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is not simple. One must wait patiently, intently. Late
autumn, Thanksgiving week, can include such times.
For most of my adult life, I have been fortunate to have
this week free for retracing familiar territory. I remem-
ber one evening three years ago as we drove north
through the canyons towards Gothenburg and felt the
silence in pastures without cattle; in the stiff loping of a
rare coyote, beginning early its evening hunt and ner-
vous at the sight of us. As we descended into the valley,
I felt silence, too, in the small hawk perched on the
same length of telephone line where we had seen it
watching that morning.

Throughout the years that hawk has been there
waiting, more often sentinel than hunter. Always we
notice. Sometimes, when we are pleased or amused or
almost shy at the prospect of another season of hunt-
ing together, we comment—my father’s words and
mine touching the bird for luck. And so the following
day, my second day home, we marked the hawk almost
as if to reassure ourselves that the countryside was still
our own. For during the night, piece by piece, an ice
storm had crystalized the world. Of course I had
walked along the river after a cruel spring storm and
seen cottonwood limbs, already gnarled, hang heavy or
broken in the thin sunlight. But this, as we entered the
hills, this was luminous, stunning, a moment unlike any
other.

We were the first travelers that morning: ahead of
us the road climbed, a single ribbon gleaming across a
steep hill; beside the truck the gravel lay individually
brilliant and gemlike. Barbed wire stretched elegant,
three strands glowing. Stilled like a half-gasp of delight,
the grasses—buffalo, brome, blue stem—showed mut-
ed blades of gray and brown and rust through their
sheathing. A half mile to the southwest stood the first
“draw,” a pocket of cover, that might be hunted. Its
plum thicket, black and then red, its sweet clover, tan,
shone lacquered, almost silver. I, who had watched and
walked and cherished these hills through adolescence
and all my adult life, hesitated to step into this light
which would dim as the morning wind and sun
strengthened. I waited for some sign, some motion or
voice, to invite the solitary spectator in.

As we continued driving out of the canyons into
more rolling hills, I wondered self-consciously how I
had ever learned to look at this landscape. The closer
we got to Farnam, the more frequently we saw grain
fields and an occasional farmstead interrupting the
pastures. (Mostly corn and soybeans had grown over
the last summer. With two decades of deep wells and
pivot point irrigation, farmers have been tempted to
transform some of their $100-an-acre pasture or at least
to depend less on milo.) In the almost twelve miles
since the hawk we had seen no living creature when,
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from the corner of my eye, I saw a hen pheasant skim-
ming across a field of winter wheat. The familiar
wingbeat, silent within the warm truck, seemed to pull
us surely along her path. Our parallel courses ran so
near that for a moment I could note the flat wildness
of her eye and the soft brown and cream of her breast
feathers. Just above the green glaze, speed fixed, she
coasted, dipped smoothly as if to light, and then inex-
plicably surged upward, veered west and disappeared
from view. The bird broke the spell. So absorbed had I
been in the spectacle of the morning that I had not
seen this part of it—the hen pheasant crouched or per-
haps walking—even though she must have flushed
from the barrow pit, no more than six feet from the
road.

Being surprised is surely part of it, of learning to
look. From my earliest memories of hunting with my
father, there was always a keen sense not only of vision
but of noticing. On this morning, I turned to Dad, who
was driving, and asked, “Did you see her before she
flew?” Of course he had, although I thought that on
this of all mornings he might have missed for once. But
then it was a conversation reminiscent of countless oth-
ers.

When I was no older than ten or eleven, I remem-
ber, I rode along country roads with my father in
pursuit of pheasants. In those days the soil bank pro-
gram created huge areas of nesting habitat and a much
larger population of birds. It made all the more sense,
then, to keep a sharp lookout for pheasants or quail
along the road in the early morning or late afternoon
as they came out of cover to feed and take gravel. But
even though I now know that Dad sometimes waited
for me to see, I could never spot them as quickly as he
did. I would be gazing out the passenger window of the
car—never a pickup in those days because it would
have been impractical to have a vehicle in which the
whole family couldn’t ride. (Even owning two used cars
was a luxury. The newer of the two mostly sat in the left
bay of the garage and was driven on special occasions
like family vacations or Mom’s turn to give rides to
bridge club. The older car served for what little every-
day driving anyone did, for hunting, and for fishing.)
So I would be gazing out the passenger window of a
'49 or '50 or finally a '52 Chevy fourdoor and lost in the
smell of wet wool and muddy boots, the whirring hum
of the heater, and the scratch of mohair upholstery
when the car would begin to slow, the sound of its tires
on the gravel changing pi tch. Dad would say, “I think
at least one of them is a rooster.” Magic. Amid fum-
bling for shotgun shells—a number six for the right
barrel, a four or five for the left—and sitting bolt
upright in readiness, I would scan the roadside and
blurt out, “Where?” And Dad always knew, though he
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