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renewing old friendships and forming new ones
with the numerous folks who come from all
over the world to take part in the fall bounty that
we have been blessed with. I personally host
these visitors seeking a taste of our lifestyle and
desiring to hunt wild pheasants in locations that
cover both Dakotas from east to west.
 
to evaluate what the current trends are for the
best areas to concentrate your hunting ef
witness 
world, and I am quite happy to report that things
are looking the best they have in the last several
years throughout the entire region.

THESE AREAS OFFER SOME OF THE BEST  
RINGNECK HUNTING ACROSS THE TWO STATES.

By Dennis FosterRINGNECK 
DESTINATIONS

In The Dakotas I 
HAVE BEEN very fortunate indeed to have 
been raised smack dab in the in the very 
heart of pheasant country here in eastern 
South Dakota. Our county seat of Redfeld 
rightfully lays claim to being “Pheasant 
Capital of the World.” This is where the 

frst successful introduction of pheasants was 
made in the state, and we continue to hold 
among the highest of populations right up to 
this day. Heck, the school’s mascot is even a 
rooster pheasant!
 Pheasant season’s annual arrival is an 
ingrained part of our culture and is about far 
more than just the hunting. It is a time for 
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renewing old friendships and forming new ones 
with the numerous folks who come from all 
over the world to take part in the fall bounty that 
we have been blessed with. I personally host 
these visitors seeking a taste of our lifestyle and 
desiring to hunt wild pheasants in locations that 
cover both Dakotas from east to west. 
 I believe this gives me a keen perspective 
to evaluate what the current trends are for the 
best areas to concentrate your hunting efforts. I 
witness frsthand what is happening out in the real 
world, and I am quite happy to report that things 
are looking the best they have in the last several 
years throughout the entire region.

1 Amos Perts displays a huge catfsh he caught on Milford Lake in 
Kansas in April of 2015.  2 Keigan Vincent holds up a large-
mouth bass he caught on Kansas’ Leavenworth State Lake in July 
of 2014.  3 Bo Behlen and his grandfather, Gary Abegglen, pose 
with Behlen’s buck near Columbus, Neb., in October of 2014.
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 We are seeing large numbers of hens 
and a proper proportion of roosters 
that have made it through yet another 
winter with very little in the way of 
adverse conditions, and therefore a 
nearly 100 percent survival rate. Low 
moisture levels had us concerned for a 
while, but with recent plentiful rains, 
cover and crops are in good shape.
 A successful hatch with large 
brood sizes would be a sensible 
prediction. Conditions are looking 
quite promising for the newly hatched 
chicks to prosper, as there is plenty 
of water available and the insects are 
there in hordes to provide abundant 
initial protein. That is important 
to spur quick growth and enhance 
survival rates. There will be ample 
supply of vibrant adults for us to 
chase come fall. I must admit to being 
extremely excited about our prospects 
for the upcoming season. 

WHERE TO FIND THEM

By far the most well-known area to 
consider would be the entire expanse 
east of the Missouri River in South 
Dakota. The vast majority of visiting 
hunters tend to fock to this region, 
and for good reason, too. This is 
traditionally the area that holds the 
highest populations and concentrations 
of pheasants in the entire country. This 
distinction should hold true well into 
the foreseeable future.
 Even with the increasingly intensive 

Mitchell, Huron, the aforementioned 
Redfeld, and just 40 miles straight 
north of there on Highway 281 
you will fnd the regional hub of 
Aberdeen. Speaking of Highway 
281, I would suggest that you focus 
on the corridor as it runs on a north 
and south course through the state. 
Base your efforts around 50 miles east 
and 50 miles west of the highway, as 
this will roughly encompass all of the 
land that drains into the James River 
Valley. Very consistent hunting can be 
had here year in and year out as the 
pheasants fnd the proper combination 
of climate, cover, and food. 
 Another factor that greatly 
contributes to and will continue to 
enhance the area is the number of 
acres enrolled in CREP. The South 
Dakota Game, Fish and Parks has 
identifed the Conservation Reserve 
Enhancement Program as a powerful 
tool to meet goals to provide additional 
undisturbed habitat for wildlife and 
public hunting access. Administered 
by the USDA’s Farm Service Agency, 
CREP is simply a “state-sponsored” 
Conservation Reserve Program 
designed for a specifc geographic area 
that will address resource concerns 
identifed by state partners.
 In South Dakota, the focus will be 
on improving water quality, reducing 
soil erosion, and providing food 
control all while creating additional 
pheasant nesting habitat in the James 
River Watershed. CREP participants 
will receive 40 percent higher rental 
rates than if they were to just enroll 
their land in CRP. Every acre enrolled 
in CREP will also be open to public 
hunting and fshing. This program is 
providing valuable incentive to keep 
and renew CRP contracts instead of 
breaking the ground and converting it 
to less desirable cropland.

HEAD NORTH

As good as the more notable areas are, 
this is not to say that there are not a 
number of other areas that are more 
than a little worthy of serious attention. 
If you were to continue around 100 
miles north of Aberdeen and on into 
North Dakota following the Highway 
281 corridor to the Jamestown area, 
you can still fnd huntable populations 

farming practices that have been 
taking place of late, we still retain 
suffcient quality cover for excellent 
reproduction, and the birds seem to 
weather just about anything we as man 
can throw at them. They are as resilient 
as they are beautiful, and their will to 
survive never ceases to amaze me.
 It should be noted that diligent 
efforts are being taken to preserve and 
enhance what remains of the habitat 
that is so vital to our state bird.
 The Governor’s pheasant habitat 
work group is proof positive of the 
state of South Dakota’s proactive 
stance in continuing to bring all 
interested parties together in an effort 
to do what is right for the birds and 
keep our well known traditions alive 
and well. I think these labors will soon 
be yielding some dramatic results. 
To gain a little perspective as to what 
is being done, check out the South 
Dakota Game Fish and Parks website 
to learn more.
 South Dakota is also equally 
concerned about providing as much 
public hunting as possible, and a 
valuable aid in learning about all the 
land that is available can be found on the 
SDGFP website as well. There is even a 
great app to download so you have all of 
this information right on your phone.
 Some of the best communities in 
which to base your hunt out of in eastern 
South Dakota spanning from south 
to north are: Winner, Chamberlain, P
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Across North and South Dakota, conditions are looking great for strong pheasant populations. 

Continued on page 68...
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of birds in general and a few pockets 
that even rival the best areas South 
Dakota has to offer.
 You also may want to consider 
venturing west toward Bismarck, 
N.D., to fnd some very attractive 
areas of grasslands that can hold good 
numbers of pheasants. South Dakota 
may enjoy most of the notoriety and 
the reputation as a traditional pheasant 
hotspot, but be sure not to rule out 
North Dakota and the opportunities it 
provides for pheasant hunters. 

HEAD WEST

For a decidedly different experience, 
by all means head west. Your frst stop 
should be the central portions of either 
state, as there are some quite good 
lands adjacent to the Missouri River 
reservoirs. And these lands are seeing 
higher numbers of birds each year with 
a few savvy hunters starting to discover 
this still largely undeveloped resource.
 Our pheasants are now expanding 
into areas that not too long ago had 
but a token bird here and there on 
lands that were then mostly pasture. 
With the westward expansion of grain 
production due to more advanced 
farming practices and seed varieties that 
make these typically more arid lands 
now productive, we have seen the birds 
migrate right along with the crops.
 There remains a good balance of 
grassy edges between crop and pasture 
land that provides valuable nesting 
cover. Thus, constituting the proper 
ratio that is so vital for producing high 
numbers of pheasants.   
A particularly good spot lies north 
of Pierre. In addition to the obvious 
draw of the pheasants themselves, 
there are some great accommodations 
to be had from a number of reputable 
outftters, including myself. As you 
would be near Lake Oahe — a major 
destination itself for its world famous 
walleye fshery — you may want to 
consider spending a day or two taking 
advantage of the fall bite as part of 
your trip as well. 

FAR OUT WEST

If you are seeking an even more 
unique option, you can venture even 
farther west to fnd some surprisingly 
good numbers of birds in the all 
but undiscovered areas west of the 

hunt, remember to do your homework 
and make a few calls. If you put it all 
together you can reasonably expect to 
see birds potentially numbering in the 
hundreds each day. With the proper 
hunting strategies, any semblance of 
shooting skills, and some help from 
a good dog or two, limits should be 
easily obtainable in most areas this 
season.
 The birds are there, and you should 
be, too, as there is no better time than 
right now to book your adventure. 
If this is your frst trip, securing the 
help of a reputable outftter would 
be highly recommended if you want 
to hunt wild birds. Many frst timers 
fnd themselves — and quite frankly 
their dogs — intimidated, as the wild 
birds behave much differently than 
docile pen raised variety that a lot of 
dogs were trained on and are found 
on many of the preserve and put and 
take type of operations. 
 You may fnd it helpful to have 
experienced guides and, even more 
importantly, their seasoned dogs to 
help ensure a successful hunt. Plus 
you, and vastly more important, your 
pups, get to learn a thing or two and 
gain valuable experience as part of 
the process.
 If you are not fortunate enough or 
have the time and patience to own 
good hunting dogs, the services of an 
outftter should defnitely be part of 
your plan. 
 It is not only tough to effectively 
hunt pheasants without canine 
assistance, you will lose far more 
shot birds than you could ever hope 
to fnd without them. Birds you think 
were hit hard in the air will still have 
more than suffcient life in them to 
tuck into and under even the sparsest 
looking areas of cover.
 Unless you somehow possess the 
olfactory skills of a bloodhound, 
these birds will elude even the most 
dedicated efforts for retrieval.
 It is simply a shame to not retrieve 
such a gallant and beautiful bird. Plus, 
as most of my guests continually 
attest, the most satisfying aspect of a 
great upland bird hunt is watching the 
dogs perform their timeless magic. I 
know this is true for me, and this is 
also what continues to lure me into the 
felds after all of these years. ■

Missouri River in both South and 
North Dakota.
 This is not to say the entire “West 
River” area hold birds. But there are 
large swaths of the landscape that have 
enough agricultural activity in the 
midst of the more prevalent rangelands 
to host and support astonishingly good 
numbers of birds. These areas are 
defnitely worth checking out.
 This is a great opportunity for the 
true upland bird enthusiast, as you 
may very well be fnding yourself 
busting coveys of sharptail grouse and 
even the occasional prairie chicken on 
the far western fringes of the pheasant 
range. 
 An added bonus to this is that the 
farther you travel away from the 
more customary pheasant hunting 
areas and off the beaten path is that 
you are well…off the beaten path! 
I personally fnd this refreshing, as 
most of these areas receive very little 
hunting pressure, if any at all. During 
your stay it is likely that you may not 
even encounter another hunter while 
you are afeld.

PLANNING PAYS
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A good dog is a valuable partner in the feld.

RINGNECKS ...Continued
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