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Seeking Gentleman Bob
in South Carolina
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one are the days when bobwhite

quail flushed wild in cloud-sized

coveys between lower parts of
the Piedmont down to the Carolina
Lowcountry. Many people blame the fire
ants. Others accuse the coyotes. Some
say God visited his wrath upon them,
bringing not fire and brimstone, but
torrential rain and tempest winds in the
form of Hurricane Hugo.

Considering that the bird hunting bard
of South Carolina, Havilah Babcock,
lamented their declining numbers as early
as the mid-twentieth century, none of
these suspects holds the smoking gun.
Having crisscrossed this state for over
a third of my life, the answer to why
bobwhite quail struggle to reestablish
themselves seems as obvious as the real
estate advertisements for homes built
atop manicured golf courses; or the
forests choked with understory so thick
a rabbit wouldn’t dare to live in them; or
the agricultural fields planted in a manner
to squeeze profit from every inch of soil.

Bobwhite struggle to exist here
because of us. But legacy populations in
huntable numbers endure because we've
acknowledged the problem, and while
they hide themselves from everyone but
the most determined, these coveys will
send your stomach into your throat while
tugging a tear from your eyes as a toll for
having witnessed it. An insatiable desire
to experience such a novelty in my native
state found me joining my friends Jason
Amick and Ammon Bowen on their
Quixotic quest.

An overcast sky in late-November filtered
the colors of the cover, greying out the
switchgrasses carpeting the piney savanna,
and igniting the fiery autumnal hues of the
distant hardwood bottoms. Jason lowered
his tailgate and tied bells onto the collars
of his kenneled dogs. When asked abour
the absence of an e-collar, he replied, “This
is an old thing we do, and I prefer doing
it the old way.” Jason dropped his dogs —
German shorthair pointers named “Sadie”
and “Scout — and we dressed for rough
cover, donning briar chaps and leather
gloves and thick shirt-jacs with blaze orange
trim. Then he pur his dogs into the wind
with faith and hope that their noses would
lead us into coveys of quail.
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The jingling of the bells tethered to
their collars grew fainter as they ranged
out beneath stands of longleaf pines
that scraped the sky. Their massive
trunks wore a faded layer of soot from a
controlled burn while the clump grasses
sprouting around them grew nearly to the
knee. Jason figured this burn happened
a couple seasons ago given the evidence
of its recovery, and apart from a few
brambles grabbing at our boots,
casy walk.

While I had known Ammon for
several years, I knew ligtle about Jason
or his quail hunting bong fides. They
.meF while playing bluegrass music, and [
Wi e e @ slong
Jason about his joumee (t)gsy I a‘lked i
He explained thag he d}ldn’tqual hummg.

! ' grow up
wmgshootmg but had walked up a wild
covey on his facheps land neay Aiken
abou eighe years ago

gl »and it seole b
breath. “I'd heard the quail disappeelied
and yet here they were, He did ,

his land for them i

it was an

nt manage

tried walking up more coveys — this tinc
on public land while holding a shotgun
— and after realizing the amount of
ground he needed to cover, decided to
better his odds with a bird dog: “Tlove
dogs and had trained other breeds in the
past for hiking and obedience.”

So, adding a sporting breed and new
set of skills to the mix didn't seem like
an impossible task,” he said. “I trained
my first GSP, ‘Sadie’ several years g0
and then last year, added the other pup
‘Scout’ to our pack. At a year old.. she’s |
not polished, but she’s been on l)ml.w ~Ul1“
we've got a lot of time.” Jason explain®
that most times he and his dogs hunt v
public ground, he leaves with an Cm}’;
gamebag. But he knows the coveys 11\:‘1(1
there because he’s moved th@m" me i
good shooting, they’ve given h_”“ iy of
or two. For Jason, it’s the satisfact®'
seeing his dogs work and the )’C.‘”mi[e5
witness another covey rise that insP vest
him to return — not the heft of hli
“People think che quail are gonc,rk alot
they’re not. You've just got t0 WO
harder for them.”
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South Caroling certain| i e
Booe Tasr y requires mo

than in years past, but it
takes 2 Herculean effore to sustain their
recent gains. To that end, the South
Carolina Bobwhite Initiative (SCBI)

. . f
launched in 2014, creating coalition 0

rivate, non-profit, and public irlltercsts
fo coordinate efforts for bcneﬁmlggd
bobwhite quail. “The SCBI was kin
of the ‘missing piece’ to making r
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HAYDEN OUTDOORS
REAL ESTATE

Cimarron Valley Ranch
$45,000,000 « 45,039 Acres  Baca County, CO
Dax Hayden 303.619.6774

South Platte River Hunting Pasture
$1,499,000 » 547 Acres o Keith County, NE
Clay Owens 308.882.8171

Elk Valley
$13,850,000 » 8,128 Acres o Campbell County, TN
Heath Thompson 912.536.5151

T

Elk Mountain Ranch
$22,620,000 » 7,540 Acres # Cibola County, NM
J. Gregory Liddle 970.946.0374 _

OVER 600 EXCEPTIONAL PROPERTIES FOR SALE
www.HaydenOutdoors.com | 866.741.8323
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Featured Sporting Properties

Amazing Grace Ranch
$3,750,000 3,019 Acres e Ness County, KS
Dax Hayden 303.619.6774

a3
o

Trophy Country

$22,750,000 ¢ 4,700 Acres o Randolph County, MO
Jeff Lovan 417.252.1463

Big Spring Ranch

$12.800.00Q * 3,192 Acres o Sweet Grass County, MT
Mike Sedgwick 406.930.2379

o,

The Sandhills Ra
Z anch
$14,790,000 o 10,122 Acres o Kiowa Co KS
J.C. Bosch 620282957 "
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progress in bringing back the bol
population. All these Organilation
working separately for the Rl $ Wey,
of quail — they just needed to f, cnt
their efforts in the same di reCtiOnc,}JS
Mark Coleman, chairman °f[heé Sajg
Outreach Committee, Cay
Michael Hook, Small Game Pro:
Supervisor for the South Carolin;Jec
Department of Natura] Rcsources
(SCDNR) and SCBI Quaj| Coor;
added, “When South Carolin, becanator‘
serious about doing something for me
the quail, the leadership decideq
go with a ‘quail council’ mode] [,
Texas because we thought i would
increase cooperation betweep ¢},

whitc

t

involved, and they were right” S:emts
the SCBIs inception, positive gains i

habitat restoration, data collec ), and
outreach have been realized, Biving qug

a fighting chance in areas of ¢}, ate
where biologists have said they -4
thrive. Quail Forever became j; lved
with the SCBI in 2016 and 201
bolster the effort.

South Carolina now has foy; Ctive
Quail Forever chapters in each “gion
of the state — the Upstate, Midlands,
and Lowcountry — along with four
wildlife biologists helping educate and
build partnerships between state and
federal wildlife agencies. “We had the
first quail focus area in the nation on
national forest land, and that wouldnt
have happened without cooperation
and interest in the project from the
United States Forest Service, and the
Quail Forever biologists on the ground
with them,” Hook said. The SCBI
four quail focus areas across the st
and plans to add more with the help
of Quail Forever, federal government
agencies, and private landholders.
“Where you do the work, the birds
respond. Our SCBI motto is 'Bring
Back the Whistle,” which is what we
fully intend to do,” Hook said.

Fading light from a falling sun
motivated us to head for home. W¢ f
exited the cover and returned to 0%’
several gravel roads winding [hroug’
the forest. Jason navigated our P arf}c
by €ompass and map, eschewing *
trappings of a smartphone and It

(4}
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applications. “I don’t need those bells
and whistles to get around. I got all
the bells and whistles I need out here,”
he said gesturing to his dogs and the
forested horizon. While we'd heard
plenty of bells this day, we lost out on
the whistle.

And yet, not any of us seemed
bothered for having not stirred a
covey. I found myself grateful for the
opportunity; for having enough strength
in my legs and breath in my lungs to
put one foot in front of the other with a
shotgun broken over my shoulder. And
grateful still for the conservation work,
both public and private, that made it
possible for us to search for wild quail
without anyone’s hand in our pockets
beyond the taxes we paid or the gas
to get there. I would be remiss for not
mentioning the pleasure of having met
Jason and his bird dogs, both of whom
performed with exceptional prowess
under his handling and tutelage, and
for another walk in the woods with
Ammon, who reactivated my interest in
hunting years ago and remains a brother
of my choosing.

It occurred to me while walking down
that stretch of road that perhaps many
who'd given up on southeastern quail
after hunting them in their heyday
forgot about these gifts. Or, maybe the
ravages of time and age robbed them
of their physical ability to continue the
pursuit. In either case, I empathized with
them, understanding my perspective was
framed through a different lens. Those
of us in the southeast who still wander

manage our expectations accordingly,
and while we might not make a meal of
quail for our effort, we make priceless
memories in the process. And those are
the tokens we take with us when the roll
is called up yonder.

We arrived at our vehicles several
miles later with hunger, thirst, and
exhaustion affecting both us and the
dogs. Round white stickers bearing
the SCBI logo were placed beneath
the windshield wipers of our vehicles
without acknowledgement or fanfare.
«Check this out,” I exclaimed, feeling
honored to have been initiated into this
proud order of optimists.

3%

Oliver Hartner is a freelance writer living in

South Carolina and a frequent contributor to

Quall Forever lournal

public places in search of Gentleman Bob
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For several years, Coach Player searched
for someone who would maintain and
improve upon the conservation work
he has done while also preserving, and
perhaps expanding, opportunities for
future South Carolinians to experience a
wild quail hunt.

Having wild bobwhite quail in this
part of the country requires great care
and expense to manipulate the habitat,
returning it to its natural state in an
era before contemporary tree farming

and detrimental development projects.
Landowners must often forego the
profits realized from a loblolly pine
plantation or from slicing off pieces of
land that contribute to suburban sprawl.
Instead, they must dedicate their time
and treasure to encourage the growth
of longleaf pines, native grasses, and
the hardwood bottoms essential to
ground bird survival. This commitment
to conservation asks more than many
individuals seem willing or able to offer.
Fortunately, Quail Forever developed a
plan with Coach Player that satisfied the
conservation and preservation interests
of all parties involved. Kenny Barker,
regional representative for Quail Forever in
South Carolina, was introduced to Coach
Player by Tim Askins, president of Quail
Forever’s South Carolina chapter in Mount
Pleasant. “Though the state has a total of
four chapters, this chapter took that name
because they have a 30,000-foor view of
big picture projects for the state, and I was
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able to meet Coach Player at one of their

events,” Kenny said. T
Coach Player explained his dilemma

to Barker and Askins, who then carried
the ball further down the field towa‘rd
the goal line of getting Bobwhite Hills
into the right hands.

Quail Forever has created more
than 200,000 acres of permanently
protected and publicly accessible
upland wildlife habitat across the
country, and as part of its effort to
increase this total by 40 percent,
it purchased Bobwhite Hills and is
working with the South Carolina
Department of Natural Resources
(SCDNR) on both a habitat
management and access plan to benefjt
wildlife and people.

“This acquisition will double the
number of Opportunities for public draw
hunts for quail in the state,” said Michag]
Hook, Small Game Pro
SCDNR. On e e

a fecent inspection of the

Bobwhie Hills
Property Quaj| Foreyer

Missouri as part of its Build a WildJig,
Area® program and Call of the Uplapgg
campaign. In September of 2021, the
South Carolina Conservation Bank
voted to fund a portion of the project
with a grant of $850,000.

Quail Forever Grants Director May
Holland said, “Working with the
South Carolina Conservation Bank
was a great experience, and they were
extremely helpful every step of the
way. Their support of this project
along with their passion for bringing
back bobwhite quail was important to
the partnership between Coach Playe,
Quail Forever, and SCDNR.”

Coupled with a generous donation by
the Player family, the project is well on
Wway to being fully funded, and this grant
marks the single largest donation in the
history of Quail Forever.

When reached for comment, Matt
Kucharski, National Board Chair of
Quail Forever, said, “Bobwhite Hills
and the People who made it happen
fepresent the hearr of Quail Forever’s
milssion — helping to conserve quality
wildlife habjgar and public access for

ture generations. This land project
will help attrace new supporters in the
Southeast g we propel our signature
“CQuisition program — Build a Wildhff

€ —in new and exciting directio®

Kucharskj added, “This is our first off®
%8 Planted in Souch Carolina, and

h0peFully we can work with surround®




Jandowners and others as time goes on

(0 continue improving the habitat for
hobwhite in South Carolina, and perhaps
the rest of the Southeast.”

As in the game of football, restoring
habitat for bobwhite quail in the Southeast
is a game of inches, and it takes dedicated
personnel on all sides of the ball to form
2 winning team. When landowners like
Coach Player, conservation groups like
Quail Forever, and government agencies
like SCONR and the South Carolina
Conservation Bank huddle together, they
come up with creative plays to deliver
hope for the resource.

Gains like Bobwhite Hills are like a
first-and-ten after several lost downs
— just before the ground beneath the
opposition shifts and momentum begins
favoring conservation. “I can’t say enough
good things about Coach Player,” Kenny
said. “Of all the things he could have
done with this property for a financial
profit, he chose to do something extra

-

special that would last for generations.” | A0 }‘. PP““‘ "
As a South Carolinian who loves “bird b TUCID MIC luu* b
hunting,” I believe Coach Player deserves b

as much adulation as possible for his e & Sacoda ; :
contribution to this victory. s all procee ] jes to support Quail Forever and their mission.

) purchases made at onXMaps.com
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