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Dedication


To my late father, Jimmie Brown, who first put a gun in my hands and taught me how to hunt; and to all the companions, human and canine, with whom I’ve since enjoyed good times afield.




FOREWORD


I got an e-mail message from Larry Brown this past spring:


“Pretty tough last year—Iowa’s all-time low harvest, by a quarter of a million birds. But the dogs gave me some good work, we managed to bag sixty roosters, and the weather was great right up to the end of the season. You should have come out!”


My friend does this to me every year. He knows only too well how much this rooster-hungry Michigan hunter enjoys chasing Hawkeye State ringnecks. I pick my shots for Larry, too, roasting him when he misses out on grouse or woodcock hunting up north with me.


I met Larry Brown in Milwaukee in July 1979, at a meeting of state editors for Fins and Feathers magazine. He invited several of us to come to Iowa that fall for pheasant hunting. Larry mesmerized us with glowing talk about sloughs stiff with corn-fed ringnecks—fencerow point after fencerow point; the excellent possibility of shooting a true double. You could hear the passion in Larry’s voice and see it on his face and in his animation.


I remember thinking, “This man loves pheasants.”


He still does. That’s why it is so much fun to hunt with him and why those postseason messages get to me so easily.


For more than twenty years now, I cannot recall a single pheasant hunt in Iowa without the company of Larry Brown. Over such a span of time, men who hunt together can build up quite a portfolio of experience: the Thanksgiving Day thunderstorm that drove us from the field when we realized that our guns were perfect lightning rods; sun-drenched sloughs on one farm; chisel-plowed corn on another, the black clods of earth shining like anthracite; gumbo earth that clung to our boots like black cement on a third.


Sometimes Gene or Steve or Mike or Dave or Chuck hunted with us. Or Larry’s friends from college, where he used to teach French: Denny, Todd, Neil. Then there was my son, Brian, who on one November day pricked the carpet-tack spurs of his first ringneck. Three of us shamefully missed that bird before Brian downed it with a 20-gauge single-shot.


The dogs were part of it, too—my Brinka, Macbeth, Chaucer, Holly, Fagin, Sherlock, and Boo; and Larry’s own Irish Nick (the Red Rocket); his pointers, Jake and Rebel; his shorthairs, Heidi, Blitz, and Donner; and his Gordon, Gwen. And the others, like Brandy and Briar and Pepper.


Wonderful experiences, all. We slept in motels, motor homes, and farmhouse bedrooms. We ate in truck stops, Amana Colony restaurants, farm kitchens, and a dozen or more no-name cafes and taverns.


Over a period of nearly twenty-five years, you learn a lot about a man who chooses to hunt with you: You learn to take your own birds because he won’t contribute to your limit when his is satisfied. You learn to unload your gun promptly at 4:30 each afternoon, the end of legal shooting time in Iowa, even when the pointer has a rooster nailed in the switchgrass. You learn to hunt hard for every lost bird, and then to hunt some more. You learn never to pour motel drinks until the dogs are toweled off and fed, the birds dressed, the guns wiped dry and swabbed.


You also discover that if you are tied up on the phone to home, Larry will quietly do these chores for you.


You learn not to criticize your partner, even if he takes a bird over your gun barrel. I did that to Larry one fall in Mahaska County. His comment, “I hope I’m being a good host,” made me want to sink out of sight in the mud we were slogging through.


You learn not to bad-mouth another man’s dogs—even when they bite you, pee on you, and run over your rocksteady pointer. My charges have done all of these things, and more, to Larry.


You learn a lot about pheasant behavior and especially about how, when, and where to best hunt these incredibly cagey birds. Larry Brown is a rooster tactician (maybe it’s his extensive military training) with an ever-evolving game plan designed to match their uncanny survival skills. A perpetual student of ringneck ways, Larry writes in his notebook at the end of every hunting day. He jots down things like the weather conditions, how the birds acted, and what went right or wrong with the hunt. He has filled many notebooks since I began hunting with him, but the daily habit goes back far beyond 1979, when we met.


“Why do you take so many notes?” I once asked him.


“Maybe someday I’ll write a book about pheasant hunting,” he said. “You never know.” And write it he did.


This is a new, completely revised and updated edition of that book. I know you will enjoy it.


Tom Huggler
Sunfield, Michigan
August 2002




INTRODUCTION


A dozen years ago, when I wrote the first edition of this book, I thought that I was an experienced pheasant hunter. And, at the time, I’d been keeping notes on every hunt I made for almost twenty years.


This coming season will be the thirtieth during which I’ve kept notes. After reviewing those three decades of records, I discovered that since the book’s first edition the birds have taught me a few more things. So have my dogs and my human hunting companions. Thus, I felt it was time for a revised and updated edition.


It’s amazing how those hunting notes refresh my memory of events that have taken place over the course of thirty years. I can have a very clear recollection of an incident, only to discover from my notebooks that I’ve transposed my human or canine hunting partner or the location in which the incident occurred.


Memory is a tricky thing. For example, here in my home state of Iowa I’ve talked to hunters my age or slightly younger who claim to remember when a hen pheasant was part of the legal bag. I have to point out to them that hens haven’t been legal game since World War II—before they were born, or certainly well before they were hunting. They’re probably remembering something an older hunter told them. Where my hunts are concerned, the notes recorded immediately after the events took place keep my memory honest.


I have never claimed to be an expert pheasant hunter. I think the word “expert” is overused to the point of being almost meaningless. I like the line about an expert being someone with a slide projector and a lecture who’s more than fifty miles from home. Today, all too often, an expert is anyone who can post on the Internet.


I do, however, have a considerable amount of pheasant-hunting experience. I’m a native Iowan and have been fortunate to reside in this pheasant-rich state for fifty-two of my fifty-seven years. Although I’ve spent a good bit more time than most hunters chasing ringnecks, that doesn’t make me an expert. I’ve hunted with people who have more experience than I do, as well as many who have less. And I’ve learned things from both groups.


My pheasant hunting outside of Iowa is limited to a couple of trips to South Dakota. I do travel to hunt other birds: Upper Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin for grouse and woodcock; South Dakota for prairie chickens and sharp-tailed grouse; Texas and Kansas for bobwhites; and Arizona and New Mexico for desert quail, to name a few of my ventures. But when pheasant season rolls around, I don’t often stray beyond the borders of my home state. Iowa, however, has varied topography, and I have shot pheasants from border to border, in well over half of the state’s ninety-nine counties. There are significant differences between the terrain and the hunting conditions in western Iowa’s Loess Hills, a frozen marsh along the Minnesota border, and a flat cornfield a dozen miles north of Des Moines.


I’d like to have the opportunity to shoot pheasants everywhere from upstate New York to the Pacific Northwest, and all the places in between where they are legal game. But it’s tough to drag me out of Iowa when the season’s open. Consequently, I’ll be telling you about the birds and the habitat with which I’m familiar. However, much of what I have to say will hold true for the pheasant hunting you’ve done or will do.


I’ve been writing about pheasant hunting for about twenty-five years. I haven’t counted them, but I expect my magazine articles on pheasants number well over a hundred and have appeared in a dozen publications. If you’ve read one of my magazine pieces, then discover a different viewpoint in this book, don’t be surprised. As I said earlier, the birds are constantly teaching me new things. Were that not the case, pheasant hunting might have become boring by now. Instead, I find that I approach a new season at fifty-seven with as much anticipation as I did at seventeen. I hope the birds never cease to interest and challenge me.


I claim no championship titles at trap, skeet, or sporting clays. I was born cross-dominant (right-handed but left-eyed); nevertheless, through practice in the off-season and plenty of opportunities at birds, I’ve become a better shot than I used to be. But I still miss birds that I shouldn’t, and there are undoubtedly many of you who are far more skilled than I am with a scattergun.


My dogs, likewise, are without canine honors. I have owned a variety of them: eleven dogs from six different breeds over the last thirty years. As pheasant dogs, I’d rate all but one as at least average, though most of them were a good bit better than that. While I’d be content to hunt the rest of my days with dogs the caliber of the best ones I’ve owned, others probably have higher standards. It may be that through experience mine have made up for hereditary deficiencies or training shortcomings on my part. I’ve also had the chance to hunt over just about all of the more popular breeds that I haven’t owned myself, giving me a view of a wide cross section of sporting dogs in pursuit of ringnecks.


This book deals strictly with pheasant hunting and with related topics, such as guns, loads, and dogs. Although the natural history of the pheasant is fascinating, game biologists can do a much better job with that subject than I could hope to do. Likewise, a pheasant dinner can be a true culinary masterpiece. But for pheasant recipes, I’ll refer you to any number of wild-game cookbooks written by chefs far more talented than I am.


What you have in front of you is a book about pheasant hunting written by a pheasant hunter. I probably could have summarized this introduction in that single sentence. So with that, I wish you good reading and good hunting.


Larry Brown
Randall, Iowa




ONE


The Evolution of Pheasant Hunting and of a Pheasant Hunter


It is nearly noon on a mid-November day. Nine men are gathered around a couple of cars parked at the end of a cornfield. Shotguns are cradled in the crooks of their arms as they smoke a last cigarette or gulp down the remainder of a thermos of coffee. A pair of teenagers in the group, a bit nervous and slightly apart from the others, check the shells in their pockets for the twentieth time. One breaks open his single-shot 20 gauge and peers down the bore, ensuring that it’s not obstructed.


A man of about fifty, wearing a red plaid cap and carrying a 12-gauge pump with most of the bluing worn off, glances at his watch and says, “Almost noon. Time to go. Ed, you take the left. Bill you’re on the right side. Boys,” he adds, addressing the two youngsters directly, “remember what we’ve told you. Keep in line. No shots straight ahead once we’re past the middle of the field. Uncle Joe and Tom and Charlie don’t appreciate getting peppered with pellets.” The other hunters laugh at this reference to the three blockers waiting at the far end of the field.


“When you’ve got a bird down, make sure you get there quick,” he continues. “And let’s try to shoot all roosters this year,” he adds for everyone’s benefit. “They’re the ones with the pretty feathers and long tails.” Everyone laughs.


The group fans out in a line across the eighty-odd rows of standing corn, waiting for the leader to give the signal. He glances at his watch again. “Okay, let’s go!” he yells.


The browns and tans of their hunting coats, broken only by the occasional red splotch of a cap, blend in with the yellow of the dried cornstalks and foxtail. The line moves forward at a steady pace down the quarter-mile-long rows. The hunters are spaced about ten rows apart. The object, as they all know, is to herd the pheasants in front of them. They hope the spacing is tight enough to prevent any birds from hunkering down and staying put as the line passes by.


The hunters exchange casual comments as they walk, and pass on an occasional warning to the two novices to stay even with the rest of the line. Some hundred yards into the field, one of the boys spots birds on the ground. “They’re running ahead of us!” he yells.


“Just keep going,” yells the leader in reply. “Go ahead and shoot one on the ground—if it’s a rooster and if it’s close enough. But watch your shots!”


At that moment, a rooster explodes two rows to the right and directly behind one of the youths. “Rooster!” he cries. A few seconds of silence, then a gun booms on the far right. “Bill got him,” the word comes back down the line. There is a brief pause while Bill jogs into the pasture to the right of the field and claims the first bird of the day.


“Ready down there?” yells the leader. “We’re set again,” comes the reply down the line. They move on. One of the youths nearly steps on a hen. His gun is up to his shoulder and the hammer back when a yell, “Hen!” from the hunter to his right stops him short.


More shots sound along the line. Two roosters are bagged, and a third hits running. The bird is out of range on the ground and the experienced hunter realizes the futility of chasing the wing-busted cock sprinting down the corn row.


“Cripple running ahead,” he calls. “Maybe it’ll squat down where we can get it at the end of the field.”


The line has now reached the halfway point. “Watch your shots ahead now,” calls the leader. The experienced hunters check their safeties in anticipation. They know that the bulk of the action will take place within the next few minutes.


At the far end of the field, three men kneel in a ditch. Spaced about thirty-five yards apart, their job is to stop the birds from running out the far end of the field. All three are experienced hunters, veterans of many drives such as this. They were selected as “blockers” based on this experience, their marksmanship, and in the case of Uncle Joe, his excess weight and his arthritic knees. The men carry 12-gauge repeaters—a Winchester pump, a Remington pump, and Joe’s pride and joy, a Browning autoloader with its distinctive, humpbacked silhouette. There are other similarities among the firearms: All have full-choke, thirty-inch barrels, and all serve double duty in the duck marshes.


Joe peeks over the edge of the ditch. The blockers are fortunate to have a position that will keep them out of sight of the pheasants and out of the line of fire of the oncoming hunters. However, they are not overly concerned with the latter. Most of the party are family members, and all are experienced hunters—except the two youngsters, who have been well coached in safety procedures.


“Can’t see ‘em yet, but I hear ‘em coming,” says Joe in a loud stage-whisper to the other two, as he slides back down.


They hear a shot from the drivers in front of them. A rooster comes streaking over Tom’s head in the middle of the trio. He spins with surprising speed and drops the bird in an open field across the dirt road behind them. The bird hits hard but gets up to run. Tom finishes him on the ground.


“Little behind that one, Tom,” chides Joe.


“Son of a gun was really moving,” replies Tom with a grin. “From one season to the next, a guy forgets how fast they can fly.”


Two birds sail over Charlie’s head on the opposite end of the blocking corps from Joe. “Hen! Hen!” he calls twice.


“After last year, I thought you shot them regardless,” needles Tom.


“Aw, shut up,” Charlie replies. “The sun was in my eyes on that one, but I don’t suppose you’ll ever forget it.”


At that moment a huge rooster, two-foot tailfeathers streaming behind him, explodes from a clump of weeds at the end of the field almost on top of Joe. Tom and Charlie watch with fascination as the old man tracks the escaping rooster. His Browning booms, and the bird drops over forty yards from the gun.


“You’re slowing down, Joe,” calls Tom.


“Just letting him get out so’s I don’t shoot him up too bad. Martha gives me a bad time about too many pellets in the birds,” he explains.


By now, the line is fifty yards from the fence that marks the end of the field. Birds are flushing in threes and fours. Multiple shots and cries of “Hen!” and “Rooster!” echo up and down the line.


Within fifteen yards of the end of the field, a big rooster erupts directly in front of one of the youths. Gun up and hammer back in a flash, the youngster drops the towering bird in a cloud of feathers.


“Nice shot, boy!” cries Tom from the ditch below as the youngster comes forward to claim his prize. “You nearly dropped that one in my lap!”


The youth beams. The bird is his first pheasant.


The men cross the fence and confer with the blockers on the far side. Tom crosses the road to pick up four birds dropped in the open field beyond. Fifteen roosters met their demise from that single, half-hour operation.


They compare notes. At least three more birds were hit in the air but not dropped, and three or four others were brought down but not recovered. The leader pronounces the operation a success.


“Birds must be down a bit though,” comments Joe. “That field’s usually good for a couple dozen at least.”


Three hunters—the two youngsters and one other—take the birds back to the cars. On the way, as they walk the edge of the field, a tight-sitting bird takes wing right beside them. The veteran drops his load of birds and adds a sixteenth rooster to the total.


A second cornfield yields a dozen more birds The end of the day comes exactly at 2:35 P.M. in forty acres of hay, where the hunters have observed that a number of escaping birds have taken refuge. A rooster sits so tight that the as-yet bird-less youth nearly steps on it. Appropriately, it makes bird number thirty-six, and the twelve hunters have limited out.


Scenes such as the one above were replayed across the Midwest with regularity a few decades ago (they still are in some places, especially South Dakota on commercial hunting preserves). Pheasant hunting has a “group sport” tradition, and opening day was a festive occasion. The block-and-drive method in cornfields was the preferred hunting tactic, especially early in the season.


That tactic worked well in the past for several reasons. Cornfields tended to be relatively small and could be covered by a group of a dozen or fewer hunters. Corn was shorter and easier to shoot over than it is now. Finally, the use of herbicides was less common, leaving more weedy cover in the corn rows to provide hiding places for the birds.


The block-and-drive method was also logical because of the way game departments had set up seasons and shooting hours. In Iowa, for example, the season opened in mid-November and lasted only about a month until 1963, when it was extended through the end of the year. Shooting hours usually started at noon, or certainly no earlier than 9 or 10 A.M. That tradition still holds in South Dakota, where hunting does not start until noon for the first week of the season and 10 A.M. from then on.


There was almost always a fair amount of corn left to be picked by the time the opener rolled around. The late start to shooting hours usually put the birds out feeding in the fields when hunting began. Hence the effectiveness of the cornfield drive on pheasants of forty to fifty years ago.


Gun selection was a direct result of the favored hunting tactics. Cornfield shots could be long, which called for a large gauge and a tight choke. Hunters with dogs found that the animals did not adapt well to birds running in standing corn, which meant that canine assistance was relatively rare. To reduce the loss of cripples, hunters opted for the combination that they thought would produce the most kills. A full-choke 12 gauge, the favorite in duck blinds, was also the choice of most Midwestern pheasant hunters.


[image: Image]


I remember those days well, though with less nostalgia than do many of my pheasant-hunting contemporaries. They tend to forget the short seasons, the abbreviated hours, and the crippled birds that went unrecovered in the corn.
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Growing Up as Road Hunter


I must admit that at least part of my opinion about the “good old days” can be chalked up to sour grapes. Although I remember seeing those mass drives and hearing about them first hand from my best friend—whose ten- to twelve-man family group always limited on opening day—I seldom participated. I grew up a member of a group that was as welcome by the party hunters as the James Gang at an 1880s bank. My father brought me up in the tradition of the road hunter.


Dad was not only law-abiding, but also highly ethical in all of his other hunting and fishing practices. We didn’t exceed our limits while fishing, and we didn’t hunt without permission. But there was something about pheasants that brought out my father’s outlaw side.


I think it may have been that he first shot pheasants during the Depression, when everyone looked the other way at bending game laws if it meant putting meat on the table. We also lived in what was then just about the best pheasant area of a very good pheasant state. It was hard to visualize the possibility of hurting the bird population.


Not that Dad would exceed his limit, like some greedy hunters who would shoot three birds, drop them off with a farmer, and return to shoot three more. It was his method that was often illegal and almost always unethical.


The party hunters tended to push a good many surviving birds into small pieces of cover adjacent to roadways. The ditches and fencerows along secondary roads could be very productive for those who knew how to road hunt.


With us, it was a family affair. My older brother and I did a bit of it, but I remember it as being more effective when both Mother and Dad were involved. Dad was the driver and principal shooter. Mother was the scout. I was the backup scout, and as I grew older, I became the backup shooter as well.


Road hunting was simplicity itself. Dad drove the back roads. Mother spotted pheasants in the ditches. Dad stopped and shot them, usually without bothering to get out of the car. If he had to get out—for example, when the bird was on the opposite side of the car—he still shot pheasants on the ground whenever he could. This was illegal in the first case, unethical in the second.


My parents were a great team, from a car moving at thirty-five miles an hour. Mother could spot a rooster with his head a half-inch out of the weeds. Dad always carried his single-shot .410 legally—unloaded and in its case. He was very adept at loading it in the close confines of the car, and he was careful not to cock the hammer until the barrel was out the window.


There may have been another reason my father road hunted. He was a night-shift factory worker who spent most of his adult life making John Deere tractors. He’d come home in the morning, catch a few hours’ sleep, then drive out into the country for a quick hunt on the back roads near our home in Waterloo, Iowa. There weren’t many people who could have hunted with Dad during the week, and with a very physical job, he wasn’t in need of exercise. He just wanted a change of scenery and a chance to put some meat on the table.


For whatever reason, I sensed that this kind of hunting was wrong. It may have been that I read too many outdoor magazines with their discussions of the ethics of fair chase. Maybe I didn’t like the ringing sound I’d have in my ears for a half-hour after Dad touched off the .410 inside the car. Perhaps the thought of going to jail over a pheasant was sufficiently unpleasant. In any case, I was uneasy about the whole procedure.


Although we were definitely breaking the law by shooting from the car, we were no more unethical than many of the party hunters who looked down their noses at those of us who shot most of our birds from the roads. Dad, my brother, and I all shot .410s, yet we probably crippled a smaller percentage of birds than did the big-bore-toting cornfield hunters. We took our shots close and mostly at sitting birds. When we were unsuccessful, it was usually because the rooster ran or flew before we were in position, not because we had hit the bird and lost him.


Some skill was necessary if you were to be a successful road hunter. It wasn’t that easy to get within .410 range of a sitting pheasant. If a bird did flush, you had to get that little gun on target quickly if you expected to make a kill. Growing up with a single-shot .410 is undoubtedly why I still tend to rush shots at pheasants.


My own version of road hunting was to get out and walk likely-looking ditches and railroad rights-of-way. After spotting enough pheasants from the car, I got pretty good at figuring out which ditches were the best bets to hold birds. These narrow strips of cover were perfectly suited to a hunter or two working without a dog. We even worked two-man drives, which usually involved me walking and either Dad or my brother driving ahead a few hundred yards, then getting out and blocking for me.


I also developed a couple of helpful tactics when we did spot a bird in the ditch. From experience, I learned that a pheasant would often run or fly if you stopped a car and got out in close proximity. However, if you could make your approach from farther away with some sort of cover, you stood a better chance of getting a shot.


Using the opposite ditch—on the other side of the road from the bird—was one tactic that worked well. If I spotted a pheasant, I’d try to remember its location in relation to a landmark such as a telephone pole, tree, or fence post. Then I’d proceed down the road a hundred yards or so, stop the car, and get into the opposite ditch. I’d stay below the crown of the road, keeping my eyes peeled for the landmark. Once it was in sight, I’d charge across the road hoping to surprise the bird into flushing.


If the opposite ditch wasn’t deep enough to provide cover, I’d use the car itself if I had a companion. Once again I’d pass by the bird and continue for at least a hundred yards. Then I’d have the driver turn the car around. I’d walk on the side opposite from the bird, and with the vehicle moving very slowly and giving me cover, I’d work up to my landmark. Once there I’d let the car continue on and charge the spot where I’d last seen the bird. Oddly, moving vehicles seldom spooked pheasants—thus another effective road-hunting tactic.


I offer the above only as historical background, both of pheasant hunting in general and of my own development as a pheasant hunter. I am well aware that road hunting, whether you’re inside or outside of the car, is illegal in many states. Although I will still ditch-sneak a bird on occasion, it’s mostly for nostalgia. It’s certainly not the way I prefer to hunt, nor is it a good example to set for young hunters. It is simply too easy to cross the line into unethical or illegal behavior.


Road hunting worked well forty years ago for many of the same reasons that favored the cornfield drive. In those days, Iowa pheasants were mostly concentrated in the northern half of the state, and some of those concentrations resulted in unbelievable numbers of birds. The short season and hours also concentrated hunting pressure, meaning that the birds were being pushed all over. Add to this the pheasant’s need to pick gravel in order to digest its food and you had a situation tailor-made for road hunters.


Pheasant Numbers Fluctuate


Times change, and some of those changes are for the better, some are for the worse. The end of the Soil Bank Program in the mid-1960s was not one of the better changes, for either the birds or the hunters. Farming grew more intensive, and with less nesting and winter habitat, bird numbers fell.


That was the pattern from the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s. Pheasant populations shifted to areas that afforded birds the proper mix of food and cover. For the most part, these were places where intensive row-crop farming was impractical. But even the best covers fell far short of producing the concentrations of birds that were relatively common before the end of the Soil Bank.


The 1985 Farm Bill brought about a significant change in the world of the pheasant and the pheasant hunter. Under the provisions of the legislation’s Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), some thirty to forty million acres of marginal farmland were taken out of production, much as they were under the earlier Soil Bank Program. The CRP led to an almost immediate and very dramatic upsurge in pheasant populations. For example, Iowa hunters harvested slightly over seven hundred thousand pheasants in 1984—the lowest figure recorded since the Department of Natural Resources has been keeping records. But by 1987, Iowa’s harvest had nearly doubled, to almost a million-and-a-half birds.


At peak enrollment, Iowa had just over two million CRP acres. But what Washington gives, Washington can take away. The 1996 Farm Bill reauthorized the CRP, but changed the rules so that some states—Iowa being one of them—lost much of this habitat. Iowa’s CRP acreage was cut in half.


The trend under current CRP regulations is away from enrolling large tracts of CRP acreage, other than on extremely marginal and largely unproductive land. Under the 1985 Farm Bill, it was not unusual for entire farms to be enrolled in the program. With the changes of the 1996 law, this practice is much less common.


On more productive land, today’s CRP regulations favor practices that target only the most erodible areas. Preventing agricultural runoff and improving water quality are now major goals of the farm program. A “permanent” CRP provision, under which landowners can enroll acreage for up to fifteen years, allows almost anyone with a waterway to establish a “buffer strip” ninety-nine feet wide on either side of the stream. These strips provide long, narrow corridors of habitat, unlike the old blocks of the CRP, which were often one hundred acres or more in size. The current program also emphasizes native-grass plantings over species such as brome. Thus, the tradeoff is smaller areas of better cover for the birds, versus larger areas of lower-quality cover. Initially, wildlife professionals believed that the new program would not be as beneficial to pheasants as the old one. However, having hunted these “habitat corridors” for several years now, I can say that they do indeed provide excellent cover. Pheasants seem to be doing well in areas where buffer strips are common.


New Tactics Evolve


The dramatic drop in bird numbers from the mid-1960s to the mid-1980s resulted in a parallel drop in hunter numbers. Many of those who gave up the sport were the once-a-year gang—the nimrods who went out for easy pickings on opening day. With a resigned sigh and a complaint of “It ain’t like it used to be,” they returned to the couch and the Saturday football game to which they were better suited in the first place.


While equally unhappy with the decline in bird numbers, dedicated hunters developed new tactics. Widely scattered birds meant that it was necessary to cover more ground in order to find game. Coupling this with the fact that a pheasant in the bag was now a highly prized commodity, more hunters took to using dogs, both to locate scattered birds and to cut down on the loss of cripples. In the Midwest, duck hunters were among the first to make this switch. They discovered that their Labs could be as valuable in the uplands as they were in the marshes.


Such changes did not occur overnight. Unlike grouse, woodcock, and quail, pheasants had never developed a hardcore contingent of devotees. Pheasant hunting had always been an easy game, and its participants were unaccustomed to the adversity that grouse hunters experienced in a down cycle, that woodcock gunners learned when they didn’t catch the flights, or that quail shooters knew would follow a harsh winter.


Outdoor writers were also at fault, at least to a degree. Outside of an occasional bit of grudging admiration, mainly as a result of the pheasant’s appeal to the masses, where were the hymns of praise to the ringneck? The ruffed grouse had Burton Spiller and William Harnden Foster, the bobwhite quail had Nash Buckingham and Havilah Babcock. The best press the pheasant received in those “good old days” was probably a photo in the Des Moines Register of hunters with a pile of opening-day birds. The pheasant just didn’t get much respect.


Going to the Dogs


In my own case, it took the odd combination of a classic grouse writer and a Moroccan-born Brittany to show me that it was time to change my approach.


I left the Midwest in the late 1960s and returned in 1973. In between, I read George Bird Evans and shot chukar and European quail in Morocco with a side-by-side shotgun over my first hunting dog. When I returned to Iowa, I brought the dog and the gun with me, along with my new approach to hunting.


For a brief period of time, grouse and woodcock were my first love. Although I now find it hard to believe, my notebooks remind me that there were a couple of years when I actually fired more shells at woodcock than at pheasants. And I did this without leaving the state of Iowa, which even in its worst years is much better ringneck country than it is woodcock territory.


Gradually the truth began to dawn on me. Grouse and woodcock are extremely sporting birds, but mostly so because of where they are found. It’s tough to shoot birds you can’t see, and dense forest cover sometimes makes it difficult, if not impossible, to even shoulder your gun when birds do make a fleeting appearance.


The pheasant has no such advantages. He lives in places where, in comparison to grouse and woodcock cover, shots are nearly always open. When he flushes close at hand, he is none too fast about getting into the air and relatively easy to hit.


But that isn’t the end of the story, as any pheasant hunter knows. The pheasant survives, when he does, because he uses his legs more than his wings. He runs like an Olympic sprinter, and like a world-class boxer in his prime, he just isn’t there any more when you’re ready to take a crack at him.


Hitting a pheasant is only half the battle. A ringneck is the toughest bird most upland gunners will ever encounter. A couple of No. 8 shot will knock down a grouse, woodcock, or quail, none of which is likely to run far even if still lively when brought down. Conversely, you can’t count a pheasant as a sure thing until he’s safely tucked into your game pouch, and putting him there can be every bit as much of a challenge as knocking him out of the air in the first place. That kind of tenacity, in my book, is worthy of a healthy dose of respect.


Yet the pheasant continues to get short shrift when compared to “classic” upland birds. Hard-core ringneck chasers who have never seen a grouse or woodcock think that hunting old ruff must be the nearest thing to heaven on earth. I’ve done plenty of both, and I’m here to tell you that the pheasant should not be shortchanged.


One reason I wanted to write a pheasant book is to emphasize that very point. You can hunt pheasants over solid pointing dogs and shoot them with a classic double, as I do, just as you can grouse, woodcock, and quail. You can also chase them with a champion retriever and a smooth-as-silk pump as do other pheasant hunters. The “classic” aspect of the sport is in your attitude toward the game, not in any inherent advantages or deficiencies on the part of the bird. I firmly believe that pheasant hunting today stacks up favorably with the best upland gunning to be had anywhere in the country. But I doubt that I need to convince many readers of the pheasant’s quality as a gamebird.
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Thirty years ago, pheasant hunting was more of a group sport than it is today.
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Hunting uncut com can be productive, though its diffcultfor a fone funter unless he has a
reliable, closeworking retrieoer.
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A Pheasant Hunier s Netebook

Larry Brow has spent e chsing.
Americas most colorful, raucous upland
g bind, and the nformation he presents
here—bascd on the daly log he s kept of
is s oer thre decades—is priccless
Though qualifed 1o do 5o, the author
docsm Ieture on hissubjct but shares is
experiences a5 one huner to anther,
framing his advice with inteesting. ofin
funny anccdois

Here, in 3 complcly evised and up-
daed. edidon of bis 1992 clsi, Bown.
cones the pursui of phessanis from A to 2,
discussing appropriate shosguns, chokes,
and loads: ground tacis fo huntrs with
and without dogs; ends in public-nd and
cropland management; recen shifs in bird
popultions and habis and efctve gun
handling o mervion just & few. Paricularly
valuable are s siateges for hunting
flerent kinds of cover in varying types of

westher.

Whther you'e a veeran of the com-
fikds and swamp edges that ingnecks call
home, or a novice sl looking for his i
ouste, youTl i pleny of usful guidance
and reading enjoyment n the pages of A
Phcasent Hunters Netchook.





