s a pheasant hunting guide, it’s been my experience that too

any pheasant hunters underestimate how difficult it can be

to achieve success in the field. In short, far too many hunters expect

to find, flush and kill pheasants every time they step into a field. No

matter how many birds may be present, success still depends on hav-

ing complete comprehension of all the variables that play into achiev-
ing results while pursuing wild, cagey and often hard-to-kill birds.

To find more success in the field, change the way you think and

consider the role you are playing, which is that of a top-line predator.

Run-First Mentality

Pheasants are powerful in flight, with an average cruising speed
of 38-48 mph according to data from Pheasants Forever. When pres-
sured, they’ve even been clocked at flying at speeds closer to 60 mph.

However, hunters should always remember pheasants are built to
run and are much more comfortable on the ground than in the air. I
would estimate the amount of time any pheasant actually spends in
the air doesn’t add up to more than a couple minutes in an entire day,
if they ever leave the ground at all.

To become a more efficient pheasant hunter, always remember
that a pheasant’s first survival instinct is to run rather than fly when
encountering pressure of any kind. In fact, pressured birds often scur-
ry away from the first signs of anything that resembles danger, such
as vehicle brakes squealing, doors slamming, shotgun actions closing,
dogs barking and human voices hollering. Even birds that seem to
jump out of the end of the field just as you start walking have simply
ran themselves out of cover and were forced into flight. With that in
mind, it helps to think of things from a pheasant’s perspective before
your boots ever touch the ground.

Park and enter each field you plan on hunting with caution, think-
ing what your approach looks and sounds like to wild birds in the
field. Doing so will make your entrance more subtle and counter the
birds’ ability and instinct to run first, which, in turn, will lead to more
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shot opportunities throughout the entirety of your walk.

Also, always remember the clock in a pheasant’s head is ticking
as soon as you pull up to a field. A pheasant won’t sit around and
wait for you to get geared up. Instead, they’ll use those precious sec-
onds of wasted time against you by running toward safety. Thinking
about your approach helps minimize the down time and spurs you
into quicker action.

Keeping a pheasant’s run-first mentality in mind can also help you
predetermine the preferred escape routes birds often take. It pays to
think ahead and cater your hunt to focus on these areas as possible
pinch points where shot opportunities are more likely. A lot of times
these escape routes depend on wind. It pays to thoroughly plan your
approach to specifically target areas in any given field that birds will
likely funnel toward before flushing.

Pheasants are creatures of habit, and these escape routes have
been programmed into their brains not only during the pheasant sea-
son, but also throughout the rest of the year as they evade other top-
line predators such as coyotes and fox. Man, however, is the ultimate
predator, and we have the advantage in our cognitive ability to turn
the tables and use the tendencies of pheasants against them.

Examples of likely escape routes include any breaks or transition
areas between different habitat types, as well as field edges, fence
lines and water sources. Basically, any type of cover that’s different
than its surroundings is a likely flushing point for birds. The differ-
ence in the habitat or landscape typically freezes them or forces them
to flush. Either way, your best chances likely will occur in or along
these likely escape routes where pheasants simply feel they’ve run
out of room to run, and that’s where you need to focus your attack.

Scouting Matters

Perhaps there’s no greater rush of adrenaline in the upland fields
than a rooster flushing at close range, where the sudden fury of mo-
tion and the unmistakable sound of wingbeats seem to simultaneous-



ly fire off every synaptic connection in
our bodies. Good dog work that results
in a close flush, clean shot and quick
retrieve might seem like the main in-
gredients of a great pheasant hunt,
but, like most recipes, the prep time in-
volved needs to be considered as part
of the whole. In short, proper scouting
is just as important to pheasant hunt-
ing as it is to waterfowl or deer hunt-
ing, yet many hunters fail to recognize
its importance.

When I head out scouting, I typical-
ly look for areas with adequate ther-
mal cover that suits a pheasant’s needs
throughout the fall and winter, but an
area can really catch my eye if it has
plenty of nesting cover nearby. Simply
stated, an area has to be able to produce
pheasants before it holds them, so I
strongly believe nesting and brood-rear-
ing cover that’s in or adjacent to land
I’'m hunting is paramount to success.

For example, a pocket of cattails in
the middle of a grazed-down pasture
holds far less appeal than a similar
patch of cattails that’s surrounded by
acres of warm- and cool-season grass-
es. From a pheasant’s point of view, the
latter example provides everything it
needs to survive all year, whereas the
former example might only hold birds
if severe winter weather hits.

Photo Courtesy South Dakota Tourism
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Another habitat factor that’s often
overlooked is that many acres enrolled
in various facets of the Conservation
Reserve Program require mid-contract
management. Basically, all that means
is a landowner either has to graze or
hay the CRP habitat at certain times
throughout the length of the contract,
regardless of whether the land’s pri-
vate or enrolled in some type of public
hunting-access program. What’s more,
in years of drought some of these CRP
acres are opened to emergency haying
or grazing so the landowner can feed
his livestock.

Last year, for example, thousands of
acres of CRP were hayed throughout
the Dakotas due to the drought condi-
tions that plagued the Upper Midwest.
Instead of lamenting the fact that there
were fewer acres to hunt, I turned that
around and looked at the additional op-
portunities it provided.

Quite often through land-manage-
ment practices or even emergency hay-
ing practices, a landowner will rarely
hay the entire acreage. It happens, but
more often than not the landowner will
hay or graze CRP acres in sections. As a
result, the field is suddenly made easier
to hunt because the available amount of
cover has been largely reduced and the
edge created by the mowing acts as an
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additional flushing point for birds.

For example, one landowner I work
with mowed the middle of a large sec-
tion of CRP, but left strips that were
about 50 yards wide along the fence
lines. Two of the strips ran along gravel
roads bordering the field, but the oth-
er two strips that extended toward the
middle of the field ran adjacent to corn-
fields. As a result, the mowing created
ideal stretches of cover with defined
edges that were easier to hunt efficient-
ly compared to the entire quarter-sec-
tion, or 160 acres, of untamed CRP.

Plus, if Mother Nature cooperates
and sends timely rains throughout the
spring and summer months, I know
that the habitat will rebound quick-

ly and those mowed areas will bounce
back and provide prime light cover for
early season birds this year.

This summer and fall as you scout,
pay particular attention to areas with
cover types pheasants need all year

long and also identify CRP or grassland |

areas that were managed for various
reasons. You'll be glad you did.

Hunting Big Fields
in Small Groups

Although I run an outfitting busi-
ness, I prefer to guide smaller groups

of six hunters to perhaps 10 on the
high end. Big groups can certainly be

fun, but hunting in smaller groups pro- .
motes safety and helps me efficient- |

ly manage all of the key

Animal
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Dr. Robin 0’ Neill
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players — hunters, dogs |

and, of course, the birds
themselves.

ble to run into a big block
l of cover with no that’s

know a quarter section of
CRP, for example, is hold-
ing a significant amount
of birds that’s worth tak-
ing a shot at, even with a

0‘0

However, it is inevita-

difficult to tackle with a |lia -

A .
¥ Pl‘epare ‘. ‘0 smaller group. I avoid this |\
Y()lll' D()g f()]' scenario if at all possible,

but there are times when I 2

Good dog work that results in a solid point, close flush, clean shot and quick retrleve mnght

seem like the main ingredients of a great pheasant hunt, but, like most recipes, the prep time
involved needs to be considered as part of the whole.

Photo by Andrew Johnson

Nestled along the South Dakota-Minnesota Border, Deuel County,
offers rewarding fishing in the county’s many lakes and bountiful hunting
on the plains and in the Hidewood. Horsemen and women will enjoy the
rolling hills of the Highlands in the middle of the Deuel County, and
America’s Most Natural Rodeo Bowl, located at Crystal Springs Ranch.
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smaller group.

If you've hunted pheasants enough,
you’ve probably encountered similar sit-
uations where you haven’t had enough
manpower to effectively and efficiently
hunt a big block of cover. Most times,
hunters will tackle these situations in
parallel walks from one end to the oth-
er, using blockers at one end of the field
as the walkers drive toward them. It’s a
tactic that sometimes works, but in re-
ality it leaves a lot to be desired.

As mentioned, pheasants are crea-
tures of habit and are conditioned to ex-
pect hunters approaching from certain
areas and angles. If you think like a true
predator, it’s easy to see how they’re
accustomed to hunters starting at one
end of a field and working toward the
other before turning around and mak-
ing another pass. Because they have
become conditioned to this method,
it’s easy for them to run circles around
the hunters with each pass. Good dogs
can help contain the birds to a degree,
but long walks with limited hunters
simply leave too much room for birds
to escape out the sides and never flush
within range.

Instead of walking the large patch of
cover in strips from one end to the oth-
er like hunters have done for decades,
consider breaking it down into six
sections and work diagonally toward

the corners, creating your own pinch
points along the way. If you’re hunting
hard-pressured birds, working diagonal-
ly in cross-sections can throw wild birds
for a loop and catch them off guard,
forcing them to get confused birds to
flush at your feet or escape by running
to a corner or other pinch point where
blockers are lying in wait.

This tactic might mean taking a few
extra steps to get into position on some
of the walks, but throwing the birds a
curve ball like this with a small group
of hunters is one way to turn their con-
ditioning against them. We've tried this
tactic several times with success the
past few years, and, like anything else,
the more you put it into practice, the
better it works.

It’s worth noting that a game plan
of this nature takes some planning, so
be sure to choreograph your hunt and
make sure each hunter knows where he
or she needs to be and what to do. Do
this well in advance. Hollering instruc-
tions and adjustments to hunters in an
effort to properly position them will
quickly foil even the best laid plans.

Pheasants are used to vehicles and
farm equipment traveling the gravel
roads that run adjacent to the fields
they call home. The only vehicles they
really notice or fear are those that stop.

With that in mind I often drive right |
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on by fields in advance of a hunt that requires exten-
sive game planning. While doing so, I’ll point out var-
ious landmarks to my hunters and ask them questions
to ensure they understand the approach we’re taking.
When I'm confident everyone in the group is on the
same page, I'll then circle back and drop hunters off
to block before I park and let the dogs and walkers
out in a singularly smooth motion, getting the hunt
underway as quickly and quietly as possible.

The size of a pheasant’s brain in tiny compared
to ours, yet they continually outsmart legions of
big-headed hunters. It all boils down to survival. Not
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repairable, as is, runs, 1,423 miles
2008 Polaris 700 RMK
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2007 Polaris 600 RMK,
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2007 Polaris Supersport electric start and
reverse, 2,997 miles

East Highway 12 - Milbank, SD
605-432-9111
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getting shot or eaten are what drive them to safety.

Conversely, we need to devise methods to supply
ourselves a meal or two. In other words, hunt hungry
— not just figuratively, but literally.

Bloated bellies (and egos) lead to lazy, haphaz-
ard hunting. A little belly growl will have you mov-
ing more deftly and can kick in some primal instincts
that are resting just below the surface. Let your inner
predator out and take it for a stroll through the fields,
and I am firmly convinced you will soon find yourself
becoming a much better hunter with the reward of
more birds in your bag.
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About the Author: Dennis Foster is an avid outdoor com-
municator, guide and tournament fisherman. He welcomes
input and can be reached at www.eyetimepromotions.com
or www.dakotapheasantguide.com.
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