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“What do you say we have 
another round,” he said, smile 
intact, “and talk about some-
thing else.”

---------------------------------

Chapter 19

Anything But Ordinary

ordinary hunting versus 
ruffed grouse hunting

 There are two kinds of hunt-
ing:” wrote Aldo Leopold in his 
classic book, A Sand County Al-
manac, “ordinary hunting and 
ruffed grouse hunting.”

 Leopold’s famous line is an-
other way of saying that ruffed 
grouse require thought. Indeed, 
everything about them demands 
attention. They are not casual 
birds and, likewise, they are 
not for casual hunters. Nor are 
they for shooters. Doves are the 
birds for those who like to pull 
triggers; grouse are not. Mostly, 
what we do with a grouse gun 
is load it, carry it, and unload it. 
Grouse hunting is measured by 
the mile and by the hour, while 
grouse shooting, when it occurs, 
is a matter of yards and pieces 
of seconds. 

 The hunting of grouse in-
volves more wit and perception 
than luck, more motion than 
productivity, more reaction than 
action, more life than death.

 Grouse are birds of the mind 
-wild birds not only of the edge 
but on the edge. Their hair-
trigger attitudes are laced with 
paranoia, a deep suspicion of 
every motion and noise not of 
their own making. All of which 
means that grouse hunting is 

a tactical exercise comprising 
much more than occasional 
upland ramblings on clean and 
weightless October days. But, 
from another angle, those hunts 
under a perfect sun that glistens 
the webs of spiders and eases 
the passage of browning ferns 
are also very much a part of 
it. Grouse make you consider 
where you walk and what you 
see.

 Proper grouse hunting is 
done with a dog. Always. To do 
otherwise is to lose the magic 
of the bird, of how and where 
it lives. A covert with birds, a 
hunter, and a gun - but no dog - 
is incomplete, a formula lacking 
a critical component. But, just 
any dog won’t do.

 Aldo Leopold’s defining 
statement on grouse hunting 
has a corollary in gun dogs. Few 
who know this bird would deny 
that there are also two kinds of 
dogs: ordinary dogs and ruffed-
grouse dogs. Grouse demand at 
least as much from dogs as they 
do from hunters, and they usual-
ly demand much more. Which is 
the very reason why acceptable 
grouse dogs are uncommon, and 
consistently fine performers 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 bet-
ter 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 
ricocheting 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 as-
pen gray and scattered triangles 
of pine green that, in turn, faded 
downward into a rich purple 
sprawl of blackberries. Here, a 
soft breeze rustled in harmony 
with the sliding murmur of a 
creek threading its way toward 
a shallow backwater that bal-
looned 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 downsloping 
air, listened, then cut his bond 
with the water and lifted across 
the river to the safety of the op-
posite bank. The heron made his 


