


own at the Plaza de 
Mayo, the Argentines 
are beating each 
other with sticks. The 

Peronists have stormed their own 
headquarters and will not come 
out until they call a bomb threat 
on themselves. We 
are a couple of 
miles away at El 
Aeroparque Jorge 
Newberry, and the 
pilots are on strike.

Argentine pilots 
have not been 
paid in two weeks, 
but we are flying 
LAN Chile. There 
is no great love 
lost between the 
nations. Argentines 
tell you they are 
the steak and 
Chile is the bone 
for the dogs. If I 
told you what the 
Chileans say about 
Argentines, they 
would not print it 
here. So LAN will keep flying, but 
late. Instead of shooting birds in 
Cordoba, we are wishing it wasn�t 
too early for Senor Jack Daniels.

Me and Claudette, my second 
trip, her third. Two hours later 
there is a stirring at the gate, an 
Airbus making ready to load. No 
jetway here, downstairs, across 
the tarmac and up a ladder. The 
guncase goes up the conveyor and 
thumps into the cargo bay.

Bringing your guns to 
Argentina? Not for the harried, 
hurried or the faint of heart. You 
send your outfitter the numbers 
six weeks in advance and he 

coups, keep a close eye on guns 
coming into the country.

We have a side-by-side and 
an over-under, two high-grade 
Merkel 20s. Merkel was among 
the German gunmakers who 
wound up on the wrong side of 

the Iron Curtain. 
The Reds 
consolidated all 
the companies into 
one grand firearms 
collective to make 
shotguns for high-
rolling Comrade 
Commissars. When 
the wall came 
down, Merkel 
reorganized and 
moved into the 
western market. 
And that�s where 
we come in. We�re 
taking Merkels 
to a land where 
Benellis and 
Berettas rule. We 
will see how they 
hold up.

But we have to get there first. A 
bus from the estancia meets us at 
the Cordoba airport. We are late, 
but earlier than the sole Argentine 
flight, which delivers a contingent 
of Texans. 

�What yall got in the box?� one 
wants to know.

�Merkels,� I say.
�Myrtles?�
     
his country looks like eastern 
Montana, broad flat fields, 

checkerboarded by fencerows 
and hedgerows with a line of 
ragged blue hills in the distance, 
but the cowboys hanging around 

 li eyxlsv {mxl e Qivoip 6444 GP sziv1
erh1yrhiv0 erh lmw Evkirxmre fmvh fs}w0 
Nyer erh Lyks Qerxmppe2

75

A little money, a little 
Spanish, a little patience, 

and a great sense of humor – 
all you need to survive 

the storms of doves 
in Argentina.
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generates the papers on his end. 
Somebody meets you at the 
gate and escorts you to an office 
where special police check serial 
numbers and collect a hundred 
bucks a gun, more if they feel 
like it. A deal if you figure it by 
the page, the artistic flairing 
fancy wristwork in stamp, stamp, 
stamping each individual sheet 
half a dozen times. Argentines, 
weary of coups and threats of 



the crossroad cantinas wear 
berets, not Stetsons.  

One town short, there is a 
barricade of tires, pallets and 
sections of drag-harrow, teeth up. 
Dour campesinos are standing 
around with sticks. 

�Do not worry, senores,� the driver 
says, �it is only the farm protest.�

The campesinos thrust 
leaflets through the windows, 
wave us on.  

We arrive at Estancia Los 
Chanares in time for lunch. 
Lunch is a serious undertaking 
in Argentina and will burn up 
about two hours. Fresh bread, an 
extravagance of salad, potatoes, 
steaks, ribs, dove breasts, wine, 
wine, wine and finally homemade 
ice cream and fruit cobbler. We 
waddle from the table and get 
introduced around. 

Alex, a Columbian and lifelong 
hunting guide, runs the lodge. 
His wife, Jessica, a veteran 
restauranteur from Buenos Aries, 
runs the kitchen. Martin organizes 
the shoots, ramrods the bird boys 
and fixes the guns when they need 
fixing, which is more often than 
you might expect.  

Most estancias offer shooting 
wintertimes to help spread 
out the pesos � and to thin 
flocks that can easily flatten a 
grainfield in an afternoon. But 
Estancia los Chanares manages 
crops for the birds, instead. 
The lodge is grand enough for 
any exiled ex-presidente, white 
stucco, fireplaces everywhere, 
formal gardens, swimming 
pool, red tile roof and red tile 
floors. The fields are angular 
and irregular, troublesome for 
agriculture but perfect for food 
plots. All around are rotten 
stone hills of impenetrable 
thornbushes � chanares � hence 
the name of this distant, obscure 
and excellent place.    

We meet our bird boys at the 
first stop, Hugo and Juan, brothers 
in their early 20s, swarthy, beady-
eyed and diligent. Two cases of 
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shells, two field-seats, two coolers 
of water and Quilmes, the favored 
local brew, feed sacks for the birds 
and the empty shells.  

They lead us to a makeshift 
blind strung between two thorn 
trees. They break out the shells � 
Orbeas made right up the road 
in Tucuman � and we break out 
the guns. Hugo and Juan tip 
boxes and the shells rattle into 
our vest pockets.

I learn a lot that day. You can 
only shoot one bird at a time. 
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A ventilated rib is a radiator. 
Your gun will cool faster open 
and propped vertically against 
a convenient tree. Finally, don�t 
forget your shooting gloves. Splat � 
blood across my glasses. The new 
checkering has worn the hide 
right off my thumb. 

 �You boys got any band aids?�
 �No, senor, but Martin will have 

them when he brings more shells.�
 �More shells?�
 �Si, senor, these two cases will 

not last you so long.�

inter daylight comes late 
in these latitudes. Reveille 

at eight, a bounteous breakfast at 
8:30. Alex and I linger over coffee. 
�How many birds do you have?�

He smiles. �Twenty millions? Forty 
millions? Who knows? We have the 
largest dove roost in all of Argentina.�

We ride to the morning shoot 
with a new arrival, Harvey 
Alexander from London. He�s 
ecstatic. �I can fly first class from 
London to Buenos Aires and shoot 
here for less than it costs me to 
shoot driven grouse in England!�

We �nd Hugo and Juan on a foot-
trail atop the brow of a long hogback 
ridge. There is a brightening �eld on 
one side, thornbush tangle on the other. 
After the pickup rattles away we notice 
a sound persistent as distant surf, as if 
the earth itself is breathing. Millions 
upon countless millions of doves are 
cooing up the morning. Already the 
air is full of them and the green hills 
echo with the crackle of gun�re.  

But how many doves can a man 
shoot? How many birds does a man 
want to shoot? Last year another 
Texan tried to �gure it out. He shot 
6,016 doves in 11 hours using three 
extended magazine Benellis. He kept 
three bird boys busy, two loading, 
one counting. Not sure of his shell 
bill, his hospital bill either.  

A couple of hours into it, Claudette 
cusses. A fine screw in the forend 
hardware has worked itself loose.

�Y�all got a screwdriver?�
�No, senor, Martin will bring 

when he brings more shells.�
I sit crosslegged in tall grass and pull 

the forearm off the gun. The screw 
retains a cam that cocks the top barrel 
ejector. �If we can�t get us a screwdriver, 
we won�t need more shells.�

�No problemo, senor,� Hugo 
says and pulls a battered jack knife 
from his jeans.

I baby the screw with a 
thumbnail instead. My nail splits, 
but the gun will shoot.

We break for lunch, I peel the 
forend again and pass it to Martin. 
He returns it with ceremonial 
�ourish right at the table, along with 






