Uncle Wesley’s Last Deer Hunt

James C. Gates

I never did know just how old Uncle Wesley Marie was? He was kind of dried up into a little man. He was the favorite of all us young Florida Cracker cowboys and was a part of an old time deer camp that had at least three generations involved. Each year the deer camp was planned and set up in the flat woods of western-central Florida. The camp was quite an affair, with a big kitchen tent, complete with gas stove, gas refrigerator, lights, etc.

We would have up to twenty-five dogs and maybe ten horses. The rest of the camp would be clustered around the kitchen tent, except Uncle Wesley’s set up. He could not breath well, so we put down a large rug, strung wire for his tarp, and install a big soft chair. That’s were he slept, when not by the fire.  There would be a big roaring campfire that would be where the following day’s hunt would be planned. After supper, us young fellows would go out and drag brush tops along the roods where any deer crossings could be seen the next morning. The next morning, after a big breakfast and the older men were slowly getting ready, we young fellows would ride the roads marking where deer had crossed. Back at camp the final plans would be made as to where we would “Trail”. That means were we would put the dogs in to “Trail”. Then they would ‘Strike”, meaning the dogs would get the deer up and running. We young fellows would be on horses to ”Cut” the deer off if it was not heading to our “Standers”. These would be the older hunters that had be placed were they thought the deer might cross.

The morning of this story. Uncle Wesley asked me to take him down along a fence with a fire-trail cut on both sides. He drove his old car along the paved road to where the fence came out, while I rode my horse. He had an old wicker chair in his car, which he tied to my saddle. I got Uncle Wesley up on Charlie, my horse. I slow-walked him down the fence to where he wanted to be, set up the chair, got him down off Charlie, and handed him is Ithaca pump gum. Uncle Wesley sat down and loaded his gun with buckshot. I thought he was finished with his preparations only to be called over to where he was sitting. He fished around in the pockets of his canvas hunting coat and handed me two Granny Smith green apples. I was instructed to cut them in half and put them on top of the closer fence posts. I smiled to myself, thinking no Southern deer knew what a Yankee apple was! Oh well, what the Hell! Do what Uncle Wesley wanted. He fired up his old pipe, got his felt hat sitting like he wanted it, and seemed to relax in his old chair. About that time we heard the dogs “Strike”! The race was on! With a big smile, Uncle Wesley said. “ Ride!” and I did indeed! Charlie and I thundered up that fire line with the barbwire whizzing by. When I cleared the fence, I gave Charlie his head! He knew to go toward the dogs. That was some ride, weaving through the pinewoods, but my blood was up! When I reached the top of that pine ridge, I reined up and let Charlie blow! Damn, The wind was changing as the sun came up! Which way now!

Then I heard a single shot from down in the bottom where I had left Uncle Wesley! Back down that ridge Charlie and I roared. I gave a long Rebel Yell so Uncle Wesley would know I was coming! Charlie and I turned at the fence and poured it on. Looking ahead I could saw Uncle Charlie sitting in his chair waving me on! I pulled up and bailed off of Charlie. Uncle Wesley was pointing to a dead four point deer halfway under the fence. I covered the entire buckshot load with my hand! So, I reckoned that a Southern deer did in fact know what a Yankee green apple smelled like!

I finally got Uncle Wesley loaded up on Charlie, then the deer, and the old chair. I took my cow horn and gave the well-known call for “Deer Down!” A traditional call that is as old as the South itself, all but forgotten today…. as is our famous Rebel Yell!

As we walked back toward the hard road, I knew there would be a large crowd of hunters waiting to see Uncle Wesley come in with his deer. We were about a quarter from the road when Uncle Wesley called a halt. “Get me down off this damned Mustang and let me walk out!” His damned old

Southern pride was showing indeed, but I understood. He straightens his old canvas coat out and then I was amazed to see that he has a white shirt and tie on! Uncle Wesley turned to me and said, “Well boy, that’s the last blood I will spill! I understood, with tears in my eyes, I walked Uncle Wesley out to his reception on the road! 

I suppose that fine old Southern gentleman knew the truth, he died the following summer!

Many times later I rode my horse by that place and I would swear Charlie horse still smelled those green Yankee apples!

