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She's about you out your-

"I can't see why Mama has to worry," I said. 
"Haven't I been roaming the woods ever since I was 
big enough to walk, and I'm almost fourteen now." 

know," said Papa. "It's me, but 
women are a little different men. They worry 
more. 

"Now just to be on the safe I think it would 
be a good idea for you to tell us where you'll be hunt­
ing. Then. if anything happens, we'll know where to 
look." 

I told him I would, I didn't think anything 
was going to happen. 

After Papa had left, I started thinking. "He 
doesn't even talk to me like I was a boy any more. He 
talks to me like I was a man." These wonderful 
thoughts made me feel just about as big as our old red 
mule. 

I had a good talk with my dogs. 'Tve waited al­
most three years for this night," I said, "and it hasn't 
been easy. I've taught you everything I know and I 
want you to do your best." 

Little Ann acted like she understood. She whined 
and saved me a wash job on my face. Old Dan may 
have, but he didn't act like it. He just lay there in the 
sunshine, all stretched out and limber as a rag. 

During supper Mama asked me where I was go­
ing to hunt. 

'Tm not going far," I said, "just down on the 
river." 

I could tell Mama was worried and it didn't make 
me feel too good. 

"Billy," she said, "I don't approve of this hunting, 
but it looks like I can't say no, not after all you've 
been through, getting your dogs, and all that.training." 

"Aw, he'll be all right," Papa said. "Besides, he's 
getting to be a good-size man now." 

"Man!" Mama exclaimed. "Why, he's still just a 
little boy." 
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would just remember some of the training I gave you, 
you could find the frail. Now go find that coon." 

He ran back out on the drift and started search-
ing. 

Little Ann came to me. I could see the pleading 
in her warm gray eyes. ''I'm ashamed of you, little 
girl," I said. "I thought you had more sense than this. 
If you let him fool you this easily, you'll never be a 
coon dog." 

She whined, turned, and h"otted downstream to 
search again for the · lost h"ail. 

I couldn't understand. Had all the training I had 
given them been useless? I knew if I waded the river 
they would follow me. Once on the other side, it

would be easy for them to find the trail. I didn't want 
it that way. I wanted them to figure it out by them­
selves. The more I thought about it, the more dis­
gusted I became. I sat down and buried my face in 
my arms. 

Out on the drift, Old Dan started whining. It 
made me angry and I got up to scold him again. 

I couldn't understand his actions. He was run­
ning along the edge of the drift, whimpering and star­
ing downriver. I looked · that way. I could see 
something swimming for the opposite shore. At first I 
thought it was a muskrat. In the middle of the stream, 
where the moonlight was the brightest, I got a good 
look. It was Little Ann. 

With a loud whoop, I told her how proud I was. 
My little girl had remembered her training. 

She came out on a gravel bar, shook the water 
from her body, and disappeared in the thick timber. 
Minutes . later, she let me know she had found the 
h-ail. Before the tones of her voice had died away, Old 
Dan plowed into the water. He was so eager to join 
her I could hear him whining'as he swam. 

As soon as his feet touched bottom in the shal­
lows, he started bawling and lunging. White sheets of 
water, knocked high in the moonlight by his churning 
feet, gleamed like thousands of tiny white stars. 
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wet bodies. While I scratched and petted them, I let 
them know that I still loved them. 

"I'm not mad," I said. "I know you did your best. 
If that coon can fool both of us, then we' re just beat. 
We'll go someplace else to hunt. He's not the only 
coon in these bottoms." 

Just as I picked up my ax and lantern, Little Ann 
let out a bawl and tore out down the riverbank. Old 
Dan, with a bewildered look on his face, stood for a 
moment looking after her. Then, raising his head high 
in the air, he made my eardrums ring with his deep 
voice. I could hear the underbrush popping as he ran 
to join her. 

I couldn't figure out what had taken place. Surely 
Little Ann had heard or seen something. I could tell 
by their voices that whatever it was they were after, 
they were close enough to see it and were probably 
running by sight. 

The animal left the bottoms and headed for the 
mountains. Whatever it was, it must have realized my 
dogs were crowding it too closely. At the edge of the 
foothills it turned and came back toward the river. 

I was still trying to figure out what was going on, 
when I realized that on striking the river the animal 
had again turned and was coming straight toward me. 
I set my lantern down and tightened my grip on the 
ax. 

I was standing my ground quite well when vi­
sions of bears, lions, and all kinds of other animals 
started flashing across my mind. I jumped behind a 
big sycamore and was trying hard to press my body 
into the tree when a big coon came tearing by. 
Twenty-five yards behind him came my dogs, running 
side by side. I saw them clearly when they passed me, 
bawling every time their feet touched the ground. 

After seeing that there was nothing to be scared 
of, once again I was the fearless hunter, screaming 
and yelling as loud as I could, "Get him, boy, get 
him." 

I tore out after them. The trails I knew so well 
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ning, but on seeing the hollow I gave up. "Come on," 
I said to my dogs. "There's nothing I can do. We'll go 
someplace else and find another coon." 

I turned to walk away. My hounds made no move 
to follow. They started whining. Old Dan reared up, 
placed his front paws on the trunk, and started bawl­
ing. 

"I know he's there," I said, "but there's nothing I
can do. I can't climb it. Why it's sixty feet up to the 
first limb and it would take me a month to cut it 
down." 

Again I turned and started on my way. 
Little Ann came to me. She reared up and started 

licking my hands. Swallowing the knot in my throat, I 
said, "I'm sorry, little girl. I want him just as badly as 
you do, but there's no way I can get him." 

She ran back to the tree and started digging in 
the soft ground close to the roots. 

"Come on now," I said in a gruff voice. "You're 
both acting silJy. You know I'd get the coon for you if 
I could but I can't." 

With a whipped-dog look on her face and with 
her tail between her legs, Little Ann came over. She 
wouldn't even look at me. Old Dan walked slowly 
around behind the tree and hid himself. He peeped 
around the big trunk and looked at me. The message I 
read in his friendly eyes tore at my heart. He seemed 
to be saying, "You told us to put one in a tree and you 
would do the rest." 

With tears in my eyes, I looked again at the big 
sycamore. A wave of anger rame over me. Gritting my 
teeth, I said, "I don't care how big you are, I'm not 
going to let my dogs down. I told them if they put a 
coon in a tree I would do the rest and I'm going to. 
I'm going to cut you down. I don't care if it takes me 
a whole year." 

I walked over and sank my ax as deep as I could 
in the smooth white bark. My dogs threw a fit. Little 
Ann started turning in circles. I could hear her 
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"Yes, Papa," I said. "Oh, I'm a little tired and 
sleepy, otheIWise rm fine." 

He slid from the mule's back and came over. 
"Your mother's worried," he said. "When you didn't 
come in, we didn't know what had happened. You 
should've come home." 

I didn't know what to say. I bowed my head and 
looked at the ground .. I was trying hard to choke back 
the tears when I felt his.hand on my shoulder. 

"I'm not scolding," he said. "We just thought 
maybe you had an accident or something." 

I looked up and saw a smile on his face. 
He turned and looked again at the tree. "Say," he 

said, "this is the sycamore you call 'the big tree,' isn't 
it?" 

I nodded my ·head. 
"Is there a coon in it?" he asked. 
"There sure is, Papa," I said. "He's in that hollow 

limb. See-that one way up there. That's why I 
couldn't come home. I was afraid he'd get away." 

"Maybe you just think he's there," Papa said. "I 
believe I'd make sure before I'd cut down a tree that 
big." 

"Oh, he'.s there all right," I said. "My dogs 
weren't ten feet behind him when he went up it." 

"Why are you so determined to get this coon?" 
Papa asked. "Couldn't you go somewhere else and 
tree one? Maybe the tree would be a smaller one." 

"I thought about that, Papa," I said, 'but I made 
a bargain with my dogs. I told them that if they would 
put one in a free, I'd do the rest. Well, they fulfilled 
their part of the bargain. Now it's up to me to do my 
part, and I'm going to, Papa. I'm going to cut it down. 
I don't care if it takes me a year." 

Papa laughed and said, "Oh, I don't think it'll 
take that long, but it will take a while. I tell you what 
I'll do. You take the mule and go get some breakfast. 
I'll chop on it until you get back." 

"No, Papa," I said. "I don't want any help. I want 
to cut it down all by myself. You see, if someone helps 
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me, I wouldn't feel like I kept my of the agree-
ment." 

An a..,,_,,,,..,.,.v� look came over mv father's face. 
"Why, Billy," he said, "you can't stay dovvn here with­
out anything to eat and no sleep. Besides, it'll at 
least !wo days to cut tree down and that's 
work. 

"Please, Papa," I begged, "don't make me quit. I 
just have to get that coon. If I don't, my dogs won't 
ever believe in me again." 

Papa didn't know what to tell me. He scratched 
his head, looked over to my dogs and back at me. He 
started walking around. I waited for him to make up 
his mind. He finally reached a decision. 

"Well, all right," he said. "If that's the way you 
want for it even if it is only an agreement be­
tween you and your dogs. If a man's word isn't any 
good, he's no good himself. 

"Now I . have to get back and tell your mother 
that you' re all right. It's a cinch that you can't do that 
kind of work on an empty stomach, so send your 
oldest sister down with a lunch bucket." 

With tears in my eyes, I said, "Tell Mama 
sorry for not coming home last night." 

"Don't you worry about your mother," he said, as 
he climbed on the mule's hack. 'TU take care of her. 
Another thing, I have to make a trip to the store today 
and I'll talk this over with your grandfather. He may 
be able to help some way." 

After Papa left, things were a little different. T he 
tree didn't look as big, and my ax wasn't as heavy. I 
even managed to sing a little as I chopped away. 

When my sister came with the lunch bucket, I 
could have kissed her, but I didn't. She took one look 
at the big tree and her blue eyes got as big as a 
guinea's egg. 

"You're crazy," she gasped, "absolutely crazy. 
Why, it'll take a month to cut that tree down, and all 
for an old coon." 

I was so busy with the fresh side pork, fried eggs, 
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and hot biscuits, I didn't pay much attention to her. 
After all, she was a girl, and girls don't think like boys 
do. 

She raved on. "You can't possibly cut it down to­
day, and what are you going to do when it gets dark?" 

'Tm going to keep right on chopping," I said. "I 
stayed with it last night, didn't I? Well, I'll stay till it's 
cut down. I don't care how long it takes." 

My sister got upset. She looked at me, threw 
back her small head, and looked up to the top of the 
big sycamore. "You' re as crazy as a bedbug," she said. 
"Why, I never heard of such a thing." 

She stepped over in front of me and very seri­
ously asked if she could look in my eyes. 

"Look in my eyes?" I said. "What do you want to 
do that for? I'm not sick." 

"Yes, you are, Billy," she said, "very sick. Mama 
said when Old Man Johnson went crazy, his eyes 
turned green. I want to see if yours have." 

This was too much. "If you don't get out of here," 
I shouted, "you're going to be red instead of green, 
and I mean that." 

I grabbed up a stick and started toward her. Of 
course, I wouldn't have hit her for anything. 

This scared her and she started for the house. I 
heard her saying something about an old coon as she 
disappeared in the underbrush. 

Down in the bottom of my lunch bucket I found 
a neat little package of scraps for my dogs. While they 
were eating I walked down to a spring and filled the 
bucket with cool water. 

The food did wonders for me. My strength came 
back. I spit on my hands and, whistling a coon 
hunter's tune, I started making the chips fl.y. 

The cut grew so big I could have laid down in it. 
I moved over to another side and started a new one. 
Once while I was taking a rest, Old Dan came over to 
inspect my work. He hopped up in the cut and sniffed 
around. 

"You had better get out of there," I said. "If that 
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Papa crune in from the barn. "What's the mat­
ter?" he asked. "You a little stiff?" 

"A little stiffi" Mama exclaimed. "Why he could 
hardly put his clothes on." 

"Aw, he'll be all right," Papa said. "If I know any­
thing about swinging an ax, it won't be long before 
he's as limber as a rag." 

Mruna just shook her head and started putting 
our breakfast on the table. 

While we were eating, Papa said, "You know I

woke up several times last night and each time I was 
sure I heard a hound bawling. It sounded like Old 
D ,, an. 

I quit the table on the run and headed for my 
doghouse. I didn't have to go all the way. Little Ann 
met me on the porch. I asked her where Old Dan was 
and called his name. He was nowhere around. 

Little Ann started acting strangely. She whined 
and stared toward the river bottoms. She ran out to 
the gate, came back, and reared up on me. 

Mruna and Papa came out on the porch. 
"He's not here," I said. "I think he has gone back 

to the tree." 
"I don't think he'd do that, would he?" Mruna 

said. "Maybe he's around someplace. Have you looked 
in the doghouse?" 

I ran and looked. He wasn't there. 
"Everybody be quiet and listen," I said. 
I walked out beyond the gate a little ways and 

whooped as loud as I could. My voice rang like a bell 
in the still, frosty morning. Before the echo had died 
away the deep "Ou-u-u-u" of Old Dan rolled out of 
the river bottoms. 

"He's there," I said. "He wanted to make sure 
the coon stayed in the tree. You see, Mruna, why I 
have to get that coon. I can't let him down." 

"Well, I never in all my life," she said. "I had no 
idea a dog loved to hunt that much. Yes, Billy, I can 
see now, and I want you to get him. I don't care if you 
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no doubt that in the early morning she had come 
home to get me. 

There was a lump in my throat as I said, "I'm 
sorry, little girl, I should've known." 

The first half-hour was torture. At each swing of 
the ax my arms felt like they were being torn from 
their sockets. I gritted my teeth and kept hacking 
away. My body felt like it did the time my sister 
rolled me down the hill in a barrel. 

As Papa had said, in a little while the warm heat 
from the hard work limbered me up. I remembered 
what my father did when he was swinging an ax. At 
the completion of each swing, he always said, "Ha!" I 
tried it. Ker-wham. "Ha!" Ker-wham. "Ha!" I don't 
know if it helped or not, but I was willing to try any­
thing if it would hurry the job. 

Several times before noon I had to stop and rake 
my chips out of the way. I noticed that they weren't 
the big, even, solid chips like my father made when 
he was chopping. They were small and seemed to 
crumble up and come all to pieces. Neither were the 
cuts neat and even. They were ragged and looked 
more like the work of beavers. But I wasn't interested 
in any beautiful tree-chopping. All I wanted was to 
hear the big sycamore start popping. 

Along in the middle of the afternoon I felt a 
stinging in one of my hands. When I saw it was a blis­
ter I almost cried. At first there was only one. Then 
two. One after another they rose up on my hands like 
small white marbles. They filled up and turned a pale 
pinkish color. When one would burst, it was all I 
could do to keep from screaming. I tore my handker­
chief in half and wrapped my hands. This helped for a 
while, but when the cloth began to stick to the raw 
flesh I knew it was the end. 

Crying my heart out, I called my dogs to me and 
showed them my hands. "I can't do it," I said. "I've 
tried, but I just can't cut it down. I can't hold the ax 
any longer." . · 

Little Ann whined and started licking my sore 
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miraculous way it would pull itself back into perfect 
balance. 

The wind itself seemed to be angry at the big 
tree's stubborn resistance. It growled and moaned as 
it pushed harder against the wavering top. With one 
final grinding, creaking sigh, the big sycamore started 
down. It picked up momentum as the heavy weight of 
the overbalanced top dove for the ground. A small ash 
was smothered by its huge bulk. There was a lighting­
like crack as its trunk snapped. 

In its downward plunge, the huge limbs stripped 
the branches from the smaller trees. A log-sized one 
knifed through the top of a water oak. Splintered 
limbs flew skyward and rained out over the bottoms. 
With a cyclone roar, the big tree crashed to the 
ground, and then silence settled over the bottoms. 

·. Out of the broken, twisted, tangled mass streaked
a brown furry ball. I turned my dogs loose and started 
screaming at the top of my voice, "Get him, Dan, get 
hi 

,, 
m. 

In his eagerness, Old Dan ran head on into a bur 
oak tree. He sat down and with his deep voice told 
the river bottoms that he had been hurt. 

It was Little Ann who caught the coon. I heard 
the ringtail squall when she grabbed him. Scared half 
to death, I snatched up a club and ran to help her. 

The coon was all over her. He climbed up on her 
head, growling, slashing, ripping, and tearing. Yelping 
with pain, she shook him off and he streaked for the 
river. I thought surely he was going to get away. At 
the very edge of the river's bank, she caught him 
again. 

I was trying hard to get in a lick with my club 
but couldn't for fear of hitting Little Ann. Through the 
tears in my eyes I saw the red blurry form of Old Dan 
sail into the fight. He was a mad hound. His anger at 
the bur oak tree was taken out on the coon. 

They stretched Old Ringy out between them and 
pinned him to the ground. It was savage and brutal. I 
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house wall, I asked Papa if he had noticed any wind 
blowing that evening. 

He thought a bit and said, "No, I don't believe I 
did. I've been out all day and I'm pretty sure I haven't 
noticed any wind. Why did you ask?" 

"Oh, I don't know, Papa," I said, "but I thought 
something strange happened down in the bottoms this 
afternoon." 

'Tm afraid I don't understand," said Papa. "What 
do you mean, 'something strange happened'?" 

I told him about how my hands had gotten . so 
sore I couldn't chop any more, and how I had asked 
for strength to finish the job. 

"Well, what's so strange about that?" he asked. 
"I don't know," I said, 'out I didn't chop the big 

tree down. The wind blew it over." 
"Why that's nothing," Papa said. "I've seen that 

happen a lot of times.'.' 
"It wasn't just the wind," I said. "It was the way 

it blew. It didn't touch another tree in the bottoms. I 
know because I looked around. The big tree was the 
only one touched by the wind. Do you think God 
heard my prayer? Do you think He helped me?" 

Papa looked at·· the ground and scratched his 
head. In a sober voice, he said, "I don't know, Billy. 
I'm afraid I can't answer that. You must remember the 
big sycamore was the tallest tree in the bottoms. 
Maybe it was up there high enough to catch the wind 
where the others couldn't. No, I'm afraid I can't help 
you there. You'll have to decide for yourself." 

It wasn't hard for me to decide. I was firmly con­
vinced that I had been helped. 
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four to ten dollars, depending on the grade and qual­
ity. 

I kept the side of our smokehouse plastered with 
hides. Of course I would spread them out a little to 
cover more space. I always stretched them on the side 
facing the road, never on the back side. I wanted ev­
eryone in the country to see them. 

The money earned from my furs was turned over 
to my father. I didn't care about it. I had what I

wanted-my dogs. I supposed that Papa was saving it 
for something because I never saw anything new turn 
up around our home, but, like any young boy, I wasn't 
bothered by it and I asked no questions. 

My whole life was wrapped up in my dogs. Ev­
erywhere I went they went along. TI1ere was only one 
place I didn't want them to go vvith me and that was 
to Grandpa's store. Other dogs were always there, and 
it seemed as if they all wanted to jump on Old Dan. 

It got so about the only time I went to see my 
grandfather was when I had a bundle of fur to take to 
the store. This was always a problem. In every way I 
could, I would try to slip away from my dogs. Some­
times I swore that they could read my mind. It made 
no difference what I hied; I couldn't fool them. 

One time I was sure I had outsmarted them. The 
day before I was to make one of my trips I took my 
furs out to the barn and hid them. The next morning I 
hung around the house for a while, and then noncha­
lantly whistled my way out to the barn. I climbed up 
in the loft and peeked through a crack. I could see 
them lying in front of their doghouse. They weren't 
even looking my way. 

Taking my furs, I sneaked out through a back 
door and, walking like a tomcat, I made it to the tim­
ber. I climbed a small dogwood tree and looked back. 
They were still there and didn't seem to know what 
I'd done. 

Feeling just about as sn1art as Sherlock Holmes, I 
headed for the store. I was walking along singing my 
lungs out when they cmne tearing out of the under-
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they are hounds, at least they look like it." "I don't 
believe Little Ann is half as smart as he says she is. 
She's so little those old coons think she's a rabbit. I 
bet she sneaks right up on them before they 
she's a dog." "Some of these nights a big old coon is 
going to carry her off to his den and raise some little 
coon puppies." 

I always took their kidding with a smile on my 
face, but it made my blood boil like the water in 
Mama's teakettle. I had one way of shutting them up. 
"Let's all go in the store," I'd say, "and see who has 
the most hides in there." 

It was true that my dogs were small, especially 
Little Ann. She could walk under an ordinary hound; 
in fact, she was a regular midget. If it had not been for 
her long ears, no one could have told that she was a 
hound. Her actions weren't those of a hunting hound. 
She was constantly playing. She would play with our 
chickens and young calves, with a piece of paper or a 
corncob. What my little girl lacked in size, she made 
up in sweetness. She could make friends with a tom­
cat. 

Old Dan was just the opposite. He strutted 
around with a belligerent and tough attitude. Although 
he wasn't a tall dog, he was heavy. His body was long 
and his chest broad and thick His legs were short, 
big, and solid. The muscles in his body were hard and 
knotty., When he walked, they would twist and jerk 
under the skin. 

He was a friendly dog. There were no strangers 
to him. He loved everyone. Yet he was a strange dog. 
He would not hunt with another hound, other than 
Little Ann, or another hunter, not even my father. The 
strangest thing about Old Dan was that he would not 
hunt, even with me, unless Little Ann was with him. I 
found this out the first night I tried it. 

Little Ann had cut the pad of her right foot on a 
sharp jagged flint rock. It was a nasty cut. I made a 
little boot of leather and put it on her wounded foot. 
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With a bottle of peroxide and a can of salve I would 
doctor their wounds. 

I never knew what to expect from Old Dan. I 
never saw a coon hound so determined or one that 
could get into so many predicaments. More than one 
time, it would have been the death of him if it hadn't 
been for smart Little Ann. 

One night, not long after I had entered the bot­
toms, my dogs struck the trail of an old boar coon. He 
was a smart old fellow and had a sackful of tricks. He 
crossed the river time after time. 1'1naliy, swimming to 
the middle and staying in the swift current, he swam 
downstream. 

Knowing he would have to come out somewhere, 
my dogs split up. Old Dan took the right side. Little 
Ann worked the other side. I came out of the bottoms 
onto a gravel bar and stood and watched them in the 
moonlight. 

Little Ann worked downriver, and then she came 
up. I saw her wh'.en she passed me going up the bank, 
sniffing and searching for the trail. She came back to 
me. I patted her head, scratched her ears, and talked 
to her. She kept staring across the river to where Old 
Dan was searching for the trail 

She waded in and swam across to help him. I 
knew that the coon had not come out of the river on 
her side. If he had, she would have found the trail. I 
walked up to a riffie, pulled off my shoes, and waded 
across. 

My dogs worked the riverbank, up and down. 
They circled far out into the bottoms. I could hear the 
loud snuffing of Old Dan. He was bewildered and 
mad. I was getting a thrill from it all, as I had never 
seen them fooled like this. 

Old Dan gave up on his side, piled into the river, 
and swam across to the side Little Ann had worked. I 
knew that it was useless for him to do that. 

I was on the point of giving up, calling them to 
me, and going elsewhere to hunt, when I heard the 
bawl of Little Ann. I couldn't believe what I heard. 
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Climbing down out of the tree, I picked up_ my ax 
and lantern, and trotted down to another riffle and 
waded across. I could tell by the bawling of.my dogs, 
they were close to the coon. He would have to climb a 
tree, or be caught on the ground. 

All at once their voices stopped. I stood still and 
waited for them to bawl treed. Nothing happened. 
Thinking the coon had taken to the river again, 
I waited to give them time to reach the opposite bank. 
I waited and waited. I could hear nothing. By then I 
knew he had not crossed over. I thought perhaps they 
had caught him on the ground. I hurried on. 

I came to a point where a slough of crystal-clear 
water ran into the river. On the other side was a bluff. 
I could hear one of my dogs over there. As I watched 
and waited, I heard a dog jump in the water. It was 
Little Ann. She swam across and came up to me. Stay­
ing with me for just a second, she jumped in the 
slough and swam back to the other side. 

I could hear her sniffing and whining. I couldn't 
figure out where Old Dan was. By squatting down and 
holding the lantern high over my head, I could dimly 
see the opposite bank. Little Ann was running up and 
down. I noticed she always stayed in one place of 
about twenty-five yards, never leaving that small area. 

She ran down to the water's edge and stared out 
into the slough. The horrible thought came that Old 
Dan had drowned. I knew a big coon was capable of 
drowning a dog in water by climbing on his head and 
forcing him under. 

As fast as I could run, I circled the slough, 
climbed up over the bluff, and came down to where 
Little Ann was. She was hysterical, running up and 
down the bank and whining. 

I tied my lantern on a long pole, held it out over 
the water, and looked for Old Dan's body. I could see 
dearly in the clear spring waters, but I couldn't see 
my dog anywhere. I sat down on the bank, buried my 
face in my hands, and cried. I was sure he was gone. 

Several minutes passed, and all that time Little 
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Like a fool, I sat there on the limb, waiting to see 
him come out at the bottom, and come out he did. 
Turning around, bawling as he did, right back in -the 
hole he went. There· was nothing I could do but sit 
and wait. I understood why his voice had stopped for 
a while. He just took time out. to climb a tree. 

Putting my ear to the hole, I could hear him 
coming. Grunting and clawing, up he came. I helped 
him out of the hole, turned him around, and crammed 
him back in. That time I wasn't too gentle with my 
work. I was tired of sitting on the limb, and my bare 
feet were getting cold. 

I started down the same time he did. He beat me 
down. Looking over my shoulder, I saw him turn 
around and head back for the hole. I wasn't far from 
the ground so I let go. The flint rocks didn't feel too 
good to my feet when I landed. 

I jumped to the hole just in time to see the tip 
end of his long tail disappearing. I grabbed it. Holding 
on with one hand, I worked his legs down with my 
other, and pulled him out. I stopped his tree-climbing 
by cramming rocks and chunks into the hole. 

How the coon stayed in the tree, I'll never know, 
but stay he did. With a well-aimed rock, I scared him 
out. Old Dan satisfied his lust to kill. 

I started for home. I'd had all the hunting I 
wanted for that night. 
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away from the two-way door, I . stuck my head in. It 
was as warm as an oven. I got my face washed all over 
by Little Ann. Old Dan's tail thumped out a tune on 
the wall. 

I told them to be ready because we were going 
hunting that night. I knew the old ringtails would be 
hungry and stirring for they had been denned up dur­
ing the storm. 

That evening as I was leaving the house, Papa 
said, "Billy, be careful tonight. It's slick down under 
the snow, and it would be easy to twist an ankle or 
break a leg." 

I told him I would and that I wasn't going far, 
just down back of our fields in the bottoms. 

"Well, anyway," he said, 'be careful. There'll be 
no moon tonight and you're going to see some fog 
next to the river." 

Walking through our fields I saw my father was 
right about it being slick and dark. Several times I 
slipped and sat down. I couldn't see anything beyond 
the glow of my lantern, but I wasn't worried. My light 
was a good one, and Mama had insisted that I make 
two little leather pouches to cover the blades of my 
ax. 

Just before I reached the timber, Old Dan shook 
the snow from the underbrush with his deep voice. I 
stopped and listened. He bawled again. The deep bass 
tones rolled around under the tall sycamores, tore 
their way out of the thick timber, traveled out over 
the fields, and slammed up against the foothills. There 
they seemed to break up and die away in the moun­
tains. 

Old Dan was working the trail slowly and I knew 
why. He would never line out until Little Ann was 
running by his side. I thought she would never get 
there. W hen she did, her beautiful voice made the 
blood pound in my temples. I felt the excitement of 
the hunt as it ate its way into my body. Taking a deep 
breath, I reared back and whooped as loud as I could. 

The coon ran upriver for a way and then, cutting 
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out of the bottoms, he headed for the mountains. I 
stood and listened until their voices went out of hear­
ing. Slipping and sliding, I started in the direction I 
had last heard them. About halfway to the foothills I 
heard them coming back. 

Somewhere in the rugged mountains, the coon 
had turned and headed toward the river. It was about 
time for him to play out a few tricks and I was won­
dering what he would do. I knew it would be hard for 
him to hide his trail with snow on the ground, an� I 
realized later that the smart old coon knew this, too. 

As the voices of my dogs grew louder, I could tell 
that they were coming straight toward me. Once I 
started to blow out my lantern, thinking that maybe I 
could see them when they crossed our field, but I re­
alized I didn't stand a chance of seeing the race in 
skunk-black night. 

Down out of the mountains they brought him, 
singing a hound-dog song on his heels. The coon must 
have scented me, or seen my lantern. He cut to my 
right and ran between our house and me. I heard 
screaming and yelling from my sisters. My father 
started whooping. 

I knew my whole family was out on the porch 
listening to the beautiful voices of my little red 
hounds. I felt as tall as the tallest sycamore on the 
riverbank. I yelled as loud as I could. Again I heard 
the squealing of my sisters and the shouts of my fa­
ther. 

The deep "Ou-ou-ou's" of Old Dan and the sharp 
"Aw-aw-aw-aw' s" of Little Ann bored a hole in the 
inky-black night. The vibrations roHed and quivered 
in the icy silence. 

The coon was heading for the river. I could tell 
my dogs were crowding him, and wondered if he'd 
make it to the water. I was hoping he wouldn't, for I 
didn't want to wade the cold water unless I had to do 
it. 

I figured the smart old coon had a reason for 
turning and coming back to the river and wondered 
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what trick he had in mind. I remembered something 
my grandfather had told me. He said, "Never under­
estimate the cunning of an old river coon. When the 
nights are dark and the ground is frozen and slick, 
they can pull some mean tricks on a hound. Some­
times the tricks can be fatal." 

I was halfway through the fog-covered bottoms 
when the . voices of my dogs stopped. I stood still, 
waited, and listened. A cold silence settled over the 
bottoms. I could hear the snap and crack of sap-frozen 
limbs. From far back in the flinty hills, the long, lone­
some howl of a timber wolf floated down in the silent 
night. Across the river I heard a cow moo. I knew the 
sound was coming from the Lowery place. 

Not being able to hear the voices of my dogs 
gave me an uncomfortable feeling. I whooped and 
waited for one of them to bawl. As I stood waiting I 
realized something was different in the bottoms. 
Something was missing. 

I wasn't worried about my dogs. I figured that 
the coon had pulled some trick and sooner or later 
they would unravel the trail. But the feeling that 
something was just not right had me worried. 

I whooped several times but still could get no an­
swer. Stumbling, slipping, and sliding, I started on. 
Reaching the river, I saw it was frozen over. I realized 
what my strange uneasy feeling was. I had not been 
able to hear the sound of the water. 

As I stood listening I heard a gurgling out in the 
middle of the stream. The river wasn't frozen all the 
way across. The still eddy waters next to the banks 
had frozen, but out· in the middle, where the current 
was swift, the water was running, leaving a trough in 
the ice pack. The gurgling sound I had heard was the 
swift current as it sucked its way through the channel. 

The last time I had heard my dogs they were 
downstream from me. I walked on, listening. 

I hadn't gone far when I heard Old Dan. What I 
heard froze the blood in my veins. He wasn't bawling 
on a trail or giving the tree bark. It was one, long, 
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but I knew she couldn't last until I got back. I was 
desperate. It was impossible for me to swim in the 
freezing water. I wouldn't last for a minute. She cried 
again, begging for the one thing I couldn't give her, 
help. 

I thought, "If only I could see her maybe I could 
figure out some way I could help." 

Looking at my lantern gave me an idea. I ran up 
the bank about thirty feet, turned, and looked back. I 
could see the light, not well, but enough for what I 
had in mind. I grabbed my lantern and ax and ran for 
the bottoms. 

I was looking for a stand of wild cane. After what 
seemed like ages, I found it. With the longest one I 
could find, I hurried back. .After it was trimmed and 

limber end cut off, I hung the lantern by the han­
dl.e on the end of it and started easing it out on the 
ice. 

I saw Old Dan first. He was sitting dose to the 
edge of the trough, looking down. Then I saw her. I 
groaned at her plight. All I could see was her head 
and small front paws. Her claws were spread out 
and digging into the ice. She knew if she ever lost that 
hold she was gone. 

Old Dan raised his head and howled. Hound 
though he was, he knew it was the end of the trail for 
his little pal. 

I wanted to get my light as dose to Little Ann as 
I could, but my pole was a good eight feet short. Set­
ting the lantern down, I eased the pole from under 
the handle, I thought, 'Tm no better off than I was 
before. In fact I'm worse off. Now I can see when the 
end comes." 

Little Ann cried again. I saw her claws slip on 
the ice. Her body settled lower in the water. Old Dan 
howled and started fidgeting. He knew the end was 
close. 

I didn't exactly know when I started out toward 
my dog. I had taken only two steps when the ice 
broke. I twisted my body and fell toward the bank. 
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but I saw her paws were almost at the edge. I 
her time was short. 

I couldn't figure out what I heard. The sou�d 
was made by metal striking metal, what was it? 
What could have caused it? 

I looked at my ax. It couldn't have made the 
sound as it was too dose to me. noise had come 
from out in the river. 

When I looked at my lantern I knew that it had 
made the strange sound. I had left the handle stand­
ing straight up when I had taken the pole away. Now 
it was down. For som<t unknown reason the stiff wire 
handle had twisted fo the sockets and dropped. As it 
had fallen it had struck the metal making 
sharp metallic sound I had heard. 

As I stared at the yellow glow of my light, the last 
bit of hope faded away. I closed my eyes, intending to 
pray again for the help I so desperately needed. Then 
like a bJinding flash message of the lantern 
bored its way into :my brain. There was my :miracle. 
There was the,way to save my little dog. In the metal­
lic sound I had heard were my instructions. They 
were so plain I couldn't help but understand them. 
The bright yellow flame started flickering and danc­
ing. It seemed to be saying, "Hurry. You know what to 
do." 

Faster than I had ever moved in my life I went to 
work. With a stick I measured the water in the hole 
where my feet had broken through the ice. I was 
right. My foot had touched bottom. Eighteen inches 
down I felt the soft mud. 

With my pole I fished the lantern back to the 
bank. I took the. handle off, straightened it out, and 
bent a hook in one end. With one of my shoelaces I 
tied the wire to the end of the cane pole. I left the 
hook sticking out about six inches beyond the end of 
it. 

l started shouting encouragement to Little Ann. I
told her to hang on and not to give up for I was going 
to save her. She answered with a low cry. 
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the ice. At first I thought she was dead. She didn't 
move. Old Dan started whining and licking her face 
and ears. She moved her head. I started talking to her. 
She made an effort to stand but couldn't. Her muscles 
were paralyzed and the blood had long since ceased to 
flow. 

At the movement of Little Ann, Old Dan threw a 
fit. He started barking and jumping. His long red tail 
fanned the air. 

Still holding onto my pole, I tried to take a step 
backward. My feet wouldn't move. A cold gripping 
fear came over me. I thought my legs were frozen. I 
made another effort to lift my leg. It moved. I realized 
that my feet were stuck in the soft muddy bottom. 

I started backing out, dragging the bC'dy of my 
little dog. I couldn't feel the pole in my hands. When 
my feet touched the icy bank, I couldn't feel that ei­
ther. All the feeling in my body was gone. 

I wrapped Little Ann in my coat and hurried into 
my clothes. With the pole I fished my light back. 

Close by was a large drift. I dimbed up on top of 
it and dug a hole down through the ice and snow until 
I reached the dry limbs. I poured half of the oil in my 
lantern down into the hole and dropped in a match. In 
no time I had a roaring fire. 

I laid Little Ann dose to the warm heat and went 
to work Old Dan washed her head with his warm red 
tongue while I massaged and rubbed her body. 

I could tell by her cries when the blood started 
circulating. Little by little her strength came back I 
stood her on her feet and started walking her. She was 
weak and wobbly but I knew she would live. I felt 
much better and breathed a sigh of relief. 

After drying myself out the best I could, I took 
the lantern handle from the pole, bent it back to its 
original position, and put it back on the lantern. Hold­
ing the light out in front of :m:e, I looked at it. The 

. bright metal gleamed in the firelight glow. 
I started talking to it. I said, "Thanks, old lantern, 

more than you'll ever know. I'll always take care of 
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I said, "Oh, I just wondered, and wanted to 
knowt 

She came over and straightened my suspenders, 
saying, "That was a very nice question for my little 
Daniel Boone to ask" 

Bending over, she started kissing me. I finally 
squirmed away from her, feeling as wet as a dirt 
dauber's nest. My mother never could kiss me like a 
fellow should be kissed. Before she was done I was 
kissed all over. It always made me feel silly and baby­
like. I tried to tell her that a coon hunter wasn't sup­
posed to be kissed that way, but Mama never could 
understand things like that. 

I stomped out of the house to see how my dogs 
were. 




