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Grouse hunting in Alaska 
would be a more appealing 
sport were it not for its danger. 
Most of the year the grouse is 
passive, but during the mat-
ing season its ferocity can be 
notorious. They will most often 
ignore you, but if pushed or 
backed into a corner, caution 
is the watchword. No one who 
has studied pictures of men in 
a spruce forest exposed to the 
assault of a blue grouse fly-
ing directly at them out of the 
trees ever ventures with rifle or 
shotgun into the forest without 
a certain terror. No one who 
reads of the exploits of these 
men does so without a deep 
feeling of admiration for their 
heroism.

And so, our tale begins. In 
the dark primeval rainforest of 
Southeast Alaska, silently stalk-
ing through the windbreaks, ev-
ery nerve taut, every neck hair 
on end, were me, Old Halvors-
en, and Hosehead, Faithful Dog 
of the North. It was a bad busi-
ness, and we proceeded with 
trepidation. The cold sweat 
on Old Halvorsen's forehead 
telegraphed heebie-jeebies to 
my own gooseflesh. Suddenly, 
Old Halvorsen tossed caution 
to the wind.

"I wish I'd listened to Bat-

tleaxia," he blurted.

"Why? What did she say?"

"I don't know. I didn't lis-
ten."

Real men don't fear birds. 
Such was my attitude a couple 
weeks earlier when this fear 
was but a sissy notion to be 
pooh-poohed and cut dead by 
denial. A distant blue grouse 
had just hooted the arrival 
of May's first warm day as I 
walked up to Old Halvorsen's 
porch. There I beheld a most 
unsettling and pitiful sight. The 
lounge chairs had been set out 
in the sun and were occupied 
by two great white whales, both 
asleep. One of the leviathans 
was Old Halvorsen's wife, Bat-
tleaxia. The other was her twin 
sister Ponderousa. Neither 
awoke as I arrived, each seem-
ingly intent on sunburning the 
roof of her mouth. Spring is her-
alded in funny ways in Alaska.

I knocked on the door and 
a clothed primate answered. It 
was Old Halvorsen, coveralled 
like some grand poobah of the 
dog trainer's guild. He had been 
teaching Hosehead to open the 
refrigerator and bring him a 
sandwich and beer. But Hoseh-
ead has a way of dealing with 
pressure. He passes out.

"I have a friend who lives 
in Angoon," Old Halvorsen 
reported, "and he tells me the 
hooters have been a real prob-
lem out there."

The ears on Hosehead the 
Faithful shot straight up at the 
mention of "hooters." His tail 
dropped between his legs, and 
he cowered out to the porch 
and crawled under Battleaxia's 
chair with a whimper. Hoseh-
ead, a veteran of the field, has 
experienced the roar of the 
grouse lifting off. He often 
flushes them well out in front 
where you don't have to waste 
ammunition missing them.

"My friend tells me there 
is a giant bird they call Ol' 
Bad Blue out there, that has 
been tormenting the village 
for the fifth consecutive spring, 
and the local folks are gettin' 
real tired of watching this big 
brown pterodactyl carry off all 
their blueberry bushes," Old 
Halvorsen went on.

He said the bird was a prob-
lem at other times.

Apparently, every August 
the big bird and his flock alight 
on the gravel roadway leading 
out of town to secure grit for 
the coming winter months. 
The subsequent chuckholes 
fill with water and impede 
travel. Although the yawning 
abysses serve as rest havens 
for migratory waterfowl, and 
even though Jacques Cousteau 
reportedly plans on explor-
ing some of the deeper ones 
soon, the villagers don't want 
any more excitement going on 
around there. They just wanted 

rid of that evil bird, and offered 
to pay all costs for two experi-
enced hunters to fly out there 
and shoot Ol' Bad Blue.

Well, where could you find 
two more experienced hunters 
than me and Old Halvorsen, 
together with Hosehead the 
Faithful? Old Halvorsen was 
not that great of a wing shot 
since he had the reflexes of a 
snowman, but his famous dog 
made up for a lot of human 
inadequacy. Hosehead reput-
edly could find anything alive 
in the woods, because, despite 
his fear of birds, he could track 
like a weasel down a drainpipe.

So here we were, slinking 
through the dense northern 
forest full of fear and waiting 
for sight of Ol' Bad Blue, the 
biggest, meanest grouse ever to 
scratch for boreal grit. Actually, 
Old Halvorsen wasn't slinking. 
He was on point, stalking like a 
drum major marching through 
potato chips.

The old boy had apparently 
lost all his cookies this time. 
The fear, like combat fatigue, 
had taken grip and transformed 
him into a reckless chatter-
box. He began telling me and 
Hosehead about the birds of 
Alaska.

"There are only two kinds 
of birds in Alaska," he began. 
"There are big brown birds, 
and there are little brown birds. 
More than that, no one needs 
to know."

It was a classification system 
Old Halvorsen had developed 
because of the failure of birds 

to match their descriptions in 
the Field Guide to the Birds of 
Alaska. A failing, of course, on 
the part of the bird.

Hosehead and I just kept 
silent, about five paces back, 
waiting for that heart attack 
burst of grouse to erupt any sec-
ond. A varied thrush signaled 
its presence and Old Halvorsen 
studied it and continued with 
his birding lesson.

"Now that there is a lite 
brown bird," he reported. 
"They're a third less filling than 
your regular brown birds."

About that time Hosehead 
swung out to the left and began 
sniffing and snorting. Suddenly, 
the forest floor exploded in his 
face hurling birds, leaves and 
feathers into the air. A school of 
grouse! I waited a split second 
and swung my shotgun to bear 
down on the lead bird. I failed 
to notice a spruce tree swinging 
into the path of my gun barrel 
and the resulting blow to my 
jaw dropped me like a sack of 
clams.

About thirty seconds later I 
came to my senses and crawled 
around the tree moaning and 
scratching the ground for my 
glasses.

"Quit grousing," said Old 
Halvorsen. He had two dead 
hooters in hand and pointed 
out the direction where the 
flock disappeared. They had 
flown into brush impervious to 
a skinny mink.

For the next hour we hunted 
down the singles. In self de-
fense, Old Halvorsen added 

three more birds to his bag. 
I practiced conservation and 
habitat improvement, choos-
ing to sluice and trim much of 
the thick brush instead of tak-
ing easy shots at grouse flying 
near it.

A little later Old Halvorsen 
scored another double. I quick-
ly pretended to reload and 
asked him if he had fired, too. 
Finally, exhausted, we took a 
lunch break. The solitude was 
overwhelming and ominous. 
Hosehead the Faithful was no-
where in sight, but the muted 
flushing of distant birds told us 
the dog was still at work.

As we finished the last sand-
wich, a sudden yelp of canine 
horror split the spring air. It 
was followed by the sounds 
of bushes being trampled and 
trees tossed aside.

"It's a gorilla!" I cried.

"No, it's a big grouse!" ex-
claimed Old Halvorsen.

We leaped to our feet, guns 
loaded and pointed, hearts 
pounding. But it was Hoseh-
ead who materialized, like a 
willo’-the-wisp gliding through 
the impenetrable brush. He 
was panicked and trembling, 
and he crawled between Old 
Halvorsen's legs and just quiv-
ered. His eyes had that glazed 
look that a rabbit gets when it 
thinks the best way to deal with 
approaching headlights is to 
out stare them. It was obvious 
that he had encountered Ol’ 
Bad Blue.

Hosehead's  demeanor 
caused me to harbor some 
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