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much from dogs as they do 
from hunters, and they usually 
demand much more. Which is 
the very reason why acceptable 
grouse dogs are uncommon, 
and consistently fine perform-
ers are rare. Given the bird, that 
seems appropriate.

 Serious grouse hunters are 
perfectionists at the top of their 
game. The best are individuals 
who pursue the bird for the de-
tailed quality of the hunt, which 
translates into the beauty of bird 
and dog performance without 
concern for a death at the end. 
Nowhere in the grouse hunter’s 
code of personal conduct afield 
is it written that gaining this 
beauty requires dead birds.

 Grouse hunters and grouse 
dogs will never have their fire 
for the chase dampened by do-
mestication and tameness. Their 
bird is - and will remain-forever 
wild. And, come autumn, the 
quest for this wildness is a 
better reason than most to get 
up in the morning and watch 
a dawn break, then cut loose a 
grouse dog for an anything-but-
ordinary hunt.

*  *  *
 Sunlight streamed through 

the birches at a sharp, early - 
morning angle. It danced on 
limbs and trunks before ricochet-
ing off snowy bark and dropping 
earthward to puddle on fallen 
leaves. The air was clear and 
still and soft enough for motes 
of dust to hang as free as bird 
songs in the beams of sun.

At the edge of the birch 
stand, the creamy whiteness 
was thinned by upright lines 

of aspen gray and scattered 
triangles of pine green that, in 
turn, faded downward into a 
rich purple sprawl of blackber-
ries. Here, a soft breeze rustled 
in harmony with the sliding 
murmur of a creek threading its 
way toward a shallow backwa-
ter that ballooned from a river. 
A great blue heron stood in the 
shallows, tethered by the leg to 
his own reflection.

The bird turned his head at 
a quickening of the downslop-
ing air, listened, then cut his 
bond with the water and lifted 
across the river to the safety of 
the opposite bank. The heron 
made his ungainly landing at 
the same moment the setter 
broke from the woods on the far 
side of the backwater. Patches 
of hunter-orange vest showed 
through the trees not far behind 
the dog. The man emerged from 
the trees and sat on a rock at the 
water’s edge, waiting for the 
dog to drink and soak himself 
cool.

Droplets of water and tiny, 
sunbeamed prisms of mist filled 
the air around the setter as vio-
lent shakes ran the length of its 
white and black-dappled coat. 
Then the leggy dog trotted to 
the hunter’s side. “We’ll go in a 
minute,” the man said, stroking 
the wet fur. “We need to think 
how to do this right, he added, 
unconsciously head-gesturing 
toward the birches.

They had been together six 
years and for the last four of 
those years man and dog had 
hunted the large covert up from 
the backwater. But the man al-

ways stopped and considered 
“how to do this right” each time 
he worked the area. And the set-
ter, following his owner’s lead, 
sat quietly, as though he too was 
assessing the wind, moisture, 
and time of day, and pondering 
the imponderables of exactly 
where a ruffed grouse would 
be at that moment.

The setter’s cast away from 
the backwater took them along 
the riverbank, led them through 
a stretch of alders, then angled 
back toward the tangled growth 
of berries. Light bell sounds kept 
dog and hunter in touch, though 
for grouse covers the setter ran 
big, wide, and easy, his mouth 
open as if was drinking the 
wind. The dog ran precisely as 
the man trained him to run: at 
bell range, fast over earth that 
was his, stopping only when the 
breeze swirled in confusion, or 
when he winded grouse.

 It was the setter’s business 
to find birds, then the man’s 
to find the setter. It was the 
grouse’s job to outwit them 
both. At bottom, it was a ques-
tion of how often skill, experi-
ence, and thought can get the 
better of skittish paranoia and 
a complete knowledge of home 
ground.

 Near the thread of water, 
on the slope where aspens and 
berries bowed to each other, the 
setter did its job. The hunter 
turned and moved toward the 
final jangle of the bell, looking 
for white amid the hues of co


