






A Good One or a Scallywag?
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Dedication
 
This book is dedicated to my favorite hunting partner and wife, 
Edie. She is my reason for living, for writing and for loving her as 
I do. She has allowed me to live my dreams. 

 
Secondly, this was written for my children, Deborah, Michelle, 
Michael and Jeanette. I hope that they realize that they were as 
much a part of my life as my dogs, and that the dogs were good for 
all of us. I want to thank them for helping me live my life, and for 
letting me be their father, though they had no choice in the matter. 
I probably should even thank Della, my first wife, for tolerating 
me and the dogs as long as she did. 

This dedication would not be complete without mentioning the 
joy my dogs have brought me. They were the ones that taught me 
to hunt, got me interested in the habits of the many types of game 
birds, and through them that I was introduced to a host of people 
that I would have never met. 

  
Some of the dogs with a special place in my heart are my setters, 
Rouster, Jetrain, Sure Bette, and now a couple of pointers named 
Frank and Tye. The dogs are the ones that coaxed me to take them 
to the woods, the prairies and the deserts to let them enjoy the life 
they were bred for—bird hunting. Just watching a dog make that 
cast towards an alder swale, a thornapple growth, a prairie bluff 
or a catclaw thicket is what keeps me going, and reminds me that 
there is a Creator, a God, in my life. 

Finally this book is dedicated to the bird dog men and women who 
preceded all of us by developing hunting dogs, and the dogs we 
use and enjoy in field trial competition. Because of these people I 
have enjoyed many days following a bird dog, and plan to spend 
many more afield as long as I can keep on walking.
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I owe it all to Jet
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Chapter One
The Beginning: A Life with Bird Dogs

 Fifteen minutes into territory I don’t know and a grouse 
flush later, my eleven-month-old setter was gone. I blew my 
whistle as loud as I could and walked to the top of a ridge, finding 
her tracks in the light snow that had fallen during the night. I 
followed them. A few hundred yards later, I saw that her tracks 
found those of another hunter and a dog. I yelled at the top of my 
lungs, “Rouster, here!” blowing my whistle again and firing off a 
shot. My mind was racing, Surely they can hear me. They can’t be 
that far away. I broke into a run, following the set of human tracks 
and the two sets of dog tracks. 

 Three hours earlier on that Christmas Eve in 1966, I’d left 
my home to try my hand at grouse hunting. I headed to the Tuscola 
State Game Area. I made a call to the Michigan Department of 
Natural Resources, and they recommended an area that was 
southeast of Caro. It was supposed to be wooded with a decent 
population of ruffed grouse. The area was easy enough to locate in 
a county map book that I picked up. 
 Once inside the game area, I drove down a north-south dirt 
road and looked for a place to hunt, passing a parked dark green 
Buick sedan. I drove another mile or so to make sure I wouldn’t 
interfere with another hunter. 
 Jeez, there’s a lot of trees, I thought as I pulled in to an old, 
partial two-track and parked.  
 Rouster was dancing in her dog crate as I lowered the back 
window and dropped the tailgate. The heavily wooded forest that 
surrounded us was just what I had in mind. At that time, I just 
assumed any woodland was grouse cover.
 There was a light trace of snow on the ground that had 
fallen during the night. The snow will help, I reasoned, in case 
I get turned around and need to retrace my steps. I uncased my 
twelve-gauge side-by-side and zipped up my hunting vest over 
the black, insulated nylon jacket I was wearing. Then I got out the 
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small brass bell I’d bought for Rouster. From what I’d read about 
grouse hunting, hunters normally hung a bell from the dog’s collar 
to help them keep track of it.
 I opened Rouster’s crate, attached the bell to her collar 
and turned her loose to let her run around. I grabbed the shotgun, 
and patted my vest to make sure I had plenty of shells. Lastly, I 
checked my new compass that was neatly pinned to the left side of 
my vest and headed to the west. Rouster stayed unusually close. 
Perhaps she was distracted by the bell banging on her chest, or 
maybe it was the new environment. 
 (I look back now and laugh when I think about what a 
pair we were. There I was, in a strange place, on my first grouse 
hunt, not knowing what grouse cover was, and with a compass 
that I really didn’t know how to use. Then, too, there was my dog, 
hunting in the woods for the first time with no clue as to what a 
grouse smelled like.) 
 My dog got used to the bell, and she seemed to adapt to our 
new surroundings much more quickly than I could. I kept glancing 
at the compass, trying to head in a westerly direction. We were 
in a completely different environment than the fallow fields and 
harvested cropland where she and I hunted pheasant during the 
fall.
 A new experience is good for us, I told myself. Rouster 
was born to hunt. A bird season was open and we both needed to 
get out of the house. Ruffed grouse live in the woods, and my dog 
should be able to figure out that there were birds somewhere, and, 
hopefully, she could get me a shot or two at some. 
 Five minutes away from the car, the unmistakable thunder 
of wings caught my attention, and Rouster and her bell, clanging 
loudly, were in hot pursuit. I’ll be damned. Must be a grouse. Both 
the bird and the dog topped a ridge going away in the distance. I 
knew that my pup would chase a flying bird until she couldn’t see 
it, smell it, or hear it; maybe farther. All I had to do was wait a few 
minutes for her to return to where the bird got out. After all, that 
was her normal reaction when she flushed a bird. 
 Five minutes that felt like fifteen passed. I blew my whistle. 
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I listened. No bell, no sounds of anything running through the 
woods, just silence.
 I walked up the ridge in the direction where I’d last seen 
her. I blew the whistle again. The forest was silent. I searched 
the ground as I walked and soon found her tracks in the snow. 
I stopped again, blew my whistle, and called, “Rouster, here!” I 
listened. Nothing.
 After I followed her tracks for fifteen minutes I started to 
worry, blowing my whistle more frequently and running at a half 
trot. I topped a second ridge and found a set of human tracks and a 
second set of dog tracks. I yelled at the top of my lungs, “Rouster, 
here!” I blew my whistle and fired my shotgun, breaking into a 
run, while I glanced at the compass. The tracks were turning east, 
heading in the direction of the road where I was parked. Only 
now, the man tracks showed that he was running too. I fired two 
more shots, hoping that Rouster would hear them and come to me. 
“Damn, you’ve got to hear the shotgun,” I yelled into the wind as 
I ran.
 I finally reached the road, slowing while noticing that all 
the tracks were heading toward where I thought I’d parked my car. 
I started running again, trying to catch up to a running man and 
two dogs.
 There was no more whistle blowing. I just ran and followed 
the tracks. When I stopped to catch my breath I heard a car start. I 
ran again. As I rounded a bend in the road I saw the green Buick. 
It backed out into the road and headed toward me. I moved into 
the middle of the road. I cradled my shotgun with my left arm and 
raised my right hand in the air, signaling for the driver to stop. 
 It stopped. A forty-something-year-old man wearing a 
brown canvas billed cap and a red, plaid jacket sat in the driver’s 
seat. He worked the crank to lower his window as a German 
shorthair in the back seat leaned forward to stick his head out of 
the opening. “Get back, Duke,” the man commanded.
 “I believe you have my dog, mister,” I said as calmly as I 
could.
 “I found a dog running wild in the woods. Is it yours?”
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 “Where is she?” 
 “In the trunk.” He slowly got out and walked to the back of 
his car. He unlocked the trunk and lifted the lid. 
 Rouster’s brown eyes met mine, and she jumped out of 
the trunk. I grabbed the old hunk of rope that was now tied to her 
collar. I said nothing as I untied it and threw it back into the open 
trunk. 
 “I don’t know what your name is, mister, but you’re not 
very friendly,” the man said. “I was saving your dog from a long, 
lonely night in the woods.”
 I could hardly contain my anger as I said, “You would 
know my name if you would have checked her collar. My name 
and phone number are on it.” I bent over and snapped my lead on 
Rouster. “Heel,” I commanded and started to walk in the direction 
of my car. I didn’t turn around as I heard the trunk lid slam and the 
car start. The Buick passed us, and the man waved. I didn’t wave 
back.  
 I bent down and unleashed Rouster. That’s when I noticed 
her bell was gone. Probably in the bastard’s pocket. Rouster raced 
off into the woods. The events of the past twenty minutes or so 
replayed in my mind. I can’t believe it.  That guy almost made off 
with my dog. I didn’t want to hunt anymore. I blew the whistle 
to bring the dog back in. She turned at the first blast. “Sorry girl. 
We’re done.” I snapped the lead back onto her collar and heeled 
her to my car. So much for my first grouse hunt. 
 I put Rouster in her crate, closed the back of my station 
wagon, and headed home. I’d driven five hours for a few minutes of 
hunting. Merry Christmas, Tom, you just met your first Scallywag. 
In truth I may have used other words. Yeah, no doubt I did.

****

T.A. Novak
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The beginning of it all

 Novak’s Roustemout was whelped January 11, 1966. She 
was a tri-colored English setter with a large black spot around 
her right eye. I put a deposit on her before I even knew what an 
English setter was. She was only ten days old when I picked her 
out of a litter of seven pups. I had to wait until she was weaned to 
take her home.
 I wanted to raise a good hunting dog and looked to the 
book Gun Dog by Richard Wolters for advice. As instructed in 
the book, I picked my dog up exactly forty-nine days after she 
was whelped.  I named her “Rouster,” after a Marine Corps drill 
instructor’s bellow, “Roust out of the racks. Let me hear the pitter-
patter of your little feet on the deck!” She was supposed to roust 
me out some birds. I registered her with The American Field, the 
bird dog stud book out of Chicago, as Novak’s Roustemout. 
 First I taught Rouster to heel, to come when called (or 
whistled for), and to stay in one place until called, just as Wolters 
preached. Then, from July 15 through the start of the October 
pheasant season, I worked her at least six days a week in the fallow 
fields in and around Warren and Sterling Heights, Michigan. 
Wolters suggested getting the dog out in the wild so that it could 
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learn to hunt. I took this to mean a lot of exposure. Those fields 
held a good number of wild pheasant. She taught herself to hunt. I 
just drove her there and back.
 When I first decided to get a hunting dog, I never thought 
about entering competitions with my dog. I just wanted a dog to 
hunt with. But a friendly dispute with my neighbor, Brad Smith, 
introduced me to field trials. Brad had bought one of Rouster’s 
littermates, an orange-and-white female that he named “Captain.” 
When neighbors own littermates, each man thinks his dog is the 
best one, especially when it comes to bird dogs. Brad decided that 
a field trial was the only way to prove which dog was better.
 The first trial we competed in was put on by a German 
Shorthair Club at the Highland Recreation Area in the late summer 
of 1966. Rouster got third and won a dog dish. (It was only a fun 
trial.) Captain did not place.
 Brad was not ready to admit defeat. “Those German 
shorthair people don’t know what an English setter is supposed to 
do,” he insisted. I decided to humor him. We ended up subscribing 
to The American Field, the weekly dog paper, and found some 
field trials for English pointers and setters. Over the next several 
months Rouster and Captain competed numerous times. 
 In September, 1966 Rouster took third place in an amateur 
puppy stake, part of a program put on by The Farmer Sportsman’s 
Club. Captain was again not named among the winners. In 
October, Rouster took a first in an amateur derby stake. (Both of 
these were trials run off of horseback.) Captain did not place. The 
coup de grâce came in the spring of 1967 when Rouster won the 
blue ribbon in the Beaverton Grouse Dog’s Open Puppy stake. 
Captain did not place again. Brad decided that field trials were not 
for him. As for me, I was hooked. Field trials opened a door to a 
whole new world and all kinds of people, bird dogs, and birds. 

 From late 1966 into the mid-1990s I competed in field 
trials with my dogs. I think I did this mainly to prove that I had 
good dogs and to hang around people that had the same or a 
similar addiction: bird dogs. Starting in 1968, when I moved north 
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to ruffed grouse country, I logged about seventy-five days a year 
bird hunting. I purposely worked straight nights or afternoons to 
hunt and have daylight to work my dogs. I think it’d be safe to say 
that bird hunting was my passion; the field trials just forced me to 
spend more time with my dogs than the normal bird hunter did, 
and I loved it.
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