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Lions Club Meeting 
December 12, 1966

Rev. Canfield, a Methodist Minister, the MC, said he would call me
some time later this season to arrange a quail hunt.

Mr. Graham Jennings, who is a m ink farmer and resides on 218 
near the junction of 103, north of Donnellson, is the man who made 
the appointment for me to talk to the Lions Club and he invited 
me to stop at his farm in the area described above in reference to 
quail hunting.
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In a classic sporting still life by I. Barry O'Rourke,: 
a mixed bag of ruffed grouse, woodcock, and rail, 
and a famous Parker double-barreled 12-gauge shotgun.

I am a hunter
by ED ZERN

I DIDN'T KILL THOSE LOVELY BIRDS on the opposite 
page. But I've killed a great many birds just as lovely, and 

have spent long and happy hours in an effort to kill not 
only ruffed grouse and woodcock but partridge and pheas­
ant, ducks and geese, doves and quail, not out of any need 
other than psychic.

How, then, am I able to feel (as indeed I do) that I revere 
life at least as much as, and probably more than, those good 
men and women of America who abhor hunting and hunters? 
Let me try to tell you.

In 1955 I attended the annual meeting of the National 
Audubon Society to present a conservation award to Rob­
ert Porter Allen, the society's research director, who had 
done important field studies on West Indian flamingoes 
and roseate spoonbills and who had, a few months previ­
ously, discovered the long-sought nesting grounds of the 
whooping crane. The award was part of a corporation- 
sponsored program of which I am the director, and 
whose selection committee has always included persons 
prominent in Audubon affairs.



At the dinner, to my astonishment, I learned that the 
society's own highest award would be—and was—presented 
to Walt Disney. Until that moment it had not occurred 
to me that anyone seriously concerned with defending 
nature and the environment could hold Disney in anything 
but mild contempt for his anthropomorphistic, lily-gilding, 
nature-faking exploitation of wildlife and, indeed, all out­
doors. Disney had, even then, convinced a whole genera­
tion that nature was something set to cornball-clever mu­
sical accompaniment and consisting largely of cobras 
fighting mongooses, sidewinders fighting roadrunners, ta­
rantulas fighting scorpions, eagles stooping on gophers 
that always escaped, and other contrived and staged epi­
sodes designed to titillate an audience of sentimental 
make-believers and urban ignoramuses, and intended not 
to educate or edify but to realize the largest possible profit 
to Disney and his stockholders.

I realized then that the National Audubon Society, or 
at least a dominant group within it, took a view of renew­
able resource conservation quite different from my own and 
that of the professionals—foresters, wildlife managers, fish­
eries researchers, soil conservationists, hydrologists, and 
other dedicated specialists—I knew and admired. But since, 
as a spokesman for nearly twenty million licensed Ameri­
can hunters (and for a minority group of hunters holding 
memberships in the society), I've been invited to defend 
my view in these pages, let me in turn invite those who 
decry and condemn hunting to join me—briefly and invisi­
bly—in a duckblind on the edge of a New Jersey marsh 
not far from Barnegat Inlet.

It's 3 p.m. of a bitterly cold, bright December day, and 
I've been sitting on a plank bench in a sunken box, with 
Joe, a middle-aged Labrador retriever, since shortly before 
the sun rose at about 7 a.m. My booted feet are in icy 
water, and ache with cold. (I spent half an hour in darkness 
pumping water out of the blind and arranging the decoys, 
which I lugged across a quarter-mile of ice-crusted marsh 
from my boat, but the water leaks back in.) I'm dressed 
for cold weather, and except for my feet I'm not too 
painfully uncomfortable. Nor is Joe, who is at least as happy 
to be here as I am.

I hold a double-barreled 12-gauge shotgun across my 
lap, and for nearly ten hours I have been waiting for a 
black duck or ducks—wariest of all waterfowl in these 
parts—to come into the rig of a dozen decoys floating in 
the shallow water in front of me. So far none have come, 
although a few have flown round the blind out of gun 
range, looked it over, and decided not to drop in. If any 
should; I would try to kill two of them, which is all the 
black ducks the law permits a shooter in any one day. 
(The law is slightly more generous with other, more abun­
dant, species, but none of these are as challenging a quarry, 
nor as much a part of this region's tradition of waterfowl­
ing, nor as good to eat.) If I had killed my two blacks 
early in the day I would have dawdled awhile—perhaps 
ten minutes—and then picked up my decoys and gone 
home.

Ed Zern is a noted outdoor writer whose column, "Exit 
Laughing," has had the last word in the pages of Field 
& Stream since 1958. His articles frequently appear in Sports 
Illustrated and True, and he is director of the American 
Motors Conservation Awards program.

And so for ten hours I have sat here—cold, cramped, 
hungry despite the sandwiches I shared with Joe, and 
happy. Happy in a way the nonhunter can't ever know. 
Oh, I've been out of the blind a few times, to rearrange 
the decoys when the wind shifted and when the tide 
changed, to let Joe stretch his legs, to stretch mine and 
stomp some feeling'into my numb feet. But mostly I've 
sat and watched for ducks, or watched Joe, who usually 
sees ducks long before-1 do, and gets tense and excited 
when he does. (We watch through a screen of marsh 
grasses, so that ducks won't see my too-pale face and flare 
off.)

Although this is an unusually windless and consequently 
ducklesS day, it hasn't been an uneventful one. A lot of 
life goes on in a marsh, and every bit of it, at this time 
of year, concerns food—and therefore death. And I've been 
observing it, while waiting for ducks: the schools of killies 
being chased by bigger fish, the wintering marsh hawk 
(I think, although it may be a migrating roughleg) patrolling 
the far side of the marsh looking for a rat or rabbit, the 
skunk prowling so near I hope Joe doesn't catch his pun­
gent scent and try to investigate.

I'm not enough of a naturalist, of course, to see all of 
it, but I see enough to know, if I hadn't known before, 
that a marsh teems with life, even in winter. And with 
death, as life feeds on death. My 7x35s are around my neck, 
but I seldom need them to see and savor this day's episode 
in an eternal drama of survival.

After a while the sun sets, and I wade out into the shal- 
k low flats and pick up the decoys. I'm disappointed, 
and so is Joe, but we're still happy in the special, elemental 

way that hunters feel happiness. I don't analyze it or artic­
ulate it, and it doesn't occur to me to try doing either 
until the next evening, when I'm at a dinner and sitting 
next to a nice (really nice) white-haired lady whom I don't 
know, but who notices that my tiepin is a miniature duck 
in flight.

"Are you interested in ducks?" she asks, and I tell her 
how I spent the previous day. "But if you enjoyed it, and 
saw so many interesting things, why couldn't you have 
left your gun at home, and just gone and sat in the blind 
all day, with your dog and your binoculars?" she said.

"Because," I said, "I don't regard nature as a spectator 
sport. If I were to leave the gun at home, or to bring it 
without the intention of using it, I'd be in that marsh as 
a spectator, or a peeping tom, or a bystander. But nature, 
to all animals, including the human, is essentially one big 
food chain. And when I go into the marsh with a gun, 
prepared to kill ducks and take them home and eat them, 
I'm there as a predator, as part of the food chain, with 
as much right to be there as the hunting marsh hawk or 
the skunk.

"Granted," I continued, "I've got a top spot on the chain, 
with no man-eating predators to cope with, but the worms 
will get me sooner or later, and I'll start again at the bottom. 
But when I'm there as a predator, I'm there as part of the 
natural scene, and I feel a oneness with nature that I never 
feel except when hunting, and that no nonhunter, much 
less an antihunter, can possibly experience. I become in­
volved. I become not a student of nature, or a lover of 
nature, as though nature were a bug on a pin or a box
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of chocolates—I become a part of nature, in a way I don't 
experience even when backpacking into the wilderness 
or canoeing down a white-water river. Even in the woods 
or on the river I'm extraneous, an interloper, an outsider. 
But with a gun in the duck marsh, of in a woodcock thicket, 
or walking a hillside for ruffed grouse, I'm there as a 
predator—not as ruthless, perhaps, as a goshawk or a weasel 
or a Siberian tiger, but just as intent on killing.''

"My goodness!" says the nice lady, who had not meant 
to do more than make polite conversation. "Personally, 
I'm content to watch birds, and I think killing is, well, 
if you'll forgive me, reprehensible, and I'm very much 
opposed to it." She smiles to show she means nothing 
personal, and goes back to her lamb chop, which six weeks 
ago was part of a cuddly lamb with large brown plead­
ing eyes that did it no good when the man came to cut 
its throat. I notice she doesn't have to force herself to 
eat it, and that she is, like everyone else at the table, a 
natural-born carnivore, with jaws and teeth designed for 
eating meat.

To that nice lady, of Course, nature is a mildly amusing 
spectacle, and she would no more actively participate in 
that very basic and natural activity of mankind, the killing 
of other animals for food, than she would climb up on 
the stage at the Philharmonic and sit in with the wood- 
Winds. She cannot even associate a lamb chop with killing, 
because in her plasticized, technicolor world, animals don't 
die unless they are cruelly slain by wicked hunters.

I think it is this refusal to accept death as an essential 
aspect of life, and man as a carnivore and therefore by 
deed or fiat a killer, that leads the antihunting sentimen­
talist into the idiocies of which he is frequently guilty. 
I don't mean the nonhunter who says, in effect, "Yes, I'm 
a meat-eater, but I prefer to have someone else do my 
killing for me." This is a matter of choice, or of esthetics, 
and I'm pleased that there'll be one less person intruding 
on my favorite woodcock covers or poking about my 
marshes. It is those who attempt to make a moral issue 
of lawful hunting who make fools of themselves, even if 
their foolishness is currently fashionable.

Foolishness? I don't mean the lady president of an an­
tihunting organization who proclaims on a national televi­
sion show that she delights in hearing of the number of 
hunters killed each season, and wishes the numbers were 
much larger. That kind of sickness is possibly curable. I 
do mean, for example, my well-meaning, kind-hearted, 
antihunting, nitwitted neighbor who "rescued" six mallard 
ducklings from a nearby pond last spring to raise in her 
bathtub, because five others of the clutch Of eleven had 
been killed, probably by a large snapping turtle or perhaps' 
a fox or skunk. It was her idea that the mallard hen was 
a white, Protestant, Anglo-Saxon lady who had somehow 
been transformed into a duck, and who felt as grief- 
stricken as any such lady should when five of her children 
had been destroyed.

When I explained to her that a pair of mallards begins 
breeding at one year of age, hatches an average of eight 
ducklings or four pairs each year, each of which pairs starts 
producing ducklings after one year, and that the original 
(pair may live and breed for at least ten years, and that 
by this sort of geometric progression, if not for turtles 
and hunters and such, would have produced, at the end 
of ten years, a total of 19,531,250 ducks, and that if, at

the end of.those ten years, three of those 19,531,250 ducks 
are alive there has been, in effect, a 50-percent increase 
in the mallard population, she said, "Oh, Mr. Zern, you're 
just trying to confuse me." The ducklings died of applied 
Disneyism. Unmolested, one or two might have survived.

I mean, too, the foolishness of the antihunter who has 
never seen a deeryard strewn with the starved corpses of 
whitetails—killed not by hunters but by the namby-Bambi 
sentimentalists (including some hunters) who had suc­
cessfully opposed the shooting of does. And so when 
man, whom nature designed as a predator, failed to substi­
tute for the wolves and mountain lions nature had intend­
ed to help him keep the herds in balance with their food 
supply, the result was the virtual wiping out of all, not 
just a few, of the deer in that area. (I've never killed a 
North American deer, as a matter of preference, but when 
on several occasions I've seen the grisly results of un­
derkilling, I've felt guilty at not having tried.)

REVERENCE FOR LIFE? I think not, in the case of the 
antihunters. At least I've never met one who felt 
strongly, or at all, on the subjects of fishing, or logging, 

or farming, or other forms of life-destroying human activity. 
(Trout and trees and turnips are forms of life, even though 
unsanctified by Disney.) No, the antihunter is curiously 
selective in his solicitude for life, as though he had only 
a tiny amount and must ration it sparingly; I have had 
the unsettling experience, during one evening, of being 
attacked by a small but ferocious lady who accused me, 
within the same hour, of (a) condoning the hunting of 
wild birds and mammals, and (b) opposing the killing of 
people, even those with whose politics I disagreed, in 
Vietnam. I pleaded guilty on both counts.

And that, rather clumsily stated, is my position. Nature 
designed me as a meat-eating predator, and I accept nature 
on its own terms, acknowledging death, including my own 
(and yours, madam) as an essential aspect of life, not to 
be euphemized or Disneyfied or otherwise denied. When 
I kill a wild duck or pheasant cleanly and instantly, in the 
fullness of its wild beauty and strong flight, I save the 
life of a domestic duck or chicken, which would be killed 
in abject, squawking terror. When I kill a sharp-tailed grouse 
or bobwhite quail I become part of the process of life, 
accepting and fulfilling my role as predator and rejecting 
the destructive Old Testament concept of man as some­
thing separate from nature.

That the pheasant was introduced by hunters to be 
hunted, and that America's wildfowl would probably have 
vanished years ago if not for the efforts of hunters to save 
their habitat, is perhaps beside the point. But my friend 
the late Ralf Coykendall, with whom I sat in marsh blinds 
and trudged New England woodcock thickets, once ob­
served that if the bald eagle were only good to eat and 
came readily to decoys it would no longer be in danger 
of extinction; he was less than half-serious, of course, but 
it was hunters who demanded and got the compulsory 
duck stamp to provide money for waterfowl refuges and 
who raised millions of dollars through Ducks Unlimited 
to restore duck-breeding marshes.

And so I ask not that you join me in hunting—I'd much 
prefer you didn't—but that you understand, in part at least, 
why I hunt. ■
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The foundation of Lignumvitae Key is a fossilized coral reef, 
known as Key Largo limestone, and a solution hole near the shore 

has collected buttonwood leaves and the shell of a violet snail.

Lignumvitae
—the last Key
impressions by PETER MATTHIESSEN 
a portfolio by PATRICIA CAULFIELD

IN THE LEE OF THE NORTHERN KEYS. Flat clear bright day, east wind 15 to 25 knots, 
with small craft warnings.
At eight a.m., with Alexander Sprunt IV in the National Audubon Society skiff, ride 

out of Plantation Key lagoon (DREAM HOMES! VENETIAN SHORES! THE SUNKEN 
TREASURE!). Off to the north, the Cowpens, mangrove islets set on brown banks of 
turtle grass where, say the Conchs, the manatees or sea cows were once penned: the 
manatees are mostly gone now from the Keys, killed out or driven off by guns and 
boat propellers.

To the south is Cotton Key, a green tuft in a hard light on the bare sky; cormorants 
tumble from the gaunt black channel markers and beat away across the shallow green 
milky chop of Florida Bay. Crossing Steamboat Channel, the boat leaves Shell Key to 
the east; under the sun is Islamorada, on Upper Matecumbe Key, Indian and Teatable 
Keys, the settlements of the early days, and from Teatable, the bascule bridge is a 
black arc on the sky, striking the horizon once again at the north point of Lower 
Matecumbe. A mile or more northwest of the bridge, off the long rim of the Keys, 
lies Lignumvitae.

Cotton Key and Shell Key, like the Cowpens and the other keys west of the highway, 
are mangrove forests on the shallows of Florida Bay, overflowed by every tide, awash 
in hurricane. Only Lignumvitae is a true island, with 280 acres of high ground behind 
the mangroves. On its northeast shore, a concrete pier and a small dock have been 
constructed, and the wall of mangrove is broken by a lawn that slopes up to a limestone 
house. In the foreground are ancient cannon from the wreck HMS Winchester, lost 
near Carysfort Reef, off Key Largo, in 1695. In the background rise enormous gumbo 
limbo trees and a mastic and a giant strangler fig, or "banyan," with twined trunks 
and buttresses. Everywhere walk peacocks: a hard sun of the subtropics glints on the| 
iridescent necks of birds and tints the rust flakes on the dead cannon.

The house faces east, turned from the sea. Its caretakers, here for eighteen years,
(Story continues on page 29)
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