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shelter from the wind, and large 
oaks, you’ find wood ducks 
feeding on acorns. Spook and I 
found a nice, dry place to sit at 
the base of an ancient, gnarled 
white oak tree. The bank rose 
gently from the water to about 
five feet in height. We waited 
for noon, which was shooting 
time.

Shortly after noon, a beauti-
ful drake wood duck came fly-
ing down the slough, twisting 
and turning, making its way 
between the branches of the 
trees that lined both banks of 
the slough. Its iridescent head 
shone brilliant in the autumn 
sun. I raised my gun, started 
behind the flying drake, pulled 
up to him, saw the barrel go 
slightly past his head, and then 
I pulled the trigger all in one 
motion. Bang! I saw the duck 
crumple. Ka-plop, it hit the 
water.

I looked at Spook. Every 
muscle was tense, every nerve 
quivering as he sat at the edge 
of the water. “Fetch!” I called 
sharply. He plunged hard into 
the water, green duckweed 
spraying in every direction. 
Quickly, he swam and lunged 
his way through the shallow 
water and sticky black mud 
until he reached the duck. He 
sniffed the bird. Swam around 
it once or twice. Sniffed again, 
then came back without it. 
Upon reaching the bank he 
shook himself off, rolled in the 
leaves, and turned and looked 
at me as if to say, That bird don’t 
look or smell like something I 
want to carry in my mouth, pal!

About that time I remem-
bered what an old riverman 
once told me: “You got to know 
more than the dog does in order 
to teach him how to hunt.” So 
I put the gun up against a tree, 
walked down to the edge of the 
water, pulled UP my rubber hip 
boots, and called for Spook. 
Together we waded through 
that black, boot-sucking Mis-
sissippi mu

out to where the duck lay. I 
opened Spook’s mouth, stuck 
the duck in it, and held his 
mouth shut until we got back 
to the bank.

From that day on, Spook 
was a swamp dog. A swamp 
dog is a working dog. It has to 
fight critters. Its face is scarred, 
its ears are tattered, and it has 
to learn which critters it can 
tangle with and which ones 
it can’t. A swamp dog has to 
know in which direction the 
camps are located on a black 
summer night with thunder 
crashing and lightening strik-
ing all around us. A swamp dog 
needs to get us home during 
a frigid, blinding snowstorm 
with January’s white winter 
winds howling down the great 
river valley, sweeping across 
the open, ice-covered marshes, 
leaving nothing untouched by 
their bitterness. After a few 
years of “ice walking” together, 
I’ll follow my dog across the 
thin first ice of the season. I will 
trust my life to my dog, for dogs 
seem to develop a sixth sense 
about where the ice is safe to 
travel. A swamp dog has to 
keep putting one foot ahead of 
the other, no matter how cold or 

hot or hungry or thirsty he is.

As the years passed, Spook 
and I became inseparable. Each 
September we combed the hard-
wood forests of the hill country 
surrounding the Mississippi 
for roots and herbs. Day after 
autumn day we hunted ducks, 
squirrels, rabbits, partridges, 
and pheasants. In late fall and 
throughout winter, we trapped 
‘coon, ‘rats, beaver, and mink. 
Come spring we fished for trout 
in the many tributaries of the 
Big River, and all summer long 
we fished the Mississippi shore-
lines for catfish, sheephead, 
bass, and assorted other finned 
creatures. It was just the two of 
us touching, smelling, hearing, 
seeing, tasting, and feeling na-
ture as if each day was our last 
on earth.

One day my wife asked me 
to bring Spook into the house at 
night. “He’s five years old, and 
it’s wet and cold outside,” she 
chastised me. By now Spook 
was the best friend I’d ever had 
in this world, human or critter, 
so in the house he came. From 
then on Spook went wherever 
I did. Day and night we were 
together, working, playing, 
and living as a family. Over the 
course of the years, we suffered 
the sorrows and hardships of 
making a living with nature 
and experienced the joys and 
delights as well.

After spending sixteen years 
with me in the backwaters and 
bluffs along the Mississippi, 
old Spook’s face showed the 
scars of many swamp battles. 
His hind legs were withering. 


