that Hemingway probably had influenced my writing. I had always liked the way he said 

so much with just a few words. His sparse, understated style appealed to me, as did the 

fact that he could write at such a high level even though he used simple language.  

Some of my classmates in the writing workshop tried to use a lot of big, smart-sounding 

words. Instead of sounding smart, they sounded like beginning writers who were trying 
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to sound smart. In other words, their style drew attention to itself. I wanted my readers 

to focus on my story instead of my writing style.  

Like Hemingway, I also wanted to develop an idea or theme in a subtle way. One 

of my favorite short stories was “Big Two-Hearted River”. I liked the way the story 

communicated so much about the narrator without explicitly discussing him. Through 

imagery and by sharing just a few of the narrator’s thoughts, Hemingway revealed that 

the narrator had just returned from war and that he had come to the river to heal. 

Hemingway communicated that without ever even using the word war in the story.  I 

admired the way Hemingway developed that theme without bludgeoning the reader over 

the head with it. I wanted to be able to do that too.  

But then life began to interfere with my dreams. By the time I finished my 

bachelors degree, I had also gotten married and was a father. My responsibilities and 

expenses increased accordingly and graduate school was put off. My farming operation 

grew, and I worked like an Amish man. I rarely had the time or energy to write.  

My desire to write, however, was always on my mind. The urge to write and to be 

a writer would never go away. At times it felt like a plague. Being an outdoor writer didn’t 

seem realistic. When I thought of writing for a living, I felt as if I was running away from 

reality. But the desire to write wouldn’t leave me alone. After a few years, I gave in and 

enrolled in graduate school, once again at UNT. To be honest, my main reason for 

going to grad school was a little strange—I was punishing myself for not writing. I felt 

regret that I hadn’t had enough self-discipline or confidence to write consistently. My 

reasoning was that if I went to grad school that they would make me write. I was right.  
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My first semester I eagerly enrolled in a fiction workshop. I remembered how my 

hunting story had been received and decided to avoid hunting stories for a while. 

Instead, I followed my classmates’ examples and wrote “literary” stories. The first story 

that I work-shopped was about a father who had had a subtle, yet hostile encounter with 

some lowlifes in a park while on vacation with his family. My classmates hated it. My 

professor hated it. They didn’t understand the story because it was so vague. Several of 

them thought the main character was a space alien. I learned a valuable lesson about 

audience. Some of my classmates read about aliens every week. I, conversely, couldn’t 

remember ever reading about an alien. 

My next story wasn’t so subtle. My wife had told me about an amazing event that 

she had seen at her little, country church when she was about twelve years old. It was a 

Pentecostal church, and things got pretty wild at times, but what she saw was truly 

amazing and frightening. During the invitation, as my wife stood on the stage singing a 

hymn, a woman began to shout blasphemy at the preacher. That was just for starters. 

As he began to address the woman, she dropped to the floor and began slithering up 

the isle. As she slid she continued to speak blasphemy, this time in a deep male voice.  

If that wouldn’t make a good literary story, then I didn’t know what would. I was 

excited about this story. When I work-shopped the story, however, no one else seemed 

excited. Petrified would be a better word. The story was met with nearly complete 

silence, although a few brave souls did manage to say that the story was completely 

unrealistic. One part of the story that these classmates particularly couldn’t tolerate was 

that the woman’s face had turned red during the incident. I had only put it in the story 

because my wife had said that the woman’s face did indeed turn bright red.  
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“That’s the worst kind of hack writing there is,” one of the most respected 

members of the workshop said.  

So my story was condemned. I had struck out on both of my stories. I was 

devastated. Evidently, I wasn’t good at writing short stories after all. I gave up on fiction 

and enrolled in a creative nonfiction workshop. Most outdoor writing, I told myself, 

consisted of nonfiction anyway. I also decided to not try to be so literary since that had 

resulted in space aliens and hack writing—two things I had no interest in.  

I immediately loved creative nonfiction. The idea of being able to use all of the 

tools of fiction to write nonfiction appealed to me immensely. Actually, that’s an 

understatement. Creative nonfiction changed my writing and even my life. I knew what I 

wanted to do—I wanted to combine creative nonfiction with outdoor writing. 

Furthermore, I didn’t want to just write for fellow outdoorsmen. I wanted to write about 

hunting and fishing for a general audience too. I wanted to be a mediator and make 

people who didn’t hunt or fish understand the appeal of being an outdoorsman.  

After I knew that creative nonfiction was for me, I put together an ambitious 

reading list that was over one hundred books long. I wanted to understand the genre 

completely, and I wanted to know where I fit in. More than half of the books on the list 

turned out to be about nature and the environment. As I read I realized that an easy—

yet important—way to group these writers was as either nature writers or as outdoor 

writers. The only difference was that the outdoor writers liked to hunt and fish, and the 

nature writers were usually opposed to hunting.   

Despite the anti-hunting sentiments found in many of the nature books, I still liked 

them and my ideas about writing were influenced by them. One example would be 
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Thoreau’s Walden. Thoreau’s respect of nature was equal to my own. He placed the 

highest value on nature—for him it was the means to transcend. I didn’t share his ideas 

about that, but spending time in nature was one of the most important things that I did 

and something that I placed a huge importance on. In that regard Thoreau and I had a 

lot in common. For both of us, nature was a way of life. I also felt a kinship with Thoreau 

because the life he lived at Walden was a lot like the life I lived at my farm—I was very 

much into simplicity and self-sufficiency.  

Another writer who influenced me was Edward Abbey. Like Thoreau, he lived out 

his love of nature. His book Desert Solitaire helped to define my own writing. I liked his 

simple, straightforward style, and I liked the fact that his book was based on experience. 

My favorite chapter was “Havasu”, which described the six weeks that Abbey spent in a 

remote, Eden-like canyon in the desert of Arizona. Abbey walked the desert constantly, 

slept each night by a waterfall, and fished for trout. These were events that I could 

relate to and that interested me tremendously.  

I also liked the way that Abbey focused on the people who lived near the canyon. 

Abbey was a loner, but he wasn’t a complete hermit. He spent time with the Supai 

Indians. He described their way of life, and he argued that their culture, as well as their 

environment, was worth protecting. In the same way that he argued that the desert was 

an ecosystem equal to any other, he showed that the simple life of the Supai people 

was equal to any other way of living. Reading Abbey made me consider my own 

environment, that of North-Central Texas. I realized that the oak hills and valleys where 

I lived were definitely valuable as an ecosystem and that they were certainly interesting 

enough to write about. Likewise, the rural culture around me held limitless potential for a 
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writer. In other words, I could develop my landscape and the people around me just as 

Abbey did with the deserts, mountains and people of Arizona.  

Despite my affinity for Abbey and Thoreau, as I read their books I felt a great gulf 

between us. That gulf was the way they felt about hunting. Abbey was clearly against 

hunting. In Desert Solitaire he referred to himself as a humanist because he said that he 

would rather kill a human than an animal. He didn’t rant against hunting, but just 

knowing that he was against hunting tainted the book for me somewhat. I felt as if I 

wasn’t one of Abbey’s audience members. It seemed that he wrote the book for nature 

lovers, not outdoorsmen.  

I also felt alienated when I read Thoreau. In Walden, he didn’t discuss hunting 

that much. Nevertheless, the tone and spirit of the book was anti-hunting: killing animals 

of any kind would not help the dedicated Transcendentalist transcend. His ideas about 

hunting were more clearly expressed in The Maine Woods. Thoreau took three trips to 

Maine. On his first trip, Thoreau actually had an interest in killing a moose. He didn’t, 

and by his third trip, he more or less considered anyone who would kill a moose as the 

lowest form of life—quite the opposite of someone who had transcended.  

Most of the nature books that I read would have at least one anti-hunting remark. 

It was always a letdown to discover that the author whose book I was reading 

considered me as an inhumane barbarian. For example, I loved Bill Bryson’s A Walk in 

the Woods. I felt as if I was hiking beside him as he walked the entire Appalachian Trail. 

But in the back of my mind, I knew that he was an anti-hunter. Like in Walden, his 

sentiments were communicated simply by his tone and by the way that he viewed 

nature. If a hunter walked a 1500-mile trail and wrote a book about it, there would be 
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numerous references to hunting.  Sure enough, when the book and the hike were nearly 

over, Bryson went on a rant about moose hunters. Yet again, I evidently wasn’t even a 

member of the target audience. I was the enemy.  

Fortunately, not all of the books on my reading list were written by anti-hunters. I 

worked hard at finding creative nonfiction books that were written by hunters and 

eventually I found a few books that qualified as both creative nonfiction and outdoor 

writing. One of the books that influenced my writing the most was Robert Ruark’s The 

Old Man and the Boy. This book told the stories of Ruark’s hunting and fishing that he 

experienced as a boy in South Carolina.  

I realized that as far as the outdoors went that Ruark and I had a lot in common. 

He fished and hunted for a lot of different species and in varying terrain. One essay was 

about fishing for sea trout in a bay in the Atlantic Ocean. Another recounted catching 

bass in a creek. He hunted everything from squirrels to quail to deer, and he used dogs 

to hunt all three of those species. His experiences sounded a lot like the ones I had 

enjoyed as a boy growing up in North Texas. I had fished for anything that would 

swallow a bait, from perch to channel cat to bass. As far as hunting went, I had pursued 

all of the species that Ruark had, and like him I had a life-long love of good hunting 

dogs. 

More importantly, both Ruark and I had fine mentors to teach us about the 

outdoors. Ruark’s was his grandfather and mine was my father. Ruark’s grandfather 

was an expert on just about everything concerned with the outdoors from methods to 

ethics. In the essays he would impart his knowledge and wisdom to the young Ruark, 

and of course, to Ruark’s readers. For each essay, Ruark would tell the story of a trip 
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for a certain fish or animal. In addition to the narrative, he used his grandfather as the 

means to impart advice about how to catch the fish or kill the game. His grandfather 

would also teach the young Ruark about the morals and ethics of hunting and fishing.  

I realized that some of the essays that I had thought about writing were similar to 

Ruark’s, and that I had many experiences with my father that I could write about. Thus, I 

copied Ruark’s process for several of my hunting essays. The main difference was in 

the way I developed my ideas. Ruark and his grandfather often came across as self-

righteous, overbearing, and elitist. I didn’t like any of that. Fortunately, my father was 

quiet and unassuming. He taught me more by example than by lecturing me. Ruark’s 

grandfather preached at him constantly; my father left me alone so I could enjoy the 

outdoors. Thus, I could write about my father and still strive for the subtle, understated 

style that I appreciated so much as a reader.  

Besides Ruark, I was influenced by Jack O’Conner, who is often 

considered the best outdoor writer of all time. From the 1950’s to the 1970’s, he 

published over three hundred hunting stories in Outdoor Life and Field and Stream. He 

hunted all over North America and abroad. Like Ruark, O’Conner was a fantastic 

storyteller. He used all of the tools of the novelist to tell his stories. I quickly noted, 

however, that his stories rarely contained an idea or a developed theme. They were 

straight narratives. At first, perhaps due to my literary training, I didn’t like that, but the 

more I read his essays the more that I liked them. Eventually, I decided that O’Conner 

didn’t need an idea. His experiences were so amazing that they were sufficient. That 

might sound like a simple discovery on my part, but for someone who had spent 

countless hours decoding the themes of classic literature that was a significant 
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revelation. O’Conner had hunted for mule deer in the Sonoran desert of Mexico when 

bandits riding donkeys and carrying guns were still sometimes seen. He had ridden 

horses deep into the Alaskan wilderness, where he climbed 12,000-foot peaks and 

killed a Stone Sheep. Those experiences were ideas: nothing needed to be discussed 

but the hunt, and that is what O’Conner did. The ideas were built into the narratives. By 

simply reading O’Conner’s essays, a reader could realize what was possible as a 

hunter. Rick Bass said, in The Book of Yaak, that people needed wilderness even if 

they never went there. In a like manner, outdoorsmen needed the stories of O’Conner’s 

adventures even if the only hunting they ever did was for rabbits on a farmstead. In 

general, the unstated idea in all of O’Conners’ stories was that hunting was an amazing 

thing to do and that it was something that was possible. O’Conners’ readers, if they so 

chose, could imitate his actions. I assumed that countless businessmen dreamed of and 

then went on hunting trips to wilderness areas after reading about O’Conners’ exploits.  

 After reading dozens of his essays, I knew that O’Conner had influenced me as 

a writer in two major ways.  First, I wanted to have outdoor experiences as amazing as 

O’Conner’s. Secondly, I wanted my narratives to be powerful enough to invoke the 

feelings of adventure that O’Conner’s stories did. I hoped that writing like that would 

lead to a long and prosperous career as an outdoor writer. Some of my narratives, I 

decided, wouldn’t contain a theme, as long as the event itself was significant enough to 

stand alone.  

I still, however, wanted to write some essays that contained a great story 

and an important and well-developed idea. For me, those kinds of essays represented 

the epitome of creative nonfiction.  
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Fortunately, after reading Ruark and O’Conner, I discovered a writer who  

could do it all: Aldo Leopold.  His Sand County Almanac was the best outdoor book that 

I ever read. He described and discussed nature better than Thoreau did, possibly 

because he had spent so much more quality time in the outdoors than Thoreau had. 

Leopold had spent his entire life hunting and fishing. Like Ruark and O’Conner, he was 

a great storyteller, but he went farther than those two writers because his essays were 

rich with ideas. 

 Leopold’s main theme was conservation, an idea that didn’t even exist when he 

wrote his essays in the 1940’s and 50’s. His basic message was fairly simple—humans 

are inherently self-centered and greedy and those two traits were destroying America’s 

wild lands and the animals that lived there. Leopold wrote essays that revealed the 

destructive nature of something as simple as a turning plow, which had turned millions 

of acres of prairies into millions of acres of corn, cotton, and soybeans. Another essay 

was about the axe, which had turned millions of acres of first-growth timber into fields 

and pastures. Another essay described how market hunters were the main reason that 

the carrier pigeons were exterminated. I appreciated that kind of honesty. Many outdoor 

writers don’t want to talk about how destructive unregulated hunting can be. Leopold’s 

message was simple—we either stop these activities or we lose our natural resources. 

Thankfully, enough people listened to Leopold that the modern conservation movement 

was born and continues to this day.  

 Thus, with Leopold I had found my ultimate mentor as an outdoor writer. I wanted 

to at least try to be the type of writer that Leopold was.  I wanted my essays to have it all 

from great description, to great stories, to well-developed and important ideas.  
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All of the reading that I did made me realize that creative nonfiction was a wide-

open genre. Basically, every topic, story, idea, writing style, etc. was fair game. I soon 

realized, however, that my classmates in the workshop had different ideas about how to 

use creative nonfiction. Memoirs were big at that time, and it seemed that many of my 

classmates considered the memoir to be the only valid form of creative nonfiction. Most 

of them wrote essays about how horrible their parents were. Nearly every person in the 

class had been raised by fiends who inflicted severe emotional damage on their kids. 

These parents were nearly as cruel as hunters. Many of the parents made their kids 

follow rules. Even worse, some parents went so far as to force their kids to attend 

church. I felt bad for my classmates. I also felt bad for myself because I knew that I 

couldn’t write a memoir for the workshop. Unfortunately, I had been blessed by 

wonderful parents who loved me. My father had liked me so much that he had taken me 

hunting and fishing several hundred times.  

Ultimately, I found the courage to once again write about my passions. I knew 

better than to workshop a story about hunting, so I wrote about fishing for trout in the 

mountains of New Mexico. I spent many hours working on the essay, and it was by far 

the best thing that I had ever written.   

My classmates hated it. The major problem with the essay, it seemed, didn’t 

have to do with the essay being about the outdoors. I was a little relieved about that. 

The main problem with the essay was that it had been written by a fellow grad student 

and therefore must be an example of bad writing. I expected that to some extent. I was 

the most upset because most of the class didn’t understand the essay—they hadn’t 

even noticed the idea that I had so carefully put in the essay. There were two people 
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who recognized and understood the idea, but as is sometimes the case, they were 

shouted down by the majority. I was angry and confused. I considered the essay to be 

publishable, but my classmates thought it was a bad first draft.  Evidently, combining 

creative nonfiction with outdoor writing was going to be harder than I thought.  

After that workshop, I was so frustrated that I did something drastic—I enrolled in 

a poetry workshop. Surely poets would recognize ideas that were developed in a subtle 

style. They would probably also be open minded about controversial issues such as 

hunting. I started out mildly, writing about an eighteen-mile hike I had made up a 

mountain in Colorado. I didn’t even have a gun or fishing rod on that hike. Of course it 

wasn’t hunting season, and I was miles from a fish, but, nevertheless, I was just a 

nature lover on that hike. This was strictly a nature poem, kind of an Annie Dillard thing. 

As any good poet would, I had an epiphany on top of the mountain. Either that or the 

altitude got to me. At any rate, my poem mostly described the grandeur that I had seen 

on top of the mountain. At one point in the poem, however, I got pretty poetical and 

complex and included a line about some rocks that shouted “Hosanna”.  

My classmates went nuts. Not only did they hate my poem, they pretty much 

came out and said that they hated it.  

“I’m so sick of religious poems!” one nice girl said.  

All the way around the circle, my classmates hated religious poems. 

Unbeknownst to me, forty percent of the class consisted of practicing pagans, with most 

of the remainder being plain old atheists. I wanted to explain that my poem was a nature 

poem, but of course the poet wasn’t allowed to speak.  
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The next poem discussed that night, incidentally, was written by a guy who 

communicated on a regular basis with a vampire who had died in 1887. The poet and 

the vampire had actually managed to become pretty good friends. As a matter of fact, 

the poem had really been written by the vampire, who then thoughtfully passed it along 

to my classmate so he could claim it as his own. This poem was an immense hit. Nearly 

every one in the class loved it. There were a few exceptions though. One of those 

exceptions was tempted to say, “I’m so sick of workshopping poems written by vampires 

who died over a hundred years ago!” 

Instead, I kept on churning out nature poems for people who appeared to have 

zero interest in nature or anything else that I was interested in. Occasionally, I would 

work in a religious poem just to keep things lively. By the end of that semester, I was 

firmly convinced that I didn’t have an audience at the university. People at the university 

seemed to either hate outdoor writing or have no interest in it whatsoever. I was a writer 

who was working on a Ph.D. in creative nonfiction whose writing had zero appeal to a 

literary audience. That was a painful realization. I stopped writing. My class work even 

suffered. Up to that point, I had been a hardworking and excellent student, but my 

frustration about writing, and more exactly about audience, had led to a genuine 

meltdown. Even though I was only three classes away from finishing my class work, the 

next semester I dropped a class and took an incomplete for another class. I was on the 

verge of quitting graduate school. 

Unfortunately, the problems I was experiencing with writing at the university were 

only half of my dilemma. All along, my professors had encouraged me to read the forms 

of writing that I wanted to write. This I did with a vengeance. Because I wanted to be an 
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outdoor writer, I spent hours every week reading outdoor magazines. What I found there 

was not encouraging. Basically, the magazines consisted of nearly straight journalism. 

Ninety percent of the articles simply conveyed information.  The articles had titles such 

as “How to Catch Bigger Bass” or “Ten Ways to Kill More Squirrels” or dove or turkeys, 

or elk, etc. To make matters worse, the same information was being published over and 

over. Hunting isn’t that complicated. If you want to kill more squirrels, you should go to 

the woods, lean against a tree, and sit very still. Actually, the magazines didn’t use the 

word kill. Instead they said harvest or take. There was another reason I wouldn’t make it 

as an outdoor writer—I killed animals instead of harvesting them. The obstacles, it 

seemed, would never stop.  

Disseminating the same information over and over didn’t appeal to me at all. 

After studying creative nonfiction for years, I knew that I was a creative writer. I was not 

a journalist. I wanted to write narratives and use dialogue, characterization, description, 

etc. Unfortunately, few narratives appeared in outdoor magazines. Of the few narratives 

published, the majority were short, humor pieces. The remainder were written by guys 

like Rick Bass or Thomas McGuane who had published best -selling novels and who 

also liked to hunt and fish. I hadn’t published a novel of any kind, nor was I a humorist. I 

felt like I was caught between two nightmares. I imagined sending one of my essays to 

Outdoor Life. They would tell me to submit it to a literary journal. If I then submitted the 

same essay to a literary journal, they would tell me to submit it to Outdoor Life. I was 

about ready to start writing articles about how to kill more squirrels. Number one: go to 

the woods and sit very still. Number two: ? 
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I am, however, one of the most stubborn people that I know, so I didn’t drop out 

of grad school, nor did I write about harvesting more squirrels. Although I felt as if I 

might not ever be an outdoor writer, I began to write every day. I also decided to stop 

being a wimp and to write a dissertation that mostly dealt with hunting and fishing. As 

far as audience went, I would just pretend that I was a best-selling novelist and that 

outdoorsmen everywhere were eagerly awaiting my next hunting essay.  

Just as I acquired this new determination, I encountered another obstacle. By 

this time I was teaching freshman comp at UNT. Due to space limitations, I was moved 

from the office that I shared with two of my friends and was deposited in an office with 

ten other doctoral students. One of these instructors turned out to be a fellow hunter. I 

was glad about that, but the problem was that two of our officemates were anti-hunters. 

One of the anti-hunters was also a nice person and didn’t want to argue with her co-

workers. The other anti-hunter didn’t want to get along at all. Anytime my hunting friend 

or I said anything about hunting, she would say, “No! Not in here. You’re not going to 

talk about that in here.” 

That seemed like strange behavior to me. We had never said anything graphic or 

what I would consider offensive. We realized that people didn’t want to hear about the 

details of hunting, but if I simply said something about duck season being only a couple 

of weeks away, she would start shouting at us to be quiet. There was only one time that 

she “listened” to what I said about hunting. One of our officemates was upset because 

she had found a dead rabbit in her garden. I explained to her that if a year of abundant 

rain was then followed by a year of severe drought that wildlife experienced die-offs. 
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“I’ve seen everything from opossums to deer that have died from disease or 

starvation,” I said. 

“I don’t believe that,” the anti-hunter said.  

“You know,” I said, “I’ve spent hundreds of days out in the woods. I’ve seen these 

things first hand.” 

“I don’t believe that either!” she said.  

“There isn’t a happy balance in nature,” I said. “Nature is about excesses, 

shortages, death, and violence. I once came upon a coyote that was eating a fawn. The 

fawn was still very much alive.” 

For once she didn’t have anything to say.  

Her attitude seemed strange to me. I thought graduate students were supposed 

to be highly logical and possess a strong desire to know all of the facts of an issue. She 

wasn’t logical, nor was she interested in my facts. She didn’t even believe that a person 

could spend hundreds of days in the woods. I decided that the best thing to do was to 

just ignore her, but as the weeks passed I found it harder and harder to do that. One 

day my hunting friend in the office said something about killing some ducks.  

“No!” she screamed. 

 I lost my temper, but instead of yelling at her I tried to explain how important 

hunting was to me.   

She responded by saying, “You kill and maim animals for fun.” 

I said, “Don’t you realize that hunting isn’t a casual pastime for me, but that it’s 

one of the most important parts of my life?” 

“You kill and maim animals for fun.” 
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“Why can’t you even consider that hunting defines who I am?” 

“You kill and maim animals for fun.” 

“Why are you unwilling to even listen to my point of view? 

“You kill and maim animals for fun.” 

I gave up. I stopped arguing that day, and I refused to discuss anything with her. 

Amazingly, she was genuinely surprised that I no longer wanted to talk to her. She 

hadn’t even realized how much she had offended me.  

Naturally, my experiences with this woman made me once again think about my 

dilemma with audience. I had been trying to not think about it, but if she was even 

slightly representative of a literary audience I knew that I was in trouble. Deep down I 

knew that I still wanted to write about the outdoors for a general audience. I still wanted 

to write essays that would bridge the gap between hunters and non-hunters, but it 

seemed possible that non-hunters didn’t want to hear a word that I had to say.  

Soon after my unpleasant conversation with the anti-hunter, I decided to attend a 

nature writers’ conference at UNT. Although I had written consistently for several years 

and had produced hundreds of pages, I was unpublished and quite ignorant about the 

business part of writing. I hoped that the conference would help me learn more about 

publishing.  

When I got to the conference, people were mingling and drinking coffee. I visited 

with a couple of my professors and then walked over to where there were books being 

sold. Out of nearly fifty titles, zero had anything to do with hunting or fishing. I was 

wasting my time. Most of the people at the conference, I decided, were probably against 

hunting.  
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But I got a surprise when the first speaker got up, a lecturer at UNT whom I didn’t 

know and who had organized the conference. During his introductory remarks, he said a 

strange thing: “There must be a dialogue between hunters and non-hunters. We must 

come together to protect the environment.” 

This guy was obviously out of his mind. Maybe he had graded one too many 

freshman essays and gone over the edge. I looked at some of the people sitting around 

me, however, and they weren’t reacting to his comment in a negative way. Some were 

even smiling. But for the next several hours, no one said anything else about hunting. 

The conference went as I expected it to. We weren’t a group of hunters; we were a 

group of nature writers. Who was I kidding? I felt that I shouldn’t have even attended the 

conference.  

At least I got a free lunch: a tiny bowl of trucked in fruit and a sandwich that 

tasted funny when I took a bite. The meat seemed kind of rubbery and tasteless. I 

opened up the sandwich. Instead of meat, there was a fat slice of eggplant between the 

buns. Of course—nature writers are all vegetarians. Silly me. My fellow nature lovers at 

my table then began to look at me curiously because between each bite of the sandwich 

I laughed. The irony was too much. I was an outdoor writer who hunted like it was a 

bodily function who was at a nature lovers conference eating an eggplant sandwich. I 

tried to control my mirth. I bit my lip and stared at the floor. But instead of seeing the 

floor, I saw the bloodstained hiking boots that I was wearing. There were at least five 

different kinds of blood on my boots: deer, turkey, wild hog, ducks, and catfish. The 

sight of my boots made me laugh even harder, and it made me think that I should leave 

the conference—I simply did not fit in.  
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But then everything changed. Before I could finish my lunch, Owen Meinzer—the 

keynote speaker for the conference—got up to talk. I had never heard of him, but he 

was evidently a world famous wildlife photographer. I decided to stay for a little longer. 

Meinzer didn’t look like the other nature lovers. His dark, sun-damaged face revealed a 

lifetime spent in the outdoors. He had a bushy beard and wore jeans and boots. I 

wondered if there were any bloodstains on his boots. I doubted it. But he did look like an 

outdoorsman. Except for the beard, he looked a lot like me.  

Meinzer didn’t have a lot to say. Mostly, he wanted to show us a slide show of his 

work. The photos were incredible. He had traveled to every part of Texas and had 

photos of every kind of wildlife found in the state, from armadillos in south Texas to wild 

Aoudad sheep in Palo Duro Canyon. The audience, myself included, was mesmerized. 

Meinzer paused a moment and said, “I had to live in a coyote blind for several days to 

get this next photo.” The screen then reveled an amazing photo of two big, male 

coyotes fighting. I had never seen anything like that. I wondered how many people at 

the conference had ever even seen a coyote.  

And then it happened. The next photo showed a much younger Meinzer standing 

on the edge of a canyon. He held a large, dead bobcat in each of his hands. My heart 

stopped for a moment. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I waited for the crowd to 

react to the photo. A girl at my table who looked about twenty turned her back to the 

screen with a look of disgust on her face. She began punching buttons on her cell 

phone, pointedly ignoring the photo. There’s a chance, I thought to myself, that she 

believes bobcats are on the endangered species list and that hunters are responsible. 

But no one else seemed to react to the photo. Nobody else looked outraged. No one 
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yelled insults. I didn’t hear any death threats. There wasn’t even a low murmur of 

disapproval. 

The next photo showed the young Meinzer standing in front of a shack. Dozens 

of stretched and dried coyote furs surrounded him. “I worked as a trapper,” he said, “on 

a 300,000 acre ranch in west Texas.”  

Once again I was stunned. Trappers were disliked at the university even more 

than hunters. I studied the crowd around me. Some of the nature lovers were actually 

smiling. There was one hostile face—a professor from Houston who had spoken earlier 

about making young people respect the environment by building more parks in cities. 

He scowled at Meinzer, obviously offended. I assumed that there were others who were 

upset by the photos, but who were just being polite. For the most part, however, the 

crowd seemed to still like Meinzer. They were tolerating a man who had trapped and 

killed bobcats and coyotes for a living.  

It seemed miraculous. At the minimum it felt surreal. Meinzer resumed the slide 

show and once again showed photos of living animals. He had a suppressed grin on his 

face. I glanced at the lecturer who had begun the conference by saying that non-hunters 

and hunters needed to have a dialogue. He was smiling broadly. They knew what they 

were doing. Those photos of dead predators hadn’t been an accident. Those two guys 

had intentionally put the crowd of nature lovers in an awkward spot and made them 

simultaneously consider the photos and the man standing before them who had killed 

the animals. For the most part, it had worked. The crowd was still on Meinzer’s side. 

Score a minor victory for hunters and non-hunters getting along.  
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I admired Meinzer’s guts, and I wondered about my own struggle with audience. I 

wasn’t a famous photographer or writer or anything, but would some of the people at the 

conference be willing to at least listen to me? If I went to the podium after Meinzer was 

done and started talking about how passionate I was about wildlife and hunting, what 

would the crowd do? Would they yell, “You kill and maim animals for fun!” I doubted it. 

The girl with the cell phone wouldn’t listen to me. The professor who wanted to build 

more parks wouldn’t listen. But maybe the other people would. Maybe I had misjudged 

my audience. Maybe there were nonhunters out there who would at least listen to what I 

had to say. As I sat there in my bloodstained boots, I felt a small, stirring of hope. 

Maybe I had an audience after all.  
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PART II  

A BOY IN A CANOE
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A Boy in a Canoe 

 The trip started well. It was late May and the weather had been perfect for 

several days: cool mornings, warm afternoons, and clear blue skies. I slipped my canoe 

into the river just below the dam of Possum Kingdom Lake early on a Friday morning 

and was off. A friend would pick me up Sunday evening at a bridge twenty-four miles 

down river. I had floated this secluded stretch of the Brazos many times with my father, 

but he did not go on this trip because of work. This was my first time to float the river by 

myself, but I was eighteen and thought that I could handle just about anything.  

 My old twelve-foot aluminum canoe was loaded lightly on that May morning. I 

recently had decided that taking only the essentials added to the pleasure of camping 

trips. I had a light spinning rod, a small metal tackle box, an old canvas tarp, a dented 

skillet, and an ice chest full of good food. I considered taking a tent, but the weather was 

so pleasant that I decided the tarp would do.  

 The Brazos, like most Texas rivers, moves along very slowly, maybe three or 

four miles an hour. Occasionally, there are shallow stretches that have a little pace, but 

there is surely nothing remotely close to rapids or white water. If a person wants to go 

anywhere, they paddle. The paddling, though, was something I enjoyed, and I felt 

contentment when I put the paddle to the water and moved down the river. I paddled 

steadily for about an hour, until I came to the first bend in the river. I stopped and began 

to cast a tiny Mepp’s spinner. The fishing was pretty slow; I caught three small trout in a 

couple of hours.  

 I enjoyed the irony of catching trout in Texas. Instead of mountains covered with 

pines and aspens, I was surrounded with low hills that were densely covered with post 
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oak trees. The trout hit the spinner as hard as they did in the mountains though, and 

they fought just as hard to stay in the water. I knew that the trout also tasted the same 

after being grilled over an open fire, so I put two of the trout in the cooler for supper.  

 Catching the trout made me think of trips to Colorado and New Mexico. My mind 

revisited the roaring Rio Grande, tiny mountain streams where I had caught brook trout, 

and small, deep mountain lakes that required hours of hiking to reach but were full of 

rainbows that sometimes were so hungry they bit anything you cast to them.  

 I was satisfied with the two trout in the cooler. Too many fishless trips had made 

me a fisherman that was easy to please. After an hour of no bites, I stopped fishing and 

began paddling again. My arms and shoulders began to burn, then my back, but I 

enjoyed the pleasant work of pushing a canoe through the water. I ate a couple of 

sandwiches and enjoyed the isolation.  

 Late in the afternoon, I paddled into a long narrow inlet and pulled my canoe onto 

the shore. I had camped here before with my father and had spent many enjoyable 

nights lying on my tarp beside a fire and staring at the stars.  

 Before I got a fire going, I heard the first rumblings of distant thunder. The first 

drops of rain hit me as I cleaned the two trout in the river. As I stood in the water, a 

green and black cloud rolled over the top of a fairly close hill, and I knew that I was in 

trouble. I dragged the canoe further up the bank and propped it on its side. I rolled my 

tarp up and put it under the canoe. It began to pour, and I hurriedly unrolled my sleeping 

bag and laid it on the tarp. I jumped under the canoe and pulled it down over me. I felt 

snug and a little smug as I listened to the rain ringing on top of the aluminum canoe.  
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 That snug, dry feeling did not last very long. The storm was severe; the kind that 

would scare a person who was sitting inside the safety of a house. The wind blew at 

least fifty miles per hour, and the lightening seemed never to stop. I expected to be 

struck at any moment. It was like waiting for someone to shoot you in the back. Within a 

couple of hours, I was lying in several inches of water, soaked, freezing, and miserable. 

The severe thunderstorm finally moved on, but a steady rain continued. And continued. 

And continued. After a few more hours of rain, I thought I was losing my mind. The 

sound of the rain hitting the canoe became torture. The only thing that mattered to me 

was the rain stopping. The thought of a warm fire took on a new meaning as my teeth 

began to chatter. A half hour later I was shaking uncontrollably and knew that 

hypothermia was setting in. Hour after hour I laid under the canoe and listened to the 

rain. My state of mind was similar to the one you get when you have a nasty virus—just 

dig in and take it until it’s over.  

 I had plenty of time to think, and I began to think of other times when things got 

tough in the outdoors. Many of these tough times had occurred when I was coon 

hunting with my father, who was, to put it mildly, a passionate coon hunter. My father 

began to take me on hunts when I was only five. The average coon hunt is a marathon 

of endurance, especially for a young boy. We hunted for hours. When you hunt with 

hounds, the trail left by the quarry determines where you go. Basically, the dogs follow 

the scent of the coon wherever it goes. Thus, the hunters must follow the dogs until the 

dogs tree the coon or lose the trail. To that end, we routinely found ourselves traversing 

the roughest country around and would often wind up several miles from where we had 

parked our pickup. That wasn’t a big deal for my father, but it was exhausting for me. 
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When I was very young, my father tried to make the hunts as easy for me as he could. 

We would only hunt for a couple of hours. But by the time I was twelve, I went on hunts 

that sometimes lasted until two or three in the morning. 

 At times, we faced some pretty severe obstacles. We lived in the Panhandle 

then, and we spent a lot of nights hunting “sloughs”. These were basically swamps that 

were scattered all along the Canadian River. Underground water seeped into these low-

lying areas, creating swamps that were from one to three feet deep and several acres in 

size. These sloughs were full of thick stands of cattails that were nearly impenetrable for 

a person and barely so for a coon or hounds. The sloughs were full of crayfish, snails, 

and small fish. These food sources attracted an amazing amount of wildlife. Hundreds 

of ducks were often found there, as well as beavers, and coons. Predators such as 

bobcats and coyotes came to feed on the rodents and rabbits that grew on the lush 

grass surrounding the sloughs. I spent countless hours standing on the edge of a 

slough listening to a pack of hounds trying to unravel a coon’s trail in the maze of water 

and cattails.  

 Besides wildlife there is another creature that will flourish in acres of standing 

water. In the summer you could hear the millions of mosquitoes a quarter of a mile from 

the slough, a disquieting sound to say the least. My father hunted year round, 

regardless of the temperatures and despite plagues of mosquitoes. Instead of staying 

home, we wore jeans, rubber boots, gloves and windbreakers to keep the mosquitoes 

as bay. On some still nights, my windbreaker would be soaked with sweat. We sprayed 

OFF on our necks and faces to the extent that our eyes watered. But it worked. We got 

to hunt and have fun together.  
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 My father didn’t endure hordes of mosquitoes or ten-mile hikes because he had 

something to prove. I doubt he even thought about something like that. I’ve met a lot of 

men who thought that “testing yourself against the wilderness” was pretty much what 

hunting and fishing was about. My father would have laughed at that kind of macho 

attitude. For him, it was all about the dogs. He simply loved to hunt with hounds. During 

my entire childhood, my father hunted two or three nights a week—a hundred and fifty 

nights a year. Many people would consider that abnormal, but it was just a normal part 

of my life. I’ve never known anyone else who had that much passion for the outdoors. 

My father didn’t hunt because he wanted to be tough or have people see him that way. 

He hunted for fun. Mosquitoes, bitter cold, lost dogs, and fatigue were just part of it. But 

an inevitable result of all of those hunts was indeed toughness. You simply couldn’t 

coon hunt without possessing a fair amount of physical and mental toughness.  

 So all of those hunts helped me deal with my night under the canoe. It wasn’t fun. 

It was miserable. A ten-mile, midnight hike through a creek bottom would have been a 

welcome substitute for lying in cold, wet mud. But I stuck it out. I fought off panic and 

despair and just took it.  

 Just before sunrise the rain stopped. I wanted to cry I was so happy. As soon as I 

could see, I threw the canoe off of me and stood up. For the next two hours, I tried to 

start a fire. There was no dry wood or grass to be found, and all I managed were some 

weak puffs of smoke. I was freezing and as hungry as I had ever been. All of the food in 

the cooler was food that required cooking. I would have given a hundred dollars for a 

bologna sandwich.  
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 I gave up on the fire and started down the river. The work of paddling warmed 

me, and although I ached all over and was feeling pretty sorry for myself, the beauty of 

the morning forced its way into my mind. A mist hung over the river and crept through 

the oak timber that lined the riverbank. The morning sun began to shine through the 

mist and began to burn the mist away. There was no wind, and the surface of the river 

was smooth, disrupted only by fish feeding on the surface. A solitary Sand Hill Crane 

floated over my head and landed with a splash in the shallows to hunt for its breakfast.  

 After an hour of paddling, the mist and the clouds gave way to another perfect 

spring morning. The sun soothed my aching muscles, and I began to feel better. I felt 

foolish for all of the mistakes that I had made the night before: no tent, stopping too late 

in the evening to prepare a good camp, having no ready-to-eat food, and having no dry 

tinder in a waterproof bag to build a fire. I realized that my father never made these 

mistakes, and I promised myself that I would never spend a night like that again.  

 I paddled with these thoughts for a couple of miles until I saw a large school of 

fish feeding in shallow water near the bank. As I got closer, I realized that they were 

carp. I stopped and began to cast a small black fly into the middle of the fish. With every 

few casts, a two-pound carp gently sucked the fly in, and the battle was on. Those lowly 

carp fought as hard as the rainbows had the day before. It took several minutes to land 

each carp with my lightweight fishing gear. I didn’t keep any. I still had the trout that 

needed to be eaten. The fun of catching the carp made the memories of the night 

before fade.  

 During one of these terrific struggles with a carp, I saw a man and a boy 

approaching in a canoe. I landed the carp and returned it to the water. I sat in my canoe 
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and watched the father and son draw nearer. Their fiberglass canoe looked new. 

Camping gear was piled into the middle of the canoe haphazardly. The man looked to 

be in his late thirties, and he looked like a picture out of an old Abercrombie and Fitch 

catalog. He wore olive pants, a khaki shirt, and a navy blue cap. But his face was what 

drew and held my attention. As he came closer, I noticed that his teeth were clenched, 

he was paddling with a deliberate, determined stroke, and that he stared straight ahead. 

He was obviously angry and disgusted. It was equally obvious that they had endured 

the storm of the night before although I noticed a tent amid their clutter of gear.  

 Their canoe passed within twenty yards of mine, but the man never even glanced 

in my direction or stopped paddling. As they passed, I looked at the boy. He was about 

twelve, the age when canoeing down a river is a sublime adventure, when Huckleberry 

Finn and Tom Sawyer fill a boy’s head with thoughts of rivers and adventure, and the 

age when a boy wants to be just like his father. 

 The boy was like his father in many ways. His clothes were similar, and his dark 

hair and facial features were the same as his father. But the boy was not paddling like 

his father; he dipped his paddle listlessly in the water once for every five of his father’s 

vigorous strokes. The boy’s face was not stern like his father’s either. His head drooped, 

and he looked like tears were about to start falling down his face. In a word, the boy 

looked disappointed. I sat in my canoe and watched them until they disappeared around 

a bend of the river. I felt angry with the father and sorry for the boy. I returned to my 

fishing with a troubled mind.   

 After catching a few more carp, I camped a couple of hundred yards down the 

river. I found a dead tree that the storm had blown over, and I was able to find enough 
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dry wood on it to get a fire going. I ate an incredible amount of bacon and eggs, slept in 

the sun on top of my tarp, and then watched the river flow slowly bye. As I sat, I thought 

again about the father and son that I had seen. The image of the bitter, even hateful 

expression on the father’s face wouldn’t go away. I tried to remember a time when my 

father had looked like that or had treated me roughly when we were outdoors. Surely, I 

thought, my father wasn’t perfect. I couldn’t do it. I remembered outing after outing but 

couldn’t remember my father treating me badly. The best that I could do was remember 

that he sometimes got impatient with me when we were fishing. Like all kids, I was a 

horrible fisherman. I couldn’t cast, I missed half of the fish that bit my bait, and when I 

did catch a fish I was afraid to take it off the hook or hold it. But my father hadn’t been 

mean. A few exasperated sighs and some head shaking were about it. I probably 

deserved that. I did remember, however, one trip when I realized my father was human. 

That was the trip when we got lost. 

 My father has an amazing sense of direction. You could blindfold him, drive him 

to a ten thousand acre ranch in the middle of nowhere, lead him several miles from the 

pickup, and spin him around a few times. If you then asked him where the pickup was, 

he would most likely think about it for a few seconds and then point in exactly the right 

direction.  

 When I was sixteen, his innate sense of direction was put to the test. I had found 

us a new place to hunt, and I was excited about getting to take my father hunting 

instead of the other way around. It was a three-day adventure that occurred over the 

Christmas break. We camped beside a pond that was loaded with fish. During the day 

we fished and hunted for squirrels and quail. At night we took two of my father’s hounds 
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to hunt coons. I guess it was more of a Texas safari than a camping trip. I sometimes 

get over exuberant about the outdoors.  

At any rate, on the first night we had a good meal around the campfire and then 

headed out with the hounds. The dogs struck a trail pretty close to camp, but then ran it 

for miles into the hills before they treed it on an oak ridge. After our long day, that one 

coon was definitely enough. We left the coon up the tree to run another night, and put 

the dogs on leashes. It was after midnight. Instead of simply striding off into the dark like 

normal, my father looked around, obviously trying to get his bearings.  

“Do you know where we are?” I asked. 

“Not really.” 

I was shocked. Throughout the night I had followed my father as I had my entire 

life—trusting him completely and without a clue as to where we were. Getting lost 

wasn’t a possibility. He had always carried a compass, although he rarely used it.  

“Do you have your compass?” I asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Why don’t you use it?” 

“Wouldn’t help.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, I’d know which way North was, but not which way camp was.” 

“Oh.” 

We walked for hours. I don’t remember that we said much. I just followed behind 

my father, blindly trusting him to find camp. Instead of talking about it, we walked. 

Instead of whining, we walked. Instead of discussing our options, we walked. When I 
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had started the hunt, I thought I was in pretty good condition, but around two a.m.  I 

wanted to ask my dad for a piggy-back ride—like I had done when I was five. I didn’t of 

course. Instead, I just kept putting my feet down and picking them up. My legs felt like 

columns of lead.  

Bye and bye, about the time I was wondering why our county didn’t have a 

search and rescue team, the hills and valleys began to feel vaguely familiar. I realized 

that I knew where we were. I was about to proudly point and say, “Camp is over there!” 

when I realized that there was no need—my father had also figured out where we were, 

probably long before I had.  

That had been a tough night. As far as fatigue goes, it was a far tougher night 

than the one I had just endured under the canoe. But my father had never said a cross 

word or even gotten upset. I realized that his calm and patience were nothing short of 

amazing.  

 As I sat there and watched the Brazos flow peaceably by, I felt grateful. I was 

grateful for having a father who took me to the creek to catch perch with a cane pole. A 

father who taught me how to hold a fish so it did not fin me. A father who taught me how 

to set up a camp and start a fire. A father who remained calm and patient and even 

pleasant during rainstorms, snowstorms, stuck vehicles, fishless days, daylong hikes, 

and sleepless nights.  

 Just before dark I left my comfortable camp and got in my canoe. I paddled to 

where I had caught the carp in the morning. The carp were gone, so I just sat in my 

canoe, listening and watching. A red sun was slipping behind the tree-covered ridges. A 

mother raccoon and her four babies waddled out of the oaks and began to drink in the 
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river. An owl hooted, and a distant turkey answered the owl with a long and lusty 

gobble. A coyote began its shrill cry on the ridge behind me. Another coyote 

downstream joined in and a third one about a mile away added its cries and howls. The 

coyotes’ chorus sent shivers up my back and defined the place as truly wild. 

 “What a place to be,” I whispered to myself. 

 I thought of the boy in the canoe. Once again, I saw his disappointed face as his 

canoe floated by me. Would he ever hear a symphony of wildness like the one I was 

being treated to? Would he ever enjoy the irony of catching a hard-fighting trout in 

Texas? Would he ever experience the simple pleasure of lying beside a fire and staring 

at a star-filled sky? I wondered if that boy would ever come back to the river. 

 I knew I would.  
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Eight Shots 

 When I was seventeen, I had minor surgery. The doctor told me not to lift 

anything heavy or the stitches would come apart. Hunting season was approaching, so I 

asked him if I could carry a gun.  

 “Not for about a month,” he said.  

 After the surgery, I stayed in my room most of the time, reading Zane Gray 

novels and sleeping too much. On opening day of deer and quail season, I never left my 

room. The following week my father knocked on my bedroom door.  

 “Do you have any twelve-gauge shells?” he asked.  

 “I don’t know. You can look in my box.”  

 He walked to the foot of my bed and opened the lid to an old apple crate that 

held among other things, shotgun shells, knives, a turkey call, a compass, and a hunting 

horn that he had made for me when I was ten. My father finally found a box of twelve-

gauge shells, but there were only eight shells in the box.  

 “Is this all you’ve got?” he asked.  

 “There are plenty of twenty-gauge shells,” I said.  

 “No, I don’t want to use your full-choke on quail,” he said and smiled. I had 

mowed grass and sold tomatoes the summer I was twelve in order to buy myself a 

pump twenty-gauge. He had advised me to get a modified choke, but to my young mind 

the words full-choke suggested more power, more killing ability. He had been right, and 

this had been a joke between us for years.  

 “If I didn’t have to lie in bed,” I said, “I’d show you how to kill some quail.” 
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My father stuffed the shells into his overall pockets and looked at me intently for 

a moment.  

 “Who said you had to lay in bed, son?” he asked and walked out of my room. 

 A few minutes later I heard the twelve-gauge boom twice and wondered if he had 

gotten a double or a single, never even considering that he hadn’t killed at least one 

bird. By the time he shot again, I had gingerly pulled my boots on. By the fourth shot, I 

was walking slowly toward the abandoned orchard that joined our farm. It was more of a 

jungle now than an orchard. The peach trees had fallen and rotted years ago, and 

honeysuckle and briars had taken their place. Many of the apple trees were still alive, 

making some fruit for the deer, coons, and birds when late freezes didn’t wipe out the 

fragile blooms. The pear trees were in the best shape of all. They were twenty feet high 

and loaded with pears nearly every fall. The deer loved them, and every year I waited 

for the deer to come out of the hills behind my parents’ farm and move through our 

stand of timber on their way to the orchard. The thought of deer hunting hit me hard. I 

caught up with my father in the apple orchard.  

 “How many did you get?” I asked.  

 “A double on the break and two singles.” 

 Four shots and four quail. I smiled and looked at the bulging pockets of his 

overalls.  

 “The covey broke,” he said, “and half of them went into the timber over there. It 

was a big covey—nearly twenty birds,” he explained as we made our way down a 

narrow game trail toward a copse of oaks.  
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 It was a thick tangle in there. Briars covered nearly every square foot of the forest 

floor; thick grapevines engulfed many of the old oaks and elms, and scarlet poison ivy 

crept up the trunks of others. We had taken only a few steps into this mess when a 

single erupted into flight. The bird flew straight away at first, and when it made a hard 

left through a small opening in the trees, my father dropped it cleanly. A small cloud of 

brown and white feathers filled the air where the bird had been.  

 In my excitement, I rushed to retrieve the bird.  

 “Ouch,” I said. My foot had gotten tangled up in a briar, and the stitches in my 

stomach had rubbed together—an unpleasant feeling that I had experienced the day 

after returning from the hospital. It felt like someone had shot me in the gut with a nail 

gun—a hot burning pain. 

 “You all right?” my father asked.  

 “Yeah, I just got a little excited.” I moved toward the fallen bird more slowly. The 

cock quail lied in the middle of a big briar, and when I bent down to pick him up two 

more quail flushed from a few feet behind me. I bent over as fast as I could, waiting for 

the twelve-gauge to go off. It never did. I turned and looked at my father. He smiled and 

shook his head.  

 “I didn’t get a clear shot,” he lied. He wouldn’t have shot at those birds unless I 

was standing behind him, no matter how good of a shot was presented.  

 “Sorry,” I said. 

 “It’s all right.” 

 We moved out of the timber and toward the pear orchard. I was glad to get into 

more open ground where I might not stumble as much.  



 

41 

 As we walked along, I wondered why my dad was such a good shot. I suppose it 

mostly had to with talent. Like a great baseball player or basketball player, my father 

had been blessed with an unusual ability to shoot. That was obvious, but I wondered if 

there wasn’t more to it. My father had been born at the end of the great depression, and 

for his family the depression kept going his entire childhood—like many others in rural 

Oklahoma, they were desperately poor. Thus, every shotgun shell or 22 rifle shell was 

valuable. I have heard stories all of my life about kids whose fathers would hand them a 

few shells for each hunt and expect results—the results being food for the table. For my 

father, hunting wasn’t just about having fun. It was necessary and important. That 

pressure must have had an effect on my father. He certainly didn’t waste shells by 

taking bad shots or iffy shots. He waited for the best shots, and that improved his odds 

greatly. Furthermore, when those shots came, my father concentrated fully. Shooting at 

game wasn’t a nonchalant activity. All of this combined to create a superb marksman.  

My thoughts returned to our present hunt, and I asked, “How many shells do you 

have left?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.  

 “Three,” he said.  

 I thought of the three remaining shells in the old Remington. If he killed three 

more birds, it would be an amazing feat of shooting. Of course, I had hunted with my 

father countless times. I knew he was an excellent shot.  

 When I was five, I was his retriever. We hunted doves together down on the river. 

I say river, but most of the time the water consisted of shallow pools and inch-deep 

trickles that barely flowed over red, sandy soil. But the river was a magnet for doves. 

We knelt in the tall cattails that bordered the pools and waited for the evening flight, a 
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solitary box of red shells waiting to be fed into the Remington. The doves came from the 

cut maize fields up on the prairie, at first in two’s and three’s and then in a continuous 

flood of birds.  

 When the first dove fell, I was off like an over-eager Labrador that couldn’t wait 

for the signal to fetch. Like my father, I wore cheap green rubber boots that made a 

hollow sucking sound as I ran over to the dove and raced back to my father, the gray 

bird clutched tightly in my small hand. Most times, we had our limit in less than an hour 

and were walking down the edge of the river as the sun started to set. Usually, there 

were a handful of shells left in the solitary box of twelves.  

 Around the same time, we had hunted quail up on the prairie. Sometimes, we 

walked forever across the open land and up and down the draws and small sand hills 

that gave the flat land texture and ruggedness. There were no houses in sight back 

then. Eventually, we would run into a covey, usually after I had stopped expecting or 

even hoping to find a quail, feeling like I did when the fish weren’t biting, staring down 

into the water and wondering if even one fished lived in the pond.  

 My father, however, was never too surprised by the sudden rush of wings that he 

didn’t swing his gun up, pick out a bird, smoothly follow it, and nearly always drop it onto 

the brown prairie grass. Doubles were common on the covey-break. Misses were not. 

Like a bird dog will, I had sometimes given my father a puzzled look when his gun fired, 

but a quail failed to fall from the sky. Stern warnings had taught me to wait until the gun 

fell silent before running to find the quail. I learned to never take my eyes off of the tuft 

of grass where the first bird fell. At the word, I sprinted to the bird. If my father got a 
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double, I had sometimes tried to watch where the second bird fell, but I usually got so 

excited that I didn’t know where either bird was.  

 By the time I was sixteen, I had begun to hunt with some of my friends. After 

hunting my entire life with my father, these hunts were eye-openers and not in a good 

way. I had thought that you hunted for the joy of it. The majority of my friends saw it 

differently. To them hunting and fishing was a contest to see who could shoot the most 

game or who could catch the most or biggest fish. I didn’t like it. I played football and 

baseball and was as competitive as anyone I knew, but I didn’t like turning hunting and 

fishing into a contest. Time spent in the outdoors was too valuable to be turned into 

something trivial. I had endured my friends’ gloating and even rudeness. I knew one guy 

who was a great shot. He thought it was hilarious to shoot doves out from under his 

hunting companions, meaning that he would shoot the dove closest to him and then 

shoot the dove someone else was aiming at. He was a natural with a shotgun. A little bit 

of that is funny, but an entire hunt like that is frustrating. And this guy didn’t know when 

to stop.  

 Another friend—the quarterback on the high school team—loved to hunt quail. 

The instant a covey flushed he would start blasting away, not even letting the birds get a 

respectful distance away.  

 “I got two!” he would yell and sprint to pick up the birds. The fact that the birds 

were often too shot up to even be eaten wasn’t a concern for him. It was all about filling 

his game bag and keeping score.  
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 For my entire boyhood, my father and I had taken turns shooting at quail. Also, 

when dove hunting together, the person on the right shot the bird on the right and vice 

versa. In other words, we respected each other.  

 “Four or five birds went down in the pear orchard,” my father said, and my 

thoughts returned to our present hunt in the orchard.  

 The pear trees were tall and thick and produced a lot of shade, so the ground 

was fairly open around them. Stunted cedar trees grew up here and there among the 

pear trees, and we headed for one of those cedars. When we were about twenty yards 

from the cedars, I heard the quiet clucking sounds of alarmed quail. A nervous bird ran 

out of the thicket and darted toward a pear tree. Easy shot, I thought, but my father 

never moved his gun. He held it across his chest, muzzle in the air, eyes focused on the 

cedars. If he got an opportunity to shoot, it would be a hard shot through the cedars, but 

I had watched him make a lot of difficult shots over the years. And not just on birds.  

 When I was twelve, I went on my first deer hunt. My father was with me, not 

because he had a strong desire to hunt deer, but because he knew that I did. For the 

past couple of years, I had read every magazine article about deer hunting that I could 

get my hands on. I had lived those hunts in my mind and dreamed of being old enough 

to hunt deer.  

 We were down on the river, leaning against an immense cottonwood tree. A 

stand of oak timber was on our right, the river and a high, red bluff on our left. A deer- 

crossing that deer used to cross the river was about a hundred yards in front of us. We 

had watched the sun rise over the bluff and burn the morning mist off of the river. I had 

kept my inexperienced eyes glued to the place where the deer trail emerged from the 
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timber and entered the slow moving water of the river. No buck had appeared after an 

hour of looking, so my heart had resumed its normal pace. By that time, I was quite 

convinced that all the deer were miles away. To make matters worse, two cowboys 

began to move cattle out of the river bottom about a half-mile away. Their hoops and 

hollers sounded clear and loud in the still morning air.  

 “They’re ruining our hunt,” I said. 

 “Maybe not,” my father whispered. “They might drive a deer toward us.” 

 Hope set in again but only for a moment. I still thought the hunt was ruined 

because I knew that you were supposed to be quiet when you hunted deer, not hoop 

and holler and stir up a herd of bawling cows and calves.  

 Despite my poor attitude, I saw the buck before my father did.  

 “There!” I cried and pointed wildly, forgetting everything that I had read about 

deer hunting.  

 “Sit still.” 

 The buck moved through the timber fast, jumping logs easily and eating up the 

ground. I knew he wouldn’t stop running and knew for a certainty that I couldn’t shoot a 

running deer. 

 “You shoot him,” I told my father. “Shoot him.” 

 “Okay. I’ll wait till he starts to cross the river.” 

 But the buck did not take the river crossing; he patiently kept to the security of 

the woods. My heart sank again, but in the next instant the fork-horn buck raced through 

a small opening seventy-five yards away. My father’s 30-30 came up, and he 
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unwaveringly followed the deer for a moment, swung the iron sights in front of its body 

and squeezed the trigger. The buck dropped and didn’t move.  

 Back in the orchard, a quail rocketed out of the cedar tree, gaining altitude like a 

cock pheasant. A second and third bird did the same. Just as the first bird cleared the 

top of the tree, my father fired and bird number six fell back to the earth, landing only a 

couple of feet in front of us. As I walked to retrieve the quail, I remembered another 

amazing shot that my father had made.  

 I was fourteen, and my father and I had walked to the rocky, brush-covered hill 

behind our house to call coyotes. It was a cold, foggy day in January. Deer season was 

over, so I had turned my attention to the local coyote population. My father and I sat 

back to back against a hackberry tree that grew in the center of a small clearing on top 

of the hill. The clearing was about half the size of a football field and surrounded by 

thick scrub oak. I broke the heavy, near-spooky silence that the fog had created by 

blowing into my predator call, and the shrill sounds of a dying rabbit added to the 

somberness of the late-evening air. I called for about a minute and stopped.  

 The big, male coyote must have been close because it only took him a couple of 

minutes to get there. He loped straight at us, but I couldn’t move to get into position to 

shoot because he was on my father’s side of the clearing.  

 “Here comes one,” my father said.  

 As usual, he wanted me to be the one who got to shoot, but I turned my head too 

quickly, and the coyote saw me.  

 “He’s leaving,” my father whispered. At the last moment, before the coyote 

disappeared into the brush, my father quickly swung the 30-30 to his shoulder and shot. 
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I patiently trailed the coyote with the aid of a small flashlight for over an hour before I 

followed the shining drops of blood into a dense thicket where the coyote had managed 

to run to before dying. He was shot right behind the shoulder. A perfect shot.  

 My father’s voice once again broke my daydream and brought me back to the 

orchard. “That’s enough out of that covey,” he said. I wanted to protest. I wanted to see 

him use those last two shells and be perfect. I knew, however, that my father’s respect 

for animals outweighed any shooting accomplishment. I wondered if he even realized 

that he just went six for six in a difficult shooting situation. I doubted it, but I didn’t argue. 

Instead, I followed him out of the pear trees and into a large clearing where native 

bluestem grew waist high. The frosts had burned the grass maroon, and purple plum 

thickets dotted the meadow, providing excellent quail cover. 

  As we walked through the meadow, I thought of the respect my father had just 

shown for that covey of quail and for all the game that he hunted. I knew grown men 

who killed every quail they could out of a covey, the consequences and the future be 

damned. My father’s philosophy was to just take some of the game and to leave the 

rest. My father also showed his respect for game by not taking bad shots. He wasn’t a 

poor kid at the tail end of the depression any more; he could afford all the shells he 

wanted. He passed up shots because he didn’t want to maim an animal. When he shot, 

he shot to kill. One time when we were squirrel hunting, I had taken aim and was about 

to shoot a squirrel that was running down a limb.  

 “Don’t shoot,” my father had said.  

 I had lowered my shotgun and asked, “Why?” 

 “Don’t take running shots,” he had said. “You’re not ready for that.”  
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 My father’s regard for a squirrel was quite different than the way some of my 

friends viewed game. For many of them, bag limits meant nothing. They killed as many 

animals as they could, and they never saw a shot they didn’t like. Blasting away at 

game and often even nongame animals such as sparrows was pure delight. I watched 

one of my friends go through close to a hundred rounds shooting at semi-tame pigeons 

that where flying around the barn where they roosted. Fortunately, he was a horrible 

shot and only killed a few pigeons, which he left lying on the ground.  

 I wasn’t perfect in this regard either. When I hunted by myself and saw a quail on 

the ground, I shot it. To a true sportsmen, that was bad behavior indeed.  

 Some of my friends went much further than that. Two of my friends were 

busted—after having a long and nearly fatal car chase with the game warden--for 

shooting a doe at night with the aid of a spotlight. That is one of the lowest forms of 

poaching because a deer loses a lot of its fear of man at night. My desire to hunt was as 

strong, or stronger, than any of these guys. I think one of the reasons I was able to 

resist a lot of this kind of nonsense was because of the example that my father had set 

for me.  

 We passed a plum thicket, and as if we were being rewarded for not shooting too 

many of the first covey, a second covey erupted from the middle of the plum bushes. My 

father dropped a bird, swung through a second bird, fired, and didn’t draw a feather.  

 “No more shells,” I said as I watched the birds sail down the meadow and 

eventually land safely in another plum thicket. I wondered if maybe my father had 

thought about having a perfect day.  
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 “Just as well,” he said, “it’s not a good idea to scatter a covey too much right 

before dark. That makes it easier for the varmints to get em.” 

 We crossed the meadow and onto the sandy lane to walk home. I saw our 

farmhouse sitting on the hill about a half-mile away. A quail called out, already impatient 

to gather the covey. I thought about the seven quail in my father’s overalls and 

wondered what was for supper. I ran my hand over the stitches in my stomach. Just a 

few more weeks, I thought, and I can hunt again. I knew I could wait it out. Glancing at 

my watch, I realized that my father and I had only hunted for about an hour. It felt like a 

lot longer.   
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Free Bird Dogs 

When I was a boy, I had the privilege of living in great quail country. The oak 

covered hills and small meadows behind my family’s farm were loaded with quail. I was 

blessed to be able to live near such good hunting land, and I was also blessed by my 

parents with the greater gifts of freedom and trust. By the time I was ten, I was allowed 

to hunt alone within the confines of our farm. By the time I was fourteen, I roamed the 

countryside at will. My parents, however, did not let me hunt with my friends. They 

trusted me with a gun, but not kids they had not raised. Until I was sixteen, I hunted 

alone or with my father.  

 I didn’t waste my opportunity, nor did I limit myself to hunting quail. When I 

walked out the back door of our farmhouse, I was just “going hunting.” Rabbits, dove, 

squirrels, and ducks were also fair game. But quail topped the list. I was drawn to the 

rush of wings, the shot from my single-shot twenty gauge, and the beauty of a plump 

bobwhite quail held in my hand.  

 As far as quail went, the hunting was pretty tough. Unless I first spotted a covey 

on the ground, which happened with some frequency, I was never ready for the frantic 

break of a covey. The thick nature of the country also restricted my take of quail. The 

thick woods were never far away. A typical scenario was that I wouldn’t even get a shot 

when the covey broke, nor would I find a single in the woods. On a typical hunt, I walked 

miles and miles and brought home far more rabbits and squirrels than quail. Obviously, I 

needed a bird dog. I didn’t know that I needed a bird dog, however, because I didn’t 

know about the lethal combination of a bird dog and a hunter and was equally ignorant 

of the relationship that could form between a bird dog and a hunter.  
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 I did know something about the miracle of hunting dogs because my father raised 

and trained a kennel full of the finest Walker coonhounds to be found anywhere. He 

took his hounds out hunting two or three nights a week, and I went with him as often as 

I could. As I stood in the moonlit meadows of my youth and listened to the baying of a 

brace of hounds unraveling a trail, I learned what a hunting dog was capable of. I 

learned to love the baritone bawling of a male hound and the bell-like ring of a female. 

But as far as bird dogs went, I was uninformed.  

 When I was around sixteen, however, that changed. I read the classic Big Red, a 

book about a young man and his Irish Setter, and as a book sometimes will, that book 

set me to thinking. As my mind followed that young man and his flashy red dog through 

the woods in search of grouse, I was awakened to the possibilities of pointing dogs. 

Before I finished the book, I knew that I had to have a bird dog, the sooner the better. 

 I was somewhat hesitant about asking for a bird dog because my family didn’t 

have an abundance of money, and I already owned a coonhound. I eased my 

conscience by reminding myself that I seldom asked for anything. I had to have a bird 

dog, so one night during supper I said, “I’ve decided that I really need a good bird dog.”  

My mother sighed deeply, but my father was not ruffled by this abrupt and 

random statement. He simply absorbed the information for a moment, and because he 

knew that I was as crazy about hunting and dogs as he was, he simply said, “I’ll see 

what I can find.”  

 Around this time, a neighbor of ours gave me a six-month old pup that kind of 

filled in for a bird dog while my father tried to find me a real dog. She wasn’t a Pointer, a 

Setter, or a Brittany. She was half Collie and half Alaskan Malamute.  She was a 
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beautiful dog and, owing to her unique pedigree, more than a little temperamental. But 

she loved to hunt as much as I did.  

 As soon as she got to know me, she followed me into the woods. She flushed 

rabbits the wrong way, got whipped by an old boar coon, and eagerly jumped on a big 

tom bobcat that gave her a sound thrashing until I came to her rescue. Because she 

wouldn’t work with me, I learned to hunt like a coyote, staying to her side instead of 

trying to follow her, and she learned that my shotgun was deadly. She soon began to 

flush game towards me instead of trying to catch it her self. 

 We became a potent team on rabbits, squirrels, and the occasional varmint. She 

then began to point quail in her own way. When she went into a crouch and began 

slinking through the grass in a slow stalk, I knew she had winded a covey of quail. I 

hurried to flush them before she did, but as often as not she would flush them before I 

got there. On one occasion I saw an amazing thing. I noticed that she was stalking 

quail, but I was about one hundred yards away from her and knew that I couldn’t get 

there in time. I stayed back and watched as she crept closer and closer. At the covey 

break, she jumped three feet in the air and snatched a quail out of the air. I was 

impressed with my “bird dog”.  

 It was frustrating, however, to watch covey after covey flush out of range. And as 

might be expected, my dog showed no interest in finding singles. She had another 

problem—she didn’t quite grasp the idea that shot game belonged to whoever—namely 

me—had shot it. If she got to downed game before I did, she claimed it with bared teeth 

and a primordial growl. We had a few knockdown drag outs, but I’m ashamed to admit 

that I learned to share.  
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 Toward the end of that quail season, my father came home with Freddy—a 

smallish black and white pointer with a head like a bulldog and large bulging eyes. As I 

looked him over, I assumed his family tree had a few gnarled branches. My father had 

gotten Freddy in a trade with a dog trader. Actually, I found out later that the trader had 

included Freddy in every offer that he made to my father. My father was a shrewd dog 

trader, and he knew he could get Freddy for next to nothing. In the end, my father and 

the trader made a deal that didn’t include Freddy. As my father led a newly acquired 

hound to his truck, the trader asked, “Why don’t you just take ole Freddy with you? He 

needs a good home.” 

 When my father gave me Freddy, he told me that the dog was a freebie. “He’s 

probably got a lot of bad habits,” my father said, “but he might find a covey and hold 

them.” He also told me not to get my hopes up too high. This turned out to be excellent 

advice.  

 The first Saturday after I got Freddy I took him to an area that was loaded with 

quail, and it didn’t take good ole Freddy long to lock down on a covey. He looked 

picturesque with one paw held majestically in the air. Big Red never looked any better 

than Freddy did on that first point. I was only about sixty yards from noble Freddy. As I 

closed the distance, his raised paw slowly descended to the earth. When I was fifty 

yards from him, he turned his head toward me and considered me through his bulging 

eyes. At forty yards, he began to creep forward. 

 “This isn’t good, “ I thought to myself. “Whoa!” I yelled for the first of a thousand 

times. This was the magic word for Freddy, but evidently he thought whoa was the 
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signal for him to plunge into the covey and try to catch a delicious dinner. I watched the 

covey disappear into dense oak timber.  

 And so it went, covey after covey, and hunt after hunt. Freddy was good at 

finding coveys and singles too, but he busted every bird. I tried several things—none of 

which someone who knew anything about bird dogs would do—to remedy the problem. 

I tried sprinting. I tried yelling, but like many bird dogs he was deaf. Evidently, his 

hearing was damaged due to being shot over. What anyone managed to shoot at with 

Freddy along was beyond me. Freddy, however, was good at his game. He knew the 

range of my shotgun as well as I did and always managed to flush the birds before I got 

within range. I tried electricity in the form of my father’s training collar, but other than his 

eyes bulging a little more than usual, he was seemingly immune to any amount of 

electrical current. I assumed that over the years he had built up a tolerance. 

 The only thing that worked at all was that one day I took a single-shot 12 gauge 

with a 26 inch barrel. We used the gun for turkey and geese. I felt a great sense of 

triumph when I killed a bird on a covey break at forty yards. Freddy’s devious mind, 

however, made the necessary adjustments, and he began to flush coveys at forty-five 

yards.  

 Freddy was friendly enough, but I eventually came to believe that his good nature 

was an affront to hide the demons that lurked in his dog soul. I had nightmares about 

Freddy’s bulging eyes looking back to see how close I was getting to his quail. Before 

that bird season was over, I was back to hunting with my Malamute and Collie bird dog. 

I told my father to get rid of Freddy, and he traded him to a man who he didn’t really like.  
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 I was so frustrated with my experience that I didn’t even ask for another dog, so I 

was surprised when the next fall my father brought me Bo.  

When I saw Bo, I said, “Now that’s a bird dog.” He was, and still is, the finest 

looking English Pointer I have ever seen. He was a tall, finely shaped bundle of muscle. 

His chest was as broad as a bulldog’s and he didn’t carry an extra ounce of fat. When I 

laid my hand on his back, it felt like an electrical current was flowing through his body.          

 I just knew that Bo would do the job. “How much did he cost?” I asked my father, 

figuring it had to be at least several hundred dollars. A little doubt crept into my mind 

when he said a friend had given the dog to him. I took another look at Bo, and my 

confidence returned.  

 On opening day of bird season, I returned to my best hunting spot. I unleashed 

Bo, who led perfectly, and he began to streak across the meadow. 

 “No!” I yelled, my heart sinking. “Come here!” To my amazement, Bo turned on a 

dime and ran back to my side. 

“Good boy,” I said, truly impressed. I started walking and pointed in front of me. 

Evidently, I had accidentally given the correct signal because Bo began to canter 

gracefully through the tall bluestem grass, sweeping back and forth about forty yards in 

front of me. Perfection. What a dog. He looked like a picture.  

 It didn’t take Bo long to find a covey of quail, but that’s when the perfection 

stopped—he never even broke stride. He still looked like a picture as he ran right 

through the covey. As the birds flew away, a look of joy spread over Bo’s face, and he 

sprinted—with perfect running form of course—after the quail. He caught up with a bird 
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just a few moments after the bird lit on the ground, and he flushed him again. It flew into 

the timber and Bo, still drunk with birdiness, disappeared into the trees.  

 I sat down on a giant pecan tree stump and pouted. Maybe Bo’s just excited 

because he hasn’t hunted in a long time, I thought, but I knew that despite Bo’s great 

looks and the way he covered ground perfectly, Bo was probably as worthless as 

Freddy. And he was. Bo rejoined me later that afternoon and repeated his covey busting 

performance. I tried him one other day with the same result and gave up on him.  

 I went into a teenage sulk. I wouldn’t speak to my father about quail hunting, and 

I didn’t hunt quail. This went on for several weeks. My father gave Bo to an old man who 

lived alone back in the hills who needed a watchdog. Bo lived with the old man for 

years, barking at strangers and, I’m sure, trying to catch quail in his spare time. 

Strangely enough, after a few years Bo began to point quail. The old man would wonder 

where Bo was and go find him in the pasture—motionless as a statue, his perfect point 

matching his perfect body.  

 My vow to not hunt quail didn’t last long. Within a few weeks, I was back in the 

woods and meadows behind our farm hunting quail without a bird dog. Most hunts, I 

managed to kill a few quail, and with every bird I killed my desire for a good dog to hunt 

with me returned. Before long I wanted a dog as much as ever. But this time it was 

different because I decided to use my own money to buy a dog.  

 The summer before I had made some hard-earned cash by helping an old man 

haul hay. The man owned a big bobtail truck and a hay loader, and he hauled hay for 

most of the farmers in our county. The farmers hired this work done because it is 

probably the dirtiest, most exhausting farm work there is. One farmer referred to hay  
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hauling as “the Devil’s work”. He was right. The bales weighed sixty or seventy pounds, 

and we hauled hundreds of bales a day. The old man drove the truck while I stacked the 

bales on the flatbed. At the hay barns, the old man-who was one of the toughest men I 

had ever known--threw the bales off of the truck, and I stacked them in the barn. By the 

end of the summer, I was in really good shape—football “two a day” practices were a 

picnic compared to hauling hay. In addition to the endurance, I managed to save over a 

thousand dollars. So it was not a light decision to decide to spend this money on a bird 

dog.  

 “I want to buy a bird dog,” I announced one evening at supper. “I want one that is 

trained this time or a pup that I can train myself.” 

 “But you worked so hard for that money,” my mother said. “Why would you want 

to waste it on a dog when you already have two?” 

 “Waste?” I said.  

 “Waste?” my father echoed.  

 I guess the look on our faces was explanation enough because her face softened 

and she said, “I guess you really want a bird dog.” 

 “More than anything I’ve ever wanted before,” I said and realized for the first time 

the truth of what I had just said.  

 “Well, you better find him a good dog,” my mother said.  

 My father grinned and said, “I’ll see what I can do.” 

 After supper that night, I walked out onto the back porch and stared at the outline 

of hills that ran behind our farm. I had spent a lot of time on those ridges and in the 

meadows hunting every kind of game I could find and just roaming. I wondered why I 



 

58 

wanted a bird dog so bad. I felt a little guilty because I already had so many of the 

things needed for hunting and fishing. I had wanted things before: guns, fishing 

equipment, even a horse. And I had always gotten them, either as birthday or Christmas 

gifts or by doing odd jobs on neighbors’ farms or by cutting grass in town. I guess I had 

some odd ideas about what the necessities of life were. I realized that most people I 

knew didn’t own any kind of hunting dog, much less a pointer that was worth a lot of 

money.  

 As I stood there I realized that I didn’t see the world as most people did. In some 

ways I was an average teenager. I did well at school, played sports, and went out on 

dates on Saturday night. But in other ways, my priorities were a lot different than most 

peoples’. As far as hunting and fishing went, I wanted it all. I wanted to experience 

everything the land around me had to offer. I was consumed by a desire to be in the 

woods as much as possible and to experience the best of what the land could offer. And 

that included hunting behind a well-trained pointer and seeing and experiencing the 

miracle of instinct and breeding and training that combined to make a dog go from a 

dead run to a complete standstill in less than a second just because he got a faint whiff 

of a quail, and then to lift a paw and go into a trance of instinct and then to hold that 

point for their master. For some reason I needed that to be a part of my life, and I was 

ready to do whatever it took to get it. I’m not sure how that odd desire came about, but it 

was there in a life-defining way. Maybe my desire to hunt quail wasn’t that different than 

the desire a bird dog has to hunt quail. It was just inherently there and in great 

abundance.  
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 My father felt bad about Bo; he thought the dog was a good one. After a couple 

of weeks he brought home Bingo. “Come outside and look at your new dog,” my father 

said. I carried little hope with me as I walked down to the kennels to take a look at yet 

another free bird dog. One of my father’s seemingly endless supply of friends, this one a 

veterinarian, had given my father Bingo because he had younger dogs, and better dogs 

I assumed, to hunt.  

 I took one look at Bingo and gave up on her. She was tiny, maybe weighing thirty 

pounds. All four of her legs were bowed to an amazing degree, the result of arthritis. 

She had some kind of a huge wart growing in one of her eyes. Even her tail was 

crooked. And I didn’t think much of her name either. Who names a hunting dog Bingo? 

 “Humph,” I said to my father and walked away.  

 “Let’s take her out,” he said.  

 “Now?” 

 “Get your gun.” 

 A tiny spark of hope lit somewhere in me as I wondered why my father was 

suddenly interested in quail hunting. An hour later we stood in a meadow behind our 

house. I unsnapped her lead and Bingo forced her bowed legs into a lope that took her 

straight across the meadow. “No!” I yelled after her, visions of Bo flashing in my mind.  

 “Give her a chance,” my father said. Even as he spoke, Bingo made an abrupt 

left turn to investigate a small plum thicket. She circled downwind of the thicket and then 

froze. She didn’t lift her leg, nor did her tail curve upward in a graceful arch. It was more 

of a crouch than a point, but it was a beautiful sight to me.  
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 As we walked toward her, I remembered Freddy and broke into a fast walk, 

determined to get a shot before she busted the covey. “Don’t crowd her,” my father said. 

Slow down or you’ll make her nervous.” She held and the birds flushed. I missed clean 

on the first shot and then dropped a bird with my second shot. My father dropped two 

birds. Bingo watched the singles and then started after them. “Hunt dead,” my father 

said in a firm voice, and Bingo turned back and began to search through the tall grass 

for the dead birds.  

 She found my bird first and started toward me. As I stood beside my father and 

watched Bingo bring the quail to me, I did not know that over the next few years she 

and I would spend countless days hunting together. I did not know that my father’s 

interest in quail hunting would grow and that we would start to hunt quail more and 

more. I did not know that bye and bye my father and I would have a kennel full of 

English Pointers to go with our kennel of hounds. I didn’t know on that day that Bingo 

and the other free bird dogs were important links in a life full of dogs, a life rich with 

dogs.   
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Country Dogs 

 The dog that currently patrols my farm is a Black Mouth Cur. Besides protecting 

my kids when they play outside and guarding our house, Luke chases deer out of our 

apple orchard and our large market garden. He saves us hundreds, perhaps thousands, 

of dollars each year by keeping the deer from eating our crops.  

 Besides being a good watchdog, Luke, like most country dogs, is also a great 

source of entertainment. On our farm we have chickens to lay eggs and to eat the 

grasshoppers that sometimes plague our farming efforts. At night, these chickens roost 

in the trees of our yard. One night I was awakened by a terrible commotion that was 

coming from the front porch. The chickens were squawking frantically, Luke was 

growling and barking, and an unidentified third party was snarling. Add to these sounds 

the sounds of flowerpots breaking, wings flapping, porch furniture overturning and 

bodies slamming into the side of the house.  

 “Well, this should be interesting,” I told my wife as I jumped out of bed and made 

my way to the front door. As I walked to the door, I imagined all of the different animals 

that could be on my front porch. None of the possibilities seemed pleasant. I sniffed the 

air and was a little relieved that I did not smell skunk, a common odor around my house 

thanks to Luke. I opened the door with some hesitancy and saw several hens, Luke, 

and a very angry bobcat chasing each other around the porch. Luke would chase the 

bobcat for a while, and then the bobcat would chase Luke for a while. Not surprisingly, 

there seemed to be no logical order to the movements of the chickens. The bobcat 

finally saw me standing in the doorway and streaked into the night with Luke in close 
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pursuit. The chickens breathed a collective sigh of relief and flew to the safety of the 

roof. “I wonder what life is like in the city?” I asked myself and shut the door.  

 “What was it?” my wife asked sleepily when I got back in bed. 

 “Just a bobcat,” I said.  

Luke is not the only unique country dog that I’ve had the pleasure of knowing. I 

was looking at some old photographs the other day when I ran across a picture of Sam. 

Sam was a black and brown, curly-haired Airedale, and he was king of my 

grandparents’ farm. When I was a toddler, my parents later told me, Sam watched over 

me as I explored my grandparents’ farmyard. Wherever I went, Sam was right by my 

side: he kept me out of the hog pen, chased a mean rooster away that had a history of 

pecking and spurring people, and made sure that one of my grandfather’s Percheron 

draft horses didn’t step on me.  

 I have lived on a farm for most of my life, and I have run across other remarkable 

country dogs. Some were herding dogs such as Blue Heelers, Australian Shepherds, 

and Border Collies. In Texas, Blue Heelers are prevalent. You often see these dogs 

riding in the back of cowboys’ trucks, usually balancing their front paws precariously on 

the side of the pickup bed.  

 Blue Heelers originated in Australia and were not seen in Texas until the late 

1960’s. The Australians who developed the dogs bred some Dingo into them, and this 

blood is responsible, in part, for the aggressive nature and incredible endurance of the 

breed. I have seen Blue Heelers run behind a loping horse for hours without tiring. Also, 

most Heelers have a little mischief in their eyes, and I believe this can be attributed to 

the Dingo Blood.  
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 I remember one Blue Heeler in particular. His name was Blue, as are roughly fifty 

per cent of all Blue Heelers. When I was in grade school, I lived in the Texas 

Panhandle. My best friend lived on a ranch the size of a small country where his father 

was the foreman. On many Friday afternoons, I endured the hour-long bus ride home 

with my friend. This ride was worth it because as soon as we stepped off of the school 

bus we went to catch the horses. Actually, Blue caught the horses while we watched.  

 “Blue, go get the horses,” my friend would say, as if it were no big deal for one 

thirty-pound dog to capture twenty horses.  

 Blue would wag his bobbed tail, bark excitedly, and run full speed at the horses 

that were kept in a thirty-acre pasture. At the sight of Blue streaking across the prairie 

towards them, the horses would buck, kick, and snort. They would then break into a run 

toward the far end of the pasture. Every time, Blue cut them off before they made it and 

began biting their heels and even pulling their long tails with his teeth to steer the 

horses toward the corral. Bitter experience had taught the herd the futility of resisting. 

They knew that Blue would win, and eventually the herd would thunder into the corral 

and stop on a dime, just inches away from the wooden boards of the corral. Horses 

seem to a have an overdeveloped sense of the dramatic. Blue, conversely, never 

seemed overly impressed with himself. He was just doing his job.  

 “Good boy, Blue,” my friend would say and pat Blue on the head a couple of 

times. Because I didn’t see Blue perform such feats on a near-daily basis, I never took 

Blue’s work for granted—I was always amazed.  

 Of course, not all county dogs are members of the herding breeds. Country dogs 

come in all kinds of breeds and many are mutts. They all have a few things in common 
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though. They are smart, tough, and usually serve some purpose. If a country dog is not 

smart, he or she does not live very long. The list of possible deaths for a country dog is 

lengthy. A person who has a town dog might not realize the perils dogs in the country 

face. Coyotes gang up on lone dogs and kill them. Rough cattle and horses also kill 

their share of dogs. Working around farm equipment is dangerous for dogs as well as 

for men. Dogs are killed when people are careless with poisons. I know one lady who 

swears her dog was killed and eaten by a mountain lion, even though her farm is only 

two hours from Dallas. The lion could have been someone’s pet in Dallas. I have heard 

stories of people dumping all kinds of exotic pets, from big cats to wolves, on their 

country neighbors and then driving away. So it’s possible that the lady’s dog was 

actually killed by one of these cats.    

 Rattlesnakes are also a real threat for country dogs. I know of several dogs that 

were bitten by snakes that died before their owners even realized the dogs had been 

bitten. Other country dogs possess a talent for finding and killing rattlesnakes and 

copperheads. I have a friend whose ranch was overrun with rattlers and copperheads 

until a relative gave him a Jack Russell Terrier named Jazz.  

 Jazz actually lived in an apartment in Dallas for the first year of his life, but he 

didn’t fit in well in Dallas. He destroyed his owner’s furniture, barked all night, attacked a 

German Shepherd that was ten times his size, and made several attempts to escape 

from the city of Dallas. When Jazz bit the pizza delivery boy, his owner knew it was time 

for Jazz to go, and she happily, joyfully even, gave him to my rancher friend.  

 Jazz thrived in the country. He played with the rancher’s children, helped herd 

cattle, and most importantly, the fifteen pound dog turned out to be a skilled snake killer. 
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Over the course of two years, Jazz found and killed seventeen rattlers and 

copperheads. As skillful and quick as Jazz was, he was still often bitten. Each time, he 

was taken to the vet to receive an anti-venom shot. After about a dozen doses, the vet 

said, “The next time he gets bit, you don’t have to bring him in. He’s been bitten so 

many times that he’s immune to the poison.” The last I heard, Jazz was doing well and 

still killing snakes.  

 Another hazard that country dogs face are irate neighbors who shoot dogs. 

Killing chickens or chasing livestock is still punished by the death penalty in the country. 

These dog killings, however, are never taken lightly by the dog’s owner.  

I know of one farmer who spent a couple of weeks in the county jail because he 

beat up the man who shot his beloved dog. The dog was a large mixed breed that was 

known throughout the countryside as somewhat of a scoundrel and a vicious fighter. On 

one of his nightly raids, he came across a female dog in heat. The female was already 

accompanied by a wealthy farmer’s bird dog. The bird dog foolishly challenged the 

larger dog, which promptly thrashed him. On finding his prized hunting dog cut up the 

next morning, the wealthy farmer promptly shot his neighbor’s dog dead. The dog’s 

owner, who was also widely known as a somewhat of a scoundrel and a vicious fighter, 

beat the man severely and was found guilty of assault. Sometimes, it would seem, we 

take our devotion to our dogs a little too far. In the county that joins ours, a man went so 

far as to shoot and kill a man who had killed his dog.   

Most country dogs, however, are usually too smart and busy to get into serious 

trouble. Many dogs, even those that were not bred to do so, help herd livestock. 

Country dogs also take great pride in keeping their owner’s land free from skunks, 
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opossums, snakes, raccoons, and even mice. Any farmer or rancher who keeps a dog 

is periodically awakened during the night by the sound of his dog or dogs chasing, 

baying or treeing some kind of varmint.  

The job of guarding against human varmints also falls to any good country dog. 

Instead of locked gates and alarm systems, many farmers trust their dog to protect 

family and property. Any dog worth its feed knows to bark at a strange vehicle or 

person. Many people who own country dogs do not even lock their doors at night; they 

trust their dogs that much.  

One old man I know has never locked his doors. He relies on his two Black 

Mouth Curs to stop any intruder. One dog guards the front door, and the other guards 

the back door. The Black Mouth breed originated in the Big Thicket of Texas and other 

areas of the Deep South. These dogs weigh anywhere from fifty to eighty pounds, are 

yellow in color, and as the name suggests, have a black mouth. They were bred to herd 

wild cattle, catch semi-domestic hogs, and hunt everything from squirrels to bears. 

Despite their ability to do such rough work, these dogs are gentle with kids and are 

amazingly intelligent. The novel Old Yeller was based on a Black Mouth Cur that was 

owned by a pioneer family who settled in the Big Thicket of East Texas.  

As I mentioned earlier, my dog Luke is a Blackmouth Cur. He has been top dog 

on my farm for several years now, and we have formed a close bond. On many days, I 

spend more time with Luke than I do with my family. My wife teaches and both of my 

kids are in school, so when they leave for school it’s just Luke and me. When I am 

outside working, Luke is right there with me, protecting me and just wanting to be with 

me. I have a large market garden, so I spend a lot of time hoeing my crops and picking. 
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Luke follows me from row to row, plopping down near me--usually right on top of the 

crops. He’s a smart dog, but I can’t seem to teach him how to discern bare earth from 

valuable vegetable crops. As I work, I talk to Luke about pretty much everything and 

reach down to pat his head or rub his ears a dozen times a day.  

Luke does another thing that reveals how important I am to him. When I plow he 

often runs beside my tractor. I’ve never had a dog that did that before, and I can’t really 

figure out why he does it. Even when it’s hot, he’s right there trotting beside the plow. If 

he gets really hot, he will go lie down in the shade of an apple tree and watch me plow. 

His devotion is so intense that it is sometimes unsettling. I want to tell him that I’m okay 

and that he can go take a nap or something. I know I can’t make him understand that, 

and he wouldn’t listen to me anyway. 

Despite his devotion, Luke is sometimes pretty ornery. If you’ll remember, Old 

Yeller was pretty ornery too. I guess it’s a Blackmouth thing. Some nights he keeps us 

awake with his never-ending war with the coyotes. If he can smell or see a coyote, he’s 

going to bark at them. And he has a big, loud bark. Yelling at him does no good. He can 

be pretty stubborn. When there are no coyote’s to bark at, he will find another kind of 

varmint to bark at. Sometimes he trees something interesting like a coon, and on a 

couple of occasions, even a bobcat. When he bays anything, he does so with such 

intensity that you think he has caught a bear. I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve 

grabbed a flashlight to go see what Luke has caught. Usually, it’s something boring like 

a skunk, armadillo or opossum. When I approach him, he really gets into it, barking for 

all he’s worth and biting at the animal.  

“Great job, opossum dog,” I say and go back to the house.  
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 He’s also a dedicated hole digger—he averages at least one hole a day that I 

eventually have to fill in. Many are in the front lawn or in a flowerbed.  Worst of all, Luke 

periodically succumbs to his desire to murder a chicken. Because he’s smart, he waits 

until we leave. At least once a month, we return home to find Luke sitting in the yard, 

happily munching on a hen. Once again, yelling has zero effect and whippings are a 

waste of time. He knows it’s wrong—he just can’t help himself. Back in the day, chicken-

killing dogs were summarily executed. Of course, I’m not going to kill my dog over a 

stupid chicken—even if I’m mad enough to.  

One night a few months ago, however, Luke tried to get me killed. It was around 

bedtime, and I heard Luke baying something down on the creek.  

“I think Luke has a coon or opossum,” I said to my wife as I grabbed a light, put 

on my coat, and stepped into the cold night. I knew if I did not lead Luke away from 

whatever he had caught, he would keep us up all night with his barking.  

There was no moon, and I was glad that I had a small flashlight as I walked 

toward the sound of the barking dog. As I got closer to Luke, I could tell by his barking 

that he was unusually excited.  

“Huum, maybe it’s a bobcat,” I said to myself and realized that I was unarmed.  

I wondered if Luke would throw himself between a bobcat and me in order to 

save my life. Old Yeller would have, but I suspected that Luke adhered to the rule of 

“every man or dog for himself”. 

The closer I got to the creek, the rougher the terrain got. I pushed through dense 

thickets of small oak trees that were about head high. Greenbriers covered the ground 

and their thorns tore my flannel pajamas and stuck in my hands.  
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“I should have gotten a cat,” I told myself. 

When I finally made it to Luke, he ran up to me wagging his tail and smiling his 

dog’s smile that said, “Come and see what I’ve got.” 

“Okay boy, show me what it is.” 

Luke ran into a tangle of small oak trees that were covered with briars and wild 

grape vines. He plunged into the middle of the thicket, barked happily a couple of times, 

and jumped back out. The biggest, blackest wild boar I have ever seen was inches 

behind him. The boar was waist high to me and weighed way over three hundred 

pounds, although I did not have the presence of mind to study his size with any detail. 

At that instance, every wild boar story I had ever heard popped into my mind. Images of 

cut open men and dogs killed by a boar’s sharp tusks immobilized me for an instant. 

The fact that these attacks nearly always occur in a thick tangle of brush like the one I 

was standing in was not comforting.  

Luke, somehow sensing my keen interest in the situation, was thoughtful enough 

to run straight towards me so that I might get a closer look at the boar, which still 

followed only inches behind the dog. Luke suddenly decided that he was tired of playing 

tag and began a retreat towards the house. The boar smelled or saw me and came to a 

skidding halt a few yards from me. Again, I realized that I did not have a gun, although 

at that range and at night, a gun would have been nearly useless. I humbly admitted 

that the boar was several links ahead of me on the food chain and decided that it was 

time to join Luke in his retreat. I am not a particularly fast man any more, but on that 

night I passed Luke on the way to the house.  
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Luke joined me on the porch, and we stood staring into the darkness. I heard a 

peculiar popping noise coming from the dark and realized that the enraged boar was 

still down by the creek, snapping his tusks together over and over. Evidently, this was 

his way of telling us what he thought of dogs and farmers in general. Luke’s tail 

thumped cheerfully on the boards of the porch.  

“You’re a lot of trouble,” I said and went into the safety of my house.   
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The Gentleman at Mora Creek 

 I always head to the narrow iron bridge that crosses Mora Creek a few hundred 

yards from where the creek flows into the Pecos River. There is usually a boy of ten or 

twelve sitting on the bridge, fishing for the stocked rainbows that are suspended in the 

clear water that runs a few feet under the bridge.  

 Today, I pull off of the blacktop and into the crowded campground. At first it 

seems as if there is nowhere to park, but I see a nice shady spot under two pines, and 

as I pull into it, I wonder why it’s vacant. When I step out of my truck, I get the answer. 

My usual tough stomach does a somersault as the stench from the community outhouse 

hits me. I hold my breath, grab my daypack and rod, and head toward the creek. I 

navigate between pop-up campers, thirty-foot fifth wheels, and motor homes whose 

total square footage rivals that of my modest farmhouse back in Texas. I pass an odd 

looking tent that looks like a tarantula because of its round shape and numerous guide 

ropes—a relic from some past war.  

 It’s early and most people are still asleep. One man is breaking sticks for his fire; 

the cracking sound rises above the fast moving creek. A woman is by the fire, sitting in 

a lawn chair and sipping coffee. She smiles at me; I nod and smile back. I reach the 

bridge, and sure enough there is a boy perched on it, his legs dangling, both of his 

hands firmly grasping a Zebco 33. My eyes follow his line down into the clear water until 

I see a glob of salmon eggs resting on the bottom. Several trout are hovered around the 

bait, fighting over it even though none of them seem interested in eating it. A long red 

stringer tied to one of the bridge railings, however, reveals that at least two of the 

stockers have taken his bait this morning.  
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 A man in his mid-thirties approaches the creek to my right. His jeans and flannel 

shirt are dirty, and he hasn’t shaved in a while. His expression tells me that he is a little 

frustrated to see me standing there; perhaps I am in his spot. I nod to him.  

 “Are you gonna fish here?” he asks. His drawl reveals that he is a fellow Texan.  

 “No, I’m just watching.” 

 He seems puzzled by my answer, but he baits his hook with eggs and throws 

them into the fast waters below the bridge. His bait tumbles down the creek for a few 

yards. As it enters the quieter water, his line twitches twice. He jerks his pole as if a 

bass has just struck and an empty hook flies out of the water and lands at his feet.  

“Dang it,” he says, and gives me a hard look that clearly says why don’t you go away. I 

feel oddly responsible for his failure to hook the egg thief and decide to move on.  

I catch the boy’s eyes and say, “Good luck.” 

 “Thanks. You too,” he says. 

 I move on up the creek, remembering when I was a boy and my family went to 

the mountains. Seeing the first mountain in the distance was always a big moment of 

the trip. Of course, back then traveling was torture, and it was even worse after seeing 

that first mountain, hazy in the distance. How could it take so long to get to something 

you could see? When we finally arrived, I would bolt out of the car door, my first instinct 

being to climb the nearest mountain.  

  If my parents had brought me to Mora Creek when I was a boy, I would have 

been drawn to that small bridge. I would have sat on the bridge and fished all day, 

mesmerized by the moving water and the trout. I wonder when I lost my urge to climb 
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onto bridges and fish. Why were there never any grown men fishing from the bridge? 

Have we lost our wonder of the world? Maybe—a little at least.  

 But I feel the creek and the land pulling me upstream. I stop chastising myself for 

a lack of boyishness, realizing that our urges and boundaries change. I can imagine that 

boy’s parents telling him to not go past the bridge. It’s a limitation as well as an 

attraction for him. Perhaps, someday he will climb down from the bridge and feel a 

power pulling him upstream—the same power that is pulling me upstream and towards 

the higher ground.  

 Mora Creek pushes these thoughts out of my head. The clear moving water, the 

pines, the cool dry air is enough to feel, to experience—and the fish of course. My 

awareness and appreciation are heightened at Mora because most years I only get to 

come to this part of New Mexico for about a week. Back home it had been in the 

hundreds every day with a fairly high humidity. In Texas I rise early and work in my 

large, market garden until lunch—until the nauseating heat drives me inside. To come to 

the mountains and need a jacket seems like an impossibility.  

 But I’m here, and the cool air and pines are real. I stop at a nice hole to fish. My 

equipment is simple. I have my son’s small spinning rod. I have replaced the green and 

blue, egg-shaped reel that came with it with the smallest spinning reel that I could find. 

It’s not fancy, but it does a good job of casting a tiny Panther Martin spinner. I also have 

a clear casting bubble to cast the few flies I have brought—an elk hair caddis, an 

Adam’s ant, and a few I don’t know the name of. 

 I left my fly rod back at the lodge because the creek is narrow, and I know from 

past experience that casting conditions will be poor after I fish about a half-mile or so. 
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Actually, there are only a few spots on this creek where using a fly rod is possible. I 

want to fish every good spot; that’s why I brought my son’s kiddy pole. I tie on a 1/32 

ounce Panther Martin that is black with orange spots—a color that has been good to me 

at Mora for years. My first cast is good; it lands a few inches from the opposite shore. 

When the tiny lure passes a large rock, I feel a hard strike. I flick my wrist to set the 

hook, and the fight is on. The fish strips a few inches of line and even jumps once. A 

moment later I wet my hand to release the fish, but I don’t have to touch him. I simply 

grab the end of the spinner, and the eight-inch rainbow shakes himself free.  

 I make a few more casts and then move up the creek. The trail leads right past a 

camping spot where a young man and woman sit outside drinking coffee. A girl of about 

eight sits at a small plastic table eating white powdered donuts; white sugar encircles 

her mouth. She smiles at me as I pass by. Because I am only feet from their camp, I 

feel awkward, like an intruder in someone’s home, but they don’t seem to mind my 

presence. The man nods in a friendly way. They seem content to enjoy the morning; 

evidently the fish can wait. I wonder if they will leave their cozy camp all day, and a 

small part of me envies their leisurely attitude.  

 But I need to fish and to move upstream. Minutes later I stop at the next hole. 

There is a red stringer with five dead trout on it, lying in the creek. The fish are gray and 

bloated; black and green flies buzz all around them. I wonder what the story is. 

Forgotten? Lost? I cast the spinner a few times but don’t get a strike. I watch the 

spinner glide past the dead fish and think that any fish caught here would be tainted. I 

move on.  
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 At the next hole, I catch and release a couple more stockers. As I move up the 

creek, it begins to change, to narrow and pick up pace. The holes become fewer and 

smaller. Willows and brush make casting harder. There is still a distinct trail, but I have 

obviously gotten to the point of the creek that is not fished as much. I realize that I have 

never caught a rainbow this far up the creek. I am in the Brook trout water now, and I 

change my tactics. I creep along like a coyote, casting from behind boulders and trees, 

careful not to swing the rod too much. I just flick my wrist when I cast. Not much of a 

cast is needed because the holes are usually only a few feet across.  

 I catch my first Brookie of the day from behind a car-sized boulder. The spinner 

plops in the water on the other side of the rock, and the fish is hooked immediately. I 

pull him around the rock. He hit like a bass and fought hard but for not very long. I kneel 

down and admire his orange and red spots against a background of copper. He is 

around seven inches long and skinnier, more streamlined than the stocked rainbows. I 

feel different about this fish, like I have accomplished something more. I have less fish 

but more satisfaction: a wild trout. I do enjoy catching stockers—they bite hard, pull 

hard, and taste great. But, I guess catching a stocked trout is like shooting a young 

buck, a yearling fork-horn that doesn’t know much yet. There’s just not much skill 

needed to catch a trout that was raised in a pond at a hatchery. All that is required is 

finding a trout that is hungry and then providing it with a baited hook. I have caught 

stockers on cheese, corn, and hot dogs. Brook trout are usually too wild and smart to 

bite a hot dog. As I release the Brookie and watch it dart away, I wonder how big the 

Brookies get. An eight incher is about as big as I have ever caught at Mora.  
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 Thinking of bigger fish, I move up the creek. I catch several more small fish within 

a couple of hundred yards—one is a feisty fingerling that isn’t as big as the minnows 

that I use as bait back home. Catching so many trout makes me wonder if I am the first 

fisherman up the creek this morning.  

 I get my answer a few minutes later when I see two men fifty yards ahead of me. 

They are staring intently into the creek, one man standing behind the other with his fly 

rod raised and ready to cast. The man in front is pointing at what must be a trout in the 

creek. They are standing at least twenty feet away from the water and are doing a good 

job of stalking a wary fish. They wear expensive khaki pants, lightweight shirts, nice 

fishing vests and felt hats. Like me they are in their thirties. They are physically fit, with 

short hair. In a word, they look the part of yuppie fly fishermen.  

 The taller man tries to cast, but his fly gets caught in the leaves of an aspen. I 

stop about twenty yards away to watch, feeling that uncomfortable feeling you get when 

you know that no matter what you do you are about to surprise someone and probably 

startle them. Sure enough, when the two turn to look at the tangled fly, they see me. 

The shorter man jumps a little when he sees me. My past experience with yuppie fly 

fishermen tells me to just nod and say hello, but then I notice the taller man’s reaction to 

me. He looks me up and down and then refuses to even look at me.  

 For the past three days, I have been fly fishing in the nearby Pecos River and 

dealing with these kinds of guys. As long as you dress like they do, only use a fly rod 

and flies, and release every trout you catch they are polite. On the first day of my trip, I 

had worn clothes similar to theirs and used flies exclusively. On that day, I was just one 

of the guys. Most of my fellow fishermen were polite and many engaged me in 
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conversation about the best flies to use and the luck I was having. Of course, not all of 

the fishermen were friendly, but I figured that they considered themselves better that 

everyone else on a fulltime basis—not just on a trout stream. I’m more of a jeans and 

flannel shirt guy to tell the truth. When I wore those clothes on my second day on the 

river, I was snubbed. I also switched from a fly to a spinner, a sign that I was a redneck.  

Most of the purists were content to pretend that I wasn’t there mucking up their 

wilderness fishing experience. A few, however, couldn’t refrain from giving me a dirty 

look. After that day I decided to only wear faded jeans and flannel shirts, ones with a 

few holes in them preferably. I had also vowed to be my usual polite self to everyone I 

met on the river.  

 But I guess I let the tall yuppie get to me. I walk up to the pair and stand right in 

front of them. Pretty hard to ignore.  

 “Have yall caught a lot of fish this morning?” I drawl evilly.  

This question is sacrilegious to yuppie fly fishermen. The tall one still won’t look at me. 

The short one stares at me for a long wonderfully awkward moment, a look of mild terror 

on his face. He looks as if I’ve just asked him how much money he makes a year.  

 “We’ve had a fine morning so far,” he finally stammers.  

The other man gives me a glare. I’m honored to at least exist.  

“Well, that’s fine,” I say.  

I give them a cheerful smile and walk away. At first I’m glad that I didn’t just nod 

and walk on by, but as I continue down the creek, I realize that I probably should have. 

What’s the point of returning rudeness with rudeness, even if mine was subtly done? 
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Once again I vow to be a gentlemen no matter what. What would Atticus Finch do if he 

had to deal with these snoots, I ask myself? Smile, say good morning, and move on.   

I try to put the encounter out of my mind, but naturally it keeps coming to mind. I 

think about the guy’s response to my question. For him to even know how many fish he 

had caught would be a sin. I’m familiar with his mindset: 

“It’s all about the experience.” 

“Experiencing nature is more important than catching fish.” 

“Just being here is enough.” 

I occasionally encounter sportsmen like this in the café or the convenience store 

where I live. They are from Dallas and Fort Worth, and they pay a lot of money to lease 

the hunting rights on the farms and ranches in my county. If you ask them if they shot 

any dove or if they have gotten their buck yet, they sometimes smugly say something 

like, “No, but it was a great day to be outdoors.” 

Well yeah, I think, but don’t you actually want to shoot or catch something since 

you’re out there. I suppose I’m spoiled. I live on farm and get to experience nature every 

day, sometimes too much nature like a plague of grasshoppers that are devastating my 

crops. I agree with their ideas to a point, but I also like to shoot game and catch fish and 

even eat a few trout, and I’m not going to apologize for doing so. At the end of this day, I 

will surely know how many fish I’ve caught. Not just today, but the day before and every 

day that I get to fish in these mountains. Every fish is a gift, something to remember, 

something to stamp into my brain and never forget: the way it hit the fly or lure, the way 

that it pulled against the line, every jump that it made, the way some fish make one last 

hard run when they see my hand reaching for them.  
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These thoughts distract me, and I hang the spinner on a log. Eventually, the line 

breaks in my attempt to retrieve it. I don’t have another black spinner, so I tie on an elk-

hair caddis and attach a clear casting bobber to the twelve-pound test line—pretty high 

tech stuff. I laugh to myself when I think of those two guys’ fly rods compared to my rig.  

I come to a big pool below some boulders. The pool’s edge is crowded with 

willows; they provide good cover for sneaking but make casting rough. As I creep 

toward the boulders, I see bear tracks in the soft black mud of the creek bank. A large 

sow and two cubs drank here last night. A delightful fear fills me as I stand in their 

footprints and prepare to cast. Due to thick brush, I have exactly no room to cast. I strip 

several feet of line from the reel with one hand, grab the line above the fly with the other 

hand, and toss the fly a few feet into the pool. It sits for only a moment before a fish 

takes it. The strong pull and bend of the rod tell me that this fish is a little bigger. I let 

him pull for a moment, reel a few times, then reach down to hold him gently. He is 

bigger, about ten inches. The hook slips free as I admire him, and I ease him back into 

the water.  

I cast—if you can call tossing a fly into the stream with your hand casting—a few 

more times without any results and leave the pool. Catching the nice brook trout works 

magic on me—I forget my encounter with the two purists. The sound of the water 

drowns out their memory. The scent of the pines pushes the bad taste of their rudeness 

out of my mouth.  

This mood, however, is short lived. I’m fishing a large, promising hole a few 

hundred yards upstream when I hear feet crunching rocks on the trail.  

“Great,” I mutter to myself. “It’s probably another one.” 
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Instead, a young boy of about ten appears after a moment; the sight of me stops 

him short. Although I’m holding a fishing pole, he asks, “Are you fishing?” 

“Yes.” 

“Well, there’s no fish here today. We haven’t caught anything,” he says as he 

takes a big bite out of a red apple he holds in his hand.  

“I just caught a pretty good one,” I tell him and wonder who “we” refers to. 

 I resist the urge to ask him if he is eating an apple. Hearing the crunch of rocks 

again, I turn to see a man in his late fifties coming down the trail. He carries a fly rod 

and I swear he looks exactly like Ralph Lauren, right down to the white hair, tanned 

face, and perfect white teeth. The cost of his clothes could make a payment on my 

truck. Here we go again, I think.   

“That’s my grandfather,” the boy says.  

“Good morning,” Ralph Lauren says and actually seems to mean it.  

I start to return his greeting, but the boy interrupts me.  

“He says that he just caught a fish,” he says, obviously not believing its possible 

to catch a trout here.  

“Good,” the man says to the boy. Then he asks me,” So you’re having some 

luck?” 

“I’ve caught a few little ones,” I say.  

“What fly are you using?” he asks. 

“An elk-hair caddis.” 

“I may try one of those,” he says. “Are you going all the way to the top?” 
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“I don’t know,” I say. “Maybe. I’ve never been much farther than this pool. The 

water gets too fast to fish.” 

“Well, you should hike up to the top of the mountain. The creek flattens out and 

the water slows down. There’s plenty of space to cast, and there’s a lot of fish and not 

very many people.”  

“Sounds good.” 

“Yeah, there’s also a trail that goes off to the east. If you follow it, you might see 

some elk. I’ve even seen a few Bighorn Sheep up there.” 

“I appreciate you telling me about that,” I say.  

“Well, we’re on our way to the lake. This boy is too tuckered out to go any further, 

and he needs to catch a fish.” 

“My boy caught a few there yesterday using green power bait,” I tell him.  

“Thanks,” he says, “and good luck.”  

As they start back down the trail, I hear the boy ask, “But where’s his fish?” 

“Most of us let them go up here,” the man explains.  

I stand and watch them until they disappear. “Well,” I say to myself, “that wasn’t 

what I expected.”  I start up the trail, which quickly leaves the creek and leads to a steep 

hill. The climb is several hundred feet, and when I get to the top I my legs are burning 

and my flatlander’s lungs are struggling for air. I sit on top of a flat rock to take a break 

and admire the scenery. The hill I’m on is pretty barren—there are only a few pines that 

haven’t been cut. On the other side of the creek, the timber is thick and more diverse. 

On up the mountain, I can see nearly a mile of Mora Creek as it rushes down the steep 

side of the mountain—unfishable water all the way to the top.  
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As I rest, I think about the boy and the man I had just encountered. I had 

certainly misjudged him. When I saw that he looked like a yuppie, purist fly fisherman, I 

had anticipated another unpleasant experience. I had expected arrogance and 

rudeness. Instead, he had been incredibly gracious. I thought of what he had said to his 

grandson: “Most of us don’t keep the fish up here.” He had judged me correctly. He 

knew a passionate trout fisherman when he saw one. My guilt grew as I considered the 

way he had urged me to go higher up the mountain. The man had given me a gift when 

he revealed the fishing and wildlife that was upstream. A total stranger had invited me to 

go to a place that was special to him, a place where elk grazed and wild trout bit 

hungrily. He was exactly the opposite of the two purists I had encountered or the grungy 

man down at the campground who had acted as if I was trespassing on his private trout 

stream.  

I felt glad for the morning of fishing that I had experienced, but I also felt a little 

worn down and not just by the altitude or the hard hike up the stream. The class war I 

had fought this morning and all week long was just as tiring. I wondered where I stood in 

that struggle and couldn’t find a neat-fitting answer. I like expensive fishing shirts, but I 

also like the flannel fishing shirt that I’ve worn in the mountains for twenty years. Casting 

a fly with a fine fly rod is one of my greatest pleasures. But I also like catching perch 

with a cane pole and then using them to bait a trotline—fishing doesn’t get any more 

redneck than that.  

Perhaps my favorite outdoor passion is hunting quail and following behind a good 

pointer, an activity that is considered even more elite than fly-fishing. But for every day 

that I’ve trailed behind a bird dog, I’ve spent five nights trailing behind a coonhound. 
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Once again, those two pursuits don’t add up. Pointers say yuppie and coonhounds say 

redneck. Every since I was a boy, I have endured illogical people who describe 

coonhunters as ignorant white trash. Some of the finest men I know—including my 

father—are coon hunters. I enjoy both kinds of hunting. I like many kinds of hunting and 

fishing, regardless of the method I use or the status that does or doesn’t go with it.  

What I don’t like is the rudeness. All I can do about that, I suppose, is to be 

polite. I thought about my reaction to the man I had just met and felt guilty.  I hadn’t 

been rude, far from it. But I had felt rude even before I saw him. A sinking feeling had 

filled my chest, and I had felt assured that yet another rude outdoorsman was headed 

my way.   

 I was going to have to work on that attitude, or I would become just like the 

hostile man in the campground. Or, even worse, a different version of the two arrogant 

purists.  
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Joe’s Antlers 

 Last spring, a well-intentioned friend gave me a set of deer antlers. They weren’t 

big or small, just an average whitetail rack with four points on each side. Someone had 

put some bailing wire on them in order to hang them up. A mouse had nearly chewed 

one of the brow tines off, and it looked like a dog had chewed on them too.  My friend 

had found them on our neighbor’s farm while he was looking for a strayed cow. Our 

neighbor’s name was Joe. He died of a heart attack nearly two years ago, so I guess 

my friend thought it was okay to take the antlers that had been lying in a meadow near 

Joe’s cabin. Evidently, a dog must have carried them there, chewed on them awhile, 

and then left them.   

 Joe was a Swedish immigrant who had lived most of his life in a large city, 

where he had worked in a factory in order to support his wife and kids. But his kids 

moved away and his wife passed away, so Joe quit the factory and city life and moved 

to the country.  

 Joe bought a farm a couple of miles from my farm. Really, it wasn’t much of a 

farm. Most of it is covered with oak timber that is so thick you can barely walk through it. 

And Joe wasn’t much of a farmer. He raised a few cows, some goats, and tended a big 

garden. Mostly, Joe fished for black bass in the creek that ran through his property and 

hunted deer and rabbits.  

 I took the horns from my friend and told him thanks. Later, I smiled and thought 

that my friend didn’t understand how I felt about deer antlers, or deer, for that matter. It’s 

obvious that I like deer antlers. They hang above the door of my barn, on the wall of my 

porch, and thanks to an understanding wife, in nearly every room of our house. But 
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those are my horns. I hunted hard for them. Each rack is important, whether it is the 

small fork-horn that I killed long ago while hunting with my best friend or the big ten-

point skull mount that rests above my fireplace.  

 It is equally obvious that I like deer hunting. I spend hundreds of hours each year 

scouting, hunting, and even looking for sheds in the spring, and I will admit that I like big 

antlered deer more than the small ones.  

 I’m pretty sure that my friend thinks that I hunt just for the horns. Of course, I 

don’t. Nevertheless, antlers are important to me. I know that probably doesn’t make 

sense to a person who doesn’t hunt and confuses some that do. It’s hard for me to 

explain the way I feel about deer antlers, and more importantly, the way I feel about 

deer. The simple sight of a doe makes my day, maybe my week. The sight of a buck, 

even a small one, makes my heart pound. 

 I didn’t try to explain this to my friend. I took the antlers home and set them on 

my woodpile, where they stayed all spring. I noticed them every once in a while as I 

worked around my farm. Sometimes, I wondered why I didn’t place much value on Joe’s 

antlers. Obviously, the basic reason was that I didn’t kill the deer that carried that rack. 

My feelings about antlers, however, are more complicated than that. It’s hard, I 

suppose, for many hunters to explain why a buck’s antlers are so important. On the 

simplest level, I like the way they look and the uniqueness of each rack. I like the way 

some brow-tines split, or the way some brow tines have a hook. I like the wide 

symmetrical racks the best. But I also like the non-typical ones, the tall ones, the heavy 

ones, the ones with burrs, the smooth ones, the dark mahogany ones, the ivory-colored 

ones…. In a word, I like deer antlers.  
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 My mother recently asked me, “Are you obsessed with deer horns?” 

 “No,” I said, “I’m obsessed with deer.”  

 That was a true statement, but still not an adequate explanation of how important 

the racks are because the antlers are symbolic to me in so many ways. By simply 

looking at a rack, I am reminded of the places that I haunt every fall and winter: the oak 

ridges, the river-bottoms, the creeks, and the swamps where the smartest bucks hide. 

Deer horns are also symbolic of the way I feel about hunting and the outdoors in 

general. They make me consider and be aware of my passion for the hunt, the friends 

and family that I hunt with, and my love and relationship to nature in general. Antlers are 

one of the symbols that remind me of my role in nature, as both predator and steward.  

 That’s a lot for a simple object to represent, but if you are a serious deer hunter 

you know what I mean. To a non-hunter, this explanation may not make sense. To anti-

hunters, these ideas are ludicrous because they don’t want to consider that a hunter’s 

passion for animals and the animals he or she hunts can run that deep. They don’t want 

to think about the fact that for many hunters hunting helps define who they are. It’s 

much simpler to label someone as a shallow “trophy-hunter” whose ego is proportional 

to how many large-antlered bucks they have killed.  

 I do know some hunters like that, and I also know some hunters who are 

unquestionably obsessed with deer antlers. They spend thousands of dollars a year on 

hunting leases and guided trips. I know a guy who has three hunting leases-one in 

South Texas, one in the Texas Panhandle, and one not too far from my farm. He 

spends over $5000 just to be a member on these leases, and, unbelievably, some years 
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he doesn’t even kill a buck. When asked why he didn’t kill a buck, he grins and says, 

“Couldn’t find one big enough.” 

 His dream is to kill a Boone and Crockett buck, meaning a buck whose antlers 

are big enough to make it into the Boone and Crockett Club’s record book. To do that a 

buck’s antlers must measure or “score” at least 170 total inches. To determine the score 

of a set of antlers, a person uses a tape measure to measure the rack in every possible 

way. They measure the diameter and length of every point, the width from one side of 

the rack to the other, etc. It sounds complicated, but it isn’t that difficult. I’ve never 

measured one of my deer’s racks, but I’ve seen it done enough to be familiar with what 

a buck will score.  

 So my friend’s life has been somewhat hijacked by his quest to kill a record-book 

buck. Besides the money that he spends, he also uses nearly every day of his vacation 

time hunting, and he hunts every weekend. He must have an understanding wife. 

Despite his efforts, the odds are against him—only a handful of record bucks are killed 

each year in Texas, and Texas usually leads the nation in the number of record-book 

bucks killed every year. A Boone and Crockett buck is truly a rare animal.  

 Joe’s antlers were not nearly big enough to bother with measuring. They might 

not even break a hundred inches. Sometimes when I looked at Joe’s antlers, I 

wondered what kind of man he was and what kind of a hunter. He obviously had no 

problem with shooting a smallish eight-point.  Did he sit and watch trails? Or, like me, 

did he get restless after a few hours of sitting and still-hunt through the timber? Did he 

let the small bucks go by, or was a spike as good as a twelve-point to Joe? 
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 To be honest, I didn’t know much about Joe. He kept to himself for the most part. 

He was a walker, and I saw him occasionally when he and his little black dog walked 

down the dirt road to town. Joe always waved when I saw him on the road, and if I saw 

him in the café he always acknowledged me with a nod. He sat in a back booth by 

himself on the rare occasions when he went to the café to drink coffee. Of course, the 

clanish locals never asked Joe to sit with them either. As Joe walked by the long table 

where the locals sat, they were content to ask him about his garden or if he had gotten 

his buck yet. The old farmers around here can be a bit standoffish, especially to people 

who move here from the city. I once heard a man say, “I’ve lived here for twelve years, 

and these people still act like they don’t know who I am.”  

 I started to feel guilty for not being friendlier to Joe. My excuse, I guess, was that 

I was always too busy. That was true, but I could have stopped on the road for a minute 

or two to shoot the bull with Joe. I seem to have time to do that when I run across one of 

my friends. By the end of the summer, the sight of Joe’s antlers had become a reminder 

of my own tendency to keep newcomers at a distance.  

 Gradually, this guilt and the guilt I felt when my friend handed me another man’s 

trophy grew until I had to do something about it. On a hot August afternoon, I took the 

antlers back to Joe’s farm. I drove the few miles to his farm. The gate was locked, so I 

took the horns, climbed the fence, and began the walk down the rocky road that led to 

Joe’s cabin. The hot afternoon sun was intense, and I was soon sweating. I comforted 

myself by telling myself that bow season was just a little over a month away.  

 As I walked I again wondered about what kind of hunter Joe had been. Did the 

sight of a velvet-horned buck fill him with a nearly uncontrollable sense of expectation? 
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Did he feel a rush of pleasure by simply seeing a heart-shaped track in the snow? Had 

he experienced the thrill of hearing a big-bodied buck crashing unseen through thick 

brush? Did watching a doe and her spotted fawn drink from a stream fill him with peace 

and contentment? Did the mere sight of a deer help Joe understand his place in the 

world? All of that is certainly true for me. 

 The road twisted and turned through oak timber for a few hundred yards before 

leading to a small meadow. A simple one-room cabin was on the other side of the 

meadow, against the timber. The cabin was made of cedar planks, a native-rock 

fireplace stood against one wall, and a porch ran all the way around the cabin. As I got 

closer, I noticed that antlers hung on the cabin wall. I looked for a vacancy among the 

racks on the porch, and sure enough, there was an empty space between two racks. 

There were nearly a dozen racks on the porch, none of them very big. I looked through 

the window, however, and saw a big eight-point hanging above the rock fireplace, the 

standard and honored place for a hunter’s biggest buck. It was a beauty, truly a trophy 

for our part of Texas. I carefully hung Joe’s rack on the nail where he had once placed 

it.  

  I sat down in a dusty rocking chair and admired all of Joe’s antlers, the cabin, 

the meadow, and the simple life that Joe had enjoyed there. I wondered if Joe had been 

content here. I guessed that he had, but I also thought that Joe probably wouldn’t have 

minded if one of his neighbors dropped by every once in a while for a visit. I felt a shot 

of pain when I noticed that there were several empty chairs on the porch, and I felt as if 

I had missed an opportunity to have another friend.  
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 Eventually, the sun dipped below a distant hill, and I stood up to leave. As I did a 

doe and fawn emerged on the far side of the meadow. The deer stood frozen for a 

moment, staring at the cabin, and then disappeared back into the woods. As I watched 

them go, I felt the familiar feeling of contentment, and I felt like maybe I knew Joe more 

than I had first thought.   
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Grinding It Out in Texas 

In the fall of 2005, an acquaintance of mine called and asked me to work as a 

hunting guide for a few days on his ranch in Oklahoma. I didn’t want to do it, but I 

agreed to because I was curious. His ranch is a 5,000-acre place, and it is high-fenced, 

meaning that a twelve-foot high fence surrounds the property. In other words, the deer 

cannot escape his property. Ever since I first heard about high fences, I was against 

them. For me, part of the appeal of deer hunting is that the animal has a chance to get 

away. But I wanted to know exactly why I was opposed to high fences, so I agreed to 

guide for a three-day hunt.  

A week later I sat in the hunting lodge with my acquaintance. His name was Keith 

and his father owned the ranch. It was Thursday after lunch, and four hunters from 

Dallas would arrive within a couple of hours. I was getting a crash course on which 

bucks the hunters could shoot and which bucks should be left alone so as to grow 

bigger antlers. I was confused. Keith was showing me video clip after video clip of 

bucks—they all seemed huge to me.  

“This is Crabclaw,” Keith said. “He’s a shooter.” 

The video showed a buck that was bigger by far than any buck I had ever seen 

while hunting. But he was a runt compared to some of the other bucks: Bruce Almighty, 

Bubba, Frowner, Fence, Bandit, etc. They all had names, and they all carried enormous 

antlers on their head. A few would make the Boone and Crocket record book for big 

game animals. The problem was that some of these deer were only three years old and 

would grow bigger antlers if left alone. About half of the twenty or so bucks that Keith 

showed me video of were off limits. Money was the reason. To kill a buck at this ranch 



 

92 

cost $5,000. In order to hunt the hunter first paid $2,500. If he killed a buck, he had to 

fork over another $2,500. But if the buck was big enough to make the record book, the 

total cost was $10,000. Unbelievable. A whole different world.  Ironically, deer killed 

within high fences can’t be entered into the record book. The Boone and Crocket Club 

doesn’t acknowledge bucks, or any other game, that was killed within the confines of a 

high fence.  This was, evidently, beside the point to the hunters who were currently on 

their way to the ranch. They all wanted to shoot a $10,000 deer.  

I didn’t want to be the guide who told a hunter to shoot a $5,000 deer that would 

be a $10,000 deer the next year. This kind of pressure was unexpected. That must have 

shown on my face because Keith said, “Don’t worry. The only shooter you’ll see today is 

Crabclaw.” I wondered how he knew this but was somewhat relieved because Crabclaw 

was easy to identify. He was a huge nine-point buck, and the tip of his right antler had 

two points that looked like a crab’s claw. His was probably about five years old, and his 

genetics had done all they could. He dwarfed the biggest buck I had ever killed, but he 

wasn’t close to a record-book buck. Just your ordinary $5,000 deer.  

“I’m going to go stretch my legs a minute,” I said. “I’ve seen so many bucks that 

I’m getting a little confused.”  

I walked out to my truck, grabbed my binoculars, and started toward the closest 

hill I could find.  Within minutes I was on top of the hill and could see a large portion of 

the ranch. The land was about the same as on my farm, which was fifty miles away in 

Texas: a mix of low, rolling hills covered with oak timber, native grasses in the open 

meadows, and big timber along the banks of the creeks. It was beautiful country: five 

thousand acres of uninterrupted land; no county roads; no houses; not even any cattle. 
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Normally, I would have been excited by such a sight and would have started moving 

across the land, urged ahead by a longing and passion that I can’t even describe.  

But not this day. I wanted to go home. The stress of the video session with Keith 

had killed my usual desires and instincts. And more importantly, the fence—even 

though I couldn’t see any of it where I stood, tainted all of the wonderful country that I 

saw before me. What have I gotten myself into, I asked myself. It was October 30. I 

wanted to go home so I could take my kids trick-or-treating the next night. Instead, I had 

tricked myself into a three-day stay on a high fenced ranch. I was already homesick and 

heartsick, and I had only been there for an hour. I knew, however, that I wasn’t leaving; I 

was going to stick it out. I was going to see what hunting behind a high fence was all 

about.   

 

Texas: November 5 to November 15 

A week later I stood on a house-sized rock in Jack County, Texas. It was early 

morning and still dark. In ten minutes deer season would start. I had only slept about 

three hours the night before, which was about average for the night before opening day. 

Three hundred yards east of me, my brother sat against a tree, fifty yards away from the 

only feeder on the ranch. We were hunting one hundred and thirty acres that belongs to 

my wife’s family. This was my fourteenth year to hunt this land. In some ways this was 

and is a great place to hunt: there are a lot of deer and it is very secluded. We were 

thirty miles from a town. There was also a twenty-five acre wheat field that was a deer 

magnet.  
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In other ways, this small ranch was a frustrating place to hunt. For one, the land 

was too open. One hundred acres was comprised of a cow pasture with mesquite trees 

growing here and there with only a few big oaks scattered here and there. Secondly, 

there was a dirt road that ran parallel to our land. This road and the land beside it 

belonged to my wife’s grandfather, but he let anyone use the road. Thus, hunters from 

the neighboring ranches—which consisted of about two thousand acres—used the 

road. I have lost track of how many times my hunts have been ruined because a truck 

or four-wheeler drove down the road and scared the deer away.  

I climbed down from the big rock and hid behind two smaller rocks that stand 

side by side and formed a perfect place to hide. Only my head showed above one of the 

rocks, and the other rock was nearly flat and provided me with a solid rest to shoot from. 

Within minutes I could see. It was exactly thirty minutes before sunrise. Deer season 

had officially begun.  

I was on the highest point of land on the ranch and could see most of the one 

hundred acre pasture and part of the wheat field. Two hundred yards below me there 

was a shallow draw that led from the foot of one oak ridge to another oak ridge five 

hundred yards away. Unfortunately, neither of those two ridges were on our land. The 

draw, however, was a natural crossing between the two ridges. It was a good place to 

hunt, especially in the morning when deer where traveling to their bedding areas on the 

ridges.  

Thirty minutes passed before I saw a deer. Two does moved down the edge of 

the draw through the mesquites. They came in and out of sight for a few minutes and 

then vanished. I used my binoculars and scanned the place where I first saw the does. 
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What I hoped to see was a big buck trailing the does. The first couple of weeks of 

November are the breeding season for whitetails, and bucks will trail does like a hound 

trails a rabbit in order to get a chance to breed. This is one of two times a year when 

hunters have the best chance to kill a trophy buck. More big bucks are killed the first ten 

days of the season than the remaining fifty days that follow.  The next best time to kill a 

big buck is on an exceptionally cold day when hunger drives deer to the wheat field. To 

be honest, however, most big bucks are willing to wait until dark to feed, regardless of 

how cold it is.  

So I diligently watched the draw and looked for movement or a patch of brown 

hair or the flash of the sun on an antler. And watched. And watched. Two hours passed 

and I saw nothing. I turned my attention to the ridge on the neighboring ranch, which 

was one hundred and fifty yards away. I glassed the thick oak scrub and brush of the 

ridge. My binoculars stopped on a patch of brown. Slowly, I made out the shape of a 

deer’s body, and it was a big body with a drooping belly like the big bucks I had seen in 

Oklahoma a week earlier. I couldn’t see the deer’s antlers; they were hidden among the 

brush. I studied the deer hard, trying to see if it was a trophy. I knew I couldn’t shoot 

onto the neighbor’s property, but there was a good chance that the buck would come 

onto our land. He was basically doing the same thing that I was—using a high vantage 

point to find deer. The difference was that he was looking for does to breed, and I was 

looking for him.  

Or so I thought. After ten long minutes, the buck finally turned his head a little, 

and I saw his antlers. He was a four-point. He was the biggest bodied and oldest four-

point I had ever seen, but he was nonetheless just a four-point. Nearly every hunter I 
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know would call him a “cull”. He had bad genetics. He had probably started out as a 

spike, and then became a four-point when he was two years old and would be a four-

point on the day he died, which was not going to be on that day. I only had one buck tag 

and was determined to attach it to a trophy buck.  

That four-point might have been a cull, but he was smart. Even if I had wanted to, 

I never would have gotten a shot. He stayed hidden in the thick brush for another fifteen 

minutes, and then turned and vanished. It was after nine o’clock. My first hunt of the 

year was over.  

Over the next ten days, I hunted seven more times. Usually, I hunted in the 

evenings and watched the wheat field. Combined, I saw six bucks. Five were one and 

one-half years old and had small racks, and I never considered shooting them. On my 

fifth hunt, I saw a good buck. He jumped into the wheat field when there was only about 

five minutes left to hunt. If he had been in range, my hunt for a good buck might have 

ended that evening. But he was at the far end of the wheat field: four hundred yards 

away was much too far to shoot. Furthermore, there was very little light. When I looked 

through my scope, he looked about as big as a jackrabbit.  

The rut ended a few days later, and I knew that it was going to get much harder. 

It did.   

 

Thursday evening in Oklahoma 

A couple of hours later, I sat in an elevated deer stand with my hunter. His name 

was Warren, and he—like the other three hunters—was “in real estate”. 
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“I like to build houses and office buildings and sell them,” he told me within a few 

minutes of meeting him, “but I mostly do appraising.” 

He was in his early forties and had two kids, twelve and eight. All four hunters 

were from Dallas, and they hunted together several times a year. Their last trip together 

had been to Argentina to hunt dove and ducks.  

Keith had driven us up to the stand—a four by six plastic box that sat on metal 

posts twelve feet off the ground—at 4:30.  At 5:45 an automatic wildlife feeder would go 

off and sling a couple of pounds of corn onto the ground around it. For the first hour, we 

didn’t see any deer. We whispered—getting to know each other—and admired the 

stand sight. It was a likely looking spot: a low, oak-covered hill was about fifty yards to 

our left and a hundred yards to our right a small creek ran through a meadow. There 

was a lot of brush and small trees on both banks of the creek. Between the hill and the 

creek, the land was open, and waist-high native grasses grew there. The stand we sat 

in was in the middle of the open ground. The corn feeder was on the fringe of the creek 

where it made a bend and was a hundred and fifty yards away from the stand. The 

feeder had been placed with a lot of thought—the deer could use the cover around the 

creek or the hill to approach the feeder.   The bend in the creek and the foot of the hill 

formed a bottleneck of cover that a deer would feel comfortable traveling through.  

About fifteen minutes before the feeder was set to go off, I saw a flash of 

movement on the other side of the creek.  

“There’s a deer,” I whispered. 

Both of us put binoculars to our eyes. I saw antlers.  
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“It’s a buck,” I said and was a little surprised at how excited I was. We lost sight 

of the buck for a few minutes, and then there he was, standing a few feet from the 

feeder. He was a trophy for nearly all hunters and was as big as the biggest buck I had 

ever killed. But he was a “scrub buck” for a high-fenced ranch. Body size and shape 

reveal a deer’s age, and his body revealed him to be about seven or eight years old. He 

was ancient because most bucks are killed by a hunter, a car, or a predator before they 

are three years old. My heartbeat went back to normal.  

“He’s not a shooter,” I said.  

“Not even close,” Warren said.  

The buck then did something I had never seen. He walked around the feeder a 

couple of times and then bedded down. Bedded down? Huum. This was strange 

behavior indeed for a mature buck, or any deer for that matter, not to mention one as 

old as Methuselah. Most deer at feeders are on high alert, but this old buck was so at 

ease that he was going to take a nap. He knew exactly when that feeder was going to 

go off and was willing to wait.  

And then just like that, Crabclaw was there. Neither of us had seen him 

approach. He stood motionless a few feet from the old buck, and he was something. 

The few seconds of video that I had seen didn’t do him justice. His rack was over twenty 

inches wide, his points were a foot tall, and the diameter of his antlers was amazing. 

After twenty-eight years of hunting and many hundreds of hunts, I was looking at the 

biggest buck I had ever seen.  

“It’s him,” I whispered. “It’s Crabclaw.” 
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Warren put his binoculars down and picked up his rifle. He placed the barrel on 

the windowsill of the stand. The barrel was rock steady. I put my fingers in my ears and 

waited for the deafening blast of the rifle. And waited. And waited.  

And waited. 

I took my fingers out of my ears. Warren was still looking through the scope.  

“Are you gonna shoot?” 

Warren raised his head up and said, “He’s too small.” Moments passed.  

“You sure?” 

“Yeah, I’ve got one like him. I want a bigger one.” 

Huum. I didn’t say anything. I was stunned, and I wondered if he was making a 

smart choice. His hunt was only for two and a half days. Crabclaw could definitely be 

the biggest buck he saw. He wasn’t a record-book buck, but he was close.  

Right before dark, an hour or so later, Warren did something that was 

unquestionably stupid.  After he didn’t shoot Crabclaw, more deer came to the feeder. A 

couple of smaller bucks came and then three does materialized out of the hillside to our 

left. Seven deer calmly munched corn at the feeder for over thirty minutes. Then they all 

started our way, down the dim road that led from the feeder towards the stand. It was 

the road we had driven down a few hours earlier. The road skirted the hill and then 

passed forty yards from the stand. The deer were going to walk right past us. The does, 

as usually happens, came first, followed by the smaller bucks. Surely, I thought, 

Crabclaw won’t be that dumb. I had anticipated him disappearing into the same brush 

he had used to get to the feeder. Nope. He started down the road toward the stand. He 
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got bigger and bigger the closer he got. Man, what a buck. Within seconds, he was 

even with us. He stopped and stood broadside forty yards from us. 

“You sure?” I asked again. 

“I’m sure.” 

The buck started walking again, and that was when Warren did the stupid thing. 

He whistled. A quick, sharp whistle. My heart stopped. Are you kidding me? What was 

this guy thinking. A world-class buck was within rock-throwing distance, and he was 

whistling at him. Crabclaw froze and threw his head up. He’ll bolt any second I thought. 

Nope. He continued down the road. Another whistle. The buck froze. I should say 

something. I mean I am the guide. But what? Perhaps: “Hey Warren, please don’t be a 

complete idiot and scare this monster of a buck away for the rest of eternity. Some other 

rich guy from Dallas might actually shoot him.” I say nothing. Miraculously—or perhaps 

not—the buck continues his evening stroll down the road. A third whistle.  

“Look at that,” Warren said, “he doesn’t even care that we are here.” 

No, you moron, he doesn’t know that we are here. He just hears a strange 

sound.  

A fourth whistle. 

Same result.  

Maybe Crabclaw didn’t care. 

   

Texas: November 15 to November 30 

I hunted six times during these two weeks and saw three bucks: a spike, a four 

point, and a young, small eight point. I never even raised my gun. When I was a teen-
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ager, I would have shot at them within seconds of seeing them. But after killing a few 

small bucks, I wanted more. I wanted a challenge. When you’re a kid, any buck—the 

smallest spike in the woods—can give you buck fever. By the time I was twenty, I was a 

trophy hunter. A smart, mature buck with a big rack has been my goal every year since 

then. I don’t mean a buck like the ones in Oklahoma—that would not be reasonable. I 

mean a buck that’s at least three years old and has at least eight points. 

I didn’t see a buck like that during these two weeks, but I did see a lot of does. 

For me, any hunt when you see a deer is a good hunt, and the does kept me 

encouraged because even though the breeding season was for the most part over, 

there are always a few unbred does during these weeks. Some does don’t conceive or 

they abort their fawns and come back into estrus. The bucks “cruise” around looking for 

does that are receptive. So my strategy was to hunt where the does were in hopes of 

seeing one of these cruising bucks. That meant hunting the wheat field because every 

evening that’s where the does headed. As I said earlier, my hunting place has a lot of 

pros and cons. The wheat field was no exception. It drew a lot of deer, but it had two 

problems. First, it was too open around two edges of the field—the two edges that were 

on our property. Across the fence, there was thick brush, and that was good. But I 

couldn’t hunt over there. I had only two places to hide close to the wheat. On one end of 

the wheat, I hid among the branches of a big cedar tree. On the other end, I hid behind 

a large oak tree. That left a lot of ground in between; deer in the middle of the field were 

too far to shoot at. So, of course, that was where the deer headed to as soon as they 

jumped the fence into the field.  
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The second problem was the road. On three of my six hunts, a truck or four-

wheeler went down the road and scared the deer away. The hunters on the land next to 

us did not believe in walking or sitting on a stand. Their idea of hunting was to drive 

around constantly until they saw a deer stupid enough to stand still while they shot them 

from their vehicle—they didn’t kill many deer.  

And for those three weeks, neither did I.  

 

Friday Morning in Oklahoma 

The next morning found Warren and me sitting in another stand, waiting for first 

light and wondering what kind of land surrounded us. Eventually, the sun started up and 

we saw an even more picturesque setting than the one we had been in the evening 

before. The stand was placed on the edge of a huge meadow that comprised at least 

two hundred acres. A large creek flowed through the middle of the meadow, courtesy of 

several springs—or artesian wells as we call them—that flowed year-round on the 

ranch. The meadow was bordered by steep, wooded hills whose timber was much 

larger than the trees we had seen the night before. Our stand sat amid several century-

old oaks that grew at the base of the hill to our back. One hundred yards in front of us 

stood the obligatory corn feeder. One hundred yards beyond that stood a cedar-planked 

cabin that could have been nearly as old as the oaks that surrounded it.  

“How would you like to live in that?” Warren asked me as soon as the cabin 

became visible.  

“Be rough,” I lied. Except for its age, dilapidated state, and lack of electricity, it 

wasn’t much different than the farmhouse I contentedly lived in.  
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After thirty minutes, the feeder came to life and its spinning plate of metal threw 

out corn. There were no huge bucks, or anything at all, waiting for the corn this time. An 

hour passed and the meadow remained lovely but empty of wildlife. Warren wasn’t in a 

talkative mood. He and his buddies had stayed up late, watching video of bucks and 

giving each other heck. He let out a long sigh every once in a while to let me know he 

was frustrated. Just when I thought we were going to get skunked, I saw a deer 

standing motionless in what once was the front yard of the old homestead. Our 

binoculars came up instantly.  

“Good buck,” I said, but even as I spoke I realized the buck wasn’t a shooter. 

Despite the perfectly symmetrical and large ten-point rack, his sleek thoroughbred –

looking body revealed that he was three years old and thus, off limits. “He’s too young, 

though,” I said.  

As the buck stood staring at the feeder, another buck walked up and stood 

behind him. They looked like twins except the second buck was only an eight point. 

After a couple more minutes of surveying the scene, they came to the feeder and began 

to eat. The ten-point’s antlers looked a lot like the rack that hangs above my fireplace—

the biggest buck of my life. I had hunted over four hundred times before I had killed him 

on a freezing evening in December, with only one minute of legal shooting light 

remaining. If my house someday catches fire, I will stop on the way out the door and 

grab those antlers.  

The two bucks only ate for about five minutes before turning into the timber of the 

hill and then fading out of sight. We still had nearly two hours left to sit, and I had a 

feeling that no more deer were going to show themselves. I was right.  
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My eyes returned to that old cabin, and I mused about the kind of life that family 

must have lived there. I imagined corn and cotton growing in the now grassy meadow. A 

hard life, but a good life. And what a view. A kid who grew up there would have had a 

ball fishing for perch and bass in the live creek and roaming the hills with a single-shot 

22 or 20 gauge. No more of that. “No trespassing” was the law of the land now. At one 

time, these five thousand acres would have supported at least a dozen families. Now 

they belonged to Keith’s father, who had made millions in pharmaceuticals and who 

bought ranches as a hobby. And, I suppose, to give his son a way to make a living. Five 

years earlier, this ranch had been owned by a local cattleman who had let anyone hunt 

there who asked nicely. When Keith’s dad bought the place and had the fence built, that 

free hunting came to an abrupt halt. The locals, or at least some of them, did not take 

this turn of events well.  

The descendents of the people who had once lived on the ranch, and maybe 

even in the cabin by the stand, had been giving Keith a lot of trouble—or so I had heard 

through the grapevine. Big bucks had been poached. Great, gaping holes had been cut 

out of the twelve-foot fence. And, worse, Keith’s wife and kids had been threatened. 

Like any rural area, there are poor, ignorant people here. And like everywhere, some of 

them are also violent. But based on the time I’ve spent in the area, there are an above 

average number of felons, and they seem to be meaner than run-of-the-mill rural thugs.  

Keith had taken some protective measures to protect the deer. I don’t know what 

he did about his family. Because some of the bucks had been shot from the road, he did 

the only logical thing—he bought a bulldozer and spent hundreds of hours pushing large 

mounds of earth up around the fences. Road hunters can’t shoot what they can’t see. 
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Keith had also armed the two fulltime guides who worked on the ranch. They both wore 

44’s strapped to their hips.  

One of those men was a retired Texas game warden, a tough little guy who had 

once arrested his best friend—and fellow deacon down at the church—for poaching a 

doe. For a time he had served in the county where I live, and he was universally hated, 

except by the large ranchers whose land he guarded like a night patrolman. I had a 

revealing conversation with this guy in the guides’ bunkhouse the night before. 

Hurricane Katrina had recently killed thousands and left tens of thousands homeless in 

Louisiana. The retired warden was more than a little upset by the amount of money the 

federal government was spending on the refugees.  

“Those kind of gimme programs,” he instructed me, “just don’t work.” 

I figured anyone that mean-spirited wouldn’t hesitate to whip out his 44 and open 

up on a poacher. And from what I’ve heard about some of those Love County, 

Oklahoma boys, they would gladly return fire.  

I wondered if any of the four real estate investors from Dallas had a clue what 

was going on here. Did they realize the costs, the turmoil, and even the danger that a 

simple twelve-foot fence had produced? I glanced at Warren.  

He was asleep.  

 

Texas: December 1 to December 15 

 On December 1, an event occurred that greatly reduced my chances of killing a 

mature buck. My wife’s uncle showed up for his yearly deer hunt. And that year, he 

thoughtfully brought two of his buddies. For three days, they shot at every deer they 
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saw. They never laid eyes on a buck, but they were able to kill three does. Three does 

that I had worked hard to not disturb so that they would keep coming to the wheat field.  

 The openness of the wheat field wasn’t a problem for them. They solved that 

dilemma by trespassing. They crossed the fence and sat in the thick brush bordering 

the wheat field. I wouldn’t have done that even if we owned that brush. It simply ruins 

the hunting. Every time a deer—any deer—sees you, hears you, or worst of all smells 

you, you have done great harm to your hunting. I go to great lengths to make sure a 

deer doesn’t sense my presence. Those guys only cared about shooting a deer. Any 

deer. The first deer they could get in their sights.  

 I took a break for a few days, letting the deer get over this fiasco. But I knew they 

wouldn’t get over it. This was the toughest time, the time of no deer. This scenario 

occurs every year. The hunting doesn’t get hard; it gets impossible. The deer simply 

disappear.  

 Even if my in-laws forget to show up and wreck everything, the circus that occurs 

on the neighboring ranches makes the deer go nocturnal. Hunters in jeeps and four-

wheelers drive around constantly—even during the peak hunting times, which is thirty 

minutes before sunset and thirty minutes after sunset. Hunters yell. They shoot 

armadillos. They set up their camps on deer travel corridors. They yell some more. They 

occasionally get off of their four-wheelers and blunder through the woods. They are 

mystified and ask, “Where in the heck are all the deer at?” I wonder if some of these 

guys are PETA members in disguise.  

 After a while, I couldn’t take not hunting. I went. I saw nothing. Big surprise. I 

waited a few days and went again. I settled down among the branches of the cedar tree 
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that was by the wheat field. It was cold and still and quiet. A spark of hope appeared on 

the scene. Fifteen blissful minutes passed. And then I heard the first shots. Someone on 

the next ranch had emptied an automatic pistol. Ten shots had rang out in a few 

seconds. I could tell it was a pistol by the sound. I have a lot of experience listening to 

“hunters” target practicing. As soon as the first gun emptied, a second shooter emptied 

his pistol. Or maybe the guy wore a two-gun holster? Surely, I thought, they’ll stop soon. 

Surely, they wouldn’t be so selfish as to ruin everyone’s’ hunt within a mile radius. They 

were that selfish. They didn’t stop. It was an hour and a half till dark. They’ll shoot for a 

while, I thought, and then I’ll have the last hour to hunt. Nope. They shot till sunset; my 

hunt was ruined. I had driven for nearly an hour to sit and listen to two idiots shoot at a 

tin can. Another outraged hunter, I learned later, accosted these pistoleros and asked 

them what their problem was. They said that they weren’t going to get a buck. They 

hadn’t even seen a deer in weeks, and they might as well have fun.  

As the years go by, I find myself becoming more and more of a recluse. 

Ironically, it’s people who supposedly share my passion of hunting who have helped 

turn me that way.  

 I waited until a Wednesday and took off of work early. When I got there, I drove 

by the places where hunters usually camped. They were all deserted. The hunters were 

all in the metroplex, possibly at the firing range or attending PETA meetings. I had the 

landscape to myself. I settled against the oak and spread my shooting sticks out in front 

of me. As the sun sank, the only sounds that disturbed the quiet were the calls of teal 

and mallards flying overhead; later a group of distant and unseen wild hogs quarreled 

loudly over food or possibly a sow in heat; in the last few minutes of the hunt, I heard 
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something every hunter would cherish—two heavy-horned bucks off in the brush on the 

adjoining ranch crashed their antlers together, and the sound of their fight echoed into 

the wheat field. I didn’t see a deer. It was an amazing hunt.  

 

Friday Afternoon in Oklahoma 

Our third stand site was on the highest point of the ranch and was called Buck 

Ridge. Mature bucks like to use oak ridges to travel, especially during daylight. This 

ridge had once been solid oak timber, but Keith had changed that with his bulldozer. 

First, he had cleared a swath up the side of the hill that was forty yards wide and one-

hundred and fifty yards long. Secondly, he took the dozer to the middle of that swath 

and made a second swath of the same dimensions across the ridge, horizontal to the 

first swath. Thus, the two swaths formed a cross on the hill. Our stand stood at the 

intersecting points of the cross. The feeder was at the end of the horizontal swath. A 

finger of trees had been left that lead up to the feeder. Keith had done this bulldozing to 

make the hunting easier—trying to spot and then shoot a buck in thick timber is a 

difficult proposition.  

Warren was feeling pressure to kill a buck. Two of his buddies had killed their 

bucks that morning. Both deer were big; one was a little bigger than Crabclaw and one 

was a little smaller. Neither was record-book size. Additionally, I had learned that 

Warren had a history of going on hunts and not shooting. He would pay the initial fee to 

go and then wouldn’t want to pay the balance due for killing a deer. In this case he was 

trying to save 2500 dollars. The other three hunters hazed him about it during 

mealtimes. They used the word tightwad on several occasions.  
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For the first two and a half hours of this hunt, there was little danger that Warren 

would have to write that check. We saw zero deer. For the average hunter, this is an 

ordinary experience. The last fifteen minutes of this hunt, however, were extraordinary. 

First, three does came to the feeder, followed shortly by a six-point. This buck was the 

first “normal” buck I had seen on the ranch. In other words, he was young and had a 

small set of antlers. He was the kind of buck hunters would see in a low-fenced area.  

As I watched the deer at the feeder, I noticed movement back in the canopy of 

the forest. Warren saw it too.  

“What’s that?” he asked.  

I looked through my binoculars. The top of a small sapling was shaking 

vigorously. There was no wind. As I realized what was happening, Warren did too and 

he said, “It’s a buck rubbing on a tree!” 

Rubbing was putting it mildly. When I looked through my binoculars again, I saw 

a giant buck attacking the tree with his antlers, crashing into it and then raking his horns 

back and forth over the trunk. As soon as it started, it stopped.  A few seconds later, I 

saw the top of a huge rack moving through the trees. Then the entire rack became 

visible, followed by the buck. He stood silhouetted on the ridge. To this day, he is the 

largest buck I have ever seen while hunting. His antlers went straight out from his head 

and were nearly two feet in width. On each of his main beams, there were huge 

perfectly symmetrical points that were at least a foot tall. My mind ran through the 

videos I had watched.  

“It’s Fence,” I whispered.  

“Yeah, I think so,” Warren said.  
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Nothing else needed to be said. Fence was off limits. He was only three years 

old. Next year he would easily be a record-book buck. He stood for a few seconds 

looking at the does at the feeder and then turned and walked away. Both of us were 

stunned into silence. The six-point—no doubt terrified by Fence—had left. Warren 

started to say something when I noticed a fourth deer, barely visible behind the timber 

that led up to the feeder.  

“There’s another buck,” I said. I looked through my binoculars and watched as a 

huge-bodied buck crept up to the feeder. His antlers were not wide, but they were tall 

and massive. The main beams were several inches in diameter, and they carried that 

mass to the top of his rack. I had never seen a buck with horns that thick and massive. I 

couldn’t remember the buck’s name, but I knew he was a shooter.  

“Shoot him,” I said.  

Warren eased his gun up and looked through the scope. There were only a 

couple of minutes of light left—it was now or never. Seconds passed, and the gun didn’t 

go off. The buck turned and vanished.  

“He wasn’t quite big enough,” Warren said. 

 

Texas: December 15 to December 26 

Eventually, the deer started coming back. Fewer and fewer hunters were around, 

and the weather kept getting colder and colder. I knew things would get better. First, the 

one and one-half year old bucks returned. They are by far the least wary deer in the 

woods. Next, the does started coming to the wheat field a few minutes before dark 

when there were only a few minutes of legal hunting time left. They were nervous and 
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bolted and left for the smallest of sounds or for seemingly no reason at all. The mature 

bucks continued to stay away.  

I was glad the deer were coming again and equally glad that the hunters on the 

other ranches had faded away. I hunted on weekdays as much as I could manage, and 

I mostly had the countryside to myself. No target shooters. No jeeps. No 4-wheelers. 

Just me. It was wonderful.  

I had two especially good hunts during this time. My brother was with me on the 

first. We were both off work and decided to hunt all day. Once again, he hunted the 

feeder and I hunted The Rock. It was bitterly cold when I crept to the rock in the 

predawn darkness, trying to be as quiet as possible. I wasn’t quiet enough. As I reached 

the rock, I peeked over and made out the dim form of a doe standing fifty yards away 

and looking right at me. She snorted and ran toward the gully. 

Fifteen minutes later a doe and two big fawns appeared by the gully. This was 

getting good. A few minutes later, I saw him. A big body flashed through the mesquites. 

I only saw him for less than a second before he vanished, but that body told me he was 

probably a shooter. In twenty minutes, I had experienced more excitement than I had 

had on my last dozen hunts.  

For the next two hours, I saw nothing. I was used to that. Then a spike that didn’t 

know deer were supposed to slip around like wraiths ran through an opening in the 

mesquites only thirty yards to my left, his hooves making a loud clattering sound on the 

rocks that sounded especially loud because the morning was so still and quiet. Like the 

other buck, I only got a glimpse of him. A few minutes later, I heard a quiet whistle 

behind me. I turned and saw my brother standing fifty yards behind me. I motioned him 
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forward, letting him know it was okay for him to move up the hill and join me. He had 

froze out and was ready to go start a fire and make some coffee. He had seen nothing. I 

told him what I had seen, and he agreed to put the fire and coffee off for a bit longer.  

Only a few minutes passed, and I again heard the clatter of hooves running over 

rocks to my left. I put my gun to my shoulder and the crosshairs of the scope on the 

small opening in the brush. A deer flashed into my scope.  

“Don’t shoot,” my brother whispered and then told me what I had already seen. 

“It’s just a big spike.”  

The buck stayed in sight for a few seconds longer. He was a two or three year 

old buck, but he was still a spike.  

“Something’s going on,” I said, “we’re seeing too many deer.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I think that first doe I saw was in estrus.” 

And then we heard him, not the spike but a big buck down by the gully. He let out 

a deep, loud grunt—the sound a buck makes that says he is going to be the buck that 

breeds the doe and will fight any challengers. We couldn’t see him, but we could 

definitely hear him—every few seconds he grunted. He was moving down the gully, but 

neither of us could see him. He covered two hundred yards, grunting all the while, and 

we looked through our scopes and with just our eyes as intently as possible. This buck 

knew how to stay hidden.  

Then we both saw him at the same instant as he walked over the hill on the far 

side of the draw and disappeared. I saw his antlers for only a fraction of a second but 

long enough to know that he was one of the biggest bucks I had ever seen on the 
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ranch. We stayed on the rock for another hour, until the cold became too much to bear. 

As you might guess, we never saw another deer. Nor did I ever glimpse that buck again.  

 

Saturday Morning in Oklahoma 

We had company on this hunt. Dean, one of the hunters who had killed a buck 

on Friday morning, went with us. He said he would rather hunt than sleep, but I 

suspected he was also there to make sure Warren shot if a shooter came.  

We went to yet another stand site called the Bayou. I’ll give Keith credit for 

knowing where to place a stand. Sunrise revealed one of the best hunting places I’ve 

ever seen: a huge meadow spread out before us and ended at the bayou—a place 

where Simon Creek widened to over one-hundred yards and formed a swamp. Huge 

elms and cottonwoods grew close to the water. Further out in the meadow, in drier soil, 

enormous pecan trees grew—some so big that it would take all four Dallas hunters to 

reach around the trunk. The feeder stood at the base of a block of timber that joined the 

swamp and comprised at least one-hundred acres.  

I had learned from the other guides that the four hunters had been bickering 

about who would hunt the Bayou. Mr. Majestic—a buck that might make the record 

book—had been seen in this area several times by the guides. Keith told the hunters 

that they would all get a chance to hunt the Bayou. One hunter had already hunted 

there unsuccessfully. This was Warren’s one chance at the Bayou.  

Despite the great stand site, our hunt was fairly uneventful. At first light three 

does had crossed the meadow. A few minutes later a two year old ten-point came to the 

feeder, ate a few bites, and left. Thirty-six hours earlier I would have been excited 
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beyond measure by the sight of this buck. As it was, he was dismissed with the usual, 

“He’s not a shooter.” I had hoped to at least get a glimpse of Mr. Majestic. Instead, 

Warren and Dean provided the entertainment. They alternated between talking about 

real estate deals—a ten thousand dollar profit was referred to as a bad deal at one 

point—and hunting. As usual, they argued about who was the best at business and 

hunting. Dean, according to Keith, was the best at both. He was only forty and could 

retire whenever he chose to. He was also the only one of the four hunters who had 

killed a record-book buck. Of course, it didn’t make the record book because he had 

killed it behind a high fence in south Texas.  

But Dean made a mistake on this hunt. We had been sitting there for an hour 

when he pointed and said, “Look at all of those buzzards.” 

Indeed, nearly a hundred black birds swirled in the sky over the bayou.  

“Those aren’t buzzards, you dufuss,” Warren said. “They’re crows!” 

“Are you blind or just stupid? I know a buzzard when I see one!” said Dean.  

“Well, you don’t even know a buzzard from a crow because those are obviously 

crows,” said Warren.  

Both hunters looked at me. Evidently, it was the guide’s job to definitively identify 

birds.  

“I believe those are crows,” I said. They were obviously crows. I could even hear 

the faint sound of them cawing. Warren let out a muffled shriek of laughter. For the rest 

of the morning, if Dean tried to give Warren a hard time, Warren would point in the sky 

and say, “Look at all those buzzards,” and then laugh hysterically. By the time Keith 

came to pick us up, I was ready to jump out of the stand.  
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Texas, December 3 

I hunted at the rock, hopeful of seeing the big buck that I had seen there while 

hunting with my brother. I didn’t see a deer. 

 

Saturday Evening in Oklahoma 

Warren finally shot at something on the last hunt—but it wasn’t a deer. After 

much ridicule from Dean and the other hunters and after watching much video of the 

massive-horned buck that Warren had passed up, he conceded that, yes, he had 

messed up. The thick-horned buck he had passed on the evening before was named 

Groucho due to a dark brow that resembled Groucho Marks. I guess. I didn’t ask. But 

the buck did have a lot of dark hair on his forehead. Dean told Warren that Groucho was 

“the buck of a lifetime”—as was one out of every four bucks on the ranch.  

So we were back on the ridge. Once again, Dean was with us. The hunt started 

out fairly well. After just an hour, there were six does, a nice young eight-point, and the 

same small six-point from the night before.  

And then the dogs showed up. Once again, Dean’s eyesight let him down.  

“Hey,” he said, “here come some wild pigs.” He pointed toward the bottom of the 

hill. Two small, black and white dogs were trotting up the hill. They were about the size 

of rat terriers and looked to be litter mates.  

“No, those are dogs,” Warren said. There was no joking this time. Dogs only 

meant one thing, and that was a spoiled hunt. Sure enough, the dogs noticed the six 

point that was calmly munching corn at the feeder. The dogs hit full speed, the buck 

noticed the dogs and the race was on. The buck disappeared over the ridge with the 
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dogs only a few yards behind him. The whole thing had taken about ten seconds. We all 

looked at each other in disbelief. I looked out the window of the blind where moments 

before the ridge had been alive with deer. They were gone. The mutts had cleared the 

ridge top of deer and ruined the hunt.  

Warren and Dean were livid. For twenty minutes they ranted and raved about the 

dogs. They couldn’t believe it. I stared at the feeder and tried not to laugh. I covered my 

mouth with my hand to cover the smile on my face. The irony was too much. Two 

nondescript dogs had ruined a $5,000 deer hunt.  

“Those were wild dogs,” Dean said.  

“They are gonna eat those deer,” Warren added.  

“Maybe the locals slipped them under the fence,” I added helpfully.  

Dean glared at me.  

“If they come back,” he said to Warren, “you need to shoot them.” Warren said 

that he would.  

So they were no longer after the buck of a lifetime. Trophy bucks were the 

farthest thing from their minds. The “wild” dogs must be destroyed. I had to bite my lip to 

not laugh at this profound ignorance. These guys had hunted all over the world—they 

had shot hundreds of ducks in Argentina, had killed elk in the Rocky Mountains, and 

had fished the Amazon River. But they couldn’t tell the difference between a wild dog 

and a couple of lap-dogs out for a joyride. The two dogs put together might have 

weighed ten pounds. They would have had trouble pulling down and killing a large 

jackrabbit.  
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I knew, however, that these dogs were at risk of being shot. Deer, when trailed 

by dogs, will run in a wide circle, often about a mile in circumference. If the dogs stayed 

on the trail, they might run the deer by us. I stared out the window and hoped the dogs 

wouldn’t come back. I’m very much a dog person—you don’t shoot dogs. Fifteen 

minutes later the six-point was loping up the ridge. Oh no, I thought. It’s going to 

happen. 

 “That’s the buck those dogs were after,” said Dean. The hunters didn’t equate 

the return of the six-point with the possible return of the dogs.  

“I don’t think you should shoot those dogs,” I said, “they probably belong to 

somebody.” They looked at me as if I was the dumbest person they had ever 

encountered. I did feel stupid. For being there.   

“Here they come!” said Dean.  

Sure enough, the dogs were halfway up the hill, red tongues hanging out, panting 

hard, but still enjoying the chase. They got a glimpse of the six-point and put it in high 

gear. They weren’t going to stop.  

“Hey!” Dean yelled, and the dogs froze, only forty yard away. Warren’s rifle 

boomed. The bullet raised a small puff of dust a foot over one of the dog’s head. They 

disappeared into the trees in less than a second and were gone—they were smarter 

than the deer.  

There was fifteen minutes of light left, and for fifteen minutes Dean said the same 

thing over and over: “You can’t even shoot a dog.” 
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Groucho was forgotten. Crows were forgotten. Buzzards forgotten. Any time 

Warren opened his mouth to speak, Dean would cut him off: “You can’t even shoot a 

dog.” He must have said it fifty times. I just sat in the corner of the blind and smiled.  

When it was nearly dark, we started to climb out of the stand. Just then a distant 

shot sounded—the other hunter who hadn’t gotten a deer yet had shot. And he was 

hunting on the Bayou.  

“Do you think he got Majestic?” Warren asked. He didn’t sound too thrilled.  

“I hope so,” said Dean and seemed to mean it.  

Ten minutes later Keith and the other hunter came to pick us up. Majestic lay 

dead in the back of the truck. He was a giant. He dwarfed the other two bucks that had 

been killed. He was a record-book buck by a mile. The hunter who had killed him 

seemed to be in shock. He looked as if he couldn’t believe that he had killed such a 

huge buck. Dean was beside himself with joy. He kept shaking his friend’s hand and 

patting him on the back. Even Warren perked up.  

“I can’t believe you got him at the very last minute,” he said. 

Keith stood smiling—perhaps thinking of how to spend the ten thousand dollars.  

He shined a flashlight on the huge buck’s antlers and said, “That’s what you get for 

hunting hard.” 

 “Yeah,” Dean said, “that’s what you get for grinding it out.” 

 

Texas: December 27 

I sat on The Rock, cross-legged and content. It was Tuesday afternoon, cold, still 

and cloudy. I wasn’t hiding behind the two smaller rocks. I was on top of the big rock in 
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plain view because I wasn’t really hunting. I was just enjoying being out in the woods. 

The chances of me getting any buck at all were slim. I thought of the smaller bucks I 

had seen over the season and wondered why I didn’t shoot, and I wondered why I 

hunted so hard, why it was so important to me to get a good buck. I didn’t know. And it 

probably doesn’t matter. What matters is that I love it. What matters is that I feel an 

overwhelming drive to hunt. I didn’t want it to be easy. It needs to be hard, or it just 

doesn’t mean much to me. And it had been hard. So I sat and let the cold air numb my 

face and looked out over the draw and was happy. At times during the season I couldn’t 

have said that. I was frustrated and sometimes even angry with the hunters around me 

who had messed the hunting up. But every hunter hunts for slightly different reasons. I 

didn’t want to be a trophy-hunting snob who looks down on people who only go for the 

meat or who, like my wife’s uncle and friends, just want to fill their tags. I wasn’t angry or 

frustrated any more. Instead, I was already looking forward to the next season.  

 I wasn’t even planning on going to the wheat field. I was going to sit on top of the 

rock until dark. More out of habit than anything else, I picked up my binoculars and 

started glassing the mesquites along the draw. As I swept the glasses from left to right, 

the tip of an antler flashed. I stopped the binoculars and was looking at a medium-sized 

eight-point that was bedded down in the mesquites near the end of the draw. He was a 

shooter. Just barely. In an instant, I felt like I had the first few moments of opening day. 

And then I planned my stalk.  

 I slowly slid onto my belly and then crawled off of the top of the rock. I then went 

to my usual hiding place to glass the buck. He hadn’t seen me. It took me nearly an 

hour to creep to within a hundred yards of him. The wind was in my face so he couldn’t 
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smell me. When I got to within a hundred yards, I wasn’t sure how to proceed. The only 

option was to go as slow as possible and shoot him when he stood up, which would be 

half a second after he saw me.  

It didn’t quite happen that way. I never saw him stand. One moment I was 

moving as slow as possible and the next moment he was streaking through the 

mesquites. Without thinking, the rifle came to my shoulder. Without thinking and 

forgetting that I don’t shoot at running deer, the crosshairs of the scope were on the rear 

quarters of the buck and I was swinging the rifle toward his belly and then his shoulders 

and then the crosshairs were a few inches in front of his shoulders and the gun went off. 

The bullet struck at the base of his neck, killing him instantly, but he went down so fast 

that I wasn’t even sure I had hit him. He had simply vanished.  

 I chambered another shell and slowly moved up. He was there, lying in the 

bluestem. I laid my rifle against his belly, reached down and grabbed his medium-sized 

horns.   
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A Good Day for Ducks 

 A serious duck hunter might have been tempted to laugh at me. I didn’t have a 

blind, or decoys, or a retriever. I was also a long way from a flyway, and the country 

looked like a good place to hunt deer, not ducks. I stood in a mesquite pasture that was 

surrounded by rocky oak-covered ridges in Jack County.  

 Despite these seeming obstacles, I was confident that the pond a few hundred 

yards in front of me had a few ducks on it. In fact, I was fairly confident that I would limit 

out on mallards and teal because during deer season I had seen hundreds of ducks 

flying to the small ponds on my hunting lease.  

 I started down a shallow draw that led to the tank. It was nine a.m., a time a 

serious duck hunter might consider quitting time. The weather was also running contrary 

to stereotypical duck hunting weather. The skies were clear, there was no wind, and the 

high was supposed to be around seventy degrees even though it was January. As I 

walked quietly down the draw, I was glad that the weather was nice and glad to be 

moving across the land on such a fine morning. I had hunted harder than usual to get 

my buck, and sitting in deer stands so much made me enjoy the luxury of being able to 

move.  

 When I got about fifty yards from the tank, I slowed way down. I made sure I 

didn’t make any noise or let a duck see me. Too many of my stalks have been ruined by 

making just a small noise, and if a duck gets just a glimpse of you, he’s gone. To that 

end, I wore a light camo jacket and hat, and I pulled my camo facemask up when I was 

about ten yards from the dam.  
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 I got down on my hands and knees to crawl the last few yards. Sometimes I just 

charge up the dam and flush the ducks, but I felt like getting close. It is a good idea to 

get a glimpse of where the ducks are, so you don’t waste valuable seconds locating 

them when they flush. I shoot a lot better when I can focus on a duck, stand up and 

flush him, and then shoot. As I crawled up the bank, my heart began to pound in 

anticipation. I wondered if the ducks would be there. Halfway up the dam, I got my 

answer when a duck let out a loud quack. The way my heart jumped you would have 

thought I was stalking a bear. Using a big mesquite tree to shield my movement, I crept 

up the last few yards until I could see the water. The small pond was covered in ducks. 

At least two- dozen blue teal were paddling around, methodically dipping their heads 

down to feed. I focused on a drake in the middle of the pond, and when he dipped his 

head into the water, I jumped up and took a couple of big steps to get into the clear. 

Chaos broke out. I kept my eye on the drake and when he was clear of the other ducks, 

I dropped him. I turned to my left, picked out a duck, and dropped him. I swung my gun 

again, but the other ducks were already out of range.  

 I was lucky because the first duck had landed on the edge of the water, and the 

second one landed on the dam. I retrieved both and laid them down to admire them. 

They were blue-winged teal, a drake and a hen. Most of the ducks I kill here are teal 

with a few mallards, and the occasional wood duck coming from a small pond in oak 

timber. I placed both ducks on a big mesquite limb where they would keep cool and 

then headed down the draw to the second pond, which was about a quarter of a mile 

away. As I walked I watched the flock of teal I had just jumped; they were circling a 

pond on the next ranch. They made a couple of circles and then settled down on the 
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pond. Evidently, they hadn’t been hunted much, which is common for off-the-flyway 

ducks. 

 As I approached the second pond, my hopes weren’t as high because this pond 

rarely held anything except a mud duck or two. It’s a nice, big pond, but there’s virtually 

no water plants for the ducks to feed on. I didn’t crawl up the dam, but the dam was so 

steep that I walked up it unseen and poked my head up to take a look. Nothing. I 

climbed up the last couple of steps quickly, gun ready, just in case there were ducks 

hidden back under the branches of the willows. That’s happened to me a few times. But 

not this time.  

 I started for the third pond. Actually, it’s more of a shallow mud hole than a 

pond—I’ve seen living rooms that were bigger. But there’s a duck on it about half of the 

time. I reached the pond within in a few minutes. There would be no crawling here—the 

dam was too low. I edged up to about five yards of the dam as quietly as I could and 

then sprinted to the top. If I had been a coyote, I could have jumped into the air and 

caught a duck as it flew up—they were that close. But not being a coyote, I got excited 

and shot way too quick. I didn’t draw a feather. By the second shot, the ducks were 

about twenty yards away, and I shot duck number three. I retrieved the duck, which was 

another drake teal, and stashed him in the fork of an oak tree that grew beside the pond 

and dropped its acorns into the water for the ducks to feed on.  

 I was happy with my three ducks. I felt like this was already a good hunt, but in 

the back of my mind I thought about limiting out, something that doesn’t happen to me 

often. On some hunts, there just aren’t that many ducks. Sometimes there are no ducks 

if a cold front has blown the ducks down South and new ducks haven’t arrived. 
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Sometimes, my hunting is difficult because the ducks have been pressured a lot 

somewhere up North and are unusually wild.  

 But as I headed to pond number four—which was the largest –I knew that I had a 

good chance at getting the six duck limit. This pond was built by creating a dam 

between two hills. The lake is deep, with about two acres of surface water. As I got 

closer to this lake, I realized the wind was wrong, so I started to hike across the oak 

ridge and approach from the other side of the pond. During deer season this ridge was 

off limits. We left it alone so the deer would have a safe place to bed down. The oak 

timber is way too thick to get a shot anyway. As I eased up the ridge, I noticed that 

creating this sanctuary had been a good idea—the ground was covered in deer 

droppings, there were several fresh buck rubs on trees, and on top of the ridge I found 

where a buck had scraped the ground to mark his territory. 

 When I got on top, I couldn’t resist sneaking over to peek at the water a couple of 

hundred feet below me. Sure enough, there were about twenty teal on the pond. They 

seemed a little nervous, probably due to my previous shooting. I backed away slowly 

and then started down the hill. Within minutes, I was sneaking up the back of the dam. I 

stuck my head over the dam as carefully as I could, but not carefully enough. The ducks 

saw me and erupted in flight. By the time I got to my feet, they were nearly out of range. 

I shot and missed, and then connected with my second shot. The teal fell at the base of 

the hill.  

 I had two ponds left to jump.  One was about three hundred yards away at the 

very back of the ranch. The other was the wood duck pond, which was in deep timber 

and nearly half a mile away. As I started for pond number five, I hoped my shooting 
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hadn’t scared any ducks off of it. I was also excited about this pond because it often 

held mallards. I don’t know why the mallards like this pond the best, but they do, maybe 

because it is the most isolated. Mallards seem to be a little wilder than the teal.  

 After a short hike through the mesquites, I was there. I crawled up the dam and 

peeked. At the far end of the pond, there were five mallards. The sight of those green 

heads got my heart pounding again. The dam was long and tall, so I knew I could use it 

to shield me all the way to the ducks. I checked the wind and stalked quietly toward the 

ducks.  When I crawled up the dam and looked, the ducks were only twenty yards away. 

I picked out a big greenhead and stood up. I nailed him when he was only a few feet off 

the water.  

 It took me a couple of seconds to pick out a second duck because there were 

ducks everywhere. In addition to the six mallards I had seen, there were at least forty or 

fifty more. I couldn’t believe there were that many ducks. I had to make myself calm 

down and pick out a duck. I did so, but I shot a foot behind him. I pumped in my last 

shell, concentrated on the duck and pulled the trigger. Duck number six, a fat 

greenhead, fell right in the middle of the pond. I wanted to shout I was so excited.  

  The first drake had fallen on the edge of the water and was easy to get. The 

second duck was a different story. I threw a few rocks to create waves that would push 

him toward the bank, but then I noticed that a slight breeze was pushing the duck. It 

would take about thirty minutes for the duck to drift to shore, but I didn’t mind. I walked 

to the other side and sat down beside the water, enjoying the sun warming my face and 

the solitude. This had been as good of a duck hunt as I had ever had. I thought about all 

the ponds I had hunted over the years. From the Panhandle to South Texas, I have had 
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good hunts by jumping ponds. I had seen a lot of ducks today, more than usual. A deep, 

solid contentment filled me. I felt like the most blessed guy on the earth. 

 Soon my brother would be able to come down and hunt these ponds. He’s a 

more serious duck hunter than I am, so I knew that we would hunt a lot differently. We 

would jump the first pond at dawn. We would then put a few decoys on it and the other 

ponds. Eventually, we would hunker down in the brush, and he would call to the circling 

ducks that approached the pond. It would be more traditional duck hunting. I noticed the 

mallard had drifted pretty close to the bank. I grabbed a dead willow branch and used it 

to push the duck to my waiting hand. I picked up the second duck, and the mallards felt 

heavy and good in my hands. I wondered when my brother could come down to hunt. 

He couldn’t get here fast enough. 
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The Hog Hunters 

My father and I waited under a big pecan tree. It was May and unseasonably hot, 

so we appreciated the shade. We were waiting for Finch, who had called the night 

before: “Wild hogs are tearing Joe Prestwood’s land up.”  

“Is that right?” I asked.  

“Yeah, they’re rooting his hay meadow up, and they tore up some fence too.” 

“Does he want us to hunt them?” I asked. I was doubtful because I knew that Joe 

Prestwood’s land, known as Prestwood Bottoms, had been leased for hunting by some 

guys from the city. It was off limits.  

“You bet he does. He’s all stirred up about it. He wants us to go tomorrow 

afternoon.” 

So we waited on Finch, who was nearly always late. We had plowed on our 

farms all day, so it felt good to lean against the pecan tree and do nothing. We had 

brought our new hog dog, Queen, with us; she slept in the back of my flatbed truck. We 

had just bought Queen a couple of weeks before. She had come from New Mexico 

where she had hunted bear and mountain lion. She had never even seen a wild hog. 

After a bit, we heard a truck.  

“Must be Finch,” my father said. 

A few seconds later a beat-up white truck came bouncing into view. Four dogs 

rode in the back. Then a second truck came into view, followed by a shiny red jeep. I 

heard my father groan and then his soft laugh.  

“Looks like Finch brought everybody who was in the café,” he said. 
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Finch didn’t work much; he spent most of his time in the café drinking coffee, 

telling lies and flirting unsuccessfully with the waitresses.  

“I was afraid of this,” I said. My father and I usually hunted hogs at night when 

they are out feeding—and we usually hunt them without a lot of company.  

Finch pulled his truck up beside ours and the other trucks followed suit. I counted 

heads. Mr. Prestwood and his son were in one truck; two men and their wives were 

packed into the jeep. Nine hunters counting my father and me.  

“Hello Charlie,” Finch said to my father. We got up and walked over to their 

trucks, and we shook Finch’s hand. Mr. Prestwood stepped out of his truck. He was a 

tall, lean old man wearing bib overalls and a faded John Deere cap. A broad smile 

spread over his tanned face showing white dentures. He was excited, and I wondered if 

it was because of all the people there or because of the prospect of getting rid of some 

troublesome hogs. Probably both.  

Prestwood’s son, Rowdy, got out of their truck. He didn’t smile. His face wore the 

obnoxious sneer that it always did. And as always, he had a can of cheap beer in his 

hand. He was in his thirties and had been a couple of grades ahead of me in school.  

The two couples had gotten out and were standing by their jeep, looking a little 

out of place. The two husbands wore camouflaged pants and t-shirts. I wondered about 

the camo because when you hunt hogs with dogs concealment is not an issue. I 

assumed that they had never hunted with dogs. Their wives wore shorts, tank tops, and 

tennis shoes. They looked a little nervous. Sweat rolled down their faces. Their clothes 

made me assume that they were going to sit in the Jeep during the hunt.  

Mr. Prestwood shook everyone’s hand and introduced the two couples.  
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“These are two of the men who lease the deer hunting on my place,” he said. “They like 

to hunt,” he added, “but they have never gotten a hog. They’re from Dallas.” 

 “How many hogs do you think we can catch with these dogs?” my father asked, 

smiling at Mr. Prestwood.  

Finch looked into the back of the trucks as if trying to figure out how many hogs 

could be hauled in them. He laughed loudly and said, “I saw thirty-six hogs in here the 

other evening. That ought to be plenty to go around.” 

“Probably so,” Mr. Prestwood said, not getting the joke at all.  

Finch looked at my dad a little sheepishly—he knew we didn’t like to hunt with a 

big crowd.  

He said to my father, “Us three are gonna go out with the dogs. Everyone else is 

gonna stay down in the meadow and see if they can get a shot if the dogs chase any 

hogs out of the trees.” Finch’s sheepish look turned into one of subdued mirth because 

he knew a wild hog would have to be addled to run out of heavy cover into the open, 

especially during daylight.  

The camouflaged hunters took Finch’s statement as their cue and walked to their 

Jeep. Each man produced a deer rifle from a rack. Rowdy Prestwood strutted to his 

truck and took a rifle down from the gun rack. I walked around to the back of our truck, 

putting it between me and all of those guns. I didn’t want to hunt anymore. I just wanted 

to go home. The next development would be one of these Dallas guys popping the top 

on a beer.  

“Don’t worry,” one of the Dallas guys said, “we won’t shoot towards the woods. 

We’ll wait until the hogs are in the clearing.” 
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“Well, that’s good to know,” my father said.  

“Do we shoot the hog if there’s a dog behind it?” Rowdy asked and laughed.  

Finch glared at him and said, “Don’t shoot one of my dogs.” 

“Or mine,” I added.  

“I’m just kidding,” Rowdy said.  

“Don’t shoot anywhere near a dog,” Finch said.  

 The dogs were ready to go; they sensed that it was time to hunt. They whined 

and pawed at the doors of the dog boxes. Finch lowered the tailgate of his truck, and 

three dogs jumped to the ground.  

“Oh, what beautiful dogs,” one of the women said. The other woman stepped 

behind her husband, obviously afraid of the dogs. Finch’s dogs milled around the trucks 

for a few moments, marked a few tires, and then trotted toward the timber. They knew 

where to hunt. My father nodded at me, and I reluctantly untied our new dog.  

My father walked over to our truck and said, “What a crew.”  

I rolled my eyes in agreement and let the tailgate of the truck down. Our dog 

jumped out; we were ready to go. Finch was already walking toward the timber, so we 

caught up to him.  

“We’ll just start these dogs up the hill,” my father explained to Mr. Prestwood and 

the others. 

“Yeah,” Rowdy mimicked, “yall just start them dogs up the hill.” 

I stopped and turned around and stared at Rowdy, whom I had disliked every 

since childhood. For all of Rowdy’s sorry existence, he had run his mouth. He had a 

history of running his mouth at everyone. If he realized that someone was afraid of him, 
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he would jump on them. Everyone else had nothing to fear from Rowdy—he was a first 

class coward.  I’ve learned over the years to let insults and rudeness directed at myself 

to just slide. My policy is to respond to rudeness with complete silence if at all possible.  

I’ve yet to develop that attitude, however, when someone is rude to my family.  

“I suggest you shut your mouth, Rowdy,” I said.  

Rowdy glared at me and started to say something, but Mr. Prestwood cut him off.  

“Hey,” he said, “ya’ll be careful. There’s lots of snakes in there. Rattlers, and 

copperheads too.” 

“Did you hear that?” Finch asked me in mock astonishment. “There’s lots of 

snakes in the woods.”  

“Odd,” I said. We were in the timber then, and I felt a lot better. I felt protected by 

the oaks, the brush and briars. We walked about fifty yards into the timber. The dogs 

had already reached the top of the hill and disappeared over the ridge.  

“Where do you think the hogs will be, Charlie?” Finch asked my father.  

“Probably on top of the ridge where they can catch a little breeze.”  

We climbed toward the top of the ridge. It was tough going: there was no trail, 

and thick brush and briars grew all around the oak timber. Sweat rolled down my face, 

but despite the discomforts I was glad to be in the woods. I thought about the 

camouflaged hunters down below, hiding behind a tree and waiting for a hog to run out 

into the open so they could shoot it. Like most people who have never hunted with 

dogs, they didn’t know what to expect, nor, I admitted to myself, should they.   

We were on top of the ridge now. It was more open with patches of grass here 

and there.  



 

132 

“Which way did the dogs go?” Finch wondered.  

“North. Into the wind I would imagine,” I said.  

We turned and started that way. I thought Finch didn’t know much about his 

dogs, if he didn’t know that they instinctively hunted into the breeze so as to catch the 

prey’s scent.  

We moved up the hill, not speaking, stopping every once in a while to listen for 

the dogs. The woods were quieter than usual because the heat had shut everything 

down. No birds sang; even the bugs were quiet. I heard a dog shuffling through the 

brush ahead of me and then saw it run through the trees, nose to the ground.  

“There’s a windmill at the top of the next hill,” Finch said. “Good place to jump 

some hogs.” 

I thought so too, but we reached the top without hearing a dog open. We walked 

up to the windmill. Its large concrete tank was full and overflowing. The run-off had 

created a mud hole the size of a pickup that was full of hog tracks. There were tracks of 

all sizes, from tiny pig tracks to a track that was three inches across and looked like a 

boar track because it sank so deep into the mud. My father saw me examining the track 

and read my mind.  

“Probably a boar,” he said, “but it could be a big ole sow.” 

“I can’t believe the dogs didn’t find em here,” I said. I could smell the strong odor 

of hogs, so I knew the scent must have been strong for the dogs.  

“They checked it already,” my father said and pointed to some fresh dog tracks. 

“The hogs are probably in the shade on the top of a ridge this time of a day,” my 

father added.  
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of the cool water that poured from a metal pipe into a large metal trough. After a couple 

or minutes, a dog came in, panting hard; he dropped into the mud hole and started 

lapping muddy water for all he was worth. Two more dogs came in, including our dog, 

and they went straight to the water. Lastly, Finch’s lead dog, Jim, came in. He flopped 

down in the mud and rolled, wagging his bobbed tail.  

“You hog,” Finch said and laughed.  

“We better watch these dogs close and make sure they don’t get too hot,” my 

father said.  

We let the dogs cool off for a few minutes and then headed across the top of the 

ridge into the wind, so the dogs could scent what was in front of them. The dogs trotted 

around close to us until they figured out where we wanted them to hunt, which was on 

top of the ridge. An area around the windmill was fairly open and the size of a football 

field. Besides that small area, the ridge was covered with timber.  

The breeze blew through my sweat-wet shirt and cooled me off. I was glad that I 

was there despite the heat, there being too many hunters, and the presence of a no-

account like Rowdy. There’s nothing I’d rather do than hunt. Throw any kind of hunting 

dog into the mix, and my happiness increases significantly.  

As we reached the timber, a shot from a deer rifle boomed from below. We all 

three stopped and listened. No other shot sounded.  

“That fool Rowdy probably shot at nothing,” Finch said. We learned later that 

Finch was right—Rowdy had shot at a buzzard that was floating in the sky.  

That shot made me nervous, but I comforted myself by thinking about the 
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thousands of oak trees between that gun and us. I felt confident that the dogs would find 

a group of hogs soon, and I hoped the hogs would run the opposite direction from the 

hunter-filled meadow below us.  

A couple of hundred yards further on I got my wish. The silence disappeared and 

was replaced by the chaos of cur dogs running straight into a group of wild hogs. In one 

moment dogs began to bay, pigs began to squeal and big hogs began to make some 

deep fearsome grunts that could only come from a large hog. The sounds were coming 

from about one hundred and fifty yards away.  I broke into a lope and tried to not step 

on a snake or twist an ankle on a rock. Seconds later, I saw the dogs and hogs in a 

small open place in the timber. Sows and pigs were running frantically in every 

direction. One of the dogs, an inexperienced pup, streaked past me after a fairly large 

pig, while the other three were circling and biting the flanks of a solid black boar that 

looked to weigh nearly three hundred pounds, a truly big one for this part of the country. 

The big boar whirled as quickly as a cat and hooked at the dogs with his tusks. He also 

let out some scary-sounding grunts that sounded more like an angry bull than a hog. 

Four dogs probably could have stopped him. Three couldn’t. Finch’s lead dog kept 

trying to grab a hold of the boar’s ear with his strong jaws. He got a hold of it a couple of 

times, but the boar swung his head and threw him off.  

Our new dog saw what was happening, and even though this was the first boar 

she had ever seen something clicked in her head. A message sent from a hundred 

years of breeding and instinct made it to her brain and told her to go and grab that 

boar’s ear and to never let go. Some intangible—a marvelous, mysterious impulse was 

telling her to go and “catch”. She went and caught. Finch’s dog lunged to catch the 
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boar’s other ear and missed. At that moment the pup that had streaked by me a few 

seconds earlier caught the pig it was chasing and chomped down on its ear. That did it. 

Finch’s other dog left the boar. He raced over and caught the pig’s other ear. That left 

two dogs for the boar. I’ve seen two dogs stop a big boar, but they were experienced 

dogs. Queen lost her hold and the boar broke free. Then Finch’s lead dog did a bad 

thing—he left the boar and ran to the pig, which was squealing hysterically. I watched 

as the boar whirled and ran. He disappeared into the trees, and Queen was right on his 

heels, barking every time her feet hit the ground. Well, I thought, you’ve got the most 

guts out of the four.  

By this time Finch and my father were on hand. They had seen Queen battling 

the boar. Finch was embarrassed that his dogs had quit the boar for a pig. Hog dogs 

are supposed to go for the grown animals, and usually Finch’s dogs do. The pup 

catching the pig had thrown them off, and the boar was no slouch of a fighter either.  

“Well, what a bunch of yellow mongrels,” Finch said to his dogs. They had the 

pig stretched out by the ears and one hind leg. The pig was still squealing but not as 

much or as loudly. Finch pulled a short cotton rope out of his pocket and walked to the 

rear of the pig. The pig weighed about forty pounds and was about six months old. 

Finch grabbed the rear leg of the pig that wasn’t being held by a dog. He placed a loop 

around the pig’s ankle and said, “Let go, you ferocious pig catchers.” The pup growled 

like a bulldog playing tug of war with a rope. The two grown dogs let go of the pig’s ears 

and backed off. I swear that they looked embarrassed. “Get back,” Finch shouted at the 

pup, and he let go too. Finch tied the pig’s two hind legs tightly together.  

I had forgotten about Queen for a moment. Her clear bell-like voice rang out 
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every once in a while as she pursued the boar. Her voice got fainter and fainter; she 

would soon be out of hearing. The three other dogs realized she was still in chase and 

were gone in a flash. We stood for a few moments, listening to the dogs crash through 

the brush and to Queen’s fading voice.  

“She’ll be out of hearing pretty quick,” Finch said.  

And then she was. She’ll lose him pretty quick by herself, I thought. Maybe the 

other dogs would get to her and help before she lost the boar.  

“What about this pig?” Finch asked. “Do you want to come back and get him or 

take him now? Or let him go?” 

 “Someone might as well carry him down. Those hunters will probably want him,” 

my father said. I knew that due to my youth that someone meant me.  

 “I’ll take him on down,” I said, “and then catch up with you if I can hear where the 

dogs are.”  

 I tied the pig’s mouth with a cord—he was old enough to take a chunk out of 

me—grabbed him by his hind legs and started down the ridge. This made him renew his 

squealing but only for a minute. I stopped to get my bearings. If I went down the 

opposite ridge, I would come out at the far end of the meadow where we started the 

hunt and only a few hundred yards from the pickups. By the time I got to the top of the 

ridge, my shoulders and arms burned, sweat dripped into my eyes, and I felt like I was 

carrying the boar Queen was chasing instead of one of his forty-pound sons. I thought 

about tying a cord to the pig’s back legs and dragging him, but I thought he had suffered 

enough injustices today. The view on top of the ridge was a good one, and I stood a 

while cooling off and looking into the heat-induced haze that hung over the oak ridges. I 
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could see ridge after ridge, all covered with oak timber. It was fairly peopleless country 

comprised of several big ranches. Contentment filled me. I was in one of the places that 

I feel the happiest—the woods. The crunching of leaves brought me out of my reverie. I 

waited to see what it was. Queen came into sight; she was trailing me. She saw me and 

came up, wagging her bobbed tail.  

 “I believe you’ll do, young lady,” I told her.  

 She wagged her tail in agreement and went over to smell the pig. She didn’t bay 

it or bite it like a young dog would have. The pig grunted and stirred a bit. Queen 

jumped back and let out a surprised bark. Evidently, they didn’t catch bears alive in New 

Mexico.  

 “Yeah, he’s still alive,” I said and laughed.  

 She approached the pig cautiously and sniffed him. She wasn’t used to this. I 

snapped my fingers, and she jumped and then came to me. I knelt down and looked her 

over for cuts. She didn’t have any, but she did have scars. There were three or four on 

her face, and one that went from her hip to her shoulder. It was one of the worst scars I 

had ever seen on a hunting dog, and I wondered if a bear or mountain lion had done it. 

That cut had probably taught her a lot of caution.  

 “Well, you’re smart as well as tough,” I said and she wagged her stub tail in 

agreement.  

I snapped a leash on her, grabbed up the pig, and started down the ridge. A few 

minutes later I reached the bottom of the hill. My shirt was soaked with sweat, and my 

heart rate was higher than it had been in a while. I laid the pig on the ground and started 

to sit down when I realized that I had an audience. All of the people who had stayed 
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down in the meadow had moved their trucks to the barn, which was only about fifty 

yards from me.  

 “He’s got a hog,” one of the city hunters said. “I didn’t hear any shots fired.” 

 “Did I hear it grunt? Is it alive?” his wife asked. 

 I was too tired to carry the pig anymore, so I let them walk over to me. As they 

got closer, the pig squirmed a little and let out a soft grunt.  

 “It’s alive!” the lady said.  

 They came over and stood around the pig, staring down at it silently. The 

woman’s face wore an expression of profound confusion.  

 “I don’t understand,” she said. “Where did it come from?”  

 Rowdy, of course, had the answer. He pointed at me and said, “Why, that boy 

there caught this pig.” 

 Mr. Prestwood said, “Man, that’s a good one. Y’all done real good.” 

 I heard brush popping and then saw my father and Finch coming down the hill 

about a hundred yards away, leading the rest of the dogs. 

 “They lost the big boar,” Finch explained.  

 “What big boar?” one of the city hunters said.  

 “The dogs were on a big boar for a while, but he got away,” Finch said.  

 The hunter shook his head knowingly although he obviously didn’t have a clue 

what had happened and couldn’t understand what Finch meant by saying the dogs were 

“on” a boar. I noticed that Finch’s lead dog was staggering around a bit. My father had 

noticed too and told Finch, “That dog’s too hot.”  
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 Finch looked alarmed and said, “He dang sure is.” The dog was staggering a bit 

now and looked as if he was about to pass out. There was a windmill and stone tank at 

the barn, much like the one up on the ridge. Finch led his dog to the tank and dropped 

him in the cool water.  

 “The shock ought to kill him,” I said. But it didn’t; the dog swam around the tank 

in circles, happily lapping water as he went.  I felt like I wasn’t much better off than the 

dog, so I headed to the tank to get a drink.  

 “Think you can get another hog?”  Mr. Prestwood asked my father.  

 “No, these dogs are played out. If we let em hunt anymore, they’ll get too hot and 

kill themselves.” 

 “What are we going to do with this pig?” Mr. Prestwood asked.  

Before anyone could answer, Rowdy blurted out, “I want him.”  

I found a dipper at the windmill and held it under the flowing water. It filled with  

cool water. I didn’t want the hog; the cool drink and the experience of the hunt were 

more than enough for me. Rowdy walked over to the pig, picked it up, and carried it to 

his truck. I noticed that the cord I had tied around the pig’s snout had worked loose. I 

hoped it bit him. No sooner had I thought that than it nearly happened. Rowdy plopped 

the pig on his tailgate, the cord fell off, and the pig snapped at Rowdy’s hand, missing 

him by a couple of inches.  

 One of the wives let out a shriek. Finch laughed.  

Rowdy said, “Damn you, you little sucker,” and slapped the pig across the top of 

its head. Rowdy laughed, but no one joined him. The lady who had screamed looked as 

if Rowdy had slapped her; she looked questioningly into Rowdy’s face, as if she had just 
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discovered something important about him. The other woman started to say something 

but didn’t. She hadn’t said a word all day. 

 There was an awkward silence and then Finch said to Rowdy, “Boy, you’re 

pretty tough, aren’t ya?” 

 Rowdy just laughed again and scooted the pig up into his truck.  

“I want the pig,” I said.  

The silence produced by Rowdy abusing the pig was nothing compared to the 

vacuum of silence created by my remark. Rowdy let go of the pig, turned around slowly 

and glared at me.  

I glared back. Finch smiled expectantly, and my father looked worried. Seconds 

passed, and then the lady who hadn’t spoken all day broke the silence.  

“Well, he’s the one who caught it. He should get to keep it.” 

Finch roared with laughter. 

“I know you’re fast, David,” Finch said, “but I didn’t know you could trail like a 

hound dog.” 

 My father’s frown turned to a smile. Mr. Prestwood smiled stupidly, not 

understanding the tension or the joke. I wanted to keep glaring at Rowdy—I had had 

enough of his mouth. But an image of myself running alongside the dogs—chasing the 

hogs like a hound, nose to the ground—came into my mind, and I couldn’t help but 

laugh. I felt sorry for the lady and said, “Maam, I didn’t catch this pig. The dogs did.” 

“Oh,” she said.  

It was all too much for Rowdy. “Take him then. He’s too much of a runt to mess 

with anyway.” 
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“You talking about the pig?” Finch asked, still wanting me to slap Rowdy like he 

had slapped the pig.  

Rowdy looked at Finch and then at me. He was trying to think of something tough 

to say. 

“Let it go,” my father said, and that was the end of it.  

I walked over to the pig and retied its mouth. I hefted him into our truck, and the 

hunt was over.  

My father and I drove to the gate in silence. I thought he might scold me a little 

for antagonizing Rowdy. My father never let the Rowdies of this world get to him. I 

guess that was part of the reason he could end a tense situation with just a few words. 

People respected my father because he was always a gentleman. I try to imitate my 

father, but I have to admit that I still sometimes want to strangle the Rowdies of this 

world. I’m a work in progress, I suppose. But my father didn’t say anything about 

Rowdy, so I got out and opened the gate, leaving it open for the others. My father and I 

turned to the right toward our farms. The others turned left toward town. My father drove 

for a few seconds and then said, “Do you want that pig?” 

“No.” I had never wanted the pig. 

He drove a little more until we came to where the creek crossed the dirt road. He 

pulled over, and we got out. I grabbed the pig and set him on the ground. I untied his 

front feet first, and then carefully untied his mouth. I held him down with one hand and 

untied his back legs. He was free. He was probably a few months too young to charge 

us, but I had seen little ones get rough before, so I stepped up on the rear bumper of 

our truck just in case. My father stepped around to the other side of the truck.  
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The pig got up and stood unsteadily for a couple of seconds. Then he turned on 

a dime and headed toward the creek at a trot. He ran under the fence and then broke 

into a sprint, heading toward the timber about fifty yards away. Man, they’re tough, I 

thought.  He would find the sow and the other hogs in less than an hour, and they would 

go about their job of roving the country, creating wonderful destructions of pastures and 

wildlife habitat in their desire to fill their stomachs and survive. This particular band 

would also know a little bit more about hog dogs and would be harder to catch with dogs 

the next time. I wondered if there would be a next time at Prestwood Bottoms. Finding a 

place to hunt with dogs was getting tougher and tougher. Nearly the whole county, it 

seemed, had been leased up by rich guys from Dallas.   

I thought about these things as I stood there with my father. We watched the pig 

run and then merge into the timber and vanish. I wondered about the pig’s amazing 

homing instinct. But it wasn’t much different than the instinct that drove our dogs to 

hunt, or the instinct that made the boar turn and fight the dogs, or the instinct that urged 

my father and me to quit work early and hunt in ninety-degree temperatures.  

That same instinct, I realized, had led the two city hunters to pay a small fortune 

to the lease the hunting rights at Prestwood Bottoms and to drive two hours and sit in a 

hot, empty meadow, waiting for dogs to chase a boar into the open that never was 

going to come.  
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The Story I Shouldn’t Tell 

 A few months ago, I had lunch with a new friend, a banker who had moved from 

the city to enjoy living in a small country town. That day we met at the local BBQ joint. It 

was a drizzly January day, a good day to swap hunting stories.  

 He had some good stories. He had killed several deer, including a big mule deer 

that he had killed in New Mexico with a running shot. My new friend also told a story 

about killing a tom turkey that a guide had practically called into his lap.  

 Eventually, he said, “I hear there are a lot of wild boar around here. Is that true?”  

 “Yeah,” I said, “there’s a lot of wild hogs around.” 

 “Do you ever hunt them?” he asked. 

 “Yeah, I do.” 

 “What’s the best way to do it?” he asked. “I hear they can be pretty aggressive.” 

 I hesitated and asked myself if I should share with my friend that I use cur dogs 

to hunt hogs with. I didn’t hesitate because I was ashamed of using dogs to hunt. In fact 

the opposite is true. Hunting dogs of all kinds are an important part of my life, and I am 

proud to be able to hunt with dogs. I hesitated because hunters who are not familiar with 

what dogs are capable of are often skeptical. On several occasions I have told hunters 

that I owned dogs that would trail and bay a wild hog, only to have those hunters not 

believe a word I said.  

A common reply from these doubtful hunters was, “A wild boar would tear a dog 

to pieces. Have you ever seen the tusks on a Russian boar?” 

But my new friend was a pleasant sort of guy, so I risked it. I told him a little 

about hunting hogs with dogs. To my relief he didn’t seem to doubt me at all.  
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“I bet you’ve got some great stories about that,” he said, obviously expecting a 

great story to follow. 

Again, I hesitated. I wanted to tell him the best wild boar story that I’ve got, but it 

is so amazing that I was afraid he would think I was pulling his leg or embellishing. But 

it’s such a great story, so I risked it. I told him about the boar that Floyd Crocket killed 

down on Crooked Creek.  

I had met Floyd in town on a cold January morning. He pulled up in his ancient 

truck; a homemade dog box was in the back. As I walked over to his truck, three yellow 

dogs rose expectantly in the box. They were ready to go hunting. I got in the truck, and 

we began the half-hour trip to where we would be hunting. Floyd was standing beside 

his ancient truck when I pulled up to our usual meeting place, which was the local feed 

store. He wore his usual hunting clothes: kaki pants, a faded denim work shirt, a canvas 

jacket that had been washed so many times that it was nearly white, and a felt short-

brimmed cowboy hat.  

I hunt with Floyd pretty regular, but this hunt was different because we were 

guiding another hunter—something neither Floyd nor myself do very often. Floyd had 

called me a few days earlier to ask me if I would help with the dogs on a hog hunt. In his 

reticent way, had had simply said, “I’ve agreed to take a guy hunting.” 

We drove in silence for a few minutes before my curiosity got the best of me.  

“Who are we taking hunting?” I asked.  

“A retired game warden.”  

“Really?”  
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I was surprised that Floyd would take a stranger hunting. Floyd thinks the world 

of his dogs. I knew one reason that he didn’t take many people hunting was that he was 

afraid an inexperienced hunter would get excited by being within spitting distance of a 

wild hog and accidentally shoot one of his dogs. It happens on a fairly regular basis. 

One of my other hunting buddies had lost a dog that way.  

“How did this hunt come about?” I asked.  

“The game warden won the hunt as a door prize at a retired game wardens’ 

convention.” 

“I see,” I said, even though I didn’t. I didn’t know retired game wardens went to 

conventions.  

“Hank is in charge of the hunt, and he hired me.” 

That explained it. Hank is our local game warden, and he and Floyd are life-long 

friends. As we drove, we talked weather and crops. Both Floyd and I make our livings 

as farmers. Floyd has his priorities straight. He works hard: he runs a small herd of 

cattle, cuts a few thousand dollars worth of firewood each winter, and raises a ten-acre 

patch of watermelons each summer. But Floyd hunts and fishes as much as he farms, 

and he is somewhat of a local legend as far as hunting and fishing goes. He also raises 

and trains some of the best hunting dogs around, from pointers to squirrel dogs to hog 

dogs. His hog dogs are particularly famous because they routinely bay and stop boars 

that would send other dogs back to the pickup.  

As we drove further away from town, the country became wilder. We passed 

fewer and fewer houses. The land changed from cultivated fields and improved 

pastures to rocky hills covered with oak trees and narrow valleys that were carpeted 
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with native bluestem grass that wore its winter rust-colored coat. There were still a lot of 

wheat fields, their green adding rich color to the dark-toned winter landscape. It was 

good country for game, especially hogs, which didn’t like to live close to people if 

possible. 

After about twenty minutes of driving, Floyd pulled off the blacktop and onto a 

washboard dirt road. After three or four more miles, we came to Crooked Creek bridge, 

where Hank’s green warden’s truck was pulled off to the side of the road. As Floyd 

drove over the narrow bridge, I looked down at the creek and noticed that it was running 

quite a bit of water.  

Hank and another man were sitting on the tailgate of Hank’s truck. Hank wore his 

khaki warden’s uniform. The other man, the retired warden, wore camouflage from head 

to foot, including heavy overalls. His pudgy face was the only part of his body that 

wasn’t covered in camo, but he had a camo mask around his neck to eventually remedy 

that. He wore a belt around his waist that was weighted down with a huge pistol, an 

equally large sheath knife, and a couple of bulging fanny packs. He was drinking a beer.  

“This guy’s clueless,” I said.  

“Looks that way,” Floyd said.  

Floyd pulled his truck out of the way, and we got out. Hank approached us and 

shook our hands.  

“Looks like we’ve got a good day to hunt,” he said.  

“Yupp,” Floyd said, “good day.” 

“But Floyd’s never seen a day that wasn’t a good day to hunt,” I said.  

The retired warden still sat on the tailgate. 
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“Where’s our hog hunter?” I asked Hank, and then whispered, “this guy looks 

more like a turkey hunter to me.” 

“Yeah,” Hank said, “I told him we’d be covering a lot of ground following the dogs 

and he might want to shed some clothes, but he didn’t take the hint.” 

We all walked over to the warden. When Hank introduced us, the warden simply 

nodded and looked us up and down as if we might be poachers. I expected him to go 

search Floyd’s truck at any moment.  

Floyd looked at the warden for a long moment and then at the pistol that he wore. 

It looked like a .357 magnum to me.  

“Don’t shoot one of my dogs with that cannon,” Floyd said.  

The smug look that had been on the warden’s face was replaced with surprise 

and then anger. But Floyd was still looking pretty intently at the warden.  

“I know how to handle a gun,” he said.  

Floyd looked at the beer, then at the gun, then at the warden, and then turned 

and walked off. Hank winked at me. He had known Floyd all of his life, and knew how 

Floyd would react to this guy. I got the feeling he had been looking forward to the two 

meeting. Floyd is an odd mix. He is a perfect gentleman most of the time. But if he didn’t 

like you, you knew it. He didn’t like the warden. Neither did I. Maybe he was drunk. 

Without a doubt he was arrogant and rude.  

Floyd walked over to his truck and opened one of the doors of his dog box. A 

large yellow dog with black around his mouth and eyes jumped out eagerly. He weighed 

close to eighty pounds and didn’t carry much fat. He was muscular and his face was 

scarred from battles with everything from hogs to raccoons to bobcats. Floyd opened 
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the second door, and two more dogs bounded out, a female and another male dog that 

was about a year old. These two were part Blackmouth Cur and part hound. The dogs 

went through their pre-hunt ritual of sniffing and urinating on the truck’s tires. They were 

all business.  

“You only brought three dogs?” the warden asked. “How are three dogs gonna 

make a five hundred pound boar run?” 

Floyd didn’t answer. He had decided that he didn’t like the warden, and Floyd 

doesn’t say much to people he doesn’t like. But I sometimes do, so I asked the warden 

how many five hundred pound boars he had seen.  

“Quite a few, young man,” he said. 

“That’s good,” I said. “I’ve never seen one. I saw a four hundred pounder one 

time. He was dead, but he still gave me the shakes.” 

The game warden glared at me.  

We crossed the fence and began to move down the creek bank. It was pretty 

open there. The farmer had cleared out most of the brush, leaving the native pecan 

trees, the elms, and the hackberries that grew close to the creek. The three dogs 

fanned out ahead of us, sniffing the air and ground occasionally and moving further 

away from us until we couldn’t see them any more.  

“Where are your dogs going off to?” the warden demanded.  

“They’re looking for hogs,” Hank said. 

“Where should I take a stand?” the warden asked, obviously getting annoyed by 

the lack of instructions.  
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“Like I said before,” Hank responded, “you don’t take a stand. We just keep 

following the dogs.” 

“But they’re gone,” said the warden.  

“They’re around,” Hank said.  

We moved along for about a half-mile until we came to a meadow that had been 

planted in coastal bermuda grass. The meadow looked like it had been bombed. The 

hogs had rooted up holes all over the pasture in order to get to and eat the grass roots. 

Some of the holes looked like craters—you could have driven a pickup into some of 

them. The once smooth hay pasture was full of mounds of dirt. This was why the farmer 

had let us hunt on his land. We stopped on the edge of the field and stood silently.  

After a couple of minutes the warden said, “Let’s move on.” He was breathing 

hard and his face was red. The beer can had disappeared.  

“We’re waiting on the dogs,” Hank said.  

After a couple of more minutes, the dogs appeared on the other side of the long 

pasture. They loped across the field, their red tongues hanging from their mouths. There 

was an oak ridge to our right. Floyd headed that way, and we followed. As soon as it 

was evident which way Floyd was going, the dogs got in front, fanned out, and again 

disappeared, this time into the thick brush that grew along the edge of the oak ridge. We 

struggled up the steep hill, and then Floyd sat down on the edge of the hill. Hank wasn’t 

slow but he walked behind the warden just to be nice. The warden grunted and grabbed 

oak brush to pull himself up the hill. It took him several minutes to reach the summit, 

and he was blowing hard when he finally reached us. Hank wasn’t breathing hard at all.  

“Let’s set a spell,” Floyd said.  
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I was feeling a little mean towards the warden and wanted to keep walking, but 

Floyd was a gentleman, and he wouldn’t return the warden’s rudeness with rudeness. 

The warden was too winded to say anything. He was sweating profusely even though 

the temperature was near freezing.  

“Do you want to leave those coveralls here, sir?” Hank asked.  

The warden didn’t answer but he struggled to his feet and began fumbling with 

the buttons on his coveralls. He had them halfway down when the dogs bayed the boar. 

One minute the only sound was the huffing and puffing of the warden. The next minute 

chaos. The dogs were baying and going nuts about two hundred yards down the ridge.  

Intermixed with their barks, a deep grunt filled the air. It sounded like a mad bull 

bellowing, but it was a boar. A big one. I had heard that sound before, and it always 

came from a boar over two hundred pounds.  

Floyd was up and moving across the ridge in an instant. I jogged to catch up. 

Floyd wasn’t going to wait for the warden now, not with his dogs on a boar that could cut 

them up. He wanted to get to them as fast as he could. I thought we were going to make 

it to the scene before the boar escaped, but we didn’t. Right before we got to within 

sight of them, the boar broke loose from the dogs and took off. The boar and dogs were 

several hundred yards away before they stopped to fight again. Floyd and I were 

striding it out. Now I was the one huffing and puffing.  

We got to the fight after about ten minutes and saw the boar. He was one of the 

biggest I had ever seen. We stopped before we got too close so as not to spook the 

boar. Neither of us had a gun. We had expected the warden to be the shooter. The 

dogs had the boar stopped, but they couldn’t catch him by the ears to stop him for good. 
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The dogs kept circling and circling the boar. When the boar lunged at one dog, the 

others would dash in and nip him on the flank. The third dog would try to grab a hold of 

an ear. At one point, Floyd’s big male dog grabbed an ear, and I thought it was over. 

The big boar whirled wildly, however, and sent the dog flying. Then he was off and 

running again. We could just hear Hank and the warden crashing through the thick 

brush of the ridge when we took off again behind the dogs.  

The dogs caught the boar for the third time in a hole in the creek that was full of 

water. Floyd had pulled ahead of me a little, and by the time I got to him he was taking 

off his coat. I wondered what in the world he was doing, but then I saw. His dogs were 

in a serious predicament. The water in the creek was shallow enough for the boar to 

stand up in but too deep for the dogs to do so. Thus, the boar was fighting with all four 

feet on the ground, and the dogs were swimming. This wasn’t keeping the dogs from 

trying to do what they had been bred to do for generations—catch the boar by the ears 

and hold him. Within seconds a dog was probably going to be sliced open by those 

long, white tusks that the boar was trying to hook the dogs with.  

Floyd was down to his underwear and wading into the pool. I started to tell him to 

be careful, but realized how stupid that would have sounded. The sight of Floyd gave 

his faltering dogs strength. They renewed their efforts to catch an ear. Floyd kept 

directly behind the boar, following his every turn just as if he had done this before. 

Eventually, Floyd was directly behind the boar. He thrust his hands under the water and 

grabbed the boar’s back legs. That was the beginning of the end. Now Floyd and the 

dogs had the advantage. Within seconds the two older dogs had the boar’s ears, one on 

each side. The young dog was barking hysterically. Floyd began to pull the boar toward 
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the bank. The boar couldn’t fight now, and I noticed that his head was under the water 

most of the time. When Floyd reached the edge of the pool, I reached down and 

grabbed one of the hind legs. We then heaved the boar out onto the bank. The dogs still 

had hold of the boar’s ears. The boar lay still. Floyd reached for the ropes that he 

carried in his belt to tie the boar up.  

“He’s dead, Floyd,” I said. “Drowned.” 

“I believe he is,” Floyd said.  

We both were out of breath. We sat on the bank, breathing hard, and staring at 

the boar. He was a monster. Crashing in the brush told us that Hank and the warden 

were approaching. Hank emerged first. When he saw the boar, he stopped dead in his 

tracks, an alarmed look on his face. He knew we didn’t have a gun.  

“What the heck?” he asked and then realization struck. He looked at Floyd and 

just shook his head. “Man, oh man,” he said.  

The warden emerged from the timber, saw the hog and immediately went for his 

pistol.  

“Whoa!” Hank said. “Hold on! He’s already dead.” 

The warden was furious but too out of breath to speak. 

“I was supposed to shoot the hog!” the warden finally managed to get out.  

“You was too late,” Floyd said.  

It was at this point in my story that my banker friend interrupted my story.  

“Man. That is amazing!” he said.  

“Yeah,” I said, “but even more amazing to me is….” 
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“I bet that has never been done before,” he said, and his eyes were laughing at 

me.  

“Maybe so.” 

“Too bad you didn’t have a video camera with you.”  A patronizing grin.  

Silence.  

Awkward, yucky feeling. I didn’t know what to say. In a few seconds, we had 

gone from friends to I’m not sure what. More silence as I sat there and felt that crummy 

feeling you get when you tell someone the truth and they don’t believe you. And 

basically call you a liar.  

“Yeah,” I said. “Too bad.” 

The rest of our lunch was spoiled. Tension and awkwardness hung in the air. I 

didn’t finish my story. We didn’t talk about hunting any more, just about how cold it was 

and a little football.  

We parted ways, and I started the ten-mile drive to my farm. As I drove I thought 

about the rest of the story. To me, Floyd drowning the boar was amazing and disturbing 

because it was a brutal way for a fine boar to die. But even more amazing was the fact 

that Floyd had gotten into the water on a freezing winter day to keep his dogs from 

getting cut up. His devotion to his dogs was the most important part of the story. 

Secondly, I was amazed at how tough Floyd was. I pictured him standing on the bank in 

his sopping wet underwear, with his farmer’s tan looking absurd in such a setting. His 

untanned skin was purple from the cold. Hank and I had been alarmed. One of the basic 

rules of hunting during freezing temperatures was don’t get wet.  

“I’ve got a lighter,” Hank said. “I’ll build a fire.”  
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I moved to gather up the makings of a fire.  

Without a shred of machoness, Floyd said, “No. That’s okay. I’ll dry as we walk.” 

He was already drying himself with his undershirt and moving toward his clothes.  

“You don’t want a fire?” the warden asked, maybe at last noticing what manner of 

man was taking him hunting.  

Floyd put on his clothes, wrung out his undershirt, and then tied it around his 

waist. We left the boar there to pick up on our way back. Floyd’s dogs were as tough as 

their master. They had simply shook the water off their coats’ and were sitting 

obediently. They were shivering. I guessed they dried off as they hunted, just like Floyd. 

As I watched him, I realized something about Floyd. This wasn’t the first time he had 

gotten wet on a freezing day in order to assist his dogs. No big deal. Just something you 

do when you have to. I had thought that my admiration for Floyd couldn’t get any higher. 

I was wrong.   

Even the game warden acted a little better. We hunted on down the ridge, and a 

couple of hours later the warden got to shoot a hog: a hundred and fifty pound sow that 

the dogs bayed in a terrible briar thicket. Hogs always head to the nastiest place they 

can find. The warden made a good shot and smiled from ear to ear. He even shook 

Floyd’s hand and mine and said thank you.  

As I drove down the blacktop toward home, my anger toward the banker began 

to subside. And I had been pretty mad—no one likes to be called a liar. I tried to have 

gracious thoughts about the banker. The problem was obvious—he lacked hunting 

experience and, more importantly, he lacked experiences with any real depth. All of his 

hunts had been with guides. But what would you expect from a guy who grew up in 
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Dallas and whose father had not hunted? The banker didn’t have the background to 

understand or even believe the story I had told him. He was especially ignorant about 

hunting dogs. I shouldn’t have expected someone who had never hunted with dogs to 

understand the miracle of hunting with dogs, to understand their amazing ability to scent 

and trail game they can’t even see. Thus, how could the banker even start to 

understand the bond that exists between dog and hunter that led to a man jumping into 

a freezing creek and, without trying to, drown a big wild boar?  

As I pulled into my gate, I formed a plan. It was a perfect day to go hog hunting. I 

would call that banker and invite him to go hunting. Then he could see for himself what 

was possible. I might even see if Floyd wanted to go with us. I parked my truck by my 

cabin. One of my hunting dogs, a beautiful Blackmouth Cur that Floyd had given me, 

ran from under the porch to greet me. Yes, I thought, as I reached down and stroked my 

dog’s silky ears, I’ll take the banker hunting this evening.  

But I knew that I wouldn’t.  
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Easing Past My Deer Stand 

 I stood by my deer stand, waiting in the dark until it was light enough to shoot. A 

cold December breeze blew into my face. I had taken a weekday off to hunt on my 

family’s small ranch in Jack County. As I waited, I looked up at my stand, silhouetted 

against the moonlit sky and knew that I wasn’t going to sit there for the rest of the deer 

season. I had sat in it for many enjoyable hours in November, but I knew it was time to 

try something different. It was time to go to the woods.  

 When there was just enough soft, gray light to see, I walked over to a rocky draw 

that dissected a pasture which was sprinkled with mesquite trees, and I slowly headed 

to the oak woods that were a couple of hundred yards in front of me. That one hundred 

acre tract of hardwoods pulled me forward, away from my tripod stand and the small 

wheat field that had drawn in numerous does and adolescent bucks during November. 

The woods beckoned to me to come to them, to ease through them like a coyote, to 

wait patiently and motionless while leaning against the trunk of an oak. The woods 

called me to come and hunt.  

 When I was halfway to the timber, I caught a glimpse of movement to my left. A 

doe and fawn were crossing the pasture about a hundred yards away. They weren’t in a 

hurry—they moved along gracefully through the predawn fog. Because I was walking in 

the draw, only my head and shoulders were visible to them. I was moving slow too, so I 

had won the game of who sees whom first. When you get out of your deer stand, seeing 

the deer before they see you is often the deciding factor.  

 I stood still and let the doe and fawn cross the pasture. I didn’t want the doe to 

see me and start snorting and blowing, alerting every deer for a square mile that there 
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was a predator in the area. They eventually came to the edge of the timber, jumped a 

barbwire fence effortlessly and merged into the dark line of oaks. At that moment, I felt 

like my hunt had already been a success. Any other game that I saw would be a bonus. 

The doe had presented an easy shot—and I had every intention of shooting a doe—but 

it was too early in the hunt to shoot a doe. I always reserve the first hour of light for the 

hunting of big bucks because that is when I usually see them. Around seven-thirty in the 

morning, mature bucks tend to vanish in this pressured area.  

 Like the doe and fawn, I eventually reached the timber. I crept over to a big oak 

tree, laid my gun down underneath the fence and climbed over, using the tree to hide 

my movement. I picked my rifle up and then leaned against the oak, watching the 

woods in front of me. About fifty yards ahead, there was a small clearing with a good 

deer trail going through it. I have seen many bucks cross that opening in the first 

minutes of a morning, including a nine-point with wide, dark horns that I killed two years 

ago.  

 I stood and watched the opening for about twenty minutes, but I wanted to cover 

more ground. I resumed my coyote creep and skirted the opening, pausing often to lean 

on a tree, always trying to stay in the shadows. I always stopped by a tree for another 

reason—to use the trunk as a shooting rest. When I did move, I did so as slowly as I 

could make myself, taking two or three small steps and then stopping to survey the 

woods. Once, despite my efforts to be completely silent, I stepped on a small twig and it 

snapped, the slight noise exaggerated by the quiet of the morning woods. That blunder 

made me smile, and I thought of what a friend of mine had recently said when I tried to 

tell him about my still-hunts in the woods. 
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 “You’re one of those hunters,” he said, “who walks around everywhere and 

scares the deer away.” 

 I knew what he was saying. I have had several hunts ruined by hunters who were 

aimlessly strolling through the woods with their rifles on their shoulders. That was a far 

cry from what I was doing.   

 I told him that, “I’ve never gotten a shot at a deer when I was just walking around 

in the woods, but I have killed a few while still-hunting.” 

 “Humph,” he said.  

 He obviously didn’t believe me. I have run into a lot of hunters who felt the same 

way. They don’t think still-hunting is even possible. It is possible, but it isn’t easy. Like I 

said earlier, you must see the deer before they see you. Otherwise, all you will see is a 

white tail bounding through the timber as the deer lopes to the next oak ridge. I will 

admit to scaring a lot of deer while still-hunting, especially when I first started hunting 

that way nearly twenty years ago. I eventually learned to move in slow motion and to 

spend far more time standing and looking through the timber than moving forward.  

 My younger brother thought I was crazy several years ago when I suggested that 

we still-hunt. We were hunting a long narrow oak ridge on a neighbor’s farm that 

morning. We had sat for several hours on the end of the ridge without seeing anything. 

After convincing my brother to at least try it, we began creeping down the top of the 

ridge. It took us an hour to go a few hundred yards, and we were about to the end of the 

ridge, and my brother, who was sixteen, was about out of patience. I had told him 

several times to slow down and be quiet.  

 “This is a waste of time,” he said.  
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 “Ten more minutes,” I said, “and slow down.” 

Ten minutes later we were standing over a fork-horn buck that my brother had 

shot at fifty yards. That was only his second buck to kill, and he was more excited about 

it than the first buck he killed. He knew he had accomplished something by killing a 

buck while hunting on the ground. A deer doesn’t instinctively look up; that is why sitting 

in an elevated stand increases a hunter’s chance of success significantly. Hunting on 

the ground evens out the odds.  

 Thinking of my brother’s hunt helped me to have faith in my morning’s hunt and 

to slow way down. It took me twenty minutes to travel the length of a football field, and 

then I found myself on the edge of the ridge, looking down into a sort of rock-lined bowl 

that was filled with oak timber. The bowl was positioned between two rocky, tree-

covered ridges. This place is a deer paradise, but it is hard to hunt because the timber 

is so thick. I moved to my right until I came to a worn game trail, which I started down 

because it was the quietest way to descend the rocky ridge. If a deer was coming up the 

trail, I told myself, I was about to scare the life out of it. I picked up my pace just a little 

so I could get off of the trail.  

 Several years ago, I was still-hunting through these woods when I came face to 

face with a big buck. I had stooped down to go through a thick tangle of brush. At that 

very moment, the buck was walking toward me on the same trail, and he stooped down 

to get his fairly enormous antlers under a limb. When we righted ourselves, we were 

standing about twenty yards apart. We stood contemplating each other for a few 

seconds. He had a thick, wide rack—one of the biggest I had ever seen. I knew that if I 

even flinched, that he would whirl and run. I had to try though, so I feebly lifted my .270 
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to my shoulder. The buck whirled and ran. Even though I didn’t kill that buck, those few 

seconds stand out as one of my most memorable hunting experiences. And I believe 

that if I will keep on hunting in this manner, that some day I will kill an exceptional 

buck—a buck that is much too wise to show himself anywhere near an elevated stand. 

There are bucks like that everywhere. Hunters describe them as “unkillable” and believe 

that those bucks are one hundred percent nocturnal. As long as those hunters only hunt 

in stands, they won’t have a chance to see these big, older bucks that learned long ago 

that hunters sit in elevated stands. As I said, deer don’t naturally look up, but they can 

learn to look up. If they don’t learn this, they don’t live very long.  

 When I reached the bottom of the ridge, I forced myself to focus on the hunt at 

hand and to stop daydreaming so much. I took a knee and glassed the timber in front of 

me as far as my binoculars would allow me, then moved to my right until I was about 

thirty yards from the deer trail. I hunted through the timber, pausing often to crouch 

down and use my binoculars. Despite my vigilance, I did not see any tale-tale 

movements of a deer such as an ear twitching or a tail flickering, the things that experts 

instruct hunters to look for when hunting in thick woods. As often as not, when I see a 

deer while stalking in the woods, the deer simply bursts upon the scene, revealing his 

ears, tail, and everything else in between. At other times the experts are right, and I do 

pick up just a small part of a nearly motionless deer.  

 A few minutes later, I got to a place where the timber wasn’t so thick, and I could 

see close to one hundred yards in three directions. The two ridges that I had walked 

between jutted towards each other at this place as though they were trying to converge. 

The ridges were less than a hundred yards apart here and created a funnel that directed 
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deer to my hiding place. I already knew the tree that I would lean against. I had hunted 

there many times before. I sat down and leaned against the big oak. The breeze was in 

my face, one ridge to my right, and the other ridge to my left, a park-like setting in front 

of me. It was a good place to be. There were so many deer trails converging here that I 

didn’t know which way a deer would come from, so I tried to watch it all. That was a 

challenge because I also tried to sit as still as possible and just move my eyes. It was 

close to eight o’clock. On weekdays, when other hunters are not driving all over the 

country on four-wheelers and jeeps, the does and young bucks will sometimes keep 

moving around until 9:30 or so.  

 An hour passed, however, and I didn’t see so much as a squirrel. I thought about 

quitting for the morning, but then a deer was suddenly there, moving up the ridge to my 

left. I saw the flash of antlers through the thick trees and then a glimpse of a big-bodied 

deer. My heart pounded, but when I looked through my binoculars I saw that the deer 

was a one-point. A twelve-inch spike protruded from one side of the buck’s head; the 

other antler was broken clean off. I watched him move up the hill. He was a stone’s 

throw away and oblivious to my presence.  

 As I watched the buck, which looked to be at least two or three years old, climb 

the ridge, I wondered how many does he had bred during the rut. I knew that this 

mature spike had probably bred several does and passed on his inferior genes because 

there are so many does in this area that there’s not enough competition between bucks. 

The one-point was definitely what game biologists and trophy hunters call a “cullbuck”. 

In other words, he was a buck that needed to be culled from the area’s deer herd. He 
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was safe from me because I only get one buck tag a year, and I either kill a mature buck 

with a nice rack or nothing at all.  

Seeing this spike made me realize that I probably needed to keep hunting and try 

to kill a doe, which is another bit of advice that game biologists have been preaching for 

the last decade or so. They have learned that the healthiest deer herds are the ones 

that have about a one to one ratio between does and bucks. This ideal ratio seldom 

exists in Texas. Only the big ranches that are intensely managed have been able to 

achieve this ratio. For them the result has been healthier deer and also more and bigger 

bucks. In an area with fewer does, only the most dominant of bucks will be able to 

breed. On a well-managed ranch, the spike I had just seen wouldn’t have a prayer at 

breeding a doe. A bigger, older deer would fight for and win the breeding rights.  

All of this biology made me think of a statement that my brother had made a 

couple of weeks ago at our family’s Thanksgiving celebration. His wife has never 

understood my brother’s passion for hunting, and I’m not sure she has tried to. She 

doesn’t understand why he would get up at four in the morning and drive two hours from 

Dallas to endure freezing weather and often fruitless hunts. To her mind a good 

husband stays at home and watches television or maybe takes her to the movies. But 

we always hunt at Thanksgiving and as my brother was preparing to leave he said to his 

pouting wife, “I’m going to do my duty.” 

“What does that mean?” his wife said. 

“I’m going to do my duty as a conservationist and go thin the deer herd.” 

 I couldn’t believe my brother said that. I do agree that it is sound biology to kill 

deer, but that is a sorry explanation about why a person would choose to hunt. It 
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sounded to me like a wimpy excuse. I don’t hunt out of any sense of duty. I hunt 

because I am passionate about it, because I feel a drive to do so. Perhaps this is 

instinct. I don’t know. I do know that I love to hunt and that it is one of the most 

important parts of my life.  

 My brother’s comment disturbed me, but it was mild to what my brother-in-law 

said the next day when he arrived. All of the men were sitting around drinking coffee 

and talking about hunting and fishing as we often do. We were talking about building a 

new stand to use at the ranch when he said, “Killing a deer out of an elevated deer 

stand is nothing short of murder.” The room went silent for several seconds.  

 “Well,” I said, “that makes me a mass murderer.” 

 This got a good laugh and the tense moment passed, but I was incredulous. His 

point was that hunting out of a stand was too easy. I have heard similar arguments 

before. If a method of hunting actually works, then it’s unethical. People should only 

hunt in the most difficult manner possible, giving the game the utmost chance to 

escape. That kind of argument didn’t make sense to me. Of course there are unethical 

ways to hunt, such as using a spotlight at night to kill deer which feel protected by the 

darkness and often just stand there staring stupidly into the light. That is the worst kind 

of poaching to my mind. Another hunting method that I don’t like is driving around in a 

jeep and hunting. This is perfectly legal and many people do it, especially on large 

ranches where the deer aren’t pressured much. But it’s not for me. The ease of sitting in 

a vehicle would take a lot of fun out of hunting for me. I like a challenge; I want it to be 

hard to a point. Hard but not impossible. My yearly quest for a mature buck is probably 

the best example I can give of that. It’s hard to kill a mature buck where I hunt, and 
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some years I don’t kill a buck.  But if a deer is killed within the game laws and the meat 

is used, I don’t think it is wise for me to sit back and be self-righteous about it. Hunting 

ethics is a complex topic, and there are probably as many definitions of what is ethical 

as there are people who buy hunting licenses. Every hunter must find the methods that 

they believe are fair.  

 But my brother-in-law’s statement was pure hypocrisy because the two deer that 

he had killed, a spike and a doe, were both killed out of a stand and didn’t have a clue 

that they were about to get shot. The real problem, I think, is that my brother-in-law 

doesn’t possess any real drive to hunt. He likes to talk about hunting and fishing, and he 

flat out loves guns and shooting, but when it comes down to actually shooting and then 

gutting and then skinning the game, he loses interest fast. I was with him when he shot 

both of his deer and noticed that the blood seemed to bother him. I’ve known several 

people like that. Hunting is fun until they have actually killed a large animal and are 

faced with the emotions that come after the kill and the job of turning that animal into 

food.  

The reality was that my brother-in-law didn’t want to hunt at all. Of course there is 

nothing wrong with that. Hunting is way too serious to be done half-heartedly. What I’m 

getting tired of is people who claim to be hunters who justify hunting until they think they 

are doing game animals a personal favor by killing them or hunters who tweak the 

ethics of hunting until nothing is killed and eaten. All I know is that hunting is one of the 

best things that I do. Call it instinct, call it game management, or call it murder, it doesn’t 

matter to me. I love to hunt and I’m going to hunt. I think about it all of the time. I 

arrange my work schedule and, to a large extent, my life around hunting. Perhaps a 
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good way to describe my drive to hunt is that I hunt as a bodily function. I don’t have to 

philosophize a lot about it. It’s something that just comes naturally to me.  

As I leaned against the oak, all of this heavy thinking resulted in me dropping my 

guard a bit. Instead of sitting like a stone and moving only my eyes, I was squirming 

around like a four-year old boy in church. I composed myself just in time to see a doe 

and two big fawns that were suddenly moving through the timber. They made no noise 

and were moving at a fast walk. At a glance, it was obvious that this doe was a good 

doe to kill. She was big and a little gaunt. Her body was blockier than a young doe; I 

guessed her to be at least four or five years old. Her fawns certainly looked old enough 

to make it on their own. They were fat and nearly as big as some of the yearling deer 

that roam these woods. In a matter of seconds, I made up my mind to shoot.  

I was excited, which may not seem important, except that when I sit in my 

elevated stand on the edge of the wheat field I don’t get completely excited when I see 

a doe. Instead, I view the arrival of a doe at the wheat field as a sign that the deer are 

moving and that it’s time to start looking hard for a buck that might be following the doe. 

Also, I don’t shoot does out of that stand because I want the does to return to the wheat 

field all season long—as long as you have does around you have a chance at a big 

buck coming to investigate the does to see if they are in estrus.  

But this big doe moving through the timber not fifty yards away from me made 

me as nervous as seeing a big ten-point buck would have. The difference, I suppose, 

was that I was going to shoot this doe, and being on the ground and in the woods on the 

deer’s own terms all added excitement to the moment. My hands shook a little and my 

heart rate doubled. I only had a few seconds to shoot before the doe disappeared into 
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the timber. Every time the doe’s head went behind a tree, I raised my rifle a few inches. 

Eventually, I had my gun up and was waiting for an open shot. I got it and squeezed the 

trigger gently.  

The gun went off, and the boom echoed through the narrow valley. The doe ran 

about twenty yards up the hill and fell, then noisily slid down until a small hackberry tree 

stopped her descent. I sat for a few minutes and watched the doe to make sure she 

didn’t get up and run, even though I knew she was dead. Waiting is a good habit and a 

part of the ritual that I go through every time I kill a deer. The doe’s two fawns had run a 

short ways and then stopped, looking around as if they didn’t know what to do. They 

milled around for a couple of minutes before they bounded off into the timber. I watched 

them go with a painful feeling of remorse and reminded myself that they were old 

enough to make it on their own. They had been weaned weeks ago when the doe came 

back into estrus.  

After about ten minutes, I walked over to where the doe had stood when I shot. 

Even though I could see her lying dead about forty yards away, I found her tracks where 

she had wheeled to run and then found the first drop of blood. As I always do, I followed 

the bright, red drops of blood to the doe. One reason I do this is because I want to be 

the best tracker possible, and the best way to learn is to follow a trail. But I also do it to 

help me remember the hunt, and I do it for reasons that I can’t name or describe. 

Following the trail is just part of the hunt, part of the ritual.  

When I got to the doe, I laid my rifle down and sat beside her and put my hand 

on her warm body. Once again, I thought of what my family members had said about 

hunting. I didn’t feel like I had done the doe any favors by killing her. I felt the same 
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sense of remorse that I do anytime I kill any kind of game animal. I wasn’t sad that I had 

killed her; I was sad that she was dead. That probably doesn’t make sense to anyone 

except hunters. I certainly didn’t feel like a murderer. I felt the same mixed emotions of 

elation, reverence, gain, and loss that I always feel when I kill a deer. It doesn’t matter if 

I’m sitting in my deer stand, creeping through the woods, or leaning against an oak tree. 

This hunt, however, had been more exciting and satisfying because I had been in the 

woods, moving across the land, and I had used all of the hunting skills that I possess. 

But this hunt wasn’t any more or less honorable or ethical than hunting out of my stand. 

Just as I did while hunting out of my stand, I had kept the wind in my face, listened, sat 

quietly, and watched intently.  

I put these thoughts out of my head and concentrated on the doe. I said a silent 

prayer of thanks and then began to field dress her. After I finished, I tied the ends of a 

short cotton rope to each of her hind legs and then draped the rope across my chest. I 

put my weight against the rope, and the doe followed behind, her body making a soft 

scraping sound as it slid over the ground. I hadn’t gone far before I had to stop and 

catch my breath. This is going to be tough work, I thought.  

I was glad that I had decided to abandon my stand on the wheat field. I decided 

that I would still hunt there some, but I also planned to get down on the ground and into 

the woods. I had gotten into a rut of just hunting in my stand, and I had cheated myself 

out of the incredible experience of still-hunting. I hoped to fill my other doe tag in the 

woods, and maybe even my buck tag. I would never forget this hunt. I would replay it 

over and over in my mind. I have killed a lot of deer over the last couple of decades, but 

I can remember every detail of every hunt. I stood at the bottom of the ridge for a 
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moment more and consciously memorized the scene before me: the oak timber that had 

beckoned me to come and hunt, the rocky ridges that surrounded me, the stillness and 

the quiet of the winter woods. Lastly, I looked at the doe at my feet and knew that more 

than a short, cotton rope tethered her to me.   

 
 


