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SOARING WITH REDNECKS
By Howard N. Ellman

The wind blew at least forty miles an hour from the south all night into the early morning
hours. Sheets of rain rode the gusts, pounding down on the hillside, turning every little
rut into a torrent. It was what we call a Pineapple Express, the Pacific phenomenon of a
storm from the Gulf of Alaska meeting a tropical depression, combining the bluster of the
former with the wet of latter. Most of our worst floods have their genesis in such
atmospheric tantrums. They can also produce spectacular hunting, with wave after wave
of waterfowl fighting the wind, close to the ground, swinging to decoys with the
commotion of the storm masking any untoward movement by the hunter.

I have always loved being out in that weather. It is unfortunately rare. Two or three
years in a row can pass without an Express during the waterfowl season — or during that
part of the season when the main migration has arrived in the Valley.

I slept fitfully that night, waking often to assess the conditions. If anything, the storm
seemed to intensify as the night wore on. The thin wall next to my bed in the trailer on
top of the hill almost seemed to billow with the gusts. As shooting time approached, I
pulled on my gear and stepped outside into the maelstrom of driving rain, my Lab Sally
at my side.

It was December in the mid 80s at the scruffy little property I owned on the east side of
the Sacramento Valley between Marysville and Oroville. 309 acres, about 140 in rice
ground and the rest in natural marsh or worthless hillside that had been sold to me as
prime pasture when I was too young, impressionable and eager to know any better. The
parcel was intended to be a half section — 320 acres — but the idiots who divided it had
screwed up the west boundary. So my neighbor to the west had 11 acres more and I had
11 less. No matter. The ducks did not seem to care so after awhile, I did not either.

I drove the half mile down the hill to a graveled parking area and walked two hundred
yards to the nearest blind. I had no guest that morning. Mine would be the only gun on
the grounds. The blind I chose was a pit in a benched rice check that typically shot well
in south wind storms. A pit blind also had the advantage of offering a bit of shelter. In
the very first dim light, I could see that it was going to be one of those memorable
mornings. Mallard, pintail, widgeon and teal were boring into the wind over the property
by the hundreds and thousands, many of them in range.

It is not my purpose to fondle the memory of a banner hunt. Suffice it to say that
shooting selectively, slowly, trying to make it last, I was nonetheless driving back up the
hill to the trailer house with a nice limit in about 90 minutes. Thousands of birds were
still flying. I would have stayed out longer to enjoy the show except that conditions were



simply too ugly. I have never found any so-called waterproof clothing that can stand up
to heavy rain driven by forty mile an hour winds.

As I got close, I could see cars parked at the trailer house that had not been there when I
went out. One was the green Jeep of the local state game warden, Ron Perrault. The
other had Fish & Wildlife Service markings — the federal wardens. A pickup belonging
to Pete Jergen, the caretaker of a neighboring property was also there. I didn’t like the
look of the situation. Although I stuck to the game laws, my caretaker was often in
trouble — not for fish and game stuff but just in general. What had he done now, I
wondered?

Perrault, the state warden had a key to the gate and visited us about once a week to glass
my neighbors from the top of my hill. T had nothing against my neighbors and I didn’t
consider them a lawless bunch; but in that country, you had a lot less trouble with
trespassers if the warden was a common visitor. Basically, that was my deal with
Perrault. He had the run of the place so long as he was a conspicuous presence during the
season. Federal wardens were a different matter altogether. If Perrault was with the
feds, maybe they had caught my man Gary Gaines and/or Jergen doing something . .
JArregular.

I need to say something here about Gaines. I was very naive when I bought my place,
thinking that I could manage it from a distance. I quickly found out otherwise.
Everything not nailed down disappeared, including half used rolls of toilet paper from the
outhouse. Somebody started using the property as a private dump. Within sixty days, I
knew I had a problem. I sought help from the farmer who grew my rice and on thousands
of acres in the vicinity. He recommended Gaines, a young man who worked for him and
wanted to find a place to live in the country. I met Gaines, we seemed to hit it off, [ put a
mobile home on the hill that I needed anyway and he moved in.

The good things about him were his loyalty and his ability to understand, operate and fix
anything mechanical. He drove a laser leveling tractor during ground workup in the
spring and a harvester during the fall, working eighteen hour days during those periods —
twelve to fourteen weeks out of the year. He was sufficiently skilled at these activities to
attract competing bids for his services from several local farmers. The negatives largely
flowed from the fact that during the rest of the year, he drank beer and watched the soaps
all day, fished for catfish all night and got into fights in town at regular intervals. His
disposition bordered on the explosive at all times, a fact which created sensitive
management issues, particularly as he would take on anyone, including sheriff’s deputies,
without regard to long term consequences. On the other hand, it was just that attribute
that made him a good caretaker. No one messed with him. Given his lifestyle and
disposition, I ended up doing the work on the place. Gaines was just the watchdog. Pete
Jergen was roughly the same sort of guy, slightly more polished, less prone to trouble,
more likely to consider consequences — but still cut from the same general mold.

It also helps to know something about the relevant medium of communication. Jergen
and Gaines spoke in a dialect I have heard described as “military Creole.” It’s a
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bastardized version of East Texas Gulf Coast twang in which every second or third
syllable constitutes a variant of the four letter colloquialism for fornication, as in “un-
bleeping-believable,” or “in-bleeping-credible,” etc. In this lingo also, negative
judgments (and almost every judgment ends up negative) are expressed by reference to
the daily by-product of live poultry or live male cattle. I blame the soaps for the spread
of the twang from its place of origin to the Central Valley. Where the rest of the dialect
has its genesis, I have no opinion.

I walked in on that stormy morning, soaked to the bone, to find Gaines and Jergen in
heated dialogue with the two federal wardens, while Perrault sat silent as a bemused
spectator. I could tell in a glance that Gaines and Jergen rode an alcoholic tide brought
on by the consumption of an egg concoction that had a lot of beer in it, plus half a fifth of
cheap cognac, with the rest of the cognac enlivening the coffee that all were sharing.

That was a form of standard fare on stormy mornings at the trailer house with those guys.
It did not contribute to rational or measured discourse.

I quickly ascertained that steel shot was the subject under examination. We were in the
second season of the “non-toxic” regulation, still stuck with that awful stuff the ammo
makers were selling at the time. Gaines and Jergen were attacking the ammo as worse
than useless, crippling far more birds than were ever lost to lead poisoning. “We work on
the land every day. If birds were dying of lead poisoning, we’d see the bodies. You guys
don’t get out of your offices much, and then you ride around in cars you never get out of.
Look. Your boots are clean. How can a guy have clean boots on a morning like this
unless he’s spent the whole damn morning trying to act like a big-time hotshot without
ever getting out of bed.” (Expletives deleted, syntax added, standard English nouns and
verbs substituted, etc).

The younger of the two federal wardens took offense at both the tone and content of these
pronouncements.

“We were forced to go to steel shot to protect the eagles. They’re endangered you know.
There’s a special law protecting them. It’s a national priority. We can’t have the Bald
Eagle — the symbol of America — in trouble or going extinct.”

“What do the bleeping eagles have to do with it?”

“Well, a duck picks up lead shot, it goes to his gizzard, ground up lead gets into his
bloodstream, he gets sick, an eagle gets him and the eagle dies of lead poisoning.”

Silence. Gaines and Jergen looked at each other, smirking, rolling their eyes, shaking
their heads, the very picture of disrespect and disbelief. A stout gust shook the trailer
house in its exposed location at the top of the hill. Then Gaines spoke up.

“So we have to use that worthless bleep to save the eagles, right?”

“Right.”



“Well let me tell you something, sucker. That steel shot kills them eagles deader’n hell.”

I recall one of Norman Rockwell’s more famous paintings. The typical American family
is out in their suburban backyard of a summer evening, white picket fence and all. The
daughter has come out with a tray of lemonade. A springer spaniel, in joyous pursuit of
the family cat, has just run into the back of her legs and the entire pitcher of lemonade is
suspended in midair, headed straight for grandma. Everyone but grandma and the spaniel
can see what’s coming and their faces are frozen in anticipatory shock.

It took the feds at least five full seconds to realize that Gaines might have been pulling
their collective legs, their faces frozen in similar expressions. Then again, maybe he was
serious. How were they to know?

That little exchange screwed up federal enforcement in a large part of the Valley for the
rest of the year and well into the spring when the raptors went north to follow the
waterfowl migration. For those two wardens virtually staked us out full time. They
twice busted some hunters about a mile away who liked to shoot real late, the second
time shutting them down for the rest of the year. They cited a trespasser on my west
boundary and caught a couple of my neighbors using lead shot. They kept Gaines
grumbling his profane resentment even though he had nothing to hide. Basically, they
turned the whole sector into the equivalent of a church choir loft.

A venerable sage once wrote that one should never long endure guilt for that which one
has not yet enjoyed. Gaines felt that he was being accused of something that he hadn’t
yet done and had no intention of doing — particularly while under such close surveillance.
“Bleep those bleepers if they can’t bleeping take a bleeping joke,” he would say, more or
less and from time to time.

Several people in the neighborhood commented on the suddenly enhanced federal
presence. Speculation as to the cause became a major topic of discussion whenever we
got together. Couldn’t be dope growing or dealing because then it would have been the
DEA, not federal wardens. What could it be? Jergen, Gaines, Perrault and I never
ventured an opinion.

Maybe those federal wardens just liked the conversation, the loaded coffee and scrambled
eggs cooked up with beer and cognac. Maybe they were just angling for another invite.
Whatever the reason, I believe that the three or four eagles that patrolled the area all winter
went north that spring fat, dumb and happy.

Howard N. Ellman, a San Francisco attorney and co-founder of Madduck, is the author of The Wayfarers,
an historical novel. Autographed copies are available by contacting Hillyzk@aol.com.
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If we take care of the ducks, the ducks will take care of us.
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