The Bird Dog

This is the story of Caprock Sandy, the best dog that ever lived, according to the family who owned him, or vice-versa.  This pup was whelped in a breeder’s kennel in Fort Worth, Texas.  His sire and dam were listed in American Field Registry as Llewellyn Setters and were true to breed. The kennel was known for producing field trial champions, some of which were in this pup's pedigree.  Soon after he was weaned his owners ran an ad in the Star-Telegram Newspaper advertising him for sale. 

Mike Lillis read the ad.  Mike was a salesman for Fields & Company, a supplier of light fixtures for the Lubbock construction industry.  Mike knew his old friend Barto, the consulting engineer, loved to hunt quail.  He also knew Barto didn’t have a bird dog.  In fact, Barto was keeping Blue in his back yard with Dave Clemen's dog, Tom.  Blue was Mike's pointer.  Mike reasoned that if he brought Barto a bird dog, he would appreciate it and specify more of his products.  Besides, you can never have too many bird dogs.  He knew this was obviously intended as payola, no doubt about that.  Barto would never approve, and neither would his boss. A little thing like ethics never stopped Mike before, so he bought the dog and put it on his expense account as "miscellaneous".   He put the puppy in a travel kennel and got on an airplane bound for Lubbock.  But first he called Barto and asked him to meet the plane later that afternoon.  He said, “I’ve got a surprise for your kids.”  Nothing suspicious in that, Mike and Dave were always bringing Cindy and Scott treats.   

It was summertime and the days were long.  The sun was still high when quittin’ time came, and the whole family drove to the little airport north of town.  Cindy and Scott were six and four years old and pretty excited that Mike was bringing a surprise.   They got out of the car and ran to the chain link fence separating the parking lot from the flying field.  They watched as the little Trans-Texas Airways DC3 airliner touched down, reversed props, slowed and made the turn at the taxiway to the gate.  It turned around to line up on the pad a dozen paces from the fence where the kids were anxiously waiting to see what Mike was bringing them.   The propellers blew West Texas sand and grit all over the onlookers before the pilot killed the engines.  The children scarcely noticed the dirt in the air; to them this was a big adventure.  Mom noticed and said “That pilot got us all sandy – I think he did it on purpose.”


The door with the built-in steps on the near side of the plane slowly unfolded into place and down the steps walked Mike, grinning from ear to ear.  He was carrying a box like a square suitcase with a handle on top, but it was not possible to tell what it contained.  He walked up to the fence the children were clinging to and opened a little door in the end of the box.


There was a puppy in the box.  Mike slid his hand under the pup’s belly and gently extracted him from the little portable kennel.  Then he passed him over the fence into the waiting arms of the little girl who was now squealing in delight.  The little boy was laughing and petting the dog too.  It lifted its little muzzle and licked him in the face.  Barto instantly knew what Mike had done.  He had pulled a fast one on him.  Their eyes met and Mike smirked.  Barto looked at the kids squeezing that puppy and sighed, “Oh, boy”. 
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 No way that dog was going back to Ft. Worth and they both knew it.  Ethics have a way of becoming situational when they are around kids and puppies.  They all got in the Ford and drove home.   Of course, they named him “Sandy” on the way home.  


As soon as Sandy was turned loose in the front yard, he ran and jumped in a pickup truck ready to go hunting.  He was just a little white ball of fur.  At first, about all he did was eat and sleep.  He had sharp little puppy teeth.  He chewed up everything in sight but no dog ever grew up immersed in more love and attention than Sandy.  Barto let him have his puppyhood, but Sandy was a huntin’ dog and when he shed those puppy teeth, his training started in earnest. 
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The Hunt

Quail hunting in the fall had become a tradition Barto and Doyle enjoyed a lot.  The family would load up in the blue Oldsmobile in Lubbock, including Sandy with the kids in the back seat, and drive the 425 miles to Hopkins County.  Within walking distance of the Owens’ farm were wonderful places to hunt quail.  Across the road and down the hill there was Dry Creek, with Grassburr Hill just beyond Blue Horne’s place.  Across the pasture to the south was the old Dickey Place with hedgerows and wild plumb thickets.  Across the lane behind the house and down the hill was the woods along Running Creek on the back side of E. C. Gilliam’s farm.  All the land was in pasture except for an occasional garden or patch of corn or sorghum.  Prime upland game hunting with plenty of goatweed and tall grass for feed and cover.   

On one crisp autumn morning, Barto and Doyle were hunting along Running Creek.  The sun was up and there was just a hint of frost still in the shadows.  The dampness in the air was ideal and the wind was dead calm.  This was Eisenhower hunting.  The dogs were close working the scant cover in the pasture land, covering the next acre or so of ground in a methodical, crisscross pattern.  The hunters noted recent telltale signs of a big covey in a small clearing.  They knew that a covey sleeps in a circle with all their tail feathers together.  The pile of droppings indicated the size of the covey.  This was a big one, more than a dozen quail. 
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As they walked down the hill toward the creek, they came upon a large, low briar thicket with a few trees beyond close to the creek bank.  The dogs both caught the scent of quail and started trailing birds, sniffing the ground this way then that way and quickly covering the distance in a straight line to the thicket.  When Sandy and Fred started to circle the briar patch, they froze like statues. 

The birds held tight.  The hunters moved into position and checked their fowling pieces.  Doyle eased the safety off his Sweet 16 Browning, and Barto fingered the front trigger of his Heym 20 gage double.  There was not a sound as the seconds slowly passed, dogs and hunters anticipating what was about to happen.  The dogs could smell the overpowering scent of the covey.  They could see a few of the birds squatting motionless in the thick cover just inches from their nose.  Then, one of the hunters waded in and kicked the birds out.  


It makes no difference if you have flushed a thousand coveys, that sound always startles you and gives a rush of adrenaline. This Covey rise was explosive.  The sound of Lilliputian thunder.  It was like a dozen drum rolls around your ankles, then blasting upward past your head and quickly away.   The hunters snapped their shotguns to their shoulder and swung the muzzle in the direction of the fleeing birds.  They rose high over the trees lining the bank of the stream.  Two went higher than the rest.  Barto knocked down the bird on the right and Doyle shot the bird to the left.  In a puff of feathers, the game birds cartwheeled to earth just beyond the thicket. 


Sandy never learned to hold on a covey flush and he was crashing through the underbrush after the birds.  Momentarily, he emerged from the thicket with a quail in his mouth.  He dutifully deposited it in his master’s hand.  Barto pulled the bird’s head off and tossed it back to Sandy who swallowed it whole.  Sandy licked his lips and charged back into the thicket after the other bird.


The second bird fell further than the first and Sandy hesitated, with some difficulty locating it.  The hunters were beginning to think maybe it was a cripple and had run off.  Then, they heard a big splash.  They ran downstream a few yards to a cow trail crossing just beyond the briar patch.  The creek was running full to the brim, just a little out of banks.  The bird had fallen into the water, and there came Sandy dog paddling toward them in the middle of the creek with the quail in his mouth.   What a dog!
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